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Cold January 2063 air mixed with a warm Caribbean breeze, settling into a nighttime fog thick enough to dull a knife. Jackson Cole stood in deeper shadows, watching as three young women staggered, giggling, from one of the bars in the historic district of St. Augustine, Florida. Jackson’s thoughts floated loose in the swirling mist. The harder he worked to form them into a coherent whole, the further they slipped away until the giggles snapped him back to the present. The trio passed under a streetlight on the far side of the street. Its anemic glow caught the tight strawberry blond curls that almost reached the shoulders of the noisiest of the three.

Jackson focused on her. She stiffened, as though she could feel his gaze through the murk separating them. She turned and stared in his direction, though he was certain he was hidden from view. Her companions stopped and gaped at her, their confusion plain from their body language even at this distance. Then, the young woman marched across the street to where Jackson stood and faced him with eyes as glassy as new marbles.

Jackson forgot to breathe.

“Hey, dick head,” she said, the slurred words pulling her lips into a loose grin, “Seen enough? Watch this.” Lisa Davis grabbed the front hem of her baggy sweatshirt and pulled it over her head to expose small, braless breasts with silver nipple rings. Her flat abdomen sported a simple stone dangling at the end of a navel stud.

Jackson retreated a half step deeper into the shadows as drunken laughter spilled through the cloth. She returned the sweatshirt, spun and trotted back to her friends. She repeated the gesture for her girlfriends who joined her laughter. The three continued on, laughing and bumping into one another as they faded into the swirling mist.

Jackson’s rambling thoughts coalesced into a childhood memory of his older sister, Sandy. She was nine. He was five. She stood admiring her newly forming breasts in front of her mirror until she noticed him standing quietly at the door to her room, hoping she would come outside and play with him. Instead, her face grew red and clouded. She ran screaming to their mother, who dragged Jackson by the arm to the closet, where he cried himself to sleep, again.

The memory collapsed under the weight of an avalanche of emotions he’d suppressed for decades. The adult Jackson Cole stepped out of the footpath behind the art gallery and turned to follow the laughter in the dark.

*
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Nicole moved against Carter in bed. She was burrowed under the duvet, the bedroom window open a crack. The night air lowered the room’s temperature to a chilly sixty degrees. She rose toward consciousness just enough to feel the delicious little leftover tingle from their earlier lovemaking. A satisfied smile crept onto her lips. His arm found its way over her and she brought it around, snuggling deeper into his embrace.

Her smartwatch beeped. She stirred and moved her hand between the sheets beside her. They were empty. She rolled onto her back and sat up. Carter was already awake, standing at the dresser in the dark, checking his iLink. He grumbled, pulled the covers back, and dropped onto the bed, scooping her up and dragging her on top of him.

“Hey, you,” he whispered, tightening his arms around her waist.

“Hey, you,” she responded and lay her head on his chest. “Duty calls.” She hated to move from the warmth of the bed and his embrace.

“Not so fast.” He nuzzled into her neck and blew a raspberry.

She shrieked and squirmed. He held her tight while they rolled laughing across the bed, taking the sheets and bedspread with them. He flipped her onto her back. “Give?”

His hands were pinned under her. She worked her fingers around under his arms, where she knew his ticklish spot was and locked her legs around his waist.

He tried to pull off her in jerking, laughing spasms. She followed him over, straddling him. She pressed her elbows down on his chest and whispered, “That the best you got, paper boy?”

“You win,” he said.

She dropped onto the bed next to him.

They lay panting, catching their breath as the laughter wound down.

“Jerk.” She tapped her fist on his chest, crawled over him, and grabbed her smartwatch from the headboard. She touched an icon on the screen.

“Dispatch to Piricelli, Detective Nicole.”

“Open link, audio only. This is Piricelli. Go ahead, Dispatch.”

A familiar male voice responded. “Good morning, Detective. Detective Malone requested you be informed he’s on his way to pick you up. You have a case. Uniformed officer on scene.”

“Message received. How’s everything, Tom?”

“Good. We just closed on the new house. We’re really excited to move in. You?”

“We’re good, Tom.” She took Carter’s hand in hers. “Congratulations on the house.”

“Thanks. He said he’ll pick you up in twenty.”

Nicole disconnected, leaned in, and pecked a quick kiss on Carter’s cheek before rolling away. As she’d suspected, she and Malone had caught a case.

“Lay still. I have to go.” She moved through the dark toward the master bathroom, pressing the app icon to send the message that she was up and would be ready when Malone arrived.

“Can’t,” Carter said in response. “Mine went off, too.” He rolled off the bed and padded back to the dresser to retrieve his slightly larger, more powerful mini tablet.

Nicole switched the bathroom light on and stood in the doorway for a moment and stood, watching him at the dresser, back to her, reading the message on his tablet. The light bathed his six-foot-one frame in a soft glow and she smiled, admiring his exceptional ass for a moment before heading into the bathroom.

Carter glanced at her over his shoulder. “Can you please hand me my toothbrush before you get too busy? I’ll use the other bathroom.”

She grabbed his toothbrush from where it rested next to hers by the sink. “Story?” she asked as she handed it to him.

He grinned as he took it. “There’s always another story.” He hesitated for a second. “Can I drop you somewhere? You want a ride or anything?” He grinned at her.

She rolled her eyes in response. “Funny guy. No, thanks. Malone’ll be here in twenty minutes. You know how he is about...” she let it trail. No use rehashing Malone’s distrust of reporters.

Carter shrugged. “Yeah,” he said. “Reporters and cops mix like crooks and cops mix. I’m just glad he holds my profession in such high regard.”

She blew out a breath. “It isn’t that. It’s―”

“I’m a pain in the neck?” He smiled at her the way he did when he knew he was turning her crank.

“Yeah, there’s that.” She got serious for a second. “Be safe out there.”

He rounded the bed to where she stood and brushed his lips against her forehead. “You too.” He headed toward the second bathroom.

Nicole hooked the light switch with a finger, started the shower, and grabbed her own toothbrush. She twisted and turned, checking her reflection for any imperfections and finding every one. Still in good shape, though, she thought. She leaned in close, checking her shoulder-length black curls for the first silver strand. Finding none, she moved her attention to the corners of her hazel eyes and scowled at the faint hint of a line or two forming there.

Her gaze drifted to her left eyebrow and lingered on the scar that followed its contour. The last quarter inch turned up onto her forehead. She pulled the skin of her left cheek tight, finding the faint scar where the plastic surgeon had reconstructed her cheekbone. The feeling in that area would never fully return, and her left lid still drooped a little. She switched hands with her toothbrush and looked straight on at her reflection, still pleased at how straight the surgeon had gotten her nose after the injury.

She rinsed and spit and wiped her face with a towel. “Not bad, girl. Shoulda seen the other guy.”

Ten minutes later, Nicole stepped out of the bathroom to an empty house. The bed was made. Before he left, Carter had switched on the small bedroom wall sconce. She quickly dressed and walked into the kitchen to find her go-cup on the counter filled with hot coffee. Under it was a piece of paper with a hand-drawn smiley face framed in squiggly lines on either side meant to be her hair. Under the smiley, Carter’s scrawl read, “Good hunting.” She smiled.

*
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Nicole locked her front door via its biometric reader and stood on the front porch. She zipped her leather motorcycle jacket up against the chill. Headlights turned the corner toward her house. She stepped into the misty night as the car braked to a stop. Halos formed around the headlights and fog swirled around her legs as she stepped through the beams to the passenger side of the plain wrap Crown Vic hybrid and tugged the door open. Dropping into the seat, she put her go-cup in the empty console cup holder and slouched. “S’up?”

Malone grunted. “We have a probable homicide at Eighty-eight Park Place, just south of the historic district. The vic is a twenty-two-year-old female.” He checked the car’s dash screen. “Name’s Lisa Davis. Her upstairs neighbor called it in. There’s a city uniform on site. He confirms a crime against person and handed it off to us.”

An agreement had unified the municipal police departments and the county sheriff’s departments throughout the state a decade before. The county investigated violent crimes, crimes involving firearms regardless of jurisdiction, and crimes outside city limits, while local police continued to investigate non-violent crimes and routine patrol duties inside city limits. This allowed the county to maintain forensics, crime labs, and the Medical Examiner’s Office, freeing the individual cities to concentrate their budgets on better staffing and equipment.

He glanced toward Nicole’s house and the empty driveway as they pulled away. “No Porsche?”

“He had to work.”

“I don’t mean to pry, but―”

Nicole turned her head to her partner. “Then don’t.” She did a quick survey of the car’s dimly-lit interior. “There any doughnuts?”

He grunted again. “Mary catches me with an empty doughnut bag in this car again, I’m a dead man, Piricelli.”

She leaned against the seat. “Hey, there’s a great idea. I could plant some evidence, take a couple of pictures, and start blackmailing you by this afternoon.”

The look Malone gave her did not convey amusement. “That’d be funny if I didn’t think you were serious.”

“Then back off Carter. He’s not the enemy.”

The noise Malone made could’ve passed for a bear’s, disturbed half way through its winter nap. He yawned. His two hundred and forty pounds hanging on a six-foot-two-inch frame completed the picture. They rode in silence for a minute, watching the low-beams tunnel into the fog. “Okay,” he said. “New game plan.”

Unsure where his comment was headed, Nicole waited.

He cleared his throat. “This is from the Captain. You’re lead on this one. I’m supposed to monitor your progress, lend assistance as needed, and generally keep quiet unless you ask for help.

She straightened in her seat. “The results came back?” She referred to the Detective-2 test she had taken four days ago. This evaluation was the next step, where her senior partner and trainer observed her technique and reported back to the Board through their Captain.

Malone shook his head. “Not yet. Captain wants to get his ducks in a row, though, for when the results come out.” He glanced her way. “You’re gonna pass, Piricelli. Only question is, by how much.”

It was Nicole’s turn to grunt. She was pretty sure she had not only passed the test but slam-dunked it. She’d gone from the testing center and looked up every question she could remember, and she’d answered each one correctly, but she’d allowed herself to get so stressed over the thing, she barely remembered her own name by the time she was done. And it was easy to misread or overthink questions. It was how most people failed. Still, she didn’t want to jinx it by being cocky.

“It would mean a lot to Angelo,” she said.

“Angelo doesn’t give a rat’s backside about any test. Your grandfather just wants you to be good at whatever you do. And kid, you are good at this.”

“Fog’s thicker than tomato soup,” Nicole said, to change the subject. Malone wheeled the car into the historic district’s narrow streets. This close to the river, the visibility cleared from under a dozen feet to thirty or forty. He turned up the volume on the car’s GPS.

“You mean pea soup,” he said his brow creasing.

The GPS software broke in, “Please turn left at the next cross street, then in two blocks, turn right, and you have arrived at your destination.”

“You eat what you like, I’ll eat what I like,” she said, leaning forward to peer out the windshield as they turned left.

Flashing blue and white strobe lights caught Nicole’s attention. In the fog, the patrol car looked like a mother ship from a UFO movie. Carter was already at the scene, off to one side, a respectful distance outside the yellow crime-scene tape.

“Crap,” Malone mumbled.

They rolled to a stop behind the city police car, climbed out, and approached the uniform already on the scene. The fog cleared a little as they approached the duplex.

“You didn’t...?”

Nicole narrowed her eyes at him. “He knew before I did. Some kind of thing he does with his tablet.”

The dwelling was a two-story frame construction. The first and second floors were separated into apartments. Nicole guessed the building’s age at about ten or fifteen years old, the siding was neutral gray, and decorative white shutters hung at the sides of the windows. One of the downstairs windows was missing a pane of glass. A young St. Augustine Police Officer stood on the concrete walk at the property line. His hands were clasped behind him and his feet shoulder width apart. Nicole approached, extending her left arm, the hand-sized holographic projection of her gold star floated about a foot away.

“Detectives Piricelli and Malone,” she said.

The officer came to attention and saluted. “Patrolman Drake.” He held out a tablet the size and weight of a clipboard. Where a clipboard’s clamp would have been, the tablet held a biometric thumbprint scanner

They signed and thumb printed the crime-scene logbook while Drake gave them the rundown. “I was called to the scene an hour ago,” he started, “at oh-one-forty-five. The neighbor from the upstairs apartment, Ms. Brandi Williams, aged forty-three, was sitting on the steps, pretty shook up.”

He nodded in the direction of his car, fifteen feet away, where a middle-aged woman sat sideways, rocking gently, legs hanging out the open door. Her pink fuzzy robe was pulled tight to the neck and her eyes stared into the distance, focused on nothing. Nicole had seen that stare too often as the collateral damage of violent crime.

“Ms. Williams informed me she was awakened by the sound of glass breaking from the apartment downstairs and became concerned. She dressed, came downstairs, and knocked on her neighbor’s door. Victim’s name is Lisa Davis. Ms. Williams knocked several times, becoming increasingly concerned when no one answered. She has a key the victim gave her a few months ago while she was away, visiting her parents, which she returned upstairs to retrieve. When she entered the apartment, she found the vic’s body and called it in. Forensics is on its way, and my backup is at the rear of the building.” Drake shifted his stance. “Be careful on the way in. She managed to make it to the steps, but not all the way to the grass before she yacked.”

Malone inclined his head to Nicole.

“Thanks, Officer Drake,” Nicole said. “You stay here and maintain the scene and logbook.” She indicated the woman in the patrol car with a flick of her head. “Detective Malone, you start the interview with Ms. Williams while I do an on-sight prelim check. Officer, please move the crime-scene tape to include the street in front of the house and the sidewalk beyond.” It was always easier to reduce the size of the crime-scene later, but once the media rolled in, it would be impossible to extend it. This would also keep them off the street directly in front of the house.

Drake nodded once and hooked a thumb under the tape for Nicole while Malone moved toward the squad car where the neighbor sat. Nicole stood for a couple of beats before making the short walk to the front door. Every good detective had some ritual for clearing the mind on the way to a new crime-scene. Hers involved a deep breath, closing her eyes and reaching out with her senses. She became acutely aware of Malone walking to the curb, Drake moving to speak to Carter, and Carter’s quiet greeting to Drake. She could almost feel the night through the hairs on her skin. She opened her eyes and let her gaze wander over the Victorian-style duplex’s exterior. A small closed-circuit camera caught her attention, nestled in the shadows under an eve and pointed in the direction of the entrance.

Nicole stepped around the puddle on the steps, through the front door, and stopped at the open doorway leading into the first-floor apartment. She caught the first faint whiff of blood mixed with other body fluids. The scent was sour-sweet and coppery at the same time, like holding a penny on her tongue and sniffing a zip-top bag of meat left out too long. She slipped paper booties on and gloved up. Then she tugged the elastic band containing the camera of her crime-scene video recorder over her head and switched the equipment on. Then she drew a deep breath and entered the apartment.

​​
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Nicole hesitated at the open door to Lisa Davis’s apartment. She spoke clearly for the recorder attached to the elastic band around her head. “This is Detective-3 Nicole Piricelli recording the preliminary sweep of a suspected homicide at Eighty-eight Park Place. The date is Monday, the tenth of January and the time is oh-two forty-eight.”

She moved her head slowly from left to right, taking the room in. “The living room is small but tidy.” Nicole decided cozy was the best word but didn’t voice her opinion. She continued to record. “There are two cloth-covered chairs and a love seat. There’s a small LCD screen on the south wall and a small table with two chairs separating the living room from the kitchen. Several movie posters and one or two university-related posters are attached to the walls. Judging by the content, the victim is probably a student at the St. Johns campus of the University of North Florida, probably in either the Theatre Arts or Graphic Arts Department.” She turned toward the large window overlooking the front porch. “The only window in the room appears secure. There are no glasses or cups carelessly scattered about the room and nothing is obviously out of place, so no signs of violence here.” That rounded out the living area.

Nicole moved to the kitchen. “A small white bowl and a shiny metal spoon are upside down on a towel on the counter. A wooden block made for four knives is on the far side of the sink.” She bent in for a closer look. “Upscale stainless knife set. Wooden handles set with brass rivets. One of the knives is missing.”

Nicole approached the doorway to the dimly lighted bedroom.

She forced herself not to look at the young woman’s body lying face up in a puddle of blood on the twin-sized mattress. If she focused too hard on the obvious, she would miss details. She needed to get a feel for who Lisa Davis had been in life to understand her death and find her killer. She let her gaze take in the room, sliding over the walls and furniture slowly, carefully, giving her a gut-level impression of Lisa Davis.

She breathed in through her mouth to lessen the impact of the smells filling the room. A few posters of girl bands were fixed to the walls.

Where the front living room was cozy, the bedroom was cramped. Barely big enough for the single bed, a four-drawer dresser and a tiny desk were also shoehorned into the space, leaving just enough room to step between the pieces to get to the closet. Even with the cool, damp air from outside drifting in through the broken window, the room felt stifling to Nicole. She wondered how much of the sensation was due to the room’s size.

She slowly panned the recorder to the left. A small blood-covered lump lay on top of the dresser. Nicole looked closer and had to steady herself against the doorjamb as her stomach tried to roll over on itself. She closed her eyes and absently touched the scarred nail bed of her own little finger.

“Are you recording?” It was Malone’s voice, behind and to her left.

“Yes, Detective Malone,” she responded, forcing herself to talk.

“What do you see?”

Nicole recapped into the recorder for him and continued. “The bedroom is lit from outside. The window is open. A single pane in the lower window sash is missing.” It was the one Nicole had noticed during their approach. “The killer most likely entered and exited through it, unless Lisa was entertaining, but it doesn’t play for me, given the state of the living area.” She leaned in and shined her light in the floor. “And the glass shards on the floor directly underneath the window. We’ll need forensics to examine for DNA and prints on the frame, wall and the small table next to the window. They’ll need to check for blood on the glass, too, just in case. We’ll also need to look for shoe prints in the dirt below the window.”

“Go on,” Malone said from his spot behind her.

Nicole purposely turned her attention away from the dresser to the blood on the wall behind the headboard. “From the spray pattern, whoever did this hit both carotid arteries.” Lisa Davis’s young heart, prodded by adrenaline, had pumped blood over her head and past the flimsy cloth-covered headboard as she bled out. It painted the wall above, tracking down in two distinct arcs, reminding Nicole of angel wings.

“The pattern also indicates she didn’t struggle or even move after her throat was cut.” Nicole pointed the camera at the splatters.

“Uh huh. Keep going.”

“There’s blood on the bedspread under the victim’s body. It’s pooled on the floor next to the bed.” Nicole pointed the camera at the puddle. “I’d guess less than two minutes from initial assault to unconsciousness, and maybe another two for the girl’s heart to give up, but the ME will give us the cause and TOD.”

Malone was making notes in his pad.

Finally, Nicole turned her attention and the recorder’s camera to Lisa Davis’s body. “The front of the victim’s sweatshirt is pulled up over her head, covering her face. Lisa was probably dead already when her killer...” Nicole panned down the front of Lisa’s body. She cleared her throat before she could go on. “The killer removed Lisa’s breasts and laid them on the dresser.” Her voice cracked. “This most likely represents a post-mortem mutilation due to the relative lack of blood.” She had to blink her eyes against the burning.

Malone paused her recorder. “You okay?”

Nicole swallowed the bile working its way up her throat and nodded. She turned the recorder off and spun on Malone. “What kind of sick fuck cuts a woman’s throat, slices her breasts off after she’s dead, and plops them on the dresser?”

“The kind we’re going to catch and put at the receiving end of a lethal injection,” Malone said past gritted teeth.

She took a few deep breaths and resumed recording her assessment, explaining the break in continuity was for a personal matter her partner wished to discuss. When she had covered everything, she touched the button again, switching the recorder off.

Nicole realized she was shaking.

Malone touched her arm. “C’mon. We need to get some air.”

She followed him through the living area to the front door and down the steps, sidestepping the mess the neighbor had left. Once outside, Malone turned and stood between her and Carter, blocking his sight. “You okay?” he asked again.

She nodded, taking slow, deep breaths through her nose. “Yeah, just caught me off guard is all. Why?”

“Your boyfriend can’t know what’s in there.” He spoke just over a whisper. Around them, the three-person forensics team was carrying equipment into the building. Once the special cameras were set up in each corner, they would make a holographic recording of the scene, preserving a 3-D virtual reality record. The recording could be recreated at anytime, in VR or on a 2-D screen, allowing a view of any point, recreating it to sub-millimeter resolution.

She straightened. “Are you relieving me?”

He straightened. “No, I―”

“Am I still the lead investigator on this case?” she asked in as flat a monotone as she had, ignoring the heat working its way into her neck and cheeks.

“Yes. It’s just that―”

“Permission to speak plainly, Sergeant Malone.”

He stiffened in response. “Granted.”

“I don’t know what you think we talk about in bed, but I can assure you the particulars of cases are off-limits. Especially something like―”

“Listen, I trust you. That’s not the issue.”

“You think I can’t keep my mouth shut over dinner, or maybe I shout out investigation details during sex?”

“No.” He jerked as if he’d just been slapped.

She narrowed her eyes and said through gritted teeth, “Ever since I got back you’ve been on my ass like a bad hemorrhoid about Carter. What’s eating at you?”

He started to turn away. “Nothing.”

“Malone.” She growled the word out. “Whatever it is,” she set her jaw. “Spit. It. Out.”

Malone took a deep breath. His whisper matched hers. “Guy’s a cowboy. He almost got the best god damn detective trainee I’ve ever worked with killed over a story.”

Blood pounded in Nicole’s ears. She cocked her head, unsure how to take this revelation. At face value, her partner had just paid her the highest compliment he could and nearly broken cop etiquette by telling her he cared about her. She was stunned, but she had to address his concerns in a way that would allow them to both save face.

She gritted her teeth again and blew a breath out through her nose. “That story involved the accidental deaths of half a dozen people and the murders of another half a dozen to cover it up. Carter discovered and shut down an illegal government weapons lab in a densely populated area almost single-handedly.”

Malone shifted his bulk from one foot to another and inhaled to speak, but Nicole cut him off. “That cowboy should’ve gotten a Pulitzer, or a medal, or something, but what he got instead were two broken ribs and a government-squashed story. He quit his job and moved back here to be with me. God damn guy’s a hero, Detective Malone, so put a bag in it.”

A smile cracked Malone’s face. “You mean put a bag on it.”

Nicole let a smile creep onto her lips. “I mean I’ll put a bag on you and throw you into the Matanzas if you keep on. Take him to the pistol range, or have him over for dinner. Get to know the guy, ’cause he isn’t going away, and neither am I.” She made a fist and hit him on the chest just hard enough to elicit a grunt.

Malone dropped his gaze to where Nicole had tapped him and chuckled. They both knew if she’d wanted to, she could have just as easily put him on his knees, gasping for air. “Okay, Piricelli. Noted.” They both started to laugh and walked toward their unmarked sedan.

“You feeling better?” Malone asked.

“Go to hell, Dad.” Nicole smiled in spite of herself. He’d managed to focus her attention and anger away from Lisa Davis’s mutilated body and onto him.

They approached the yellow tape which now crossed the street and opposite sidewalk, Nicole and Malone slipped underneath.

Carter sidled up. “Hi, detectives. Fancy meeting you here. Care to comment on...” He checked his mini tablet. “Lisa Davis, twenty-two-year-old sophomore graphic design major at UNF St. Johns?”

Malone leveled a look at him that could’ve put frost on the devil’s horns. “Blow it out your ass, Carter.” He walked on.

Nicole stopped. “You know―”

“Don’t release any information on the identity until you’ve had a chance to notify. If you don’t already know me better than that, you should.” Carter quipped.

She sighed. “I do, but...” she shook her head.

He lifted his mini-tab and touched the screen. “Hold your comm unit up.”

She did. He touched the screen again. Information on the dead girl dumped into her watch like an avalanche.

“Now you know what I know.”

In disbelief, she stared at the size of the file. “How do you find out this stuff so quickly?”

He grinned at her. “Magic. Hey, did Malone just tell me to blow it out my ass?”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Nicest thing he’s ever said to me. I wanted to be sure I wasn’t hallucinating from lack of sleep.” He winked at her.

His wink brought a smile to her face, despite herself. “No comment.”

His grin widened. “Now, that’s more like it,” he said. “Can I quote you?”

“Blow it out your ass, Carter,” Nicole said and walked over to the Crown Vic as the local news crew van pulled up and parked a respectable distance away. One of the reporters jumped out and ran toward them.

“Detective. Would you care to comment on what’s happened here tonight?”

Nicole kept walking, pulled up short when she saw Malone at the open passenger’s door. As she approached, he dropped into the seat pulling the door after him. Nicole moved around to the driver’s side, climbed in, and pulled the car away on manual drive.

“I’m driving?” Nicole asked after a moment.

“You’re primary.” He said it with a finality that caused her heart to skip. He was right, she just hadn’t considered all the implications before.

Once they were moving, Malone lifted a paper go-cup from the console and handed it to Nicole. “These were on the roof when I got to the car. I figured this one’s yours.” He handed her the cup. A heart was drawn on the cup with a marker.

She shook her head. “What’s yours have on it?”

Her partner grunted. “Says ‘ass.’”

Nicole laughed out loud. “You sure you didn’t switch them?” She shared the laugh with Malone and took a sip of her perfectly lightened and sweetened coffee. “Hold your watch up.” She switched the car to Auto-drive and transferred the information Carter had given her to his personal computer.

As the car rolled through the mist-shrouded night, Nicole and Malone checked the information Carter had provided. While they had access to more official channels, the amount of basic information he was able to accumulate on a victim in short order was impressive. Discounting the duplicated facts, he increased what she and Malone had pulled up by about half again. His files contained the names of Lisa’s two best friends and the boy she’d just broken up with.

“Look at this,” he said as they drove.

She glanced up from the files on her smartwatch. What?”

He huffed. “Guy’s like, the king of social media. It’s where he gets most of his information.”

She nodded. “I also think he’s got a police scanner app. I just haven’t figured out how it works.”

“Haven’t you asked him?”

“He just says it’s magic and changes the subject.”

“My guess? He or one of his buddies wrote some add-on to the app. It listens for key words and sends him a text when one pops.”

Nicole held her wrist comm unit up. “He always passes anything relevant on, though.”

“Yeah.” Malone drew out the word, almost turning it into a question.

Nicole shifted in her seat. “If it helps, consider him an unpaid consultant, or a confidential informant.”

He shrugged. “Moving on. While I was interviewing Williams, the upstairs neighbor, her sister arrived. She took Williams to her house to shower and change clothes. I verified the address with DMV records. Williams said she refused to go back into the building until the ME took the vic’s body away. She’s agreed to come into the office this morning, so we can finish her interview. Who do we talk to next?

“The parents. According to this, they live in Apopka. We’ll have to contact them via vid-link. Could you handle the Williams interview while I notify the parents?”

“That a question, Lead Detective?”

Nicole sighed. This was part of the game, she thought. She had to play it like he wasn’t her trainer and not monitoring her. “No, it wasn’t. You handle the neighbor’s interview. I’ll inform the parents and make a list of who we need to talk to. Also, I’ll need a list of anyone with a similar sheet and MO in the area. You can do that while I handle notification. I’ll want to look at Davis’s school record and talk with her friends and her former boyfriend as soon as classes start this morning. Next...”

Nicole went on listing the steps they would need to take, just as she’d learned at the hands of the cop sitting next to her, mapping out the plan to catch a monster.
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Nicole and Malone stood in the dean of women’s office. “Professor Liu...”

The rail-thin Asian woman glared at Nicole over her glasses. It’s Dr. Liu.”

“Dr. Liu. Sorry,” Nicole said, shifting on her feet.

Gina Liu leaned back in her high-backed ergonomic mesh chair and steepled her fingers under her chin. “Detective Piricelli. I respect your position, but you must also try to understand mine. I am simply not allowed to turn over student records under any circumstances without a court order.” She used an index finger to push her wire-rimmed glasses up her nose as if to emphasize her point.

“And we will have the court order for you as soon as it’s signed. All I’m asking for is a little cooperation.”

“Again, Detective, as much as I would love to open up the files and hand them to you, I am not permitted to do so without the court order in hand. As soon as we have it, we will certainly comply. If there’s anything else we can assist you with, please let us know.”

Nicole and Malone stood to leave the wood paneled office. Nicole extended a hand over the polished mahogany desk. “We’ll be back later this morning, Dr. Liu.”

The rail-thin dean of women stood, straightened the jacket of a coal-black pantsuit that matched her hair, and shook Nicole’s hand. Her grip was surprisingly firm. “Thank you, Detective. I assure you, the moment we have a signed warrant, I will personally hand Ms. Davis’s files to you. I can’t tell you how disturbing this is for us. We are still a very small university by most standards and often faculty and students form close, long-lasting friendships because of it. This will hit all of us very hard.”

Once they were outside the office and past Dr. Liu’s secretary, Malone spoke in a quiet tone to Nicole, “Thoughts?”

“She’s trying to do her job. She wants a look at those files before she hands them over to us.”

Malone looked over his shoulder as they exited the building. “Right.”

“I also think until we get that court order, there’s no law against talking to some of the other students.” Nicole snapped her fingers. “Let’s start with Davis’s two best friends, Samantha and Kimi.”

She and Malone exited through the main lobby, surrounded by three stories of polished wood balconies and banisters, sconces, and hand-painted arched ceilings, and descended the steps. Stately limestone brick buildings, accented with red brick and stained glass windows surrounded them. Instead of turning right, in the direction of the parking lot, they went left, following the brick-lined sidewalk along manicured lawns toward the graphic arts building. The November air was crisp, the fog having burned off in the morning sun while they were waiting to speak to Dr. Liu. The sky overhead was a brilliant, cloudless blue.

“Hard to believe this campus exists under the same sky as our crime-scene,” Nicole commented as they walked.

“Parents scrimp and save to send their kids to a place like this,” Malone muttered, slowly glancing around them, “and they still aren’t safe.”

Nicole let the silence hang between them. Malone’s daughter was looking at universities for the fall semester.

They reached the graphic arts building. Nicole grabbed the front door and tugged it open with Malone on her heels. The pair walked up to the first classroom, standing at the doorway until the instructor approached.

“May I help you?”

“Yes, actually.” Nicole raised her left hand and projected the hologram of her badge. “Is either Samantha Martinez or Kimi Anderson in this class?”

The instructor’s cheeks paled. “Yes. Is this about―?”

Nicole cut her off. “Which one?”

The instructor turned. “Ms. Martinez?”

A young woman with black hair even curlier than Nicole’s looked up from a computer workstation.

“Ms. Martinez, do you have a minute to speak with this person?”

Samantha Martinez pushed her chair back, stood up from her work, and approached. “Hi, I’m Samantha. Can I help you?”

Nicole showed Samantha her badge. “Could you please step into the hall for just a moment? I have a couple of quick questions for you.”

Samantha looked to her instructor, who nodded once. She followed Nicole into the hall. “If this is about what happened to Lisa, we dropped her at her apartment and Kimi and I walked home. I don’t know what happened after she left us.”

Nicole recited Samantha’s rights to her.

“Am I in trouble?”

Nicole smiled at the younger woman. “We’re only trying to get an idea of last night’s events as you remember them. You aren’t in any trouble, and you’re not suspected of anything. You’re Ms. Davis’s friend, and I think she would probably want you to help us in every way you can. If you feel uncomfortable with answering our questions at any time, we’ll stop until you have a lawyer present.”

Samantha’s gaze dropped to the floor, giving her the appearance of a teenager coming in after curfew. “We were at this bar in Old Town, you know, the historic district. We probably shouldn’t have. She’s a sophomore and...” Tears started to trail down the young woman’s round cheeks. She took a stuttering breath. “We’ve been working together on a project. It’s an animated short and we’ve been putting in a lot of extra hours trying to get it finished by the end of  the semester. We...” Samantha’s shoulders shook as she started to sob.

Nicole slipped an arm around Samantha and led her to a nearby wooden bench, where they both sat. Nicole pulled a small package of tissues from her jacket pocket and Samantha took a couple. While the girl dried her eyes, Nicole looked around to see Malone poking his head into the classroom. He returned a second later with a small glass of water, that he handed to Samantha.

She took the glass in both hands and brought it, shaking, to her lips to take a sip. “We finished up last evening, picked up Kimi at her place, and went for a burger. Then we walked around for a couple of hours just getting some air and decided to stop in at the new pub on St. George Street.” She took another sip of water. “Bagg End.”

Nicole glanced at Malone, who was taking notes on his pad. “Where did you go for dinner?”

Samantha sniffled. “Captain Hook’s. We always go to Captain Hook’s.”

Nicole knew the small, fast food place well. Before she met Carter, she’d eaten her share of meals alone at the tiny metal tables. “Which table?”

“The one by the window. Lisa likes to sit by the window―liked to sit, I mean. I still can’t believe...” her eyes filled again.

“How long did you stay there?”

“About an hour and a half. We were eating and laughing and just started cutting up. You know how it is.”

Nicole nodded. “Of course. What time did you get to Bagg End?”

“About nine-thirty or ten. They have a small dance floor. We had some drinks and stayed there until about one or so, when Kimi decided it was getting late and she needed to go home and get some sleep. So we walked Lisa to her place, and Kimi and I headed home. She only lives about two blocks from me.”

“Ms. Martinez, please think back to last night and tell me, did anyone give Lisa a hard time or did you notice anyone following you when you left the bar?”

Samantha shook her head. “No. There were some guys from school in the bar and we talked to them, and we danced. Nothing happened. Nobody got out of line, and we just left and went home.”

“Did anything unusual happen?”

Samantha’s shoulders tensed and looked away. She wadded up the tissue she used to wipe her eyes and began kneading it in her fingers. “I don’t think so. Like I said, though, we had a few drinks.”

Nicole touched a hand to Samantha’s arm. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Martinez. You’ve been very helpful.”

“I think I’d like to go home now.”

“That’s not up to us, Ms. Martinez. Can you please tell us how to find Kimi Anderson?”

Samantha nodded. “Kimi’s a sophomore in natural sciences. She’s in the Keenan building. It’s the big one where everyone takes general ed classes.”

“Thank you, Ms. Martinez. Please accept the Department’s sympathy over the loss of your friend.”

Samantha stood and walked quickly back to her classroom.

“How do they find out stuff so quickly?” Nicole asked.

“Social frigging media,” Malone grumbled.

As she hit the door with Malone right behind, Nicole said over her shoulder, “She’s hiding something.”

“Agreed. Now let’s see if we can find out what it is.”
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Nicole and Malone walked along the sidewalk toward the general education building. A warm breeze blew in from the east, heavy with moisture.

“It’ll be foggy again tonight,” Malone said as they walked.

Nicole glanced up at the sky, “Let’s hope it doesn’t bring the crazies out again.”

As they opened the door to general education building, Martha, Dr. Liu’s assistant, waited just inside, her hands clasped in front of her. Nicole suspected the woman’s round face was perpetually red. “Detectives, could you please follow me back to Dr. Liu’s office? We’ve asked Ms. Anderson to meet you there.” Without another word, the short, middle-aged administrative assistant turned and headed back to the dean’s office, heels clicking on the polished floor.

Nicole and Malone followed her and stopped when they entered Martha’s antechamber office. Dr. Liu stood leaning against her assistant’s desk, a stern look on her face. Dr. Liu stood up, her fists clenched at her sides. “Detectives. I thought you understood. I asked you to come back when you had a court order.”

“Yes, ma’am. You did. And we will be back for those files as soon as we have the signed court order for you.”

“I must protest you interrupting classes to question students and ask you to leave the campus.”

Nicole let the emotion drop away from her face. “Madam Dean. We are the police. We are investigating the homicide of one of your students. We will question anyone we see fit. If you attempt to hinder our investigation in any way, I can assure you a charge of obstruction of justice against the dean of women of this institution will be more disruptive of class schedules than our investigation.”

She straightened. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Nicole crossed her arms over her chest. “We have no desire to be overly disruptive of your campus or its usual procedures. Your assistant led us to believe Ms. Anderson was here and available for interview. Is that the case, or shall we find her ourselves?”

Color crept into the other woman’s thin face. “She’s in my office. I will have to insist on being present for the interview.”

“Has Ms. Anderson retained you as legal counsel?”

“I’m not a lawyer, but she is a student of this institution, and she has the right to have an adult present.”

Nicole stood her ground. “Actually, ma’am, if Ms. Anderson is over eighteen years old, she’s considered an adult by law, and if you are not being retained as legal representative, your presence during the police investigation is neither warranted nor desired. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have a job to do.”

“You should know I’ll be calling the school’s lawyer.”

“As is your right, ma’am. Until then, please step aside.”

Dr. Liu moved to allow Nicole and Malone to pass, glaring at Nicole as she did. Nicole noticed the faintest hint of a smile on the corners of Martha’s lips. They entered the office to find a young woman with long, straight, blond hair pulled into a loose ponytail at the nape of her neck. The young woman sat on the far side of the conference table with her hands folded on its polished surface. Kimi Anderson stared at Nicole through robins egg blue, red-rimmed eyes as Nicole approached the table. Malone quietly closed the door behind them on Dr. Liu holding her iLink to her ear. Nicole seated herself opposite the young woman while Malone took a seat at the far end and pulled his notebook from his jacket pocket.
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