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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      At the door to Craig McVie’s apartment, Fenway Stevenson knocked underneath the Christmas wreath hung at shoulder height. A line of white lights dotted the railing all the way to the stairway. Elegant; not overly bright. She rubbed her hands in the cold, gray morning; the wind blew off the ocean into the apartment complex, the spaces between the buildings funneling the rushing air. Fenway stood on his welcome mat and shivered.

      The door swung open. McVie stood in the tiled entry in his undershirt and black uniform trousers. “Sorry,” he said, turning and hurrying down the hallway to his bedroom. “I’m just about ready.”

      Fenway stepped into the apartment. The room still had a faint scent of Douglas fir; the festive, slim Christmas tree in the corner glowed with warm white lights. “I thought it was your night with Megan yesterday, Craig,” Fenway said, putting the fingerprint kit on the side table and leaning her five-ten form against the wall.

      “I lost her to Legends of a Frozen Earth,” McVie grunted, pulling on his long-sleeved black Dominguez County Sheriff’s Office shirt. “Playing online with her friends sounded better than hanging out with her dad.”

      Fenway nodded, trying to look as sympathetic as possible—the new SonicSlate gaming system had been sold out for weeks. Amy had one; McVie didn’t.

      He buttoned his shirt hastily. “Now let’s get out of here—I don’t want to keep Jack Dragon waiting.”

      Fenway looked at McVie blankly. “You mentioned him on the phone—should I know who he is?”

      “He’s been the anchor for the Channel 12 news for, I don’t know, five years now?” McVie said. “I know you’ve seen him. He announced your win in the coroner election. And I have the news on sometimes when you stay over.” He coughed. “Speaking of which, don’t you think it’s time you got a key to my place?”

      Fenway’s stomach dropped, and her shoulders tensed. “I’m not usually paying attention to the news when I spend the night.”

      “Don’t change the subject. You know the key is practical more than anything. You’ve got a drawer here—one in the bathroom, too. If you ever leave anything over here by accident, you can get it without⁠—”

      “I don’t have anything else here, though—everything’s at my place. My mom’s paintings on the wall. My coffeemaker. The stack of books on my bedside table.”

      “I have a coffeemaker. You could leave books over here, too. I’ll take you to the library. You can get all the books you want.”

      The library—Fenway hadn’t been inside a public library since she’d moved from Seattle. Her mother used to take her all the time. One summer, she was obsessed with mystical creatures, mostly unicorns and griffins, and there had been a book she’d checked out four or five times. Fenway blinked; she remembered it had a long, pedantic title. The Life and Times of Amazing Beasts. No, that wasn’t it, but it was something similar⁠—

      “Fenway?”

      She snapped her head up. “What?”

      “I asked you if you had any other concerns about taking⁠—”

      “It hasn’t even been two months since we officially started dating.” Fenway unzipped her jacket halfway in McVie’s warm kitchen. “It’s too early for a drawer, let alone a key.”

      “I’m not talking about timing. I’m talking about practicality.”

      Fenway opened her mouth to say something, but she decided against it. Ever since McVie had told her he loved her, Fenway had avoided the subject. He had said it in the chaos of the courtroom a few weeks before. Had he really meant it?

      It was true that Fenway had spent several nights at McVie’s apartment—definitely not most nights, as McVie had spent some at her place too. And it was true that she had forgotten her regular work shoes at home one night, but she was able to make it back to her apartment to get appropriate footwear rather than show up for work in tennis shoes.

      “Besides,” McVie continued, grinning, “calling it ‘only two months’ is misleading at best. It’s not like we just met.”

      Fenway ran a hand over her face and gave McVie a slow smile. “I still think it’s too soon. Although maybe I can be convinced to get a key. You’ve got some nice stuff I can sell online.”

      “The comedy stylings of Fenway Stevenson, everyone. Tip your waitstaff.”

      Fenway narrowed her eyes. “Have you told Amy about us yet?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “When would I have said anything? At her wedding? It would’ve looked like sour grapes.”

      “It’s been three weeks since the wedding.”

      McVie shrugged. “They just got back from the honeymoon. I haven’t—look, I just haven’t wanted to talk to her, okay?”

      Fenway stopped for a moment. Why was it so important to her that Amy know? “Yeah—I guess I wanted her to find out from you directly. I thought it would be easier that way.”

      McVie’s face went blank. “Yeah, I’ll bring it up with her. Next time I see her.” He bent down and tied his shoes, pulling the black laces tight, then sprang to his feet. Even though he was nearly a decade and a half older than Fenway, he looked younger than his forty-three years: a boyish grin played on his lips, and in his uniform, he looked strong, lithe, and muscular.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a single key. “Just take it. Then you can come back and get your shoes whenever you want.”

      “Let’s talk about it later,” Fenway said, breathing in his scent as he walked past her out the door, a hint of leather and cardamom tickling her nose. “Besides, you don’t know me that well. I could be a serial killer.” She followed him.

      “Lock up, would you?” McVie said. “Oh, wait, you can’t—you don’t have a key.”

      Fenway rolled her eyes as McVie reached around her and locked the deadbolt.

      They rode in silence in McVie’s beige Toyota Highlander. In the gray light of the morning, a few houses they passed still had their Christmas lights turned on, some in bright reds and greens, some all in white. As they took the on-ramp to Ocean Highway, an SUV with antlers on the hood passed them, traveling at least twenty miles an hour over the speed limit. Fenway stared out the window as they passed a billboard advertising a holiday sale at the auto mall.

      “Have you talked to Charlotte yet?” McVie said.

      “Yeah, but she hasn’t made any decisions. I think she’ll wind up spending Christmas with her parents in Laguna Beach.”

      “Might be the best thing for her.”

      Fenway opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She’d hated her stepmother for over a decade, but now that her dad was in a coma, Fenway had seen how devoted Charlotte had been. She visited the hospital every day and stayed for hours. Fenway grudgingly had to admit that Charlotte wasn’t the gold digger Fenway had thought.

      They took the exit for Route 326. After a couple of miles, the road twisted through the state park, then McVie turned right when his phone instructed him. A winding road took them up a hill, tall ironwoods and a few redwoods lining both sides of the lane.

      After several minutes, the road ended at a cross street, and McVie slowed at the stop sign. There was no cross traffic nor street signs. She glanced at McVie; it wasn’t like him not to use his turn signal.

      Then McVie was driving across the intersection onto a gravel road that pitched steeply downhill. Fenway gasped.

      “What was that?” McVie asked.

      “What?”

      “You made a noise.”

      “Maybe I did. I thought you were driving us off a cliff.” Fenway peered out the window to look at the trees, which blocked the view all the way around. “Is this still Dominguez County?”

      “According to the map, there’s another four miles to the county line.”

      “Your destination,” said the phone’s pleasing female robot voice, “is on the left in five hundred feet.”

      “See? This isn’t even far enough into the woods to hide a body.” McVie braked lightly, then turned the steering wheel hard to the left. Fenway hadn’t even seen the break in the trees where a  driveway snaked its tongue out to meet the gravel road.

      The house—a log cabin—was small and square, sitting in a clearing at the end of the driveway. Five wooden steps led to a wraparound porch. The only holiday decoration was a tasteful pine wreath with silver ribbon hung on the front door.

      A covered carport stood to the left of the house, elevated slightly, and a sleek red sports car sat in the center of the two-car space. At the side of the carport closest to the log cabin sat a gold Lexus sedan, its tires and undercarriage covered with mud. A police cruiser was parked in a gravel area on the far side of the carport.

      “Who called this in?” Fenway asked.

      “Deputy Salvador. She was the closest patrol officer at the time. But I bet she’s at her wit’s end with Jack Dragon.”

      “No,” Fenway mused, “Celeste isn’t the type to get all moony over local celebrities.”

      McVie chuckled. “That’s not what I meant.”

      They got out of the Highlander and walked up the five steps to the porch. Fenway heard Celeste’s fake laugh coming from inside. McVie reached out a fist and knocked loudly on the door.

      A Filipina woman of medium height, wearing a beige county deputy uniform, opened the door almost immediately. “Sheriff! Coroner! You’re here!”

      “We can take over, Deputy Salvador,” McVie said.

      Celeste mouthed “thank you,” then cleared her throat, opening the door farther.

      A white man sat on the sofa in the living room, his back to the door. He had a photo album open on his lap. His salt-and-pepper hair was cut short, and his dark brown suit showed about a quarter inch of his goldenrod shirt collar.

      “I secured the house,” said Salvador. “No one but Mr. Dragon and the deceased on the premises.” She took out her notebook. “Driver’s license is of a Victoria Versini. Seems to be the right height and weight.”

      “The right height and weight?” Fenway asked, then she grimaced. “Oh—that would mean⁠—”

      “A lot of, uh, facial damage. No weapon found so far, but the victim looks to have been killed by a single twelve-gauge shotgun blast.” Celeste motioned with her head toward the bedroom. “Her body’s in there.”

      “Possible suicide?”

      “It doesn’t look like it to me, but I’m not the coroner.” She ran her tongue over her teeth. “It’s pretty grim.”

      Fenway set her mouth in a line and motioned to the man on the sofa. “And where was this—uh, journalist?”

      “Mr. Dragon came here at six thirty to pick up Ms. Versini for their rehearsal.”

      “Rehearsal?” Fenway shot a questioning look at Salvador.

      “Jack Dragon has hosted the TV coverage of the Estancia Christmas Day Parade since he started at Channel 12,” McVie said.

      “This is year six,” Dragon called from the sofa. “It’s quite wonderful to have such a show to put on annually.”

      “I believe Channel 12 is having—uh, was having—Victoria Versini co-host this year?” McVie raised his voice slightly.

      “That’s right,” Jack Dragon said tersely. “She posts pretty pictures of ghastly recipes on her Photoxio—suddenly she’s the huge star, lording her thousands of followers over us. She said the phrase ‘traditional media’ as if she’d just stepped in dog shit.” Dragon turned and smiled, showcasing two bright-white rows of perfectly straight teeth. “Good and bad, of course. We expected huge ratings because of her, so the budget went up. Nancy and I got our limousines back. Nicer trailers, too.”

      Fenway nodded and turned back toward the bedroom. McVie came up next to her. “Do you know who this Victoria Versini is?”

      “Sure,” Fenway replied. “You know how I love weird recipes.”

      “I figured this would be up your alley.”

      “Interesting food combinations for sure. And the photography always made the dishes look so good. Whoever did her photography deserves a raise.”

      “You were a fan?”

      “Absolutely not,” Fenway said. “I tried the recipes. Uniformly terrible. Or worse, bland.”

      McVie elbowed her lightly in the ribs. “You sure it wasn’t an issue with the chef?”

      “Quite sure,” Fenway said, trying not to smile at McVie’s attempt at levity. “On that, Mr. Dragon and I agree: the recipes are ghastly.” She glanced over her shoulder at Dragon, still sitting on the sofa. “He seems to be taking it well. And he obviously didn’t like her much.”

      “You know how it is with people who work in the news. They get desensitized to everything.”

      “Even a woman’s face getting blown off by a shotgun?”

      “He’s probably seen a lot worse.”

      “In photos. Video footage. It’s different when it’s right in front of you.”

      “Maybe.” McVie paused. “I’ll talk to him, see where he was last night.”

      “Need anything else here?” Salvador said.

      McVie shook his head. “You can go. I’ll let you know if I have any more questions.”

      Fenway looked around the cabin as Deputy Salvador exited through the front door. The room smelled of pine and oak, rubbing oil, and a faint hint of burning marshmallows. Reds and greens were the dominant colors; the logs of the cabin walls gave a golden-brown hue to everything inside. Fenway recognized some artwork in the style of the local Chumash tribes on the walls. She frowned. “Was this Miss Versini’s house?”

      “What?” Dragon said, craning his neck from his spot on the sofa. “Oh, no. The cabin belongs to Hank and Tricia.”

      “Hank and Tricia?”

      “Henry and Patricia Rampart,” Dragon said. “Henry’s the one who discovered Miss Versini, after all.”

      “If Henry discovered her, why aren’t we talking to him?”

      “Oh—no, Henry didn’t discover the body,” McVie said. “He made Versini a star.”

      “Not to have her tell it,” Dragon said, a twinkle in his eye. “But it’s his media company that owns the rights to most of the photography. He does a lot with artists to get them noticed, make them money.”

      “Kind of a super-agent,” Fenway ventured.

      “Yes, exactly,” Dragon mused, standing and turning to face McVie and Fenway. “Makes me think I should hire him to manage my career.”

      “And—what, the Ramparts just let Victoria stay here?”

      “Well, at least for the Christmas parade, yes,” Dragon said. “I’ve been picking her up for rehearsals all week.”

      “So you saw her yesterday?”

      “Of course.” Dragon sniffed. “This is a bit out of my way, but I don’t mind.”

      “Is that your Lexus in the carport?”

      Dragon raised his eyebrows. “That’s correct.”

      “What time did you arrive yesterday?” Fenway asked.

      “Six thirty.”

      “That seems early.”

      “The parade starts at nine o’clock Christmas morning. Might as well get used to the schedule.” Dragon tapped his chin. “I believe Victoria had just finished posting one of her famous Photoxio videos. She talked my ear off in the car about a new recipe and a new local provider of vegetables—asparagus or arugula or something like that.”

      “You don’t remember what it was?”

      Jack sighed and examined his fingernails. “All that woman does—er, did—was talk my ear off. She expected everyone to be just as into her recipes as she was.” He looked up at Fenway, then glanced at McVie. “Don’t get me wrong—I loved that she was getting the public more interested in the parade. Having our trailers back is wonderful.” Dragon smiled. “She had an inflated sense of self-worth.”

      McVie chuckled. “I bet you see that all the time in your line of work.”

      “In some people, it’s charming,” Dragon said. “In others, it’s infuriating.”

      “And which one was she?”

      Dragon steepled his hands and stared at them, his eyes losing focus. “Neither. She’s all sizzle and no steak, and if you have the grill on long enough, you start tuning out the sizzle after a while.”

      Fenway nodded. “She had her own car here, didn’t she? Why did you drive her to rehearsals?”

      Dragon rolled his eyes. “Her car is too precious to leave in a public lot, or some such nonsense. As if this town isn’t crawling with enough of those overpriced sports cars as it is.” He pursed his lips, and his tone softened. “I offered, however, because I wanted to get to know her. Or more precisely, I wanted to learn from her.”

      “Hmm,” Fenway mumbled.

      Dragon tilted his head with a smirk. “I know that judgmental look, Coroner,” he said. “This old dog can be taught new tricks. I wanted to keep that trailer and keep my paycheck, and I didn’t want to rely on the mercurial Victoria Versini to do so.”

      “I see,” Fenway replied. “Did you drive her home yesterday, too?”

      “Yes. I dropped her off around eight o’clock. She said she had to work on a blog post.”

      “And then where did you go?”

      Dragon thought. “Let me see. Victoria and I discussed getting dinner, but she wanted to get back quickly. So I—” He shook his head. “No. I thought about getting some takeout, but instead I went home. I knew I’d have to be up early for rehearsals today, so I cooked a simple meal for myself at home and went to bed.”

      “Did anyone see you?”

      He gave Fenway a wide smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I fear I’ve been living the life of a bachelor ever since the former Mrs. Dragon asked for my hand in divorce years ago.”

      Fenway pressed her lips together.

      “Had I known Miss Versini would meet an untimely end,” Dragon continued, “I would have made sure to have an alibi.”

      Fenway cocked her head. What an odd way to phrase that. Maybe.

      “How did Henry Rampart meet Miss Versini?” McVie said, pulling out a notebook.

      Dragon hesitated.

      “What is it?” McVie said.

      “Well—one mustn’t spread rumors.”

      “Rumors?”

      Dragon stroked his chin and clicked his tongue. “Honestly, it’s pure conjecture on my part. I always see them together, that’s all. The three of them. Perhaps she’s like a surrogate daughter to them.” His eyes darted to Fenway. “I don’t like to speak of my suspicions in mixed company.”

      Ah. Jack Dragon obviously thought the Ramparts were in some sort of romantic relationship with Versini. She blinked hard to stop herself from rolling her eyes.

      McVie turned to Fenway and lowered his voice. “I can take care of questioning Mr. Dragon.”

      “What?” Fenway whispered. “Are you afraid you’ll offend my delicate sensibilities?”

      “I’m afraid Mr. Dragon will censor himself with you here. Besides, shouldn’t you get started on the physical evidence?”

      Jack Dragon was a fascinating character, but Fenway did have a dead body to attend to. “Just need to get my booties on.” She slipped on her plastic overshoes, then stepped through the doorway on her left into the bedroom.

      The huge bedroom was more subdued in its color palette than the living room, though it had a country design to it. The earth tones, silver, and yellow reminded Fenway of the inside of a barn—or at least what barns looked like on TV.

      The king-size bed was positioned with its headboard against the inside wall; about four feet of space separated the foot of the bed from a large Queen Anne-style desk.

      Upon the desk rested a laptop, its lid at a thirty-degree angle, nearer to closed than open.

      The framed picture on the wall behind the desk, a towering print of a Joan Miró, looked out of place in the room. Its glass was pockmarked with nicks and holes from, Fenway assumed, the shotgun pellets. Sitting in the desk chair, turned to face the bed, was the corpse, dressed in stylish red pajamas with white piping under a charcoal-gray brushed terry cloth robe that was splayed open.

      There was a lot of blood, and yes, Celeste had been accurate: the shotgun blast had been close to Versini’s head. Enough where prints or DNA would have to provide the concrete identification.

      Although Fenway had a strong stomach, she was glad she hadn’t eaten yet. She set the medical kit on the floor, took her phone out, and called the CSI team in San Miguelito.
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      Putting her phone on camera mode, Fenway took pictures of Victoria Versini’s body. The dead woman was seated, her torso pressed against the back of the chair, her head lolling back. Blood had spattered in all directions: the coverlet on the bed was spotted with red, and so was the hardwood floor. But Fenway noticed a triangular area next to the bed that was free of blood spatter.

      “The killer stood right there,” she mumbled. Melissa de la Garza might be able to provide some more information once she analyzed the scene, maybe even about the height or size of the killer.

      She knelt in a clean spot next to the body and put her hand on the dead woman’s shoulder⁠—

      And the room began to spin.

      Fenway shut her eyes.

      
        
        Her father lay on the floor, face up.

        A wound in his upper chest, on the left side, just below his shoulder. Before Fenway’s eyes, the bloom of blood on his white dress shirt grew from a carnation to a rose to a lily.

        Nathaniel Ferris had leaped in front of her and taken the bullet.

        “Help!” she cried, tearing her gray blazer off and putting it over the wound, both hands down, all her weight on it. “Help! My dad’s been shot!”

        Despite the motion all around her, she concentrated on the blood, warm and wet, soaking through the jacket.

      

      

      She opened her eyes. Deep breaths. She counted to ten on an inhale, and the room slowly spun to a stop.

      Maybe she’d leave the body alone for a moment. Get her bearings.

      There was still a lot to do in here, after all.

      Fenway chose a clean corner of the room to set up her medical kit. She put on a pair of gloves and dusted the door handles and all the surfaces in the room that weren’t covered with blood. There were a few prints on the top of the headboard and on the snooze button of the alarm clock, but none on the door handle. Fenway suspected the killer had wiped the handle clean after the fact. Good chance that no gloves were worn, which meant there was a possibility of the killer leaving fingerprints somewhere.

      A small black canvas equipment bag was next to the bed, on the other side from the doorway, and Fenway unzipped it slowly. She found three individual cases inside the bag and carefully opened each: a small USB camera, a tripod, and a ring light—all clean, with no blood or detritus on anything. Fenway zipped up the bag. The canvas was too uneven to get prints, and the camera, tripod, and light seemed like they’d been in their cases. Can’t be too thorough, of course, but Fenway mentally moved the equipment down her priority list to fingerprint.

      Fenway heard the door open and close, then outside, the sound of a car starting and driving away. She walked out into the kitchen, where McVie stood leaning against the counter, his chin in his hand, lost in thought.

      “You don’t think it was Jack Dragon?”

      McVie shook his head. “I poked my head in there while you were fingerprinting the bedside table. You saw the area next to the bed where there was no blood on the floor?”

      Fenway nodded. “I think that’s where the killer stood.”

      “Me too,” McVie said, “and unless Mr. Dragon had another gaudy five-thousand-dollar suit hidden in the closet, it wasn’t him. He had a little blood on the sole of his shoe, and when he found the stain, you would have thought he was the one who’d been shot.”

      Fenway smiled.

      “Anyway, no, I don’t think it was him.” He pushed himself upright. “You have a time of death?”

      Fenway grimaced. “I—I didn’t think I should touch the blood spatter before CSI gets here.”

      “So no liver temp.”

      “No.”

      “Any rigor mortis?”

      “Uh, I haven’t checked yet. I wanted to get prints first.”

      “The sooner you check the body, the more accurate your time-of-death estimate will be.”

      “True.” Fenway licked her lips cautiously. “But I can’t check for rigor without disturbing the bloodstains.”

      McVie smiled. “Don’t tell me you were making excuses not to touch the body. You were grossed out?”

      “I was not.” Fenway swallowed hard. “I was being careful of the forensic evidence. Besides, you’re one to talk.”

      McVie paused for a moment—did he suspect the reason Fenway hadn’t touched the body yet?—then a gentle smile came over his face. “I freely admit you have a stronger stomach than I do. I think your love for lengua tacos proves that.”

      “Okay, then.” Fenway turned to the spray of blood on the floor and was relieved the room stayed still. “Based on how dry the bloodstains are, I’m sure it’s been at least two or three hours. Probably more.”

      “Did you get prints?”

      “Some. None on the door handle, though.”

      “Maybe the door was open when the killer came in.”

      Fenway shook her head. “No prints at all. I’m pretty sure the handle was wiped clean.”

      “Oh,” McVie said. “Front door?”

      “We’ll get Jack Dragon’s prints, and probably Deputy Salvador’s, and maybe even yours. But I bet that was also wiped clean when the killer was leaving. If things were wiped, that suggests that the killer didn’t wear gloves.”

      “Interesting.”

      Fenway pressed her lips together. “It’s a working theory,” she said. “I’ll print the front door to make sure.” She walked into the bedroom and came out with the kit, setting it next to the front door and brushing the doorknob.

      “You’ll do the outside too, right?”

      “Yes, mother dearest,” Fenway said, batting her eyelashes with a coquettish fervor she didn’t quite feel. “Then can I play video games for an hour before bed?”

      “But no caffeine.” McVie chuckled. “I’ll start making a list of Miss Versini’s colleagues and friends.”

      “Start with Hank and Tricia,” Fenway said. “They let her take this cabin for a week, and this close to Christmas, that suggests an unusual relationship.”

      “It might be nothing,” McVie said. “Maybe her family isn’t around. It’s strange to work on Christmas when you don’t need to—unless you don’t have anywhere else to go.” McVie set his jaw, and a shadow fell over his face.

      “This year sucks for both of us, doesn’t it?” Fenway said quietly.

      McVie scoffed. “You can say that again. It’ll be weird being a stranger in Amy’s house.”

      “At least you’ll be with your daughter,” Fenway said. “Hopefully time with Megan will cancel the bad blood with your ex.”

      McVie nodded. “I’d invite you along, Fenway, but it’s going to be awkward enough⁠—”

      “No offense, but Christmas with my boyfriend’s ex-wife isn’t my idea of a great holiday. I guess you’re right. It’s not a good time to announce that we’re dating.”

      “Are you and Charlotte going to spend Christmas together?”

      “I don’t know yet. She invited me. Probably wants to get some takeout while we cry over Dad being in the hospital.” She peeled off the fingerprint tape and transferred it to a card. “But I’ll be working anyway. Who knows? This case probably won’t be closed by then.”

      “I can work Christmas too.”

      Fenway shook her head. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but what else am I going to do? Watch basketball and movie reruns in the apartment by myself before going over to Amy’s?” He shook his head. “I just know it’ll be two hours of looking at their honeymoon pictures while they make not-so-veiled references to how rich they are.”

      “I could tell you how rich my father is if it’ll make you feel better.” A flash of her father’s body on the floor of the courtroom, but Fenway blinked and it was gone.

      McVie laughed. “Yeah. I’ll lord that over her. ‘Your husband might be rich, but he’ll never be as rich as my new girlfriend’s dad!’”

      “That would be just the right amount of awkward and crazy.” Fenway opened the door and brushed fingerprint dust on the outside handle, then bent down to examine it. “Just like I thought, by the way. Four prints on the inside doorknob. In the right place for a thumb and forefinger, too. Probably two of Jack Dragon’s and two of Deputy Salvador’s. The outside should have Jack Dragon’s, and maybe that’s it.”

      “Or maybe the killer only wiped off the inside.”

      “Ever the optimist, Craig.” She peered at the outside door handle. “That’s a nice, fat, juicy thumbprint if I’ve ever seen one. And at first glance, it matches the one on the inside. That’ll be Mr. Dragon’s, I bet. Don’t suppose you got his prints before he left.”

      McVie pointed to the mug on the counter. “He found some Earl Gray in the cabinet while he was waiting for us. You might find another print or two on the electric kettle next to the sink.”

      Fenway transferred the tape to another card, then stood and smiled. “You think of everything.”

      “I do okay,” McVie said.

      Fenway dusted the mug, and sure enough, two of those prints matched the ones on the door. The other two could almost certainly be matched to Deputy Salvador, as they had seen her open the door when they walked in.

      The CSI van arrived just as Fenway closed the fingerprint kit, and moments later, Melissa de la Garza walked through the open door in booties and coveralls, her curly black hair tucked into a cap, a kit in one hand and a camera bag in the other.

      “Through there?” she said. “Is it bad?”

      Fenway shifted her weight from foot to foot. “I saw worse in my forensics classes. I’ve taken prints of everything that didn’t have blood all over it.”

      “You—you took prints?”

      “Yes,” Fenway said, feeling the color rise to her face. She should have checked for rigor; she should have gotten the liver temp. She should have pushed through.

      “Did you get the liver⁠—”

      “No,” Fenway said quickly. “I didn’t touch the body. I didn’t want to mess up the blood spatter.”

      “Shotgun from close range, the blood spatter won’t tell us very much,” Melissa said.

      “I didn’t know that. Figured it was better safe than sorry.”

      Melissa narrowed her eyes, but not unkindly. “Are you okay?”

      Fenway cleared her throat and nodded. “Sure.”

      Melissa nodded, but Fenway saw in her eyes that Melissa wasn’t convinced.

      They walked into the bedroom. Melissa took out a camera and took several dozen photographs of the scene.

      She put the camera away and glanced up at Fenway. “You ever done a liver temp before?”

      Fenway shook her head. “Not lately.”

      “No? Well, that’s all right. Now’s your chance.”

      “Let me find me find my thermometer.”

      Fenway looked up to see Melissa holding out both a sharp probe and the thermometer, the spike hanging from a thick cord like undercooked spaghetti.

      “Thanks.” Fenway took the probe and the thermometer. She breathed in, counted to ten, exhaled. The room didn’t spin.

      Despite the spate of murders that had swept Estancia over the last six months, Fenway hadn’t taken the temperature of a corpse since her crime scene class at Seattle University perhaps a year earlier. She walked to the body and leaned over, setting the thermometer down and holding the probe tightly in her right hand. “Like riding a bike,” she murmured. A flash of the bloom of red on her father’s shirt, but then it was thankfully gone. She pulled Victoria Versini’s pajama top above her sternum and ran her gloved finger along the ridge. She eyeballed an inch to her left and an inch below the edge of the bone, and firmly stuck the probe in until the resistance changed, then pulled it out.

      “Sharpie?” Fenway asked.

      Melissa stepped over to Fenway, uncapping a red marker and handing it to her. Fenway took it and drew a circle around the hole from the probe.

      “Good,” Melissa said. “They taught you to distinguish the mark so it’s not confused with evidence.”

      “It was an expensive master’s program,” Fenway muttered, a smile touching the corners of her mouth. “Glad I got my money’s worth.” She inserted the thermometer’s spike into the hole.

      “Eighty-six point two,” Melissa read.

      “About—oh—seven or eight hours,” Fenway said. “I told McVie two or three hours. I thought the blood hadn’t dried enough.”

      Melissa stepped forward and looked at the blood on the floor. “It’s dry, Fenway—a little tacky still, but dry. Longer than three hours, for sure.”

      “I guess I’m off my game.” Fenway removed the thermometer.

      “Have you found the shotgun or any shells in the room?”

      Fenway shook her head. “I’ve searched, but not everywhere. I have a feeling the killer picked them up, but you never know—they could have gotten wedged under something. McVie’s looking through the rest of the cabin.”

      Melissa nodded. “Shells can eject with a lot of force. I’ve found shotgun shells pretty far away. Behind dressers. Once in a loft twelve feet off the floor.” She walked around the desk. “CSI should be ready to take her to San Miguelito in about an hour.” Melissa motioned with her head out the door. “If you want to get moving on the investigation part, I can finish up here.”

      “Thanks, Melissa.” Fenway stood and took two steps toward the door before turning her head. “By the way, are you and Deputy Huke still dating?”

      Melissa suppressed a grin. “He and I are driving down to El Centro to have Christmas with my crazy parents and all the aunts and uncles tomorrow.”

      “Oh, meeting the family? This sounds serious.”

      Melissa turned back to the body and bit her lip.

      Fenway’s eyes went wide. “It is serious. Wow, you and the most uptight man I’ve ever met in my life—I’d never have pictured the two of you together.”
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