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As a homicide detective, I was prepared for anything. Even a hostage situation, like the one I was dealing with that afternoon on the south side of Mount Largo, where a suspected double murderer was holed up on the third floor of an apartment complex, a double-barreled shotgun pointed at a woman’s face. Nothing had gone according to plan during the pursuit and capture attempt. 

And now, here I was, standing outside my unmarked police car with my partner, Detective Warren Brown. We had orders from the SWAT team not to approach the house because they were drawing up a plan to go in, a move that I thought might get someone killed. Then again, judging by the volume of the suspect’s voice, the way he screamed about people coming to get him and everyone out to get him, waiting around could get people killed too. 

It was just one of those situations. 

“What do you think?” I asked Warren. I turned and looked at my forty-three-year-old partner. We’d been working with each other since we’d left the police academy and were known to be one of the toughest partnerships in the department. Today was no different, or so I hoped. 

“I’m thinking I’d rather be at home right now, sitting on my bed. Because hello, I haven’t slept in how long?”

I shook my head, not amused by the comment. It wasn’t like Warren to not want to get involved in the action. I looked over at him and noticed how his shoulders seemed to be slumped, yet at the same time, he appeared nervous, almost confused. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“It’s just been a long week. You know how it is.”

I sensed movement from my right and I turned to see the SWAT commander walking towards me. Behind him was his team and all around me were cops from different parts of the force. I nodded at the commander as he approached.

“We’re going in,” he asked. “I need you and your partner to stay back.”

“It’s not a problem with me,” I said. “As long as we get the bad guy.”

“Oh, we’ll get him,” the cop said. He motioned for his buddies to follow him and I watched as they quickly made their way towards the apartment complex. One of the officers fired off a round of tear gas, which crashed through the window. The same cop sent another two canisters in, along with a flashbang, and a second later the team was inside.

But when gunshots erupted in the air, I couldn’t help but panic. 

“Where are those shots coming from?” I asked. “Someone tell me what’s going on!”

No one answered and I watched as the SWAT team retreated. Even as they backed up out of the house, I could tell the difference in the sounds of the gunshots. There were at least two shooters inside, and I realized then that we’d gotten it wrong, that we hadn’t simply chased our double homicide suspect into a random house. He had help here. 

I walked over to Lieutenant McGreary, the commanding officer of the Homicide Division. “Lieutenant, what the hell’s going on?” I asked. 

“We got more shooters.”

“Yes sir, I know that. But why’s SWAT retreating? At this point, they might as well stay in.”

“I don’t know, detective.” He patted me on my chest and looked up at my eyes. “You think you can use that height to your advantage?”

I frowned. “What do you mean, Lieutenant? Weren’t we ordered to stand down?”

“Our job is to protect and serve, Alex. You want to spend the rest of your career wishing you’d acted when you didn’t? Trust me, you do not want that on your conscience.”

I agreed, but I couldn’t help but worry about the consequences. Still, this situation had gone on for hours. Plus, I knew the suspect better than anyone. I thought about asking my boss what I should do next, but a second later, he was gone.

This is crazy. You can’t take matters into your own hands. There’s a chain of command. 

I got on my radio and switched to the frequency that the SWAT team was using. “Commander, I got an idea, but if you don’t trust me, we’re all going to be in a lot of trouble.”

“Negative, detective. My men are under fire! You think we’re going to let a detective in here!”

I listened to more gunfire coming from the apartment complex. Finally, I’d had enough. About twenty feet away from me was the police chief, a man in his fifties who I hadn’t seen in months. He and I had a good relationship, the kind of friendship where he could rely on me to get things done. 

Now or never. 

I ran towards him, calling his name out as I approached. 

“Chief, you got to let me get in there. SWAT’s going to get a lot of people killed.” 

The chief looked at me and said, “that’s why they’re pulling out.”  

“Let me talk the guy down. All I need is a phone.”

The chief shook his head. “You know I can’t let you do that.”

I was frustrated, but rather than get angry, I repeated the words my lieutenant had just said to me. That caught the chief’s attention and after a few minutes of hesitation, he handed me a phone. “Negotiation’s failed, this is all over the news. You want this, you take it.”

I took the phone. Then I took off running towards the apartment complex at full speed.

“Detective Green, what the hell are you doing?”

I might regret it later, but for now, I had the advantage. It was unlikely that the suspects would think anyone else would approach the house. Not after they’d managed to fight off a SWAT team. 

So, as my supervisor suggested, I put my height to good use. All six feet two inches of it. I kept running before finally just outside of a first-floor window. Even though it was on the first floor, most people wouldn’t even be able to reach it without a ladder, which the SWAT team had unfortunately forgotten to bring. But with every bit of strength I could muster, I jumped as high as I could, barely managing to grip the windowsill of an open window. Then I used my hands and my remaining strength to catapult into the apartment. 

No sooner than I got inside the apartment, I heard what sounded like crying coming from the corner of the apartment, so I quickly rushed over and made myself known. Before it was too late, I lifted my finger to my mouth to signal the occupants to stay quiet. Then, I made my way out of the apartment and quickly up to the third floor. 

The SWAT team was just outside of the apartment. They turned when they saw me coming and they didn’t look too happy to see me. Inside, I could hear two voices screaming. The suspects were obviously on some kind of drugs judging by the way they were talking. 

The SWAT team messed up by making it obvious that they were coming. Me, I burst right through the open door, lifted my gun, and before the suspects could react, I squeezed off two shots. One went into the other suspect’s head. The other barely grazed my killer’s forehead but it was enough to send him sprawling, his sidearm falling on the ground beside him. 

The hostage quickly darted away, and I wasted no time pouncing on the suspect. I threw a hard-right hook that connected with his jaw and he gave up. 

You’re going to regret this. 

I handcuffed the suspected killer, took a look at the body beside me, then thought for only a second about what kind of trouble I could expect from my reckless action. But if I knew anything about the Mount Largo Police Department, it was that they cared about results more than anything. 

One suspect killed. The other in custody. No injuries. Seemed like we were the winners.

I hauled the suspect to his feet and looked into his eyes. He squinted at me, which made me laugh. “Is that your defense?” I asked him as I escorted him back outside. “You couldn’t see what you were doing?”

“Asshole,” he replied. “You have no idea what’s about to hit you.”

Outside, I handed the suspected killer over to one of the patrol officers who promptly put him into a car. Across the street, about twenty feet away, Lieutenant McGreary was grinning from ear-to-ear, and the chief, well, he was always unhappy so I wasn’t worried much. 
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Missing













[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

Three months later
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“Internal Affairs needs to lay off. Seriously. They don’t seem to understand that all anyone cares about out here is solved cases.”

I looked at my partner—all six feet seven inches of him—Detective Warren Brown, as we drove to the next crime scene. “Really,” I said to him. “It’s not like I’ve got a death wish or anything.”

Detective Brown grinned and patted the steering wheel. Then he rubbed his shiny, dark-skinned head. “Yeah, but you can be a little reckless sometimes. That’s coming from a guy who’s been your partner for years.”

We laughed as we sat in the back of a burgundy unmarked vehicle. He turned left onto a side street and cut through a dark alley, slowing as a group of young men appeared out of nowhere. I motioned for Warren to stop and rolled down my window. “How you guys doing,” I asked the three teenagers. 

“We’re alright,” one of them said. He was the tallest of the group, a young dark-skinned man with a mohawk, a hairstyle I hadn’t seen on a black man in years. I looked over at Warren and he nodded. I told the boys to stay out of trouble and we kept going. 

“I know them,” I said to Warren as we pulled onto the scene. 

We got out of our vehicles and walked towards a group of townhouses.  A group of police cruisers was parked on the curb in front of a brick house. Outside the house, were two patrol cops that I recognized right away. One was a rookie who was expected to quit and get into politics. The other, an old veteran who I’d shared a few beers with back when I was a street cop. We nodded at them and made our way into the home. As soon as I stepped foot inside, I felt my stomach churning. And it wasn’t because I wasn’t used to crime scenes. Hell, it was the way the home was decorated that made me want to put the guy sitting on the front steps into jail. 

I called back and asked one of the street cops to put the witness into a car while Warren and I checked out the scene. Once the door was closed, I took a step back and studied the witness, patting my friend Warren on the shoulder. “What do you think about this guy, Brown? He called us, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, so maybe he wanted us to come here.”

That got a laugh out of Warren. “Man, I should have brought my umbrella. Not just for the rain but for the bullshit I got to deal with on a freaking weekend. A man calling about an eyeball in his toilet. Just when I thought I seen it all.”

Back inside the townhouse, I took out my flashlight and shined it at the walls. The room was so poorly lit you couldn’t even tell what color the pain was. Beside me, Warren said something to one of the crime scene techs that I didn’t catch. But it wasn’t because I didn’t hear it. As much as I hated to admit it, I was impressed by the witnesses’ commitment to covering every inch of his walls with pictures of amputated dead people. My only concern was making sure they weren’t real humans. 

“What do you think?” I asked one of the crime scene techs. “Doctor?” I called out into the kitchen room. Doctor Benjamin Hechinger was our medical examiner. He didn’t do much talking, aside from telling us what we needed to know. I’d always respected his professionalism, but I knew when he didn’t answer me it wasn’t because he didn’t hear me. I stopped looking at the photographs on the wall and looked over at Warren, who was looking down at his shoes. “Warren, how long am I going to have to live with this.”

Warren laughed. “I told you. I told you. I told you. What were you thinking, going through all that trouble to bring a county medical examiner into an undercover operation?” 

“He agreed to it.”

“And he almost got killed. And the perp got away for another two weeks. Man, I’m telling you, you got to calm down with this shit.”

“I will. I will. Jesus, why isn’t there more light in this freaking place. The only thing you can see is these damn pictures. How is that?” The question was worth thinking about because the room was poorly lit. Aside from our flashlights and a little light coming in from the kitchen, the living and dining room areas made your eyes ache. And yet the glossy pictures on the wall were visible. 

“Warren, I’m gonna figure out where he got these photos from. I got a hunch, you know?”

“I’m sure you do.”

“No. I want to talk to the maker of these posters. These are posters, man. Not pictures, posters. There’s a difference.”

“Whatever the difference is, it’s not getting me closer to a day off, let alone a vacation.”

And this was how it went. For the last two or three weeks, I felt my partner of more than a decade slipping away, no longer displaying the same level of enthusiasm about the job. I would have understood if there was a reason to believe he wanted something different for the rest of his life. But that wasn’t the case. 

Leave it alone. 

I kept going working my way around the house before finally making it into the bathroom. The first thing I looked at was the toilet, which had vomit all over it. I could guess right away that there was something in the toilet that made the renter call the police.

“In all the years I’ve worked Homicide, I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said, staring into the toilet. Inside the bowl was a human eyeball. I was surprised to see that it hadn’t sunk into the pipes. I took a photograph of it, then walked out of the house to let the crime scene technicians do their job. 

Outside, I took a good hard look at the tenant. He was a small, feeble-looking man. Maybe about a hundred and ten pounds. He looked like he was starving, or maybe it was just because he spent so much time gawking at amputees.

“What is it with you?” I asked him. He looked down towards his lap as I advised him of his rights. I didn’t have to Mirandize him at that point, but given the situation inside his home, I figured it might be a good idea. 

I told him my name was Detective Alex Green and I worked with the Mount Largo Police Department. “What’s your name?” I asked. 

“My name’s Martin Sterling,” he said. “Why are you talking to me like I’m a suspect? I’m the one who called you.”

“Well, that hardly means anything. Look, we just want to ask you some questions, get a statement from you, then we’ll let you go. How’s that sound?”

Martin picked himself up and walked down the stairs and onto the street. I watched as one of the patrol cops put him in the back of a car. Then, I walked back inside the home, feeling more disgusted as I surveyed the crime scene. I watched the crime scene investigators dust for fingerprints and check the house for other trace evidence. 

“We’re not finding much now,” one of the investigators said to me. 

I nodded but knew that that was likely to change before I left the house. There was always evidence, it didn’t matter what the scene was. The same investigator said to me, “Yeah, there doesn’t look like any signs of violence here. We didn’t see signs of forced entry either.”

“Which begs the question,” I said. “What is a human eyeball doing in our friends’ toilet?”

I knocked on a few doors, hoping to speak to the neighbors but none of them were obligated to talk to me. Sure enough, none of them came to the door. Then again, it was well after midnight, so I couldn’t hold it against them. 

“Bag and tag everything,” I reminded the crime scene techs as I walked back into the house. One of the techs returned from the bathroom with a plastic bag that held the eyeball. 

I continued searching the scene, checking for anything that might suggest Martin Sterling was somehow connected to the crime. A small television sat in the corner of the living room and there was a ceiling light hanging overhead, perhaps the only pleasant sight in the apartment.  

Aside from the photographs, the walls were stained yellow from cigarette smoke. The floor was littered with lint and candy wrappers, and the kitchen was atrocious, cluttered with dirty dishes and fast food wrappings. I noticed as I studied the disgusting scene that Warren was quieter than usual. 

“You okay, Warren?” I asked. “What side of the bed did you wake up on?”

“The right side,” Warren said, grinning as he looked over at his buddy. “How’s your belly feeling?”

I touched my lower abdomen, where the scar from a recent gunshot wound had healed. I hesitated as images of the drive-by attack returned to my mind. The flashbacks rocked me backward, but I kept my composure, thanking Warren for his concern. 

“Just checking on you,” Warren said. “Don’t forget, we’ve been friends longer than partners.”

“Hey Brown, I think we got a problem,” I said. I was standing in the kitchen now. I’d detected a strange odor coming from the walls during my first pass. This time, the smell was stronger. Warren followed my eyes and moved towards the wall, frowning as he got close.

“Why don’t we ask our friend if he’d be so kind,” Warren said.

We walked back outside. There were more red and blue lights now, as at least two additional units had arrived. Despite having worked as a cop in Mount Largo for so many years, I always noticed that the surrealness never went away. Every scene represented a nightmare, a tragedy, lives ruined, and not just the people who were killed, but the families and friends of victims. Mount Largo was turning into a warzone, and cases like this only made everything seem more bizarre. 

I approached the back of the squad car and opened the door. “Hey man, what’s with you and all this amputee stuff?” “Does it turn you on or something?”

“I don’t know,” Martin said, pushing his black-framed eyeglasses upon his face. “I just like it, that’s all. Don’t give me a hard time, alright? And don’t tell anyone.”

“Don’t worry, Martin. I think you’ve done a good enough job isolating yourself from everybody. But tell me, what’s that weird smell coming from your kitchen wall?”

Martin frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You mind if we take a look?”

“Are you going to tear the wall down?”

“One way or another, Martin. If we have to get a warrant to do it, it’ll take us longer, meaning you might have to spend some extra time in the station.”

“Or?”

“Or you can give us written consent and we can go through with what we need to do. Might even take a little precaution so you don’t have so much damage.”

Martin nodded, took a clipboard with a printed form on it, and signed his name on it. Moments later, I returned inside. Somebody break this wall down in here,” I said, tapping one of the crime scene techs on the shoulder.

I watched as the technician pounded at the wall with a hammer and after two swings, it crumbled. Dust and drywall material filled the air, forcing me to look away and cover my face with my forearm. I looked down and what I saw was horrifying.

Three arms and a leg. And then, a moment later, a finger with darker skin.

“Hey, Warren!” I said. “Let’s get this guy to the precinct for questioning.”

***

[image: ]


I slammed a stack of photographs down on the table separating me and the suspect. Then I spread the photographs in front of Martin so he could look at them, one by one. When he laughed, my first instinct was to slap him in the face. But instead, I watched as he laughed harder, his mouth gaping open, revealing crooked, rotting teeth. 

“Here’s the thing, Martin. I know this sort of thing turns you on. But whoever these body parts belong to most likely suffered at the hands of a maniac. I get you like body parts, but what about killing?”

“I’m sorry,” Martin said. 

I picked a cup off the table and flung it at the wall. “I don’t want to hear your apologies, Martin! I want to know why these body parts were behind your wall. Are you going to tell me, or am I going to walk away and leave you in here?”

Martin stopped laughing, apparently shaken by the prospect of sitting alone in a dimly lit room by himself. “I don’t know anything,” he said. “I swear, I would never actually kill anyone.”

I studied him closely. As far as I could tell, if this man wasn’t a killer, he was close to becoming one.
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Chapter Two
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“Would you keep it to yourself if you knew that these body parts were in your wall?”

“Why would I do that?” Martin said. He shrunk in his chair, terrified by the sound of my rising voice. “Better yet, how would I even know they were there? It’s not like I go around pounding my walls out with a hammer.”

I stared at the man silently for a few moments, anger rising in my chest. I hated criminals, perverts, and weirdos. Hated them, even more, when they seemed to act like their behavior was acceptable. 

“How do you think we found these? Do you think we show up at every crime scene and tear the walls apart?”

“No, but—”

I raised my hand. “I don’t want to hear it. I know you noticed a strange smell in your apartment. You telling me you didn’t try and figure out where it was coming from?”

“Honestly, I didn’t care. There are always strange smells coming from my apartment. I never clean.”

“Yeah, what’s your landlord have to say about that?”

“Haven’t seen him in years. No inspections, no exterminations, nothing. I don’t even think he’s around.”

I stood. “Since you have nothing to offer me now, you’re going to sit here while we try and dig up some information. Let me know if you change your mind.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SLidHd

- Ul





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
SU;M’ N e





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.jpg
RICH COLE





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





