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CHAPTER ONE


Rockford, Illinois  
Sunday, January 11, 2009  
3:05 A.M.


 



The kid’s eyes snapped open. Matt Martin. Twenty-one-year-old computer-hacking loser. It took only a moment for his expression to shift from sleepy confusion to horrified realization: there was a stranger in his bedroom. That stranger held a gun to his head, to the tender place between his eyes, just above the bridge of his nose.

The one called Breakneck smiled grimly. “Hello, son.”

The kid went limp with terror. His mouth worked but no sound emerged.

“The gun I’m holding to your head is nothing fancy. An old-fashioned .38 caliber, semiautomatic. Serviceable at best.”

He kept his voice low, tone soothing. “What’s unique about this situation, of course, is the weapon’s proximity to its target, your brain. When I pull the trigger, the bullet will rocket from the chamber and explode out of the barrel and into your head. In response, your brains will explode out the back of your skull.”

Breakneck firmed his grip on the weapon. “The sound will be muffled by the fact that the barrel is pressed to its target, the mess contained by the pillow, bedding and mattress.”

The bony young man began to shake. The smell of urine stung the air. Unmoved by the kid’s fear, he went on, “I’m going to ask you a few questions. Your life depends on your answers.”

The kid’s eyes welled with tears.

“I know who you are and what you do. I want what you stole from me.”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“Where is it?”

“What? I don’t . . . who are y—”

“I’m the guy you shouldn’t have fucked with. I want my information. And I want my money.” He increased pressure on the gun; the kid whimpered. “What do you think, son? Do we do this the easy way? Or the messy way?”

“Easy,” he whispered.

“You jacked some information. And some money. Five hundred grand.”

Recognition flickered in his horrified gaze.

Of course it did. One didn’t forget stumbling onto that kind of money.

Especially a small-time little shit like this one.

“I see we’re on the same page now. Good.”

“I didn’t take your money.”

“Who did?”

“I don’t know!” His voice rose. “No one!”

His eyes darted back and forth. A clear sign he was lying. Breakneck could almost hear him thinking. Mentally scrambling for a way out, weighing his options: Give him the information? How much—or how little—would keep him alive? Did he dare lie? Struggle? Beg? What were the consequences of each?


All animals responded to predators in the same way, Breakneck knew. They fought for survival. Using whatever means at their disposal. Over the years, he had seen them all.

Some predators, however, were so smart, so skilled, the fight was as pathetic as it was futile.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Matt. But I will. I’m going to count to three and then I’m going to pull the trigger. One,” he said softly. “Two . . . thr—”

“Okay, I found it, but I didn’t move it!”

“Who did? A name.”

“I don’t know . . . an e-mail address and screen name, that’s all I have. It’s marioman. At Yahoo. Check for yourself . . . on my laptop. I’m Gunner35. My password’s 121288. You can get it all with that. I promise . . . go see. It’s all there.”

The kid’s voice rose as he spoke. Breakneck laid a gloved hand over his mouth to quiet him. “You did good, Matt. Real good. Thank you.”

He moved quickly, snapping the young man’s neck before he had a clue what was happening. With little more than a gurgle, Matt Martin died.




CHAPTER TWO


Wednesday, January 14  
2:00 A.M.


 



 



Moonlight bathed the room in icy blue. Detective Mary Catherine Riggio slipped out of bed and into her robe, then crossed to the window. The full moon had transformed the winter night into a sort of twilight zone, a surreal landscape caught between daylight and dark.

“You okay?”

She looked over her shoulder to the bed. The man in it. She smiled, liking the way he looked there. The way he was looking at her.

“I’m fine. I couldn’t sleep, that’s all. Sorry I woke you.”

“You didn’t.”

“Liar.” She turned back to the window. “It’s beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful.”

She didn’t think of herself that way, she never had. The proverbial tomboy, always scrambling to keep up with her five macho brothers. But he made her feel beautiful. Womanly.

Dan Gallo had come into her life and made her believe in things she never had before.

“Marry me.”

She glanced back at him. “Very funny.”

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

M. C. searched his serious expression. She voiced the first thought that came into her head. “You’re out of your mind.”

“Why?”

“We hardly know each other.”

“Six months.”

“Not long enough.”

“When it’s right, you know it. It feels right to me, M. C.”

He held her gaze. She pressed her lips together, panic licking at her. The past six months had been the happiest of her life. Her cousin Sam had introduced her to the handsome psychologist, then goaded her into accepting the man’s invitation to dinner.

She could hear her younger cousin’s argument even now: “What’s the problem, M. C.? He’s good-looking, single and Italian. What more could you want?”


Not a cop. Check. Not a psychotic criminal. Check.

Almost too good to be true. So, she had gone on a date. That one had led to others and within weeks, to their spending all their free time together.

Still, the idea of committing terrified her. The thought of losing him terrified her more.

“What about you, Mary Catherine?” Dan asked softly. “Does it feel right to you?”

She squeezed her eyes shut. Dear God, it did. He sat up and the blanket slipped, revealing his naked shoulders and chest. “I bought a ring.”

“You did not.”

His mouth curved into the crooked little grin she loved. “I did. But I’m not going to let you see it until you say yes.”

She wanted to. But she was a cop. She’d been badly burned before. Reckless wasn’t in her nature.

She opened her mouth to ask for more time; “Yes” slipped out instead. It felt so good, she said it again, on a laugh. “Yes, I’ll marry you!”

He let out a whoop and jumped out of the bed. She met him halfway; he caught her in his arms and spun her around. They fell onto the bed, alternately laughing and kissing, whispering like kids sharing the best secret ever.

“Want your ring?” he asked. “It’ll make it official.”

“Damn right,” she teased. “Otherwise I’m still available.”

“Brat.” He kissed her again, then climbed out of bed. Moments later he returned with a small leather box.

With trembling fingers, she opened it. A no-fuss, no-muss, emerald-cut solitaire. He slipped it on her finger; it fit perfectly. It fit her perfectly. Tears flooded her eyes.

“If you don’t like it, the jeweler said you could exchan—”

“I love it,” she said, lifting her gaze to his.

“Are you certain? I want you to have a ring you lov—”

“I love you,” she whispered, then brought his mouth to hers and drew him with her to the mattress. There, she showed him how utterly happy he had made her.




CHAPTER THREE


Wednesday, January 14  
5:40 A.M.


 



 



The call had dragged M. C. out of the warmth of Dan’s arms before the sun had even cracked the horizon.

Homicide. Downtown, Rock River Towers.

So much for the cocoon of love, she thought, thirty minutes later as she drew to a stop in front of the apartment complex. Rock River Towers had long been considered one of the city’s premier addresses. Fourteen floors. Amenities. River views. Some of its shine had faded as this part of town had lost its luster, but certainly not all.

Bracing herself for the blast of frigid air, M. C. killed the engine and swung out of her SUV. She supposed she should be used to the cold, having lived in northern Illinois her entire life, but on mornings like this she fantasized about moving to Florida.

Hunching deeper into her coat, M. C. glanced around. Four cruisers, her partner Kitt’s Taurus, the Identification Bureau guys. She crossed to the first officer. “Grazzio,” she greeted the rotund, veteran patrolman, “how’s it goin’?”

“I’m cold,” he said. “And hungry. I’m getting too old for this crap.”

“Tell me about it,” she said. “What’ve we got?”

“According to his driver’s license, one Matt Martin. Lived in unit 510. Corroborated by the name on number 510’s mailbox.”

“Anything else?”

“Part-time student at Rock Valley. Studying computer science. Got that from a neighbor.”

The junior college, affectionately called “Rock Bottom” by the locals. “Who found him?”

“A neighbor called. Because of the smell.”

“You have contact info?”

“Got it. Vic’s been dead awhile.”

M. C. didn’t bother asking him how long, that’d be up to the forensic pathologist and ID guys to establish.

The elevator took her to the fifth floor. She stepped off and the smell hit her hard. M. C. dug a small jar of mentholated ointment from her pocket, applied a smear under her nose, then started down the hall.

The smell would have been subtle until the apartment door was opened. It reminded her of the time the family deep freeze in the basement had gone kaput. Nobody’d had a clue until her brother Max opened it. The house stank for months after.

Martin would have some damn unhappy neighbors for a while.

M. C. reached 510 and greeted the officer standing duty. He handed her the scene log. She signed in, then handed it back. “Coroner’s office been contacted?”

He grunted an affirmation and she stepped into the stifling hot apartment—and immediately began to itch in her wool sweater.

Her partner, Detective Kitt Lundgren, poked her head out the bedroom doorway. Early fifties, a veteran of the Violent Crimes Bureau, Kitt had endured some of the worst life had to offer—and come out stronger. When they’d been paired to work the notorious Sleeping Angel Killer case, M. C. had considered Kitt a burned-out head case and fought the partnership.

Now, M. C. couldn’t imagine the job without her.

“Body’s in here,” Kitt said.

M. C. nodded and headed that way, picking her way around debris. “What’s the thermostat set on? Eighty?”

“Could help establish TOD. Maybe he was killed before the outside temp rose. What was it this past weekend?”

“Single digits. Could be the perp wanted to speed up the decomposition process?”

“Last to the party again,” ID Bureau Detective Rich Miller called as she entered the room.

The Identification Bureau served as the department’s crime scene techs.  They did it all: collected and processed evidence, dusted for prints, photographed the scene, even gathered insect life from corpses.

Bobby Jackson, the newest member of the ID team, snapped her picture and grinned. “Poor Mary Catherine, dragged out of her nice, warm bed.”


He didn’t know the half of it. She smiled at the thought, wondering how long it would take Kitt to notice the ring. A part of her wanted to shout out her happiness, but the other wanted to hold it close for just awhile longer.

“If you two don’t mind,” M. C. said, “Mr. Martin here is needing some attention.” Without waiting for a response, she turned her attention to the victim. He rested on his back in the bed, covers up to his chest, head at an unnatural angle. The arm under the bedding lay over his chest, the other on top of the covers, at his side. It didn’t look as if he had struggled against his attacker, though looks could be deceiving.

He’d been tall and skinny with a shock of bleached blond hair. Here, as in the living room, junk food and fast-food wrappers were scattered about. A half-dozen empty energy drink cans littered both nightstands. His favorite appeared to have been Red Bull.

She gazed at them. Energy drinks had become popular with young people. Too popular. The media had been buzzing with stories of their use—and abuse.

Had he used the caffeine-loaded drinks to stay awake? M. C. wondered. To study? Or do something else?

“No blood,” Kitt said.

M. C. inspected the hand on top of the blanket. “Nails appear clean.”

“Check this out,” Kitt said, indicating an angry-looking bruise on his forehead, between his eyes.

Perfectly round. Like the ring on a bull’s-eye.

M. C. drew her eyebrows together. “What the hell made that?”

“Our victim found himself in a tenuous position, Detectives.”

They turned. The statement had come from Francis Xavier Roselli, the coroner’s lead pathologist. Small, precise and a devout Catholic, the first thing Francis did at every scene was cross himself, whisper a prayer for the departed’s immortal soul and ask for the guidance of St. Luke.

“Excuse me?” Kitt said.

“Our vic had the business end of a gun pressed to his head.” The pathologist  worked his fingers into snug-fitting latex gloves. “Pressed quite firmly, judging by the color of the bruise.”

It’s why he hadn’t struggled.

“The outline’s crisp. Your perp never wavered. His hands were not shaking.”

M. C. indicated the circular, yellow stain on the light-colored covers. “Scared the piss out of the poor kid.”

“Then he killed him,” Kitt murmured. “That’s cold.”

“But he didn’t shoot him,” M. C. added. “Interesting.”

Francis joined them. “It looks to me like the perpetrator broke his neck. I’ll know the full story after autopsy.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow, midday.”

The pathologist didn’t expect a comment, nor did he wait for one. While he examined the victim, M. C. and Kitt took in the rest of the apartment.

Not the typical college kid’s bachelor pad. M. C. moved her gaze over the apartment’s spacious interior. Nice place, though the kid had pitted it out. Drink cans and food wrappers littered every table. Dirty clothes strewn on the floor, furniture. She stepped over an open bag of corn chips. If Matt Martin had owned a vacuum, he’d never used it.

Stylistically, the furniture was a mixed bag. But it was all of good quality. Leather couch and armchair. Tall, ornate armoire. Marble-top dining table.

“Imagine what the bathroom’s going to look like,” Kitt said.

“I’d rather not, thanks.” She picked up a cup containing a nasty-looking black liquid. She sniffed it and made a face. “What the hell?”

Kitt peeked over her shoulder. “Chewing tobacco.”

She set the cup back down. “What do you think the rent on this place is?”

“Dunno. Seven bills, maybe more.”

“Probably more.”

“He lived well for a twenty-one-year-old, part-time student.”

“No joke.” M. C. checked the front closet. She thumbed through the several coats that hung there, including a leather bomber jacket and a topcoat. A  cashmere topcoat, judging by the feel of it.

They made their way into the kitchen. The refrigerator and freezer were well stocked. A wine rack sported a couple of bottles of red wine. Nice bottles. Ones that went for twenty bucks apiece.

Better than she could afford.

M. C. glanced over her shoulder at Kitt, who was leafing through a stack of mail on the counter. “This kid have a job other than being a student?”

“Could be his parents have money.”

“Could be. Or he has a job that pays well.”

“Like dealing.”

“That’d be my guess.”

“Which would explain how he ended up dead.”

“Exactly.”

M. C. brought her left hand to her head. “So, we begin with his fam—”

“What the hell is that?”

“What?”

“That.” Kitt grabbed her hand. “It’s a ring!”

M. C. laughed and held her hand out.

“My God, when did that happen?”

“Last night. I thought maybe he’d talked to you?”

“Not a word.” Kitt lifted her gaze from the ring. “And you said yes?”

“Obviously.” M. C. frowned. “You sound surprised.”

“You two hardly know each other.”

“Six months.” It was weird hearing her own protest being offered to her and defending it with Dan’s. “Long enough to know he makes me happy.”

Kitt opened her mouth as if to say more, then shut it and shook her head. “Congratulations.”

“You were going to say something else, what was it?”

“I just want to make sure you’re doing this for the right reasons. And not because of Lance and how that—”

“I’m not.”

“Or because you’re turning thirty and you think you have to be—”

“Married? Because that’s what my mother’s drummed into my head?” She sent Kitt an exasperated look. “I’ve never done what my mother thought I should before. Why would I start now?”

Kitt laughed. “She’s going to be ecstatic.”

“We’ll see. After all, Dan’s only half Italian.”

“Detectives?” They turned toward Francis, standing in the bedroom doorway. “I’m finished here,” he said, removing his gloves.

“Any surprises?” Kitt asked.

“None. No outward evidence of drug use, though toxicology will give us the full picture.”

“What’re you thinking about time of death?”

“It’s hot in here, which would have accelerated the process. . . . Best guess is late Saturday night, early Sunday morning.”

M. C. had come to learn that Francis’s “best guess” was always damn close. Ever humble, Francis Xavier Roselli described himself as “competent.” As far as M. C. was concerned, the man was brilliant.

“I see congratulations are in order, Detective.”

Brilliant and observant, obviously. “Yes, thank you.”

“Who’s the lucky guy?”

She told him, feeling herself flush. Moments later, as they left the apartment, Kitt leaned toward her. “I never thought I’d see hard-as-nails M. C. Riggio beaming like a teenager in love.”

M. C. swallowed a laugh and scowled at her partner. “Put a sock in it, Lundgren.”




CHAPTER FOUR


Wednesday, January 14  
10:30 A.M.


 



 



Notifying a victim’s next of kin was a wrenching, thankless task. M. C. wished she could pass the job off to somebody else. She couldn’t. The great majority of murders were committed by those closest to the victims. Being the one who delivered the bad news also meant being the first to see the reaction to that news.

She and Kitt climbed out of Kitt’s Taurus. Judging by this West Side house, the family was solidly middle class. A silver minivan was parked in the drive, under a well-worn basketball hoop.

“You or me?” Kitt asked as they approached the front door.

A Christmas wreath still hung there, a sad-looking Santa surrounded by worn silver bells. “You.”

Kitt nodded and they crossed the porch. Mothers responded better to Kitt. She supposed that was because Kitt had been a mother—and had lost a child.

They rang the bell. A dog began to bark. A minute later a woman in a pink velour jogging suit came to the door.

She peered suspiciously out the sidelight at them.

M. C. held up her badge. Beside her, Kitt did the same. “Police,” she said.

The woman stared hard at their IDs, then unlocked the dead bolt. Cracking open the door, she gazed out at them.

“Mrs. Martin?” Kitt asked.

“Yes?”

“Detectives Riggio and Lundgren, RPD.”

“Justin really is sick, Officers. I know he’s missed a lot of school and believe me, I’m not happy about it, either.”

She thought they were truancy officers. “We’re Rockford Police, Mrs. Martin. We’re not here about Justin.”

“Then why . . . who . . .”

There was no kind way to deliver such news. The best way, M. C. had learned over the years, was to simply say it—as gently but firmly as possible.

“Do you have a son named Matt?” Kitt asked.

“Matthew, yes.” Fear raced into her eyes. “What’s happened?”

“I’m afraid we have some bad news. Your son’s dead, Mrs. Martin. I’m so sorry.”

The woman simply stared at her, as if unable to fully grasp what Kitt was saying. “Dead? I don’t understand.”

“He was murdered.”

“I just talked to him. He was fine.”

“When was that, Mrs. Martin?”

“Yester—no, Saturday. You have the wrong Martin.”

“I’m so sorry,” Kitt said gently.

“Mom? Is everything okay?”

Another son. The previously mentioned, absent from school Justin, she would bet. Judging by his size, he was close in age to Matt.

He crossed to the door and laid his arm across his mother’s shoulders. The picture of the man of the house, even with a bright red nose and fever-glazed eyes.

“They say your brother’s . . . that Matt’s—” The woman choked back the rest.

Kitt helped her out. “Your brother’s dead. I’m so sorry.”

Again, the dumbfounded, disbelieving gaze. The gradual realization, denial, then horror.

The young man blinked. “I don’t . . . no, that can’t be.”

“Are you certain?” the woman asked, tone pleading. “Maybe you made a mistake?”

“Perhaps we should sit down?”

The woman nodded and led them to a small, neat living room. Without speaking, they all sat.

“It happened at his apartment. Although how he died hasn’t been substantiated yet, it was obviously a homicide. I hate to have to do this now, but it’s  imperative we move the investigation forward as quickly as possible. I need to ask you a few questions. Are you able to answer?”

Justin spoke first. “I am.”

“How old are you, Justin?”

“Eighteen.”

“And Matt was twenty-one?”

“Yes.”

“Were you close?”

He nodded, throat working. “I was going to live with him when I . . . when I graduated this spring.”

“He had a nice place,” Kitt said softly. “How long had he lived there?”

“Six months, I guess.” He looked at his mother in question; she concurred.

“He was in school?”

The young man nodded. “Rock Valley. He was a computer major.”

“He have a girlfriend?”

“No. He was a total geek.”

“How about friends? He have many?”

“Yeah, he had friends. They were mostly like him. Liked computers. Computer games, the Internet.”

“We’d like to talk to them. They might be able to help.”

Justin stood. “I’ll write down their names. The ones I know, anyway.”

He left the room and Kitt turned her attention back to the woman. “Did Matt have a job?”

“He repaired computers. Freelance. Out of his apartment.”

She reached for a tissue and immediately began to shred it. “I was so proud of him. He never asked me for a penny.”

M. C. noted the fact. Interesting, considering his lifestyle. The computer repair business would have had to have been extremely lucrative.

Or Matt Martin had had another source of income.

“Was your son ever in any trouble?” Kitt went on.

“Never. He was a good boy. Quiet.”

“No problems with drugs?”

“No. Absolutely not.”

Justin returned and handed M. C. a piece of loose-leaf paper. He had written a half-dozen names on it. Besides two of them he’d included a phone number. “Matt was clean. Totally. Didn’t smoke, either.”

“We noticed a lot of empty energy drink cans in the apartment.”

“He used them to stay awake. To study. Play on the Internet.”

“He didn’t like to sleep,” the woman added. “Even as a child.”

“Can you think of any reason someone would want him dead?”

Justin suddenly looked stricken. His eyes filled with tears; his throat worked. He shook his head.

“Mrs. Martin?”

“No,” she whispered. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

Moments later, M. C. and Kitt were on the street, standing beside Kitt’s sedan.

M. C. frowned. “I didn’t see a computer at Martin’s apartment. Did you?”

“Odd, a computer geek with no computer.”

While Kitt dialed Jackson and Miller, M. C. trotted back up to the Martins’ front door. Justin opened it before she knocked. “I have one more question,” she said. “What kind of computer did your brother have?”

“A Dell laptop.”

“He ever lend it out or—”

“No way. He wouldn’t even let me use it.”

M. C. returned to Kitt, who was ending her call. “Jackson and Miller?” she asked.

“Still at the scene. No computer in the apartment or his vehicle.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Wednesday, January 14  
11:45 A.M.


 



 



“Good morning, Detectives,” the VCB secretary called in a chipper voice as M. C. and Kitt entered the office. “It’s been a busy one, I hear.”

M. C. cocked an eyebrow. The secretary, always chipper, seemed particularly buoyant today. “Are you feeling all right, Nan?”

“Excellent, thank you.” She turned to Kitt. “You have three messages, Detective.”

She handed them to Kitt, then beamed at M. C. “Two for you, Detective Riggio.” She held out the two message slips. “And one waiting at your desk. Oh, and after you retrieve your messages, Sal wants an update.”

As they left the office, the woman called out, “All your messages, Detective Riggio. There’s one waiting on your desk.”

“I think she wants you to check your cubicle,” Kitt said.

“And I think she’s slipping some happy juice into that Big Gulp she’s always sipping . . .”

The words died on her lips. A vase of roses sat on her desk. White and red. Fully opened. Fragrant.

From Dan, they had to be.

She crossed to them, bent and breathed in their perfume, then plucked the card from its holder.

You’ve made me the happiest man in the world. Love, Dan.

M. C.’s eyes flooded with tears. Kitt peeked over her shoulder and read  the card. “This is a quality man you’ve landed, partner. I’d definitely keep him. But I’m afraid it shoots the happy juice theory to hell; Nan read the card.”

M. C. wanted to come back with something light and funny; instead, she opened her phone and dialed his number.

“I got the flowers,” she said when he answered. “They’re beautiful.”

“Not as beautiful as you are. I can’t stop thinking about you. I can’t stop smiling.”

If this conversation had been someone else’s and she had been eavesdropping, she would have thought it corny. Depending on her mood, maybe even nauseating. But it wasn’t someone else’s and she felt as breathless as she sounded.

“Me either,” she said.

“Did you tell your family?” he asked.

“I haven’t had time. How about you?”

“I talked to Erik.”

Erik Sundstrand, his best friend and former colleague. “What did he say?”

“Nothing I didn’t already know. That I was one lucky SOB. And that he thought you had better sense than this.”

She laughed. Kitt tapped her watch and pointed toward their deputy chief ’s office. “I’ve got to run. Tonight’s pasta night, let’s break the news there.”

“That’s so perfect, you’d think I planned it. Call me later.”

He ended the call and she held the phone to her ear a moment before letting go. She found Kitt grinning at her.

“What?”

“You know what. Just promise me you won’t turn into Bridezilla and that you’ll keep the ooey-gooey crap to a minimum.”

On a laugh, M. C. promised. They started for Sal’s office. Their superior officer’s door was open; Kitt tapped on the casing and he waved them in.

“I don’t have much time,” he said. “Fill me in.”

Salvador Minelli, Deputy Chief of Detectives, was a no-nonsense, by-the-books kind of guy. Tough but fair, he would give his detectives some rope—but not enough to hang themselves or the department. Especially the department.

M. C. liked working under him because she always knew where she stood.

“Victim’s name is Matt Martin,” Kitt began. “Twenty-one years old,  part-time RVC student. Killed sometime over the weekend. No sign of a struggle or robbery.”

“Neck was broken,” M. C. said. “No defense wounds. Just a bull’s-eye bruise between his eyes.”

“From?”

“The barrel of a gun.”

“Yet the perp didn’t shoot him. Interesting.”

“Mom and brother claim he was clean, but this was no random act,” Kitt said. “The kid was involved with someone or something—”

“Our guess is something.”

“—that got him killed.”

“Drugs?”

“It would be the natural choice. I had a couple officers canvass his neighbors. Nobody had any problems with him.” M. C. checked the notes the officers had given her. “Really quiet. Rarely had guests. No parties. And nobody saw or heard anything unusual in the past few days.”

Kitt took over. “I notified the college, got a list of Martin’s teachers. Thought we’d question as many as possible this afternoon and see if we can reconstruct his last twenty-four hours.”

“You want me to hand this to Baker and Canataldi?”

“Hell, no,” M. C. said. “Why would we?”

“Speak for yourself, partner.”

“Seems you both have situations. You, Detective Lundgren, are off to Mexico in a couple weeks.”

“Fourteen days until paradise,” she said, grinning. “Just me, Joe and the beach. No cell phone.”

Kitt and her ex had been cautiously working at a reconciliation. Their marriage had fallen apart after the death of their only child and Kitt’s spiral into despair and alcoholism. Over the past six months they’d taken it one day at a time, both afraid of being hurt again.

They had decided the next step was a vacation together—no work, all play. Just the two of them.

“And you”—he turned to M. C.—“may be too distracted by a recent development to fully focus right now.”

“Blinded by love,” Kitt agreed. “In full Bridezilla metamorphosis.”

M. C. ignored their teasing. “How did you know?” she asked.

“The flowers. Nan read the card. Besides”—he grinned—“that’s a sizable rock. It’s hard to miss.”

 



 



 



 



By the end of the day, M. C. and Kitt had spoken to all but one of Matt Martin’s teachers. They’d learned that Martin had been quiet to the point of antisocial and that he’d been a barely average student. He hadn’t had any friends, as far as any of them had known; likewise, no enemies.

“The last professor,” Kitt said, reading the list, “one Doug Deadman, computer science.”

“Deadman?” M. C. raised her eyebrows. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope. Bet you a grande latte, Deadman means ‘deadly boring’ in Latin?”

“You’re on.”

They caught the professor locking his office, presumably leaving for the day. He proved to be nothing like they expected. Young—probably in his early thirties—good-looking and buff. His light tan screamed outdoorsman and vitality; his clothing, urban cool.

Kitt owed her a latte.

“Professor Deadman,” M. C. said, displaying her shield. “Detective Riggio. My partner, Detective Lundgren. We were hoping for a few minutes of your time.”

He frowned slightly. “May I ask what this is about?”

“Matt Martin.”

His expression cleared. “Of course, I’m sorry. Come in.”

He unlocked his office door and waved them in. “I should have made the connection right away,” he said as they sat, “but I didn’t expect anyone to need to contact me.”

“We’re attempting to question everyone who knew Matt and recently spent time with him.”

He nodded. “Anything I can do to help.”

“Martin was a student of yours?”

“Last semester, yes.” He rubbed his temple, expression turning grim. “We’re pretty upset around here. The college arranged counseling for anyone who needed it. The dean asked us to take it easy on our students, academically speaking, for a couple weeks.”

He moved his gaze between the two of them. He sat back in his chair and  waited. As he did, his jacket opened, revealing a T-shirt that asked the question: Does Fuzzy Logic Tickle?

“What can you tell me about Matt?” M. C. asked.

“Nice kid. Really into computers.”

“What does ‘really into computers’ mean?”

“They rocked his world. No, let me amend that—they were his world.”

“Girlfriend?”

“Nope. Not that I know of anyway.”

“Good student?”

“In my classes. He wasn’t a whiz in his others.”

“Can you hazard a guess why?”

“I can offer more than a guess. He talked to me about it. Came to me before he dropped a couple of his classes. They bored him.”

“What did you advise him to do?”

“Tough it out. Stick with the classes.” He leaned forward, expression earnest. “I told him he needed a degree to compete out in the marketplace. But you know how these computer geeks are.”

“Actually, we don’t. Profile them for us.”

“Sure. But remember, this is all generalizations.”

“That’s what a profile is, Doug. Generalizations based on fact.”

“Geeks are bright but socially inept. They eschew sleep, powering up on energy drinks to stay connected all night. The lifestyle is tough to fit into a nine-to-five world.

“They tend to socialize online and steer clear of flesh-and-blood relationships. They’re not athletic. Mouse potatoes, they’re called.”

“Funny.”

“I’ve got lots of ’em. They’re not teenagers, they’re ‘screenagers.’ The most knowledgeable, technically proficient person in a group is the ‘alpha geek.’ The printed word is ‘treeware.’ You, Detective Riggio, could be called a ‘four-oh-four. ’ ”

“Really? And what’s that?”

“Clueless, technologically speaking.”


She was, indeed, a 404. “And how do you know that?”

“You look like you spend more time outside than in—no tube tan.” At her expression, he explained that a tube tan was being pasty-faced from spending all your time in front of a monitor. “Plus, your profession is very ungeek.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It was.”

Kitt cleared her throat. “Was Martin the alpha geek?”

“Not in our group.”

“Then who—”

“I was.” He grinned. “That’s why I get the big bucks.”

Kitt stepped in again. “Actually, Professor, you don’t fit that profile.”

“I hear that all the time. My mom always told me I was her rebel.”

“Could Martin have been dealing drugs?”

His eyebrows shot up. “Matt? That wouldn’t be my guess, no.”

Kitt stepped in. “What would be your guess, Professor?”

“I’m not saying he was into anything illegal. But if a kid like Matt Martin chose a crime, he’d be a cracker.”

“A what?”

“Criminal hacker.” He leaned forward. “Hacker refers to programming-intense geeks, but the media’s erroneously made it synonymous with cracking.”

A smile tugged at M. C.’s mouth. He sounded not only sincere, but indignant as well. He was a geek, after all. “Criminal hacking,” she repeated. “You mean like identity theft.”

“Information theft. We’re a computerized world, Detective. Everything we have and are is out there, begging to be stolen. All it takes to do it is the will and the skill.”

“Thank you, Professor.” They stood, crossed to the door and stopped. “By the way, where were you this weekend?”

“Skiing. I just arrived back in town this morning.”

Which explained the tan. And depending on Francis’s determination of TOD, provided him an alibi. “Didn’t classes start today?”

He frowned slightly. “I was due back Saturday. All flights in and out of Denver were canceled.”

They thanked him again, gave him their cards, urging him to call if he thought of anything else.

“Criminal hacking,” Kitt said as they crossed RVC’s parking lot. “It sounds right and would explain the missing computer.”

“It works for me. I’ll get a subpoena for Martin’s financial records.”

“And I’ll check Professor Deadman’s alibi. Then, while you’re eating pasta and sharing good news, I’ll see what I can find out about criminal hackers.”




CHAPTER SIX


Wednesday, January 14  
7:45 P.M.


 



 



Dan pulled up in front of the home M. C. had grown up in, an old farm-house that had been swallowed by the suburbs. By the vehicles parked in the drive and on the street, she saw her brothers had already arrived.

M. C. smiled thinking of her five brothers. She adored them, and had bestowed pet names on each: Michael had earned “The Overachiever” by becoming a chiropractor and fulfilling their mother’s wish for a child she could brag was a doctor. Neil was “The Suck-up,” for giving Mama a grandchild and Tony, Max and Frank were “The Three Ass-kissers” for naming the restaurant they’d opened after her.

M. C. alone had been left to carry the banner of “Black Sheep” and major disappointment. Until tonight. This was a first for her, she realized. The first time she walked into her mother’s house knowing she wasn’t going to be the focus of her mother’s disappointment.

M. C. felt Dan’s gaze and looked at him.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Completely. What about you?” she teased. “Nervous? There’s no backing out now.”

“Like I’d want to.” One corner of his mouth lifted. “Although, your mother’s always a bit of a wild card.”

“A bit?” M. C. laughed softly and leaned across and kissed him. “Not to worry. Tonight, you’ll be a hero. Trust me.”

They climbed out of his sedan and started up the walk. The old house, with  its wide front porch, rambled. A good thing it did, too. It had housed five rough-and-tumble boys and one girl who’d done her best to outdo them all.

Tonight, the porch was empty. Even Michael and Neil, famous porch flies that they were, had been chased in by the bitter cold. Typically, no matter the weather, someone would have been on the porch to call out to her as she arrived. The banter and playful ribbing would begin, then spill into the house with them.

They reached the front door and let themselves in. The smell of her mother’s traditional cooking—of roasted meats and vegetables, Italian spices and red sauce—assailed her. Home, she thought, breathing it in.

Michael caught sight of her first. “Little sister!” he boomed, wrapping her in a bear hug, “late as usual.”

“Give her a break,” her sister-in-law Melody said, pushing past him to give her a hug, “she was keeping the streets safe.”

They turned their attention to greeting Dan just as Max, Frank and Tony emerged from the living room, arguing over something, as was typical for them. How they’d managed to create a successful, growing business without killing one another was a mystery to her.

More hellos and hugs. Neil appeared next, but before he could utter a word, his five-year-old son caught sight of her. “Auntie Crackers!” he cried, barreling across the room and launching himself into her arms.

“You’re getting too big to do this, you know that? What if I drop you?”

She pretended to be losing her grip on him and he let out a high-pitched squeal of delight, clutching her neck tightly.

He had named her Crackers because of the pack of animal crackers, or other goody, she always brought him. Her brothers had loved the name and encouraged its use—always with a correction: “No, Ben, Auntie is crackers.”

They did so now, and then burst out laughing, Dan with them. “Very funny,” she said, playfully glaring at him. “I expected at least you to side with—”

Her mother poked her head out of the kitchen. “Mary Catherine, thank God you’re here. I need to speak with you.” She shifted her gaze to Dan. “Alone.”

“Lots of drama today,” Melody said softly. “But she wouldn’t talk to me about it. Sorry, I didn’t have time to warn you.”

M. C. smiled at her sister-in-law, unperturbed. Tonight, not even her mother could pop her happy bubble.

Dan bent close to her ear and whispered, “Go get her, baby.”

A moment later, the kitchen door swung shut behind her and she greeted her mother. “Hi, Mama, what’s—”

“I dreamed you died last night.” Her mother crossed to her and caught her hands, gripping them tightly. “And you know my dreams have been psychic. The night before your father fell over dead of a heart attack, I dreamed we lost him.”

“At a Cubs game.”

“It was symbolic.”

“When I died, was I at a Cubs game?”

“This isn’t funny, Mary Catherine. You were home in bed. Alone and dead.”

And here she worried a bad guy would get her. “You’re certain I wasn’t just sleeping?”

“You were dead,” she repeated. “D-e-a-d. A mother knows these things.”

They also knew how to drive their grown children out of their freaking skulls. M. C. decided it might be best to keep that observation to herself.

Instead, she eased her hands from her mother’s. “Mama, I have news. Look.”

Her mother stopped, stared, then let out a shriek. “The Blessed Mother has answered my prayers!”

At the commotion, the entire family descended upon them. Her mother announced the news, which was followed by hugs, backslapping and laughter. Benjamin got in on the act, even though he didn’t have a clue what was going on.

Later, at the dinner table, after the platters had been passed and plates filled, her mother said, “We must start planning immediately. When’s the date?”

M. C. glanced at Dan. “We haven’t even discussed it.”

He caught her hand. “The sooner the better, as far as I’m concerned. Though we’re in no hurry.”

Her mother crossed herself, no doubt in thanks that her only daughter wasn’t pregnant.

“The ceremony must be at St. Bernadette’s.” She looked at Dan, her eyes narrowed. “A good Italian boy like you, you’re Catholic?” He nodded and she beamed. “Of course you are.”

Her mother was strictly old-school in her beliefs. She had pitched a fit when Neil became engaged to Protestant Melody, but had forgiven her when she’d agreed to convert. M. C. decided not to spoil the moment by sharing that Dan hadn’t practiced his faith in years or by reminding her he was only half Italian.  Tonight she would allow herself to bask in the warm glow of approval. “You’re planning on a big wedding, of course.”

“We haven’t talked about tha—”

“We should reserve the Italian-American club tomorrow.”

From the corners of her eyes, she saw Michael choking back a laugh. “Mama, I don’t think—”

“I’m anxious to meet your family,” she said to Dan.

“Mom and Dad moved to Florida last year. But of course they’ll come for the wedding.”

“What about your brothers and sisters?”

“I’m an only.”

The table went dead silent. M. C. could almost hear her mother’s thoughts:  What kind of self-respecting Catholic family has only one child? And Italians no less.


“I had a sister,” Dan said. “She died as a baby and my parents weren’t able to have any more kids.”

Understanding and sympathy crossed her features. “The Lord’s ways are mysterious,” she said. “I’m certain you and Mary Catherine will fill their home with grandbabies.”

M. C. choked on a sip of water. Michael lost his battle and laughed and Max, Frank and Tony snickered in unison.

“Mama, you’re getting a little ahead of things. We haven’t even discussed children.”

Dan squeezed her hand. “But I’m sure we’ll want a dozen.”

By the time the last cannoli had been consumed and the table cleared, her mother had planned an engagement party for the weekend. Family and close friends only, at her brothers’ old town Mama Riggio’s location.

Much later, as M. C. lay in Dan’s arms sleepy and satisfied, she smiled. “Thank you for being so patient with my mother.”

He threaded his fingers through her hair. “Your mother’s great.”

“She’s a human steamroller.”

He laughed. “She approves. That’s a good thing.”

M. C. tilted her face toward his. “It wouldn’t matter if she didn’t. You’re my choice.”

He kissed her again. “Then it looks like we have it all.”




CHAPTER SEVEN


Thursday, January 15  
9:05 A.M.


 



 



“Morning, partner,” Kitt said, setting a grande latte on M. C.’s desk. “Debt fulfilled.”

M. C. took the cup and grinned. “You’re a lifesaver, you know that?”

She said she did and parked herself on the corner of M. C.’s desk. “How’d it go last night?”

“As expected. Mama’s already planning a gigantic wedding and filling our house with babies. By the way, if you and Joe don’t have plans for Saturday night, Mama’s throwing an engagement party.”

“We’ll be there.” Kitt rummaged in her tote. A moment later, she popped the top on a can of V8.

M. C. sipped her latte, frowning. “Vegetable juice? What’s the deal?”

“It’s called desperation. I’ve got thirteen days before I have to wear a bathing suit in public. A bathing suit which I shopped for on Saturday.”

M. C. made a face. Every woman’s nightmare, no matter her shape or size. A trip to the gynecologist, followed by a spin in a dentist’s chair was less traumatic than shopping for a new bathing suit.

“Don’t bother offering encouragement or empty platitudes. I know Joe loves me just the way I am and that I’m in damn good shape for being fifty-one. But it’s hard not to compare myself to all those blasted magazine ads.”

“Empty platitudes?” M. C. said around a swallow of coffee. “I was going to commiserate with you. I feel your pain.”

Kitt rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Tell me why I allowed Joe to talk me into Mexico? What’s wrong with New York in January? Or Boston?”

“Why? Because we’re freezing our asses off here. Because lying on a beach with the man you love, warmed by the sun and light-headed from one too many virgin margaritas sounded like heaven on earth.”

“Then reality set in.” She looked at the can of vegetable juice then lifted her gaze mournfully to M. C.’s. “I’m not a supermodel, M. C.”

She said it with such seriousness that M. C. laughed. “Get over it, partner. None of us are. Let’s talk about Martin.”

Kitt seemed only too happy to forget about bathing suits for a while and launched into what she’d learned. “Last year cybercrime cost businesses fifty billion, and consumers five billion. And those numbers are going up all the time. Not only does it seem like easy money to kids who get sucked in, it’s hard for law enforcement to track and feels like a victimless crime.”

“Pretty tempting trio.”

“And one more thing, it’s federal. And you know what that means. FBI.”

M. C. leaned back in her chair and let out a long breath. “I figured that, but was hoping to ignore it as long as possible. Those guys get involved, we’re out. Or playing second fiddle to a group of people who flunked kindergarten because of their inability to play nice with others.”

Kitt grinned. “Personally, I’d be happy to hand this one over. One less thing to clear off my plate before Joe and I head to Mexico.” She finished her juice and tossed the can in the trash. “There you have it, the unvarnished truth.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Kitt Lundgren I know and love.”

“Get used to her. That old Kitt, the one with workaholic, OCD issues? She’s gone. The new Kitt is relaxed. She takes vacations. A quiet day comes along, she doesn’t fight it. She doesn’t trump up things to do.”

M. C. laughed. “That I’ll have to see to believe. Let’s go chat with Sal.”

 



 



 



 



Sal advised them to immediately contact the FBI cybercrimes unit. If Martin was involved in criminal hacking, they would come aboard eventually anyway, might as well take advantage of their ability to quickly access information.

Although M. C. wasn’t happy about it, she didn’t have a choice.

The special agent in charge of the Rockford cybercrimes unit was Jonathan Smith. He offered to save them a trip, if they could wait until midday to meet. He was coming their way.

He arrived just after two. He was tall, with a pleasant face, nice smile and a firm handshake. His dark hair had the beginnings of gray and his navy suit needed a good press. Not quite the intense, buttoned-down agent M. C. was used to.

They shook hands, then led him to one of the interview rooms.

“What do you have?” he asked after they had taken their seats.

“So far, little.” M. C. slid the case file across the table. He flipped it open, scanning the information while she spoke.

“Matt Martin. Twenty-one-year-old computer geek. Murdered over the weekend. Pathologist estimates his TOD as somewhere between late Saturday night and early Sunday morning.”

The agent studied the crime-scene photos. “Go on.”

“Computer is the only thing missing. He lived very well for an unemployed student.”

“His family—”

“No financial help there,” Kitt said. “They believed he repaired computers out of his apartment. So far we’ve found nothing to substantiate that.”

“We interviewed his professors. One of them suggested cybercrime as an explanation for his lifestyle.”

Jonathan Smith was quiet a moment, continuing to study the photos, then looked up, moving his gaze between them. “What about the last twenty-four hours of his life?”

“A neighbor saw him retrieving his mail Friday afternoon, about four. He was carrying a Wendy’s bag. She remembered because he ate some fries in the elevator and she’s on a diet. Said she couldn’t stop thinking of those fries all weekend. Ended up blowing her diet on a supersize Sunday afternoon.”

Kitt took over. “He made a couple calls from his apartment. Ordered pizza on Saturday, using his credit card to pay. Upshot is, he never left his apartment.”

Agent Smith nodded, eyebrows drawn slightly together. “He fits the profile, no doubt. Right age. Married to his computer, no visible means of support.” He tapped one of the photos. “Even the energy drinks and junk food. Is toxicology back yet?”

M. C. shook her head. “Though we found no drug paraphernalia or needle tracks, nothing like that.”

The agent stood. “I’ll start digging, get ahold of Martin’s financials. Anything I find out, I’ll pass along. Cybercrimes might be our baby, but this was a murder on your turf. I understand that and will keep you in the loop.”

“We appreciate that,” M. C. said as she and Kitt followed him to his feet. She indicated the paperwork. “You can keep that information, it’s a copy.”

“Thanks.”

They walked him to the elevator. When the door closed behind him, Kitt looked at M. C. “He seemed way too agreeable to be FBI.”

“I’m with you. No wonder he’s stuck working the Rockford satellite office.”




CHAPTER EIGHT


Thursday, January 15  
5:47 P.M.


 



 



M. C. arrived home to find her twenty-two-year-old cousin Tommy Mariano waiting for her. His silver Honda Element sat idling in her drive, a steady plume of exhaust spiraling up from the tailpipe.

When she pulled into the drive beside him, he cut the engine and popped out. “Hey, cuz,” he called. “ ’Bout time you got home.”
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