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Chapter One





Archie pushed the gearshift into third and set his hand on her knee. Coast Highway, southbound. Man in the moon big and close, like he was tilting his head for a peek down into the convertible. Archie glanced up, couldn’t tell if the guy was smiling or frowning. Didn’t care because Gwen’s skin was warm through the dress, a few degrees warmer than the breeze gusting through the car.


He looked at the speedometer then at her. Saw her hair moving, her face sketched in the orange glow of the dashboard lights. A silver champagne flute in one hand, a smile.


Archie pretended he’d never seen her before. Pretended he was trying to look at something else—the squid boat off of Crystal Cove in a pool of white light, say—only to have this Gwen creature drop into his world like some special effect. There she was. What luck.


He lifted the hem of her dress up over her knees and slipped his hand under. She eased back in the seat a little and he heard the breath catch in her throat. He caught the faint smell of her, windblown but unmistakable. Archie had a sharp nose and loved what it brought him. Like right now, the milk-and-orange-blossoms smell of Gwen, bass scent of his life. All the other notes that came to him—coastal sage and the ocean, the new car leather—were just the riffs and fills.


She smiled and tossed the plastic champagne flute in the air, the darkness stealing it without a sound. Then she slid her hand under there with his, popping up the cotton dress and letting it settle like a bedspread while she trailed a finger down his forearm and over his wrist.


“Long way home, Arch.”


“Five whole miles.”


“What a night. It’s cool when we mix our friends and they get along.”


“They’re all great. Priscilla drank a lot.”


“The cops put it away, too. Thanks, Arch. You spent a fortune for all that.”


“Worth it. You only turn twenty-six once.”


Gwen’s curls lifted in a random swirl and she pulled his hand in a little closer. She didn’t speak for a long moment. “Twenty-six. I’m lucky. Will you love me when I’m thirty-six? Eighty-six?”


“Done deal.”


“I’m really sorry about earlier.”


“Forget it. I have. Damned temper.”


A serene moment then, as the roar of the engine mixed with the comfort of forgiveness.


“I can’t wait to get home, Arch. I’ll be outrageously demanding, since it’s my birthday. It is still my birthday, isn’t it?”


“For about three minutes.”


“Hmmm. Maybe you ought to pull over.”


Archie downshifted and looked for a turn off the highway. There was one at the state beach, one for the trailer park, another one back by the juice stand. They’d used all of them, just one of those things they loved to do. She’d sit on his lap with her back to him. Up that high she looked like a tourist craning for a view of something, one hand on the armrest and the other on the dash. The great thing about the new convertible was he could look up past the back of Gwen’s head at the stars, then at her again, put his nose in her hair or against her neck and wonder what he’d done to deserve her. For a young man, Archie Wildcraft was not a complete fool, because he understood, at thirty, that he’d done nothing at all to deserve her. Dumb luck, pure and simple.


“There’s the turn,” she said, pointing.


“I love you,” he said.


“I love you, Arch. You’re always going to be my man, aren’t you.”


It wasn’t really a question so he didn’t answer. He braked and steered off the highway and into the darkness.


Four hours later, Deputy Wildcraft jerked awake when he heard something loud in the living room.


Gwen slept right through it, so Archie cupped one hand firmly over her mouth as he raised her from sleep. Her eyes grew large as he whispered what he’d heard. He prodded her out of the bed and toward the bathroom, which was where Archie had told her to go if something like this ever happened. All the time Archie was trying to listen but he heard nothing from the living room, the house, the whole world.


He watched as she pulled her new purple robe off the floor and moved through the room shadows toward the bath. Archie got a nine-millimeter autoloader from under the bed. He set it on his pillow while he pulled on his underwear—comic, “Happy Birthday, I’m Yours” boxers with a big red ribbon printed around the opening. They’d made her laugh. Him too, and they’d made love again and fallen asleep damp and tangled in the sheets.


He put on his robe and picked up the gun. Then he got the phone and carried it toward the bathroom, where a thin horizon of light shone under the door. He opened it and gave her the phone and whispered don’t worry this guy picked the wrong house to burgle maybe just a bird flew into a window if something goes wrong call 911 but let me check it out first.


I’ll call it now, Archie.


Don’t call it until I tell you to call it. Turn out the light the twenty-two’s under the sink with a full clip and one in the chamber. The safety’s down by the trigger guard push it ’til the red shows.


Be careful.


I’ll be careful.


Archie got his flashlight and walked out of the room and into the familiar hallway. Carpet, bare feet hardly making a sound. There was a light switch at the end of the hall, where it opened to the living room. He flipped it on but didn’t step in, just stood there scanning right to left then back again over the sights of the automatic: wall, sofa, window blinds with a big hole in them, chair, wall with a painting, Gwen’s birthday presents on the floor. Then the same things again, but in reverse.


He looked down at the big rock in the middle of the living room carpet. Size of a grapefruit. Saw the shards of glass twinkling near the sliding glass door. Saw where the wooden blinds had been splintered when the rock came through. Offed the light and listened. The refrigerator hummed and car tires hissed in the distance.


Archie moved quietly into the kitchen and hit another light. Empty and undisturbed. Breakfast nook the same. Little family room with the TV and fireplace looked fine, too, just the VCR clock glowing a steady 4:28 A.M.


He checked the bath and the laundry room. Went back to the living room and shined his flashlight down on the rock. Kind of a rounded square, red and smooth with clear skinny marbles running through it like fat. Gneiss, thought Archie, veined with quartz. Common.


He wondered who’d do something infantile and destructive like this. Kids, probably—don’t know who lives here, just want to bust something up, video it, have a story to tell. Maybe some forgotten creep he’d shoved around in Orange County jail when he started work eight years ago. Cops make enemies every day and Archie had made his. They all came to his mind, though none more than any other. The crime lab could get latents off that gneiss.


All of this sped through Archie’s brain as he unlocked the front door, slipped outside and quietly pulled the door shut behind him.


The moon was gone so he turned on the flashlight, scanned the porch and the bushes around it. A rabbit crashed through the leaves and Archie’s heart jumped. He stepped down to the walkway. It was lined with Chinese flame trees and yellow hibiscus and bird-of-paradise. The drooping branches of the flame trees made a tunnel. Archie followed the walk around to the back, moving his light beam with his left hand, dangling the nine millimeter in his right.


He stayed on the walk and it led him around the swimming pool. The water was flat and polished and Archie remarked for maybe the millionth time what a beautiful home they lived in now, big but plenty of charm, on a double lot in the hills with this pool and a three-car garage and palm trees fifty feet high leading up the driveway. An extra room for his viewing stones. An extra room for Gwen’s music. An extra room for the baby someday.


He continued along the curving walkway then stopped in front of the slider where the rock had come through. The beam of his flashlight picked up the big ragged hole and the gleam of fissures spreading in all directions. He saw no footprints, no disturbance of the grass.


Archie stood still and listened, clicked off his flashlight. Never did hear a getaway car. Kids, he thought again: they would throw the rock, haul ass giggling along the west fence, jump it at the corner and be down the hill before he’d gotten Gwen into the bathroom. He thought of her just then, standing in the hard light with her robe on, hair all messed up, scared as a bird and listening to every little sound, the twenty-two probably still in the cabinet under the sink because she didn’t like guns. And he thought what a jealous little jerk he’d been for a few minutes at the party. Married to her for eight years and he’d still feel his anger rise when his own friends hugged and kissed her.


He missed her. Wondered what in hell he was doing out here with his happy birthday boxers and a gun and his wife afraid in a locked bathroom a hundred feet away.


He turned back up the walk. Past the pool. Into the tunnel of trees. Then a beam of sharp light in his eyes and by the time he found the flashlight button it was too late.


Up close, an orange explosion.


Bright white light and Archie watching himself fly into it, a bug in the universe, a man going home.











Chapter Two





Sergeant Merci Rayborn nodded at the two deputies standing at the front door of the Wildcraft house. One of them handed her an Order-of-Entry log, which she signed after checking her watch. She was a tall woman with a dark ponytail that rode up the orange letters on the back of her windbreaker as she wrote, then down again as she handed back the clipboard.


“Who got here first and where are they?”


“Crowder and Dobbs, Sergeant. In the kitchen area, I believe.”


The other uniform looked past her head and said nothing.


In the entryway Merci Rayborn stood still and received. Smell of furniture wax and wood. Smell of flowers. Murmur of voices. She looked at the entryway mirror, the living room furniture, the carpet. She looked at the hole in the blinds, which suggested a hole in the glass behind. She looked at a rock the size of a newborn’s head lying near the middle of the floor. At the little pile of gift boxes. No alarm system— kitchen, maybe.


“Merci.”


Paul Zamorra came softly down the hallway, light on his feet. And dark in his heart, Merci thought. He had the gentle deliberateness of an undertaker. And the black suit, too.


She turned to her partner. “Paul. Do you know this guy?”


“Not well. You know, just a friendly face. We’d talked.”


“Wildcraft. I’m sure we talked, too.”


Though she wasn’t sure of that at all. The department was sharply divided into people who approved of what Merci Rayborn had done and people who didn’t. Everyone had an opinion. Some of the deputies wouldn’t talk to her, nor she to them unless she had to. This hurt Merci deeply, as if the two halves of her heart detested each other. She had come to distrust all opinions, even her own.


But Deputy 2 Archie Wildcraft? She remembered nothing about him but his unusual name. Now he was in the hospital with at least one gunshot to his head and little chance of living.


“His wife is the other, Merci. Gwen Wildcraft. She’s in the bathroom.”


Merci led down the hallway, noting the textured plaster, the black-and-white Yosemite photographs in brushed stainless-steel frames, the way the track lights were aimed to display them. She stopped at the thermostat and saw that it had been set at seventy. She walked past another deputy then down into a large bedroom with French doors and gauzy curtains. Big sleigh bed with the covers messed up. Smell of perfume and human beings.


The bathroom door was open. The door frame was splintered and the lock plate dangled by two screws. Merci leaned over the crime scene tape and looked in.


Here, very different smells—the sharp afterburned scent of nitrocellulose and something faintly metallic and sweet. Gwen Wildcraft lay beside the toilet, back to the floor but her head against the wall at a hard angle, facing down and to her right. Eyes closed, mouth open, arms and legs spread, purple robe almost matching the blood on the wall, the floor, the shower door, the counter and mirror. More from her nose and mouth. Merci noted the cell phone lying faceup in the right-hand sink.


This was Rayborn’s sixty-seventh homicide scene as an investigator for the Orange County Sheriff’s Department. For the sixty-seventh time she told herself to see, not feel. Think, not feel. Work, not feel. But, not for the first time in her life, Rayborn told herself she couldn’t keep on looking.


“Let’s get Crowder and Dobbs.”


“All right,” said Zamorra.


The four of them stood in the breakfast nook. Looking into the kitchen, Merci noted the fresh pot of coffee on the maker, unpoured, the machine still wheezing. A timer, she thought, confidently programmed to make coffee that Archie and Gwen Wildcraft would never touch. A red colander filled with oranges sat on the counter and a curved wooden stand dangled a bunch of pale bananas. The word waste came to her mind, as it often did.


Crowder was a big man with short gray hair brushed into a severe 1950s flattop. He reminded her of a man she’d been in love with many years ago—three to be exact. Crowder watched as Merci brought out a new blue notebook and her good pen, and she wondered if he hated her.


“We were down on Moulton, stopped for coffee. Dispatch said possible gunshot reported in Hunter Ranch. Wasn’t a nine-one-one but we rolled right then. It was five-ten. We came in quiet because it’s a good neighborhood, wasn’t a hot call. Got here at five-fourteen. The house looked okay from the outside. Nobody around, no neighbors, nothing. Houselights showing from a couple of places inside.”


“What about outside?”


“No.”


“The driveway?”


“No.”


She asked twice because two floodlights had been on when she first walked up the Wildcraft driveway. That was just after six, on the cusp of sunrise.


Merci made notes in a loop-crazy shorthand, her subjects separated by slashes like lyrics quoted in a review. CK meant check, always capitals and underlined, sometimes circled if the question seemed extra important. She wrote, drive lights mo-det? CK/, then looked up at Zamorra.


“Paul, how many cars in the driveway when you got here?”


“Four.”


“Let’s have a look where they’re not before we leave tonight. The concrete’s new and it could hold a track. Make sure the CSIs examine it before the battalion moves out.”


“Yes.”


Crowder looked out one of the mullioned breakfast nook windows. Merci followed his gaze to a large fenced yard, patio and orange trees, all sharp with color in the August morning.


Dobbs let out a short sigh. He was young and hard-jawed, with arm muscles that almost filled out his green uniform shirt. Smooth, ruddy face. “Look. We called for backup and paramedics when we found Archie on the other side of the house. We searched the house and found his wife in the bathroom. We taped it off. And by that time the driveway was full of vehicles, new concrete or not.”


Merci looked at him. “Next time think before you open a parking lot.”


Dobbs looked away.


“Anyway,” said Crowder. “We rang the bell but didn’t get an answer. Porch lights off, but lights on inside. Decided to walk around the house, see what we could see. Wildcraft was on his back on the walkway, about halfway around. Bleeding from the head but still breathing. Wearing a robe. Handgun beside him. Then, like Dobbs said, we called in, went inside and found the wife. I left two footprints and a kneeprint in that bathroom somewhere. You know, checked her artery, but there was nothing.”


“Was there a bathroom light on when you went in?”


“Yeah,” said Crowder. “I could still smell the gunsmoke.”


Merci smelled nothing of guncotton out here, just the faint sweet smell of wood polish and coffee.


“What did you see driving up?” Zamorra asked.


Dobbs crossed his big arms. “Yes, sir. A black, late-model Cadillac made the north turn at Jacaranda when we were turning up. That would be an expected car in this neighborhood, but it was still just a little past five in the morning. Two white males—early-to-mid-thirties, plus or minus five. There’s a streetlight at the intersection, but it’s weak.”


“See faces?”


“Very briefly, sir. Passenger was dark-haired, bearded, big face, thick black glasses—you know, I mean the frame part was black and thick. What I thought was, heavy. The driver was blond, and I thought businessman. I mean, these were instant impressions, sir, just. . . flashes. But they both looked unusual.”


“How?” Merci asked.


Dobbs ignored her and spoke only to Zamorra.


“Unusual facial structures.”


“What do you mean?” Zamorra asked.


“You know, like when you’re down in Laguna on the boardwalk and you can spot the tourists from other countries? Just the faces, you know, the way they formulate. I read in a magazine it’s from the facial muscles used to pronounce different languages. You know, like a French face looks different from an American one because their face muscles help make different sounds.”


“So, they were French?” asked Zamorra, with a small smile.


Dobbs chuckled. “I couldn’t say, sir.”


“Take a guess,” said Merci.


“I wouldn’t guess with so little information,” Dobbs said, finally looking at her. “That would be pointless.”


Merci felt the blast of anger go through her. After thirty-seven years of trying to stop it she still couldn’t, but she’d learned to put her anger into thoughts that could contain it. And sometimes amuse her. What she thought about Dobbs and his condescending arrogance was give him the guillotine.


“Since you’re big on points, Dobbs, what was the point of parking your car in the driveway of a homicide scene and letting everybody else do the same?”


Merci felt ashamed at harping on this but she had to say something and that was what came out. It was her nature to grab and not let go. If Dobbs disliked her for what she’d done, that was even more reason for him to suck it up, get along, do the job. In her opinion, anyway.


“Look, Sergeant Rayborn,” said Crowder. “I’ll take the blame for that. I thought about the concrete and figured this was another report that would come down to firecrackers or an engine backfire. I should have said something. I just let him park where he wanted. By the time we found what we found, the backup and medics were here. We were in the bathroom.”


“I understand that,” she said.


She walked around the quaint little breakfast table and stood in front of Dobbs, got up close and looked straight into his eyes. She saw the uncertainty there and enjoyed it.


“I might have parked there, too,” she said. “I don’t care about the driveway. The driveway is history. What I care about is you treating your fellow cops with respect, instead of something stuck to the bottom of your boot. It’s still us and them, Deputy. If you don’t like me, fine. If you don’t like what I did, fine. But keep it to yourself and we’ll all be able to do our jobs better. You saw Gwen and Archie. I think we’ve got bigger things to worry about than our own opinions of each other. What do you think, Deputy?”


“Right, Sergeant,” said Dobbs.


Merci heard a somewhat reduced hostility in the man. It was the best she could expect. In the year since her actions had publicly torn apart the department she loved, Merci had basically shut up. She’d taken the oath and told the truth. After that she had little left to say, and no one in particular to say it to. And she’d found that silence confuses the enemy.


But when it came to this, a subordinate officer trying to belittle her in front of fellow professionals, well, this was stomping time. It had happened before. In the last year she’d learned that confrontations were like haircuts—there were good ones and bad ones but none of them changed the essential truth. And the essential truth was that there were many people on the force who would never approve of what she’d done, never forget and never forgive.


So if the man piped down even just a little, it was good enough.


“Thank you,” she said.


“I’m pissed off about this, Sergeant. Archie wasn’t a close friend of mine but I liked him. He was a good guy.”


“Then let’s work together and get the creep who did this a nice stiff death sentence.”


“Yes.”


“Okay. Now—French, German, Latvian, Croat, Russian, Finn or Dane? I’m confident that any Orange County sheriff deputy could tell the difference in two seconds at five in the morning under a weak streetlamp.”


Dobbs smiled but still colored. Merci stepped away with a very minor grin.


“Deputies,” she said. “Call Dispatch and get us an all-county stop-and-question on that car. Sheriff’s Department only. Tell them to use the computers and not the radios, because Sergeant Rayborn doesn’t want any gawkers involved. We’re one hour cold but it’s worth a try. If they’re tourists, maybe they got stuck in our famous traffic.”


“Yes,” said Dobbs.


“Then, go round up the caller. If he won’t come over, tell him I’ll be knocking on his door real soon and real loud. On the way back, one of you should count your steps between his place and this one.”


In her small blue notebook—blue because the man who had taught her to be a homicide detective used blue, and because she had loved him—she scribbled the name and address of the caller who’d reported hearing gunshots, tore off the small sheet and gave it to Dobbs.


“Go ahead, and hear him out on your way back here.”


She saw that Dobbs understood her vote of confidence, her encouraging him to informally question the witness. She winced inwardly at what the muscular but not stupendously bright Dobbs might come up with on his informal interview. But in her experience two versions from the same witness were always better than one because contradictions stood out like billboards.


Dobbs nodded and they walked away. At the front door they parted and stood back for District Attorney Clay Brenkus and one of his prosecutors, Ryan Dawes.


Merci swallowed hard, tried to keep her blood pressure from going berserk. Dawes was the DA’s most aggressive and best homicide prosecutor and he had a conviction rate of ninety-six percent. He was mid-thirties and looked good in what Merci considered a men’s magazine kind of way. An “extreme” athlete, whatever that was, rock surfing or sky skiing or some such thing. His nickname was Jaws and he liked it. He was the only person in the district attorney’s office who’d spoken out when Merci was going through her own public and private hell less than a year ago. Jaws had told the Orange County Journal that what Merci was doing was “a self-serving disgrace.”


Rayborn and Zamorra watched the crime scene investigators shoot video and stills of Gwen Wildcraft and everything around her. The coroner’s team removed the thermometer and fastened clear plastic bags around her hands, feet and head. Then the CSI’s turn again, to measure the distances between body and wall, body and door, body and tub, etc. Then, grunting and slipping in blood, four of them pushed and pulled her into a plastic bag. Rayborn saw two small, round wounds—one at the hairline, just above the left temple; one under, and toward the inside of, her left breast.


Rayborn felt great disgust and pity for the human race. She imagined a pink casita on a white beach in Mexico. She had never been to such a place but liked to picture it sometimes. She could see it now. She pictured her son, whom she had seen less than one hour ago, splashing happily in the ocean by the pink house. She watched the engagement ring on Gwen’s finger, a small diamond caked in dark red, disappear as a tech worked her arm inside the bag ahead of the advancing zipper.


“Rectal temp ninety-seven degrees, Sergeant Rayborn,” said the deputy coroner.


“Then she’s been dead for less than an hour.”


“Maybe longer, if her BT ran high.”


A CSI Merci had never worked with handed her two small clear evidence bags. Each contained an empty cartridge case—a nine millimeter by the look of them. One was labeled “1” and the other “2.” The CSI stared at the bags as he gave them over. The writing on the cartridge bottoms confirmed her guess: S&W 9mm.


“I marked the floor tile with circled black numbers, and arrows to show the direction of the openings. Had to get them out of there before they got kicked around and lost. Both were to her right. One in the corner and one next to her knee. I’ve got a sketch with the relative positions and time. I made sure the video guys got close-ups.”


Rayborn glanced at the glass shower door to see if the casings, ejected by an automatic pistol, could have bounced off and left a pit or nick. But the lights glared off the glass and she could see no marks at all. Just the faint outline of herself: square shoulders, strong body, an almost pretty face.


The CSI had placed a small wad of toilet paper in the mouth of each bag to keep it open, keep the moisture from building up and maybe wrecking a print.


“What’s your name?”


“Don Leitzel.”


“I’m Merci Rayborn. Thank you and good work.”


She looked at the dresser in the Wildcraft bedroom, noting the sapphire earrings in a still-open box.


They stood in the rock room. Scores of stones, most of them dark in color, all of them elegant in some way that Merci Rayborn couldn’t describe. Some small as golf balls, others a couple of feet long. Many of them rested in form-fitting stands. Some of the stands were wood. Others were plaster or clay, some even brushed steel.


“What are these things for?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” said Zamorra.


“They look Japanese,” said Merci. “Maybe Bob would know.”


“I’ll get him.”


She waited in the quiet room. Her gaze went from a rock that looked like a mountain with rivers running down it, to a rock that looked like an island with coves, to a rock that looked like nothing at all. Collections bothered Rayborn because she’d once interviewed a man who kept a collection of hollow, decorated birds’ eggs. In a nearby apartment, he kept a collection of hollow, decorated human beings. But as she considered the rock that looked like nothing she thought it was the most graceful nothing she’d ever seen.


Bob Fukiyama and Zamorra stood on either side of her.


“Suiseki,” said the assistant pathologist. “Viewing stones.”


“What do you do with them?” asked Merci.


“You view them. Appreciate. Meditate.”


“Then what?”


“Sergeant?”


“Then what do you do?”


“I think that’s all.”


Rayborn looked incredulously at the assistant pathologist. She had never meditated. Thought about things, sure, like a tough case she was working, but everyone did that. Appreciated, yes, occasionally. She appreciated her son and looked at him a lot, but Tim Jr. wasn’t a rock.


“Collecting and displaying suiseki is an ancient Japanese pastime,” Fukiyama said. “My grandfather collected stones. There are societies, shows and displays. Some suiseki can be very valuable. Some look like islands. Some look like mountains with snow and streams. Some are more abstract. People in crowded cities keep the stones in their homes, ponder the shapes and what they suggest. The stones take them away from the city and into nature.”


“Do they have any left?” she asked absently. She was staring at one that looked like a water buffalo, curled up with its head on its flank, resting.


“Left, Sergeant?” asked Fukiyama.


“In Japan, Bob. If it’s an ancient hobby and a small island, have they found all the good ones?”


“I don’t think so, Sergeant. And they’re collected all over the world.”


“I like the buffalo.”


Fukiyama stepped forward and looked at it. “You know, that’s a really good stone,” he said. “If I remember right, water buffaloes are an entire category in themselves. Hard to find. Grandfather’s was a good one, but not as good or as big as that. Or as jadelike.”


“See?” Zamorra asked her. “You understand suiseki, you just don’t know you do.”


“I know a good rock when I see one,” she said, still looking at the buffalo stone.


The men laughed quietly but Rayborn didn’t. She could still smell Gwen Wildcraft’s blood every time she took a breath.


Across the hall was a music room. Merci looked at the keyboards and speakers and mixing board, then at the twisting river of cables, jacks, plugs and cords running beneath them.


There were two CD towers full of discs. Merci looked to see who the artists were, but didn’t recognize them.


“How old was she?”


“Twenty-six,” said Zamorra. “Yesterday was her birthday.”


Merci figured that a musically inclined person ten years her junior would listen to an entirely different kind of music than she did.


“What about Archie?”


“Thirty.”


On the walls were bright oil paintings of beaches and hills. They looked like the work of one artist and Merci checked the bottom right corners on three of them: GK. She made a note to confirm Gwen’s maiden name.


There were several photographs of Archie and Gwen. Archie had a strong neck, a broad, genial face and big dimples. Straight short hair. Good teeth. Gwen’s face was compact and beautifully proportioned beneath a high forehead. Strong eyes. Intelligent and sexual. Eight of the photographs were professional portraits with brass date plates at the bottoms of the frames, going back to 1994. The ’94 portrait was from their wedding.


Merci looked at the dates and the photographs and watched the Wildcrafts age over eight years. First they looked like a couple on the high school homecoming court. Last they looked like a couple you’d see in a celebrity magazine. In between, six years of gradually evolving handsomeness and beauty.


Dead in her bathroom on the night of her birthday. Shot in the head in his own backyard.


One of us.


Merci stood behind the synthesizer looking down at the keys and controls, then over at the knobs and slide controls of the mixer. She noted the microphone, which was on a stand beside the keyboard. The black paint on the mesh had been worn away by Gwen Wildcraft’s lips, and the metal was touched by a red substance that Merci realized was lipstick.


“I’m firing up this tape deck,” said Zamorra.


The speakers crackled and Merci watched him turn down the volume. A tentative four-chord intro, then another one, tighter, like the player was figuring it out as she played. The woman’s voice was high-pitched and clear. Not strong, but breathy and light:


We went out and got it all


Gold and diamonds wall to wall


And I got you and you got me


We’re who everybody wants to be


Turn it up loud turn it up high


Do what you have to


But don’t say good-bye


Don’t even joke about saying good-bye


Rayborn pulled out her blue notebook and wrote, Dep. 2 30 at $40K base/Wife 26 paints and plays/house a mil plus/pool, furns pricey/CK$.


Zamorra clicked off the music mid-chord.


Merci stood in the terrible silence for a moment, then turned as a green uniform full of muscles came into the room. “The wit’s waiting outside,” it said. “One hundred and fifty-five steps from where he heard the shots to the front door of this house.”


“Good work, Dobbs.”











Chapter Three





It was a large-caliber handgun,” said the witness.


His name was William Jones and he was sixty-eight years old, a retired schoolteacher. Merci thought he looked like Dean Martin, and acted like him too, but the drunk part wasn’t an act. She could smell it on his breath. He was wearing brown plaid shorts, a blue plaid shirt and a pair of Ugg boots. His legs were luminescent white and skinny. It was now 7:34 A.M. and they were standing on the street opposite the Wildcraft driveway. Some neighbors had congregated outside the tape.


“How do you know?” she asked.


“I shot a million rounds when I was young. Twenty-two. Thirty-eight. Forty-five. I was in the service, nineteen fifty-one to fifty-three. I know my firearms. And the sound carries up here in the hills.”


Jones said he lived in the garage of his son’s house here in Hunter Ranch. He said he was welcome in the house, but preferred the garage because a man needs his own place to call home. Actually, he didn’t get along with his daughter-in-law, but that was another story, wasn’t it? He had been awake at five o’clock because he was a light sleeper and his stomach was bothering him.


When he heard the shot it was exactly 5:06 and he knew exactly what it was.


He went into his son’s house, found the Sheriff’s Department number in the front of the phone book and called.


Merci remembered that Crowder had marked the Dispatch call at five-ten. Good enough, she thought.


William Jones went on: “After I called I went to the bathroom, relieved myself, washed my hands. Then I went back into the kitchen—that’s where I’d made the call from—and watched out the window for the cops to come.”


Merci noted all this then looked up at Jones. He was lighting a cigarette, peering cagily through the smoke at her.


“Everybody okay?” he asked.


“Archie was shot but he’s alive. His wife died.”


“Gwen? Oh, damnit all, you couldn’t have found a nicer couple of kids. Oh, damnit.”


Jones froze a beat, then kicked the air and nearly fell over, his cigarette trailing sparks. The boot almost came off and Jones balanced on one thin leg while he worked his foot back in. He steadied himself, sighed and looked up toward the Wildcraft house, then back to his garage, then at Merci.


“Shit,” he said. “You don’t mind, I hope.”


He pulled a flat dark bottle from the rear pocket of his shorts, took a drink and put it back. Canadian Mist, Merci noted.


“What did you see?” she asked.


“Nothing at first. Then, after I went to the bathroom and came back, I saw a black Cadillac STS heading away from Archie and Gwen’s place. I know my cars, too. It was five-eleven.”


Merci looked hard at Jones because she wanted him to be as good a witness as she thought he was. So he’s drinking whiskey at seven in the morning, she thought: that doesn’t mean he can’t see straight.


“California plates, and I got the first two letters,” said Jones, peering at her again. “They were OM.”


“Did you see the driver?” asked Zamorra.


“No. Couldn’t see anyone at all. Much too dark.”


“How fast was it moving?” he asked.


“Twenty, maybe. But accelerating.”


“Like it was just pulling away from the house?” Zamorra asked, looking at Merci.


“Precisely. And no, it didn’t come from the driveway— I’d have noticed it. It could have been parked on the street across from Archie’s, but the magnolia tree right there blocks that angle. It was heading down the hill, right in front of Archie’s place, when I first saw it. I looked out the window and there it was.”


Merci looked out at the expensive neighborhood: big lots, big trees, horse corrals and stalls, houses set back and hardly visible. One property even had a pond. The morning sun tinted everything gold. She could see the Jones garage across the street, at the end of a long drive lined with Italian cypress that looked eighty feet tall.


A hundred and fifty-five yards from Wildcraft’s house to Jones’s ear, she thought, more or less. And farther from the Wildcraft bathroom to Jones’s ear, plus the walls and ceiling, which was probably why Jones hadn’t heard the shots that killed Gwen.


“What about Wildcraft’s driveway light?” she asked.


Jones said it was on. He squinted his eyes at Rayborn again, and at first she thought it was the sun. But the sun was behind the magnolia tree and the tree was behind Jones.


“No,” he said.


“No what?”


“No. In my opinion it was not a murder-suicide,” he said.


Suicide had come to her mind as soon as she learned that they were dealing with two gunshot victims. And come to her mind again when she learned they were a deputy and probably his wife. Rayborn was acutely aware that far more cops die of suicide than are killed in the line of duty. It had once been her opinion that the law enforcement suicide problem was due to low hiring standards. Then, one year ago, Paul Zamorra came very close to killing himself and Rayborn had seen beyond this narrow conviction.


“Why not?”


“Archie’s a good man, Sergeant Rayborn. Sharp. Looks like a young Gary Cooper. And his wife wasn’t just beautiful, she was sweet as a girl can be. You hear about perfect couples, well, that was one. They had everything.”


“We don’t know what happened,” she said.


“You can rule that out,” said Jones.


“You ever hear them fighting?”


“Once in a while.”


“How many times is once in a while?”


Jones considered. “Twice in six months.”


“When was the last time?”


“Yesterday afternoon, around three. I was pulling weeds. It was coming from their yard.”


“What was?”


“Yelling. Mostly her. Gwen yelling but Archie quieter. He wasn’t saying much.”


“Who said what?”


“I couldn’t make out a single word. Just two people arguing. I went back in and got another beer. I can’t stand couples fighting. Worst sound in the world. Reminds me of my ex.”


They thanked him but Jones just stood there and stared at the Wildcraft home.


Merci looked at the little crowd forming outside the yellow ribbon that sealed off the driveway. She and Zamorra took a few minutes to walk over and find out what they had seen and heard: nothing. She got names and addresses and phone numbers for later, just in case.


They started back toward the house. One of the CSIs slowly walked the side of the driveway—long strides, head steady, cap down low—staring hard at the concrete. To Merci he looked like her father used to, working the East Walker for trout.


She stopped and watched him. She liked his focus and intensity. “Paul, I think we should get that black Caddy to all Southern Cal enforcement—first two letters OM. I know it’s late. I know it might be nothing. I know Jones drinks his breakfast. But it’s worth the try.”


“I’ll make the call, Merci.” Zamorra hesitated. “You think Archie might be our guy here?”


“I hope not.”


In the last year Zamorra had become a department suicide counselor. Merci had heard good things about some of Paul’s work, though he’d hardly said two sentences about it.


“What do you think, Paul?”


“I want to talk to his friends. Family, if he’s got any. First I’ll have Gilliam send a tech to the hospital. We should do a GSR collection on Wildcraft before they clean him up. And get his robe for blood samples.”


Gunshot residue, thought Merci. They’d do an adhesive lift, then swab and dissolution. If they came up with barium, lead or antimony, that was a strong indicator that Wildcraft had fired a gun. If they found residue and Gwen’s flesh and blood on Archie’s robe or hands, look out.


Though Wildcraft could have been at the range that day, she thought, practicing with his service weapon. He could have been close to her when she was shot by someone else, taken off running and made it outside.


Or he might have gotten off a round at the guy who shot him.


“Good.”


Merci stood in the tunnel of trees and looked down at the bloodstains left by Wildcraft. She had expected more volume from a head-shot adult who was still alive. Still, the amount was substantial. Most of it had pooled, indicating that he wasn’t moving much. Zamorra stood slightly behind her because the walkway was too narrow for both to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. Behind Zamorra were Crowder and Dobbs.


“Archie was on his back,” said Crowder. “Arms more to his sides than out. Like he never had time to even get them up, just fell right where he was. Wasn’t moving at all that I could see. His head was away from us, his feet toward us.”


Rayborn squatted in front of the pistol lying not far from the blood. An S&W automatic, she saw—a nine millimeter. Four feet from the gun lay a long black flashlight, the head of it on the walk and the body in the dirt. The light was off.


“Where on his head was he shot?” she asked.


“I’m not positive he was shot. I couldn’t tell with all the blood and hair. I wanted to slow it down so I wrapped his head in my windbreaker. I didn’t see any wound. I thought maybe through the eye. But at one point he opened them both and they looked okay that way.”


“Did he say anything?”


“No. Pupils huge, way down in shock.”


She looked at the slope of the narrow walk and figured that Wildcraft was facing toward the front door of the house when he was shot. The slope would have been uphill for him, sending his weight backward, which would land him as they’d found him. But for all she knew he could have been walking away from the house, fallen forward and face-down and rolled over. Or spun with the shot. Or staggered a one-eighty. Or went spastic and done something unexpected, as many gunshot victims do.


Maybe Archie will wake up in a few hours and tell us what happened, she thought. Scalps bleed a lot. Maybe the bullet took out a little meat and knocked him cold but left his brain in one piece. Maybe it bounced off.


She thought of a case she’d worked her first year on patrol, where a creep took a hit in the head with a nine millimeter and they found the slug in his thigh. It had bullied its way down there, bouncing off skull and bone, burning through muscles and cartilage, careening through solid matter like a monster out of control. Which, Rayborn thought, is basically what a bullet is once it gets inside you. The guy ended up fine as he ever was: they got him on a narco charge and he did time. Cortera, thought Rayborn—Reuben Cortera. That was ten years ago but Rayborn never forgot a creep’s name. Never.


She stood and looked at the trees. Their trunks were a few yards back from the walk and the morning sun was still low enough to sneak in under the foliage. Still standing on the walk, she moved aside a branch and stared down at dark soil and the few violets and sparse alyssum that were scratching out a living in almost constant shade. Someone had worked the area recently. There were rake marks, and a shiny new brass emitter on one of the risers.


Then she saw the two shoe prints less than a yard away. They startled her. They were side by side, facing her. Close. Clear. Big. Like someone had rested or waited there, or an invisible man was there right now, offering his hand to shake. Or pointing a gun at her head. To Archie’s left, if Archie was coming up the walk the way she thought. Ten feet away she saw more prints. Many partial indentations and apparent overlaps—signs of movement. But they were in harder soil and not as clear.


She nodded Zamorra over and he took the branch and looked in.


“Has anyone been in here?” he asked.


“No, sir,” said Dobbs. “Can I see?”


Merci stood aside and let the young deputy look.


“So excellent,” he said.


Crowder looked next and let out a low hmmm.


“Ike’s going to love this,” she said. Ike was one of the good CSIs, someone who took her side in what had happened. He was terrific with imprint casts. “Please tell him I need him here, Deputy Dobbs.”


“Yes, Sergeant,” he said, and walked briskly back toward the house. She couldn’t tell if he was mocking her or trying to be efficient, and she didn’t really care. Her heart had sped up a notch when she saw the foot imprints and it was still thumping good and hard and she thought I’ll use this cast to put your ass on the row, you big ugly bastard.


Rayborn and Crowder spent the next ten minutes looking for brass on the big footprint side of the walkway. They worked mostly from the cement—squatting and reaching out with ballpoint pens to lift the leaves of the violets and to part the downy blossoms of the alyssum. Occasionally they took a step into the foliage, keeping well away from the footprints. They looked like naturalists. Merci didn’t care what they looked like as long as they got the job done. The bullet scar on her side hurt. It was eight months old now, flat and hard, like a thin piece of aluminum grown into her skin.


She glanced back once at Zamorra. He hadn’t left his place on the sidewalk. He slouched, loose and still as a cat, with his back to the sun and his hands in the pockets of his black suit pants.


It was Zamorra who spotted the nine-millimeter cartridge case glinting next to a violet bloom. He pointed to it with a straight steady finger. It stood upright and poised, like a gymnast who has just finished her routine. It was ten feet from the sidewalk, opposite the footprints. Not where the big man had waited under the tree.


Rayborn looked at the blood on the cement, the casing ten feet away. Right where you’d expect to find it if Wildcraft had shot himself.


Merci and Zamorra watched Ike photograph, then make casts of the good shoe imprints. He fixed the soil with hair-spray to hold the looser particles, poured the plaster of paris mix over a putty knife to break its fall into the precious hollows. Then he shored them up with broken tongue depressors before filling the shallow indents to the top. When he was done, Ike sat back, lit a cigarette and waited for the casts to set up.


They watched the CSIs video, photograph and sketch the place where Archie Wildcraft had been found, treating it like the homicide—or suicide—scene it was almost certain to become.


While they photographed and collected the brass casing, Merci called her watch captain for a condition on their wounded deputy: minute-to-minute, nonresponsive.


And nothing yet on a black Cadillac STS with plates that started with the letters OM.


They watched the fingerprinters working the bath and bedroom. Both rooms were loaded with latents, as she expected. The print techs had found a small twenty-two automatic under the sink, placed it in a paper bag and set the bag on the counter for Merci. She held the bag and looked down at the shiny, heavy little weapon. Stainless finish, white-checked grips. A chick pistol. She wondered why Gwen hadn’t used it. Rayborn figured the chances of Gwen Wildcraft knowing how to use it were fifty-fifty.


She took the tiny autoloader over to the evidence log and thought about the gun they’d found outside, just inches from Archie Wildcraft’s hand. Murder-suicide weapon, or the deputy’s home-protection gun? Both? Again, her stomach sank at the thought of Archie Wildcraft shooting his wife and then himself. The idea bumped the edge of her soul, like a shark nudging a swimmer.


You could put this together a few different ways, she thought: Wildcraft heard the rock come through his window. He got his flashlight and his sidearm, went to check it out. And when he came down the walkway the big bastard standing under the tree put a bullet in his brain, took the deputy’s nine, went inside and got Gwen. Then put Archie’s gun back in his hand. It sounded like a tall tale.


Or this: the rock was already there, heaved in a rage earlier by either husband or wife—the fight that William Jones had heard that afternoon, the incident that finally let out the demons. Police science writers would call it the precipitating stressor. Something to do with her birthday maybe. Archie boiled until his wife was getting ready for bed. She took the phone into the bath and locked the door. Felt safe. But he crashed the door and shot her so fast the cell phone flew from her hand before she could push 911. Then he went outside, staggered around, and finally took care of himself.


She went back out to the driveway. The cars were gone. She noted the news vans parked on the street—two networks and two locals. The number of curious neighbors had doubled, mostly due to kids on scooters. The moist, late-August heat sent waves up from the roof of William Jones’s garage.


She paced the big rectangle of new concrete, knelt to examine a rough spot in the finish, thought of the woman in the bathroom with the bullet holes in her.


The driveway floodlights were tucked up under the eave of the garage. Rayborn stood under them and looked up at the sunlight/motion detector module. She got out her blue notebook and wrote CK mot det after dark.


What set off the motion detector? Jones had seen the lights on at five-eleven but Crowder had seen them off three minutes later. Neither had seen a car in the drive.


She walked back around the house to the glass door where the rock had gone through. She didn’t see any rocks like it, no rocks at all, in fact, except for very large round gray stones that were set in concrete around a whirlpool. Besides that, there was a small covered patio with a cafe table and two chairs, some potted plants, a lap pool, a little section of bright green lawn, then a slope of late-season wild-flowers leading down to a white post-and-rail fence.


A path made of railway ties led through the flowers and Merci followed it. There was gravel between the ties, and the flowers grew right up to the edges of the wood and the stones. Bees hummed from bloom to bloom and for two seconds Merci felt like she’d entered a scene from one of Tim Jr.’s Winnie-the-Pooh stories. She thought of her boy and wished she could walk with him into one of those scenes and stay there for a year or two.


She went all the way down to the fence, then back to the patio without finding a rock you could throw through a window. She wondered if it had come from Wildcraft’s collection of viewing stones. What a view that one had, she thought.


Zamorra was sitting at the cafe table, legs crossed, staring at the hole in the glass.


“Let’s walk it tomorrow,” he said.


“All right.”


“We’ll know by then if Archie fired the gun or not.”


“Yeah.”


He studied her with his unsettling calm. “Stay open, Merci. He might have done it.”


“I know. I will. I’m trying.”


Merci thought how easy it was to be wrong. She knew how wrong she’d been about a deputy named Mike McNally, and the terrible price they had both paid. Mike was part of what had happened a year ago, the heart of it. So she said nothing more. Because even if she was wrong now—even if she was being fooled by her heart, as she’d been so spectacularly fooled before—at least it was speaking to her again.


Plus, and more to the point, she thought, Wildcraft was one of us. Us. We protect and serve. We do what’s required. We kick ass and take names.


We don’t kill our mates, then ourselves.


“I know you are, Merci. I know.”


At nine that night, Merci returned to the Wildcraft home. She had had dinner with her son and her father, played with Tim Jr., read him three of his favorite books, then tucked him in.


She was tired by then but she had to find out one thing. She wouldn’t be able to sleep until she knew.


She parked shy of the driveway and walked in, flashlight in hand just in case. When she got up near the garage the lights went on, big floods—one angled right and one left. It was nine-twelve and eight seconds, by her watch. She turned toward the house, following the walkway that would lead to the front porch and door, then around to the back, where Archie’s blood marked the concrete.


But she stopped about halfway to the door, turned around to see if the driveway lights were still on. They were. So she backed off into the bushes and stood in the darkness under a big sycamore.


She listened to the crickets, and a far-off barking dog. From here, she couldn’t see any other houses. Out in front of her, over the roof of the garage, there was a section of darkness and a few stars. It had irked Merci for almost ten years that she could only identify one star: the north. She’d promised herself to take a junior college class in basic astronomy someday, one of many such promises not yet kept. Rayborn put herself far down on the list of people for whom she’d do something pleasing.


At exactly nine-seventeen the lights went off. She stepped from the darkness and walked back to the driveway, forcing them on again. The motion zone was wide—from the middle of the drive all the way to the start of the walkway.


She tried the garage door, got resistance, didn’t want to force it. Around the side was a convenience door but it was locked. She shined her light through the small window. Hard to see with the light bouncing off the glass, but there were two cars. One was an SUV of some kind, the other was small and low and hidden beneath a fabric cover.


She went back to her car, ran the beam of her flashlight along the back seats before getting in. Just a habit by now. She listened to the police radio turned down low, thought about Tim Hess and Tim Jr., dangled her arm into the darkness behind her seat.


The lights stayed on for exactly five minutes again.


The timer was perfect. And the motion detector was good enough to sense human movement twenty feet away.











Chapter Four





Just after six the next morning Archie woke up. He’d felt himself swimming upward for a long time, but he had no way of telling hours from years. All he knew was he was rising through water and stars, earth and fire, toward something necessary and far away. A woman’s voice told him: Swim. Breathe. Rest. Swim. Breathe. Rest.


And that was what he did.


He broke the surface and looked up to an intensely red ceiling with bright blue lights. Quivering air, shadows forming and vanishing. Space collapsing. Space expanding. Sounds, too, punishingly loud: mechanical, electronic, pneumatic, ethereal.


“Unbelievable,” said a voice.


“Hello, Archie,” said another.


“I’ll get Dr. Stebbins.”


The conversation was much too fast and complex for Archie to follow. He understood two things. One was that he was terrified. The other was that he had lost something huge and it would never come back.


He looked and saw monsters over him: eyes, nostrils, teeth. He tried to open his mouth but his will gave way before it could happen. His lips burned and his throat burned and the ferocious colors made him close his eyes and settle back down into where he’d been for so long, hovering just below the surface, protected, safe in his river.


Swim. Breathe. Rest.











Chapter Five





Wildcraft’s fingerprints are on the Smith nine. His right index finger, thumb and web were marked with barium, antimony, copper and lead. With corroborating evidence you can make a very strong case for him having fired the weapon. We do it all the time in court, as you know.”


James Gilliam, director of the Sheriff-Coroner Forensic Services Department, looked at Merci over his glasses, then at Zamorra leaning against the back wall of Gilliam’s office. He was a quiet, scholarly man until you got to know him.


It was eight the next morning. Merci had already talked to Sheriff Vince Abelera, who had talked to a neurologist at UCI Med Center. Archie Wildcraft had made it through the night. He had opened his eyes for approximately fifteen seconds. X rays had shown a small object lodged deep in his brain, smaller fragments throughout. The doctors would not let anyone interview the patient at this time. The man’s life was in the balance. Merci had begged Sheriff Abelera to make the doctors tell them what caliber bullet was inside Archie’s brain. But the x ray wasn’t clear enough to measure fractions of millimeters, and the object, apparently, had fragmented.


“I can’t tell you what he shot with that gun,” Gilliam continued. “Until we finish with the bullets from his wife. And unless they retrieve the bullet from his head.”


Rayborn felt her stomach sink: Gilliam was already believing that Wildcraft had done it. Plus she’d had her usual big-eaters’ breakfast, which her father cooked every morning for her, Tim Jr. and himself. She ate a lot, burned it off in the gym. But now it felt like she’d eaten nails and washed them down with battery acid.


She tried to fight her dread with details. “How many micrograms of lead in the residue, James?”


“Point six five. After two hours, that’s the persistence level you’d expect to find from a discharged nine-millimeter autoloader. Like the one they found next to him. Good thing they hadn’t washed him up at the medical center yet.”


“Good thing,” she said. “What about the blood on his robe?”


“We’re still cooking it to check against his wife’s DNA. Give me a day or two.”


“Okay, I’m ready for Mrs. Wildcraft now.”


“I figured you would want to see her.”


“Absolutely.”


“Because it will make you angry and make you work harder.”


“Make me angrier.”


Gilliam smiled, then colored slightly and stood. A year ago he would not have smiled. That was back when he had a schoolboy’s crush on her and didn’t know what to do with it. At first, Merci had been too obtuse and inexperienced to know what it was. Then, one day, right out of the blue, he just told her. It seemed noble but comic. Gilliam confessed that even his wife was teasing him about her. Things got better. It was further proof that she understood men poorly.


“Ready, Paul?” she asked.


Zamorra nodded and eased himself away from the wall with a little shrug of his back.


Merci hated the autopsy room. Its stink of formaldehyde, bleach and blood. The hard edges of drains and blades, saws and suctions, scalpels and scales. The stainless steel and chrome and plastic. And those bright overhead lights that presented this torture chamber as just science. But most of all she hated it for the lightness it always brought to her head, for the cold sweat it brought to her temples, for the way it made her want to throw up, then sleep.


Gwen Wildcraft was still tabled, but there was a sheet over her. All Merci could see were her feet—small and stiff and white as fence pickets.


Gilliam lifted the sheet from Mrs. Wildcraft’s face and pulled it down to just below her chin. Her skin was gray white and her eyes were closed. From the left side of her head they’d shaved a large patch of wavy dark hair. The shorn skin surrounded a small hole with ridges swollen around it. Above the hole was a brief vertical dash, like the top of an exclamation mark.


“Don’t be fooled by the skin blowback,” said Gilliam. “That’s the entry point.”


As always, Merci found it hard to fathom that a body without life had once been so full of it. Such an immensity of difference. It was like standing in a desert while the sun beat down on you—how could you believe it was once underwater? She noted with rising anger that even dead and mutilated, Gwen Wildcraft was almost beautiful.


“Now, two gunshots,” said Gilliam. “One to the heart and one to the head. Both apparently nine millimeter, fired from up close. We recovered both bullets, and Buckley’s working them up with the crime scene gun. The one here in the brain was a real mess, I can tell you. Mushrooming, fragmentation. Heads are hard, thank God.”


Not hard enough, thought Rayborn.


Late yesterday afternoon she had run the serial number of the weapon found beside Wildcraft, confirming its registered owner as Archibald Franklin Wildcraft.


“Excuse me,” muttered Gilliam, pulling the sheet down to the waist. Merci swallowed hard when she looked at the inverted Y incision, obscenely large, loosely stitched back together. The final insult, she thought.


“The other shot,” Gilliam continued, “bounced off a rib and stopped inside her heart—back in the right atrium. It cut the pulmonary artery on its way by. Cause of death was coronary failure. Hard to tell whether it stopped because a bullet tore through, or because her brain was ruined. Either shot would have been fatal—the heart certainly, and the brain almost certainly. The shots came very close together in time. She died quickly, that from the histamine level and the blood loss. She still had almost four liters of blood.”


“How close was the shooter?” asked Zamorra.


“Very. The heart was a Zone Four—the barrel was somewhere from six inches to two feet away. From the powder particles on her robe I’d put it at the closer end, but there still isn’t any sooting. I think the heart shot occurred first— farther out, bigger target, gave the shooter a chance to get even closer for the next. The head shot was a Zone One, direct contact, significant blast destruction. There’s even a front sight impression above the flesh tear, caused by the flesh ballooning back against the barrel. The gun you got at the scene did have a very small particle of bloody flesh stuck to the top of the front sight. And the barrel is heavy with blood and flesh particles. DNA to come. She might have been supine by then, and he just pushed the barrel right down against her head. There was some powder driven into the wound. We’re running the same DNA comparison for Mr. Wildcraft, also.”


Merci stared and let the ugliness fuel her. The waste. The arrogance. The sickness of spirit that it takes to regard another life as cheap and disposable. The fact that he would do this to another body, while his was still out there, alive and eating and smiling and sleeping and shitting like the rest of us.


She nodded almost imperceptibly, eyes steady and unblinking, lips pressed in tight between her teeth.


“You personally removed both the bullets, right, James?”


“Yes.”


“Then are they nines or not?—God knows you’ve seen enough of them.”


“I’m almost sure they are, but Buckley’s the man for that.”


“Okay, James—you figure Wildcraft is good for her, then himself. His gun, his prints. Is that what you’re seeing?”


“It fits, so far. But I wouldn’t presume to do your job, Merci. Mine is enough for me.”


“Paul?”


Zamorra hesitated. Merci saw that he was looking at Gwen Wildcraft’s face too, with an expression that looked like hers felt.


“I talked to a couple of Wildcraft’s friends last night on the phone.”


He held her gaze and she knew this meant more bad news, news that Zamorra didn’t want to give her in front of Gilliam.


Fucking great.


She felt her anger coming but couldn’t stop it. Didn’t want to. It wasn’t sharp and clean like they tried to say in the books, wasn’t purifying. It was heavy and cumbersome as a wagon full of rocks. Like once you pointed it in one direction and let go, you’d never get it back, never change its course. She wanted to point it at Wildcraft, for making her suspect him. She wanted to point it at Gilliam and Zamorra, for smugly assuming the worst about a fellow deputy. She wanted to point it at Mike McNally, for helping her make the worst judgment of her life, a judgment that kept on judging.


Most of all she wanted to point it at the killer of Gwen Wildcraft, but she didn’t know who that was.


Yet.


“Give the woman some privacy,” she said. “We’ll finish in your office.”


“Whatever you want,” said Gilliam.


“Whatever I want is not a guilty deputy.”


“I understand.”


“Since the last one I arrested for murder was totally god-damned innocent.”


“I do understand,” said Gilliam.


“I know you do.”


With two hands he replaced the sheet over Gwen Wildcraft, looking at Merci, the gleam in his eyes lost in the glare of the lights overhead.


Back in Gilliam’s office Merci stood against one wall and Zamorra another. She felt anxious and nervy and physical, like she wanted to kick somebody.


“Was she raped?”


Gilliam flipped back through his notebook, then stopped and smoothed a page.


Merci wondered why you’d have to look up the answer to a question like that, but she knew Gilliam was only finding his facts. Still it irritated her that he couldn’t just get to the bottom of things sometimes.


“She’d had vaginal intercourse within the last three hours of her life. There was no genital bleeding, bruising, tearing or abrasions. No sign of a struggle. No semen in the mouth, throat or anus. Mrs. Wildcraft did have some light scrapes, perhaps bite marks, on the back of her neck. I can’t explain them. They may be sexual in nature, or they may not be. This doesn’t appear to have been a sexual attack. It’s possible that she was coerced into intercourse some other way than by force. Or maybe the killer was interrupted. Maybe it was never his intention. That’s just speculation.”


“I guess that means she wasn’t raped.”


“That’s my opinion.”


The anger fanned by seeing Gwen Wildcraft’s tortured body wouldn’t leave her, it just sped her up, made her want to fight. “Well, is it Deputy Wildcraft’s semen or isn’t it?”


“I’m cooking the DNA gels right now, Merci.”


“What did the tech see on the driveway—any good tire tracks?”


“Nothing he could use.”


“What about the footprints under the trees?”


“The imprint casts came out beautifully,” he said. “Size-sixteen casual shoes made by Foot Rite. They’re not widely available—not like the same shoe in a size ten, say. You’re looking at specialty stores and catalogues. Ike might be able to get some useful manufacturer’s information for you.”


“Fingerprints from the bathroom?”


“Lots of them, as you’d guess. We’re running them all against his and hers, but nothing’s popped out at us. That’s eyeball work, so it’s taking time. Vince told me last night he wants all this fast-tracked. Buckley did the test shooting last night, so he might have some findings by now.”


When they walked into the firearms examination room, Buckley was sitting at a table next to one of the comparison microscopes. He’d been looking across the room, his chin up on one fist, and seemed slightly apologetic for it.


On the table beside him was a two-foot square of plastic bubble wrap upon which sat Deputy Wildcraft’s gun, the brass casing found by Zamorra and the two casings from the Wildcraft bathroom. A clear plastic box held what looked to Merci like a small-caliber bullet sheared into two fragments. The box beside it was empty. A larger one held perhaps fifty empty nine-millimeter casings: Buckley’s comparison brass, Merci thought, fired through various guns.
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