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To my wife – thank you for putting up with me.


Chapter 1

I hated doing next of kin notifications. Most people guessed why I was there as soon as they opened the door. They put on airs of fortitude and strength, but almost all fell apart in front of me. I could see it in their eyes. They looked at me and knew something, too. I’d go home afterwards as if nothing was wrong. I might hug my family a little tighter than usual, but the world would go on for me without much of a hiccup. Most hated me for what I had to do, and I couldn’t blame them. My Islamic faith told me that drinking to escape their stares was an abomination in the sight of God, but I didn’t care as long as it helped me sleep without dreams.

I pulled my department-issued Ford Crown Victoria to a stop beside the mailbox in front of my sister’s house and took a deep breath, stilling myself as a familiar anxiety flooded over me. I knew as soon as I had volunteered for the duty that I was going to have one of those nights I’d need to forget, but it took that moment for it to become real. It tore at my gut like barbed wire.

I opened my car door. My sister and her husband lived in a 4,000-square-foot historic home that could have comfortably housed my entire extended family. As a resident of the poorer, smaller neighborhood next door, I was glad that it didn’t. My brother-in-law Nassir smiled and put his hand on my shoulder when he opened the front door, but stiffened when I didn’t return the gesture.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

‘We’ll talk in a moment,’ I said. ‘Where’s Rana?’

‘In the kitchen,’ said Nassir, leaving his hand on my shoulder a moment longer. ‘Come in.’

I walked in, and Nassir shut the door behind me. The house’s first floor was typical of well-kept historic homes. The woodwork was straight and clean with a rich patina that could only come from eighty years of polishing, and the rooms were open and bright. Nassir half-led and half-pushed me down the home’s main hallway to the kitchen in the back. Rana was in front of a gas stove large enough to have been at home in the kitchen of a Las Vegas strip hotel. The air smelled like garlic and yeast.

‘Ash,’ she said, smiling at me. ‘I thought you and Hannah were going out tonight.’

‘We were,’ I said. ‘I need you both to sit at the table. We need to talk.’

Nassir and Rana did as I asked. In return, I broke their hearts as gently as I could.

Nassir and Rana had taken the news about as well as anyone could expect. They hadn’t cried in front of me, but they told me they wanted to be alone. If I went home, though, I’d have to tell my wife why I canceled our wedding anniversary plans. I didn’t think I had the strength or stomach for that yet. Instead, I drove to my office at the Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department. It wasn’t my case, but I had enough friends in my department that I had a stack of eight-by-ten photos and notes on my desk when I arrived. They made my stomach turn.

I read through the timeline quickly. The call had come in at six in the evening. The caller reported the presence of a prone female, approximately sixteen to eighteen years old, in the guest home of one of Indianapolis’s most wealthy citizens. The first officer on the scene checked her pulse but found nothing. He called in a probable homicide, and that’s when the gears started moving. Within half an hour, five forensic technicians were documenting the scene, and Detective Olivia Rhodes was interviewing potential witnesses.

I flipped through the photographs. Each picture was numbered and had a written description. The first few were wide-angled shots of the scene. The photographer had snapped pictures of a kitchen with light maple cabinetry and a living room with a television, lounge chairs, and pool table. A vase of calla lilies rested on the counter beside the stove. They were my niece’s favorite flower; my wife and I always sent them to her on her birthday.

Rachel, my niece, was in the center of the room. Her skin was pale, indicating that her blood had already begun to pool beneath her, and her arms were pressed against her sides like a supine soldier at attention. I stared at the picture for a moment, my stomach twisting. She didn’t deserve that.

I skimmed through the next few pictures. The photographer had snapped more shots of the kitchen and living room. They were helpful for orienting someone in a crime scene, but not particularly interesting to me. I stopped when the photographs started focusing on my niece. The photographer had started with wider shots of her placement and then continued by photographing her closely from her head to her feet. She had no obvious external injuries and nor could I see puddles of blood around her. That was comforting. Unfortunately, I knew without even reading the crime scene report that her body had been staged.

I turned through the stack of photos until I found one focusing on Rachel’s neck. She wore a light-blue Polo shirt with an open collar. I couldn’t see ligature marks on her neck, but the bottom button on her collar had been popped off, leaving a pair of strings in its place. The detective in charge might not have thought much of it, but that wasn’t like Rachel. She was as meticulous about her clothes as anyone I had ever met. She wouldn’t have worn that shirt until she had a new button sewn back on.

I shifted on my seat and flipped through a few more pictures until I saw one focusing on her waist. Rachel wore a denim skirt with buttons instead of a zipper on front. The buttons were misaligned, though, so the skirt would have ridden uncomfortably against her abdomen. She wouldn’t have done that to herself.

I continued turning over photographs until I saw one I couldn’t explain. It looked like a shot of the carpet. Puzzled, I scanned through the notes that accompanied the photographs until I found the appropriate one. The photographer had tried to capture track marks. I looked at the picture again, straining my eyes until I saw two long strips where the carpet’s matte was flattened in one direction. Rachel had been dragged in there with her feet dangling behind her.

I could feel bile rise in the back of my throat.

I stared at that picture for a moment, thankful I hadn’t seen it before going to my sister’s house. Since I had come right from home, I hadn’t been able to tell her much about her daughter’s death. That was probably good.

The rest of the pictures focused on something odd, a glass vial full of a brownish-red liquid. The technician’s notes said someone had found it on an end table in one of the bedrooms. It was roughly the size of a cigar, and when the technician picked it up to catalog it, the liquid inside coated the glass like cough syrup. There was pink lipstick on the rim that appeared to be a match to Rachel’s.

What were you into, honey?

My desk phone rang, startling me. I glanced at my watch. It was after ten, well past my regular hours, so I doubted it was a casual phone call. I picked it up.

‘Rashid,’ I said. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Yeah, Detective Rashid. This is Sergeant Hensley at IMPD downtown. Olivia Rhodes brought in somebody in your niece’s case, and I thought I’d give you the heads up.’

I nodded. Hensley was an old school watch sergeant and had been on the force before we had civilian oversight committees or cameras in every room. When he was my age, interrogations had included rubber hoses and phone books. I envied him. Justice may not have been pretty, but shit got done.

‘Suspect or witness?’ I asked.

Hensley chuckled.

‘Fuck if I know,’ he said. ‘They don’t tell me anything. If you want, I could do some poking around.’

I almost snickered. Hensley was as well connected in our department as anyone alive. He probably knew exactly who Olivia brought in and why, probably before she even entered the building. He wanted a handout.

‘Don’t bother,’ I said. ‘When’d she bring him in?’

‘Just walked by my desk.’

If they had just walked by the front desk, I had at least twenty minutes to get over to IMPD. While I was still officially a detective, I was on a permanent investigative assignment with the Prosecutor’s Office, so I shared office space with the prosecutors about a block from the department’s downtown bullpen. In another year, I’d hopefully finish law school and be done with the department completely. I still loved the work, but I could only see so many bodies before I became as broken as the victims I investigated.

‘Appreciate the call, Sergeant,’ I said. ‘I’ll be over in a few.’

I hung up before Hensley could respond and grabbed my tweed jacket. My shoulder ached dully when I twisted my arm inside. I was thirty-four and generally too young to have arthritis, but I had been shot with a hunting rifle four years earlier while serving a high-risk felony warrant. I was the lucky one; my partner had been shot in the neck and bled out before paramedics could stabilize him.

The concrete outside my building radiated pent-up heat from earlier that day. My throat was dry and scratchy. One of my favorite bars was just a block away, and for a brief moment, I considered stopping. I decided against it, though. The station wasn’t far, and I could probably find someone inside willing to give me a pick-me-up if I needed it.

I reached the building quickly. IMPD’s downtown station was at least fifty years old, and it smelled musty. The front lobby was large and clad in white marble polished to a mirror shine by footsteps. A middle-aged couple clung to each other in the waiting room. They were well-dressed and looked nervous. My guess was that they were picking up their delinquent kid for his first DUI. That happened a lot. I’d see them again.

I walked to the front desk. Sergeant Hensley sat behind it, reading Sports Illustrated. He dropped his magazine and looked at me with green, rapacious eyes.

‘You look like shit, Rashid.’

‘Feel like it, too,’ I said, reaching over the counter for a sign-in sheet. I scribbled my name and rank. Detective Sergeant Ashraf Rashid. I had been named after my father, although I hadn’t ever met him. He had been a history professor at the American University of Cairo, but one of his students shot and killed him before I was born. Apparently that kid’s family took grades seriously. The remnants of my family immigrated to the US shortly after that.

I pushed the sign-in sheet toward Hensley and pulled out my wallet. I took out two twenties and put them on top of the counter.

‘I think I missed your kid’s last birthday. Buy him a football for me.’

Hensley slipped the money in his pocket and smiled.

‘I’m sure he’ll appreciate this,’ he said. ‘Detective Rhodes is in interrogation room three with Robert Cutting.’

If Hensley thought that earned him another payoff, he was wrong. I thanked him and headed toward the elevators to the left of the desk.

The homicide bullpen hadn’t changed much since I had left it. Unlike most regular office buildings, IMPD didn’t have individual offices. At least not for peons like me. It had desks in open rooms. The administration justified the arrangement by arguing that separate offices would impede communication on sensitive investigations. In actuality, I’m pretty sure they were just too cheap to spring for the extra materials when they last renovated the building.

I weaved my way through desks and columns of file folders. The interrogation rooms were designed to be oppressive and to give a suspect the feeling that there was no escape. They were cramped, they had no windows, and the airflow inside them was carefully regulated depending on the interrogator’s mood. If a suspect looked around before going in, he’d even see a well-labeled express elevator that went directly to the holding cells on the top four floors of the building.

I walked until I came to interrogation room three. The door was shut, but Detective Olivia Rhodes stood outside, cup of coffee in hand. She nodded at me when I drew close. Olivia was a good detective. I had been in homicide for six years before being transferred to the Prosecutor’s Office. I spent one of those years as her partner. From what I had heard earlier, she fought to be assigned to my niece’s case. I liked her.

‘I thought you might be up,’ she said, turning down the hallway. She opened an unmarked door beside the interrogation room and held it for me. ‘Come on.’

Police interrogations have come a long way in the twelve years I’ve been on the force. Our station no longer had the infamous one-way mirror overlooking the interrogation room. Instead, we had a sophisticated set of hidden video cameras and microphones around the room. Everything was recorded from the moment a suspect walked inside to the moment he walked out. I had heard those recordings could disappear if the right person got the right incentive, but I had never taken advantage of that. It was nice to know the option was there if I needed it, though.

Olivia turned on a flat-screen monitor attached to the wall. The picture showed a kid in jeans and a blue T-shirt. He had curly brown hair and one of his arms was handcuffed to the wall, keeping him upright. He stared at the steel table in front of him, apparently unaware that he was being filmed.

‘Is this Robert Cutting?’ I asked.

‘He goes by Robbie,’ she said. ‘He’s your niece’s boyfriend. Was your niece’s boyfriend, at least. I appreciate you doing the next of kin notification.’

‘That’s no problem,’ I said. ‘The kid have a lawyer yet?’

‘Meyers,’ she said. That figured. John Meyers was one of the best defense attorneys in town. ‘He’s on his way in.’

‘Did the kid ask for him?’

Olivia shrugged.

‘Sort of. Nathan Cutting called him, and Robbie agreed to use him. I think we can nail this kid, so I’m not going to push and try to talk to him before Meyers comes in.’

‘What do you think you have?’ I asked.

‘You seen the crime scene photos?’ she asked.

I nodded.

‘Upper-class victim without signs of trauma or injury,’ she said, slipping her hands through her blond hair and securing it in a ponytail. ‘I think she overdosed and Robbie tried to cover it up.’

I shook my head.

‘Rachel wasn’t on drugs,’ I said.

‘You sure about that?’ asked Olivia.

‘Yeah. She’s got a scholarship to play tennis at Purdue next year, and her high school tests randomly to make sure the kids aren’t doping. My sister would have said something if Rachel wasn’t clean.’

Olivia bit her lower lip.

‘We’ll see how things go, then,’ she said. ‘You hang around here. I’m going to wait downstairs for Meyers to show up and get this started.’

Olivia left shortly after that. I sat and waited, staring at the monitor. Robbie looked thin and awkward. Appearances could be deceiving, but I doubted he was Islamic. That wouldn’t sit too well with Rana and Nassir, which might have been part of his appeal to my niece.

I leaned back in my chair, wishing I had thought to grab a cup of coffee on my way in.

Olivia returned about five minutes later with John Meyers in tow. Meyers looked as if he was in his fifties. He wore a lustrous blue suit and carried a soft leather bag over one shoulder. He sat at the table in the interrogation room beside his client while Olivia sat across with a file folder in front of her. The microphones inside were sensitive enough that I could hear the clatter of the metal buckles on Meyers’ bag strike the steel table.

‘Okay, so why don’t we get this started,’ said Olivia. ‘For the record, it’s eleven in the evening on August nineteenth, and this is Detective Olivia Rhodes interviewing Robbie Cutting. Sitting in on this interview is Mr Cutting’s lawyer, John Meyers. Is that correct?’

Robbie mumbled ‘Yes,’ but didn’t meet Olivia’s gaze. I took a closer look at him then. He had bags under his eyes, and he swayed as if he were being buffeted by wind. He looked lost.

‘Good,’ said Olivia. ‘Right now, this is an information-gathering interview. I’m trying to figure out what happened. You’re not under arrest, but I can use what you tell me here in court. Just to be clear, you don’t have to say anything, and you’re free to leave at any time. Do you understand these rights, Mr Cutting?’

Robbie looked up, hope in his eyes.

‘Does that mean I can go?’

Meyers reached over and squeezed his client’s shoulder.

‘We can leave now, but we should answer Detective Rhodes’ questions first,’ he said. ‘The sooner we get the questions out of the way, the sooner you and your parents get your lives back on track. Okay?’

Robbie nodded for Olivia to continue. She smiled at him.

‘Tell me about yourself. You’re in high school?’

‘I’m a senior, but I take mostly college classes.’

Robbie’s voice was so soft that even that short answer seemed labored. I shifted, unsure what to make of his apparent anguish.

‘Any thought about where you’re going to college yet?’

‘Purdue. With Rachel.’

Olivia and Robbie went back and forth for a while. His shoulders relaxed and his answers became more verbose the longer Olivia questioned him. She was a good interviewer. She established rapport and common ground before diving into her questions. More than that, she listened sympathetically to Robbie’s answers. If I didn’t know her better, I would have thought she actually cared about him.

‘Okay,’ said Olivia after a few minutes of conversation. ‘What was your relationship to the victim?’

Robbie looked down.

‘She was my girlfriend. I’ve been with her for about two years.’

I paused for a second. My sister hadn’t mentioned Rachel had a steady boyfriend. I doubted she knew, making me wonder what else Rachel had been hiding.

‘What can you tell us about her death?’ asked Olivia. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees.

‘Rachel came over at four this afternoon while my Mom and Dad played golf. She’s not very good at math, so I was tutoring her. We did that for a while and then we played a video game.’

That at least sounded like my niece. She played with my family’s Nintendo Wii more than my daughter did.

‘Okay,’ said Olivia, nodding. ‘What happened after you guys played a game?’

Robbie looked down again.

‘Rachel got sick in the bathroom. I don’t know what happened. Then she died.’

‘So she puked and then she died. And you have no idea why.’

Robbie didn’t answer, so Olivia opened the file folder in front of her and began to pull out pictures. They were probably the originals of which I had copies. She laid them in an array in front of Robbie. His lower lip quivered, and his lawyer put a hand on his shoulder.

‘I think we’re done here,’ said Meyers. ‘If you have any need to question my client further, I expect you to call me at my office.’

Meyers stood, but Robbie didn’t move.

Olivia pressed one picture under Robbie’s gaze. It was a headshot of my niece. Her eyes were closed, and rigor had contracted her face into a grimace.

‘I bet she was a pretty girl,’ said Olivia. ‘At one time.’

‘She is pretty,’ said Robbie, a tear streaming down his cheek. ‘I loved her.’

‘This interview is over,’ said Meyers, his voice strained. ‘Get these cuffs off my client. Unless Robbie is under arrest, we’re leaving.’

Robbie still didn’t move. Meyers said the interview was over, but it wasn’t his call. If his client didn’t want to take advice, there was no reason for Olivia to stop.

‘Look at her, Robbie,’ said Olivia, tapping the picture she had slid toward Robbie. ‘If you don’t tell us what happened, we’re going to cut her open, we’re going to photograph her, and then we’re going to put her on display. Is that how you want to remember her?’

Robbie didn’t say anything, but another tear slid down his cheek. Olivia continued.

‘We haven’t found the girl’s underwear, and I know you redressed her. If you don’t tell us what happened, this girl you supposedly loved will be forever known as the bimbo who died with her pants down in your bedroom. Is that what you want?’

I winced. I’m not a prude and nor am I naive. Rachel was seventeen and had apparently been dating the same boy for two years. Of course they were having sex. Rana wouldn’t see it like that, though. Hopefully we’d be able to keep that detail out of the papers.

‘Don’t say anything, Robbie,’ said Meyers. ‘Let me handle this.’

For a moment, I thought Robbie was going to take his lawyer’s advice, but then his lips started moving. No sound came out for a few seconds.

‘She wasn’t supposed to die,’ he said. His voice was so soft I almost didn’t hear it above the ambient room noise.

‘No, I’m sure she wasn’t,’ said Olivia, matching Robbie’s voice. Meyers rubbed his brow, his eyes closed. Olivia ignored him. ‘What happened? Did you have some kind of accident?’

Robbie closed his eyes, his lips moving before he spoke.

‘Rachel was a Sanguinarian.’

‘I’m sorry?’ asked Olivia.

‘She drank blood. She drank part of a vial of blood. That’s when she started puking. Then she died.’

Robbie didn’t say anything after that. I took a deep breath. As a detective, I’d been to more death scenes than I cared to remember, thirty-four of which had turned into criminal homicide investigations. Even with all that experience, this was my first vampire. I doubted Hallmark made cards to commemorate the occasion.

‘Okay,’ said Olivia. ‘Let’s start at the beginning and go from there.’


Chapter 2

Olivia and Robbie went back and forth for the next two hours. Robbie admitted redressing and dragging Rachel from the bathroom after she died, but he claimed he wasn’t trying to cover anything up. He just didn’t want his father to see her naked. Bottom line, he denied killing my niece or supplying her drugs, and I believed him. When a suspect lies, he usually pauses every few seconds or asks his interviewer to repeat questions, giving him time to think. Robbie never did. He was smooth, and he never stumbled. But that left me unsure what to think. Teenage girls don’t die without cause.

Even though I was confused, Robbie hadn’t wasted our time. He claimed he and Rachel had purchased the blood from a club in Plainfield, a suburb west of town. The blood was supposed to have some sort of anticoagulant in it that kept it from spoiling. I wasn’t a blood expert, so that was possible, but my guess was that it had something else in it, too. Our lab would find out for sure, though.

I was still in the watch room when Olivia dismissed Robbie. She joined me a few minutes later, carrying a cup of coffee in each hand and yawning. She handed me a cup.

‘You should head home,’ she said. ‘It’s late.’

I nodded, taking a sip of the coffee and wishing I hadn’t as soon as it touched my tongue. It tasted like it had been sitting around for a while.

‘Coffee hasn’t changed since I was last here,’ I said, glancing at the cup. ‘I think I might have made this a couple of years ago.’

‘Probably close,’ said Olivia, sipping hers. ‘I’ve got an autopsy scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. We’ll know more then.’

I put my cup on a table. ‘Rachel needs to be buried as soon as possible afterwards, preferably right afterwards. It’s our custom.’

Olivia nodded. ‘I’ll tell Dr Rodriguez. We’ll do what we can.’

I thanked her before heading to the parking garage. I was in my car at ten after one in the morning and in my driveway fifteen minutes after that. The lights were off in the house, but I saw the flicker of a television in the front room, which meant my wife had probably fallen asleep on the couch waiting for me.

I didn’t go inside immediately. Instead, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to sink into my cruiser’s seat. It had been a long day. I reached to my glove box and pulled out a pint of bourbon. I took two long pulls. The liquid burned down my throat and into my stomach. I closed my eyes and stayed like that for a few minutes, watching the colors and shapes swirl behind my eyelids, waiting for the liquor to hit me. I took another long drink before capping the bottle and sticking it back in my glove box.

A Realtor would say my house had charm; that meant it had plumbing and electric systems that predated Roosevelt’s tenure as president. It had nice woodwork, though, and it was big enough for my family. More than that, I was a part-time law student, so the house was all my wife and I could afford until I graduated.

I slipped through the side door that led to our kitchen and immediately went by the hall bathroom. I rinsed with a generic green mouthwash to cover the smell of liquor on my breath before going to the living room. My wife, Hannah, was asleep on the couch. I muted the already low sound on the television and put my hand on her shoulder, gently waking her up.

‘Hey,’ she said, blinking several times. ‘You back for the night?’

‘Yep,’ I said. ‘Is the munchkin asleep?’

Hannah yawned and nodded. Neither of us said anything for a moment.

‘You smell like mouthwash,’ she said.

I looked away from her.

‘It’s been a long night,’ I said. ‘You ready for bed?’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘What was the emergency?’

I kept my eyes on the floor.

‘We’ll talk tomorrow morning,’ I said. ‘I’m going to say goodnight to Megan, so I’ll meet you in bed in a moment.’

I followed my wife halfway down the hall but stopped outside my little girl’s room. She was so small that her legs barely made it halfway down her bed, and her brown hair was spread out on her pillow like a halo. A plastic night-light by the door created stuffed-animal-shaped shadows along the wall. She looked like her cousin. I swallowed the lump in my throat, staying in the doorway so I wouldn’t wake her up.

The floor creaked as I turned to leave, and Megan’s eyes fluttered open.

‘Baba,’ she said, rubbing her eyes. She put her arms out towards me. She was so sleep addled she probably wouldn’t remember it in the morning, but I tiptoed in and kissed her forehead as she gave me a hug.

‘Hi, pumpkin,’ I said, laying her back on the bed. ‘Try to go back to sleep.’

‘Ummi says you were catching bad guys tonight,’ she said.

‘I was, but I’m home now.’

She yawned.

‘I want to catch bad guys, too,’ she said.

‘Some day, honey,’ I said. I pulled her blanket up so it would cover her chest. She folded her arms on top. ‘Try to get back to sleep now.’

‘If I helped you catch bad guys, would I see you every day?’

I kissed her forehead again.

‘I’ll try to be home more often, honey.’

‘Good,’ she said, squirming. ‘Can you stay here for a while? I think there are monsters out there.’

‘Sure,’ I said, sitting beside her bed and knowing full well that there were monsters out there. ‘I’ll be right here.’

I intended to sit with Megan until she fell asleep, but I must have fallen asleep myself because Hannah woke me up at around seven the next morning. Megan was still out, so we let her sleep and went to the kitchen. Hannah poured me a cup of coffee and sat across from me at the breakfast table. Since we had a moment, I told her about Rachel. Hannah took it stoically; it was her way. While we were talking about what to tell Megan, she walked in the room. We did our best to explain what had happened. She didn’t understand, but she would eventually.

Hannah called my sister at shortly before eight and started making arrangements. When a Muslim dies, a couple of things have to happen. The deceased has to be ritually washed at least three times. Rana, Hannah, and some of the older women in our community would do that. They’d also comb her hair and put perfume on her. After that, they’d cover Rachel with three white sheets, and we’d bury her on her side facing Mecca. Since we don’t embalm our dead, everything had to happen as soon as possible.

Once Hannah got off the phone, I called my boss and said I wouldn’t be in that day. She knew the situation, so she didn’t question it.

It was a little after the prescribed time, but Hannah, Megan, and I had dawn prayers as a family, but I wasn’t really into it. I rarely was. I called Olivia an hour later on the phone in my home office. I heard a low murmur in the background when she picked up, and I could make out the occasional clink of glass against glass as dishes banged together.

‘Olivia, it’s Ash,’ I said. ‘Sounds like you’re in a soup kitchen.’

‘The Acropolis,’ she said. That explained the noise. The Acropolis was a Greek diner near the County Courthouse downtown. It served pancakes as big as hubcaps and was a popular spot for lawyers and cops alike. ‘You had breakfast yet?’

‘No, but I can’t eat there anyway,’ I said. ‘They fry their pancakes and bacon on the same griddle. How’d things go after I left?’

Olivia grunted, or made an approximate feminine version of a grunt.

‘Not as well as I had hoped,’ she said. I leaned back in my heavy oak chair. It creaked in that satisfying way only antiques can. ‘We took a drug dog through Robbie Cutting’s house, but we couldn’t find a damn thing.’

That was disheartening. Our drug dogs were pretty good. A guy I know on the K9 unit took one to a local high school a couple of weeks back. His dog was able to find marijuana seeds wedged in the back seat of a kid’s car. The kid had smoked the pot weeks earlier, but he still got caught. If there had been drugs at Robbie’s house, the dog would have found them.

‘What are you up to now?’ I asked.

‘I plan to finish my hash browns if you let me,’ she said. ‘After that, I’m going home to take a nap because I’ve been up all night. I got Rachel’s autopsy bumped to noon, so she’ll be released to your family by two or three.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘My sister will appreciate that. You think this case will go anywhere?’

Olivia grunted again.

‘I don’t know if it’s even a criminal homicide,’ she said. ‘I’ll find out more and let you know.’

‘Please do,’ I said. ‘Kids don’t just die. I want to find out what happened.’

‘Me, too,’ said Olivia. Before hanging up, she told me to tell Rana and Nassir that she would do her best for their daughter. I told her I would.

Hannah, Megan, and I spent the rest of the day with my sister and her husband. Nearly every family from our mosque came by. It was a long day, but true to Olivia’s word, the Coroner’s office released Rachel to us by two. She was prepped and ready to be buried by four. By five, the ceremony was over and my wife and I were driving home, too shell-shocked by the whole experience to talk.

The next day was Sunday, and I was back at work. Since I was with the Prosecutor’s Office, most of my assignments were about as entertaining as watching CSPAN. That day was no exception. My boss asked me to babysit a pair of crackheads who were scheduled to testify against their dealer on Monday morning. My job was to keep them sober and out of jail. Unfortunately, that meant I had to watch cartoons with them for eight hours straight in a low-budget hotel by the airport. By the time my shift ended, my mind was jellified.

On my way home, I went by a sports bar and had a beer with a bourbon chaser. I probably would have had a few more if my wife wasn’t expecting me. Olivia called as I finished my drinks.

‘Ash,’ she said. She paused. ‘Are you in a bar?’

Somebody leaned against the counter beside me and bellowed for a Budweiser.

‘Yeah,’ I said, clearing my throat. ‘I’m in a bar.’

Olivia paused again.

‘I didn’t think Muslims could drink.’

‘If God didn’t want me to drink, he wouldn’t let children die,’ I said, laying a ten on the bar and motioning at it to the bartender. He nodded, and I stepped through the crowd. Technically, Olivia was right. Alcohol is forbidden for non-medicinal purposes. I figured that since I was self-medicating, though, my use was justified. Two men were smoking outside the bar’s front entrance, so I went to my car and shut the door. ‘What’s going on?’

‘I thought I’d call to give you a heads up about a few things,’ she said. ‘I haven’t got autopsy results from your niece yet, but we’re operating under the assumption that her death is a criminal homicide. I’m going to talk to some of her friends at school tomorrow, and I want you to be there. I think they’d be more willing to talk to you than to me.’

‘’Cause I’m a man?’ I asked, unsure what she was getting at.

‘Because you’re a Muslim,’ she said. ‘And I figure most of her friends are, too.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about that too much. Rachel was about as pious as I am, and I’m at a bar,’ I said. ‘I doubt she has many Islamic friends, but if you still want a second body there, I can get the morning off.’

Olivia paused for a moment, presumably rethinking her invitation.

‘No, I’ll still take you,’ she said, finally. ‘How about if I swing by your place at nine?’

‘That’s fine. I’ve got class at one, but that should give us time.’

Olivia agreed that we’d be done by one and hung up. I drove home. Hannah usually kisses me as soon as I walk through the door, so I told her that I had onions with lunch so she wouldn’t. I rinsed with mouthwash in the bathroom and then called Rana and Nassir from my office.

It was one day after their daughter was buried, but they were holding up well. Indianapolis doesn’t have a large Islamic community, but we’re close. Two families from the mosque had brought over dinner, and I suspected Rana and Nassir already had a freezer full of casseroles. I asked if they wanted me to come over, but they said they were fine.

My family had dusk prayers and then we ate dinner. After that, we watched Animal Planet until Megan went to bed. Since I had a class the next day, I studied for about an hour. Realistically, I needed another two hours to be fully prepared, but after the past few days, I was dead to the world. I’d have to wing it. Hannah and I went to bed at about ten.

The next morning came early when a pair of sticky hands shook me awake. I don’t know how my daughter always had sticky hands, but somehow she managed it.

‘Baba, Baba!’

My eyes fluttered open to see Megan’s straight brown hair and brown eyes. The blinds were still drawn, but it was dark enough outside that I knew it was before sunrise. I glanced at the alarm clock. A little after six. My daughter beamed at me, as if proud to wake her father up before any sane man should ever rise.

‘Ummi made breakfast.’

‘Did she?’ I asked. I reached over and tickled her shoulders through her Winnie-the-Pooh pajamas. She squealed in delight and ran back to the kitchen screaming, ‘Baba’s up. Baba’s up.’

I swung my legs off the bed and shook my head, hoping to clear it of any residual sleep-induced fog. The house was still cool, so I threw a robe over my pajamas before making my way to the kitchen. Hannah was standing in front of the stove, a spatula in one hand and the handle of a skillet in the other. Like me, she wore a bathrobe, but unlike me, she had already showered. Her hair was matted and wet against her neck.

‘Morning, dear,’ I said, yawning and pouring myself a mug of coffee. Hannah had a gift with coffee, but not in a good way. The liquid I poured into my cup was so black it could probably bend spacetime like a black hole. I smelled it, trying to hide my wince and hoping it hadn’t singed my nose hair. Hannah’s black death six am roast. If it doesn’t wake you up, you’re probably already dead.

I poured a generous serving of half-and-half into mine and sipped. I don’t know how, but my wife drank her cup straight.

‘I’m sorry, honey,’ she said. ‘I told Megan to get dressed. I didn’t know she’d wake you up.’

‘That’s okay,’ I said, grabbing a piece of toast from the pile beside the stove. ‘I’ve got a meeting this morning anyway.’

Hannah turned her attention to the stove.

‘Breakfast will be done soon,’ she said, scrambling what looked like half-a-dozen eggs. ‘Can you make sure the kid gets dressed? I’ve got a long shift today, so we have to leave by seven.’

My wife’s long shifts were ten hours in a pediatric emergency room downtown. Her schedule allowed her to spend a majority of the week at home with Megan, but I didn’t envy her.

‘Sure,’ I said.

I helped Megan pick out a pair of jeans and yellow T-shirt with Curious George on it while Hannah finished making breakfast. It was a nice morning. Simple, quiet; I wish we had more like it. We ate breakfast and had morning prayers together. Megan counted everything on our breakfast table while we ate, although she started over every time she got to fifteen because that was the biggest number she knew. She and Hannah were out the door at just before seven, giving me more than enough time to get dressed and watch the news.

There had been another murder the night before, bringing the total to nineteen for the month. That was almost three times our average murder rate. The Chief of Detectives chalked it up to the heat when he gave press conferences, but I don’t think anyone seriously believed that. At least not anyone who knew enough to form an opinion that mattered. Something else was going on, but we hadn’t figured it out yet.

I turned the news off before a perky weather girl could tell me that the hellish heat wave would continue. While I had a moment, I called my sister and brother-in-law to see if they needed anything. They didn’t, although we made plans to see each other that evening.

True to Olivia’s word, she pulled up to my house at about ten to nine. She wore a thin beige blazer and a pair of jeans. I thought I could see the outline of a holster beneath her jacket, but didn’t want to comment in case she thought I was staring at her chest. I slid onto the blue vinyl seat and pulled the door shut. It creaked, making it sound as if I had shut the exterior door of an airplane.

‘Morning,’ I said, sinking into the vinyl and positioning my briefcase between my legs. ‘You have a nice weekend?’

She shrugged and put the car in gear.

‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I was hoping I could have closed this case.’

I knew the feeling. Olivia’s car was unmarked, but the antenna array on the trunk wasn’t subtle. Everyone within eyesight knew we were in a police vehicle and adjusted his or her driving accordingly. I saw more blinker lights used in five minutes with Olivia than I would have seen in a week driving my wife’s Volkswagen.

We arrived at my niece’s school about twenty minutes later. Reportedly, it was one of the city’s best private high schools, as it should have been with thirty-thousand dollar yearly tuition. My sister said it was worth it, but I had my doubts. Of course, it didn’t matter really matter anyway because Hannah and I would have to sell ourselves into slavery to afford it. That’s how it goes, though. As a public employee, I was accustomed to second or third best. The Principal met us outside. His forehead glistened, and his pink Oxford shirt stuck to his chest and arms with sweat.

‘Principal Eikmeier, I’m Detective Olivia Rhodes. We spoke on the phone,’ said Olivia. She gestured at me. ‘And this is Detective Sergeant Ash Rashid.’

I shook the Principal’s hand and immediately stuck my own back in my pocket to wipe off the sweat. I hoped he didn’t notice.

‘We’re ready to go,’ he said. ‘One of our guidance counselors made a list of Rachel’s friends. They don’t know you’re here yet, but we can round them up quickly.’

‘Get everybody together,’ said Olivia. ‘I want to address them as a group.’

Eikmeier led us in. The main hallway was wide and long with branching hallways to the left and right. Crimson lockers lined the walls and a line of glass trophy cases led to the gym in the rear of the school. Eikmeier led us to a staff-only conference room on a side hallway. The overhead lights tinted everything in the room a faint blue, and the walls were covered in motivational posters.

I pulled out a black leather chair from the conference room table and glanced at Olivia.

‘I want to interview the kids individually,’ she said. ‘I’ll take the lead, and you look scary. Tap my leg if you want to ask a question, and I’ll take a step back. That sound good to you?’

I took a quick look around the room.

‘That sounds fine,’ I said. ‘You ever interviewed kids at school before? Some of the rules are different.’

Olivia started to say something, but someone knocked on the door before she could. An Asian girl poked her head inside. Olivia directed her to have a seat across from us while we waited for the other students to arrive. There were ten of them. Most were girls, and none was over eighteen.

I passed around a sheet of paper and asked each student to write his or her name, address, and phone number on it. Chances were that we’d never have to call any of them into court, but we wanted to be covered. Olivia started speaking when everyone was seated.

‘I’m Detective Olivia Rhodes with IMPD. My partner is Detective Sergeant Ash Rashid with the Prosecutor’s Office. By now, I’m sure you’ve heard about Rachel Haddad, and I know some of you are probably pretty upset. We understand that, and we’re sympathetic. Our department is doing its best to find out what happened to her, and since you were her friends, we wanted to speak to you. Just to be clear, you are not in trouble, and we’re not looking to get you into trouble. Unless you tell me you’ve got a body buried in the backyard, what you say here stays here. Okay?’

There was a general murmur of agreement. Olivia continued.

‘We’re going to ask each of you a series of questions while the others are in the hallway. Since you’re minors, Principal Eikmeier or your Guidance Counselor can remain in the room with us. That’s up to you. Bear in mind, though, that school officials have different priorities than we do. If you say you were involved in something that violates school policy, chances are that Detective Rashid and I won’t care, but Principal Eikmeier might. You can make your own decision. Right now, go back in the hallway, and we’ll call you individually.’

The students filed into the hallway. I turned to Olivia when they were gone.

‘I hope that bit about school policy doesn’t come back on us. Those students are entitled to have someone here with them if they want.’

‘It’s still their choice,’ she said. ‘They wouldn’t say a thing if Principal Eikmeier was in here, and you know that. Call the first one on the list. Let’s get this started.’

I didn’t argue with her. Instead, I grabbed the list the students had filled out and read the first name. The handwriting was angular and slanted to the left. I’m not an expert, but it looked masculine.

‘Our first guest is Heywood Yablowme,’ I said. ‘You want to get him, or do you want me to?’

Olivia’s eyes narrowed slightly.

‘I hate kids,’ she said, rubbing her temples. ‘Find out who he is and talk some sense into him. I’ll start with someone else.’

‘Sure,’ I said, standing up. I opened the door and stepped into the hallway. The students were lined up with their backs to the wall while Principal Eikmeier sat across from them on a wheeled office chair. He started to get up, but I motioned for him to stay seated. I counted three boys and seven girls. Two of the boys were in front of the line talking to each other, but the third was in back and looked lost in thought. I ignored him and motioned the first two toward me.

‘Which of you is left-handed?’

They both smirked. I tilted my head to the side and raised my eyebrows, but that just caused them to snicker. I was about to turn around and get the list from Olivia when a brunette girl next to the two boys stepped forward.

‘Don is left-handed,’ she said. ‘The one with black hair.’

Don shot her a withering, malevolent stare. He was tall with spiked black hair. He didn’t look like he could handle himself well against a grown adult, but he could probably hurt a teenage girl. I stepped in front of him and smiled. He stepped back.

‘Is she right?’ I asked.

He shrugged.

‘So what?’

‘That means you and I need to talk in private.’

Before Principal Eikmeier could stop me, I put my hand between his shoulder blades and gently led him down the hall. The kid came willingly, but the smirk never left his mouth. We rounded a corner, and I led him into a boy’s restroom so we could talk without interruption. It smelled like cigarettes and urine. The walls were covered in an institutional green tile, and the floors were some sort of gray stone. The ceiling was black in spots, probably from years of clandestine smokers, and none of the toilet stalls had doors. At least I knew we were alone.

‘You are so totally screwed, taco vendor,’ Don said. ‘You can’t drag me away like that. My dad’s lawyers are going to be all over this.’

I turned and twisted the deadbolt on the bathroom door. The bolt hit home with a clang.

‘I’m an Arab, dipshit,’ I said. ‘And your Dad’s lawyers aren’t in here.’

Don’s smirk slowly disappeared. He backed up to the far side of the room, pressing himself flat against the wall.

‘What are you doing? Is this like a terrorist thing?’

‘No,’ I said, walking to one of the porcelain sinks.

I unbuttoned my shirt cuffs and pushed up the sleeves of my jacket an inch or two. I threw water on my face as if I were preparing myself for prayers. I glanced at the kid again. His breathing looked shallow, and his face was white.

‘This isn’t funny,’ he said, pressing his back to the tiled wall. ‘You can’t lock me up here. I know my rights.’

I shook water off my hands before drying them with paper towels.

‘You’re right. I can’t keep you here, but I didn’t lock the door for you. I locked the door to keep Principal Eikmeier out. You can go any time you want.’

Don took a step forward but stopped before reaching the door.

‘You’re going to hit me or something, aren’t you?’

I leaned my hip against the sink and crossed my arms.

‘You’ve got my word. I won’t touch you,’ I said, shrugging my shoulders. ‘But you ought to stay.’

He bunched his eyebrows up and took a hesitant step back.

‘Why?’

‘Because if you stay and talk to me, Detective Rhodes won’t arrest you for providing false information to the police, Heywood.’

‘Are you serious?’ he asked. I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything. He threw his hands up. ‘Come on. That thing with the sign-in sheet was a joke. I hardly even knew Rachel. I sat beside her in homeroom and American History. That’s it.’

I took my notebook out of my pocket. Olivia asked me to talk some sense into the kid, but I couldn’t help if he was talkative.
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