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			One

			Thursday the 3rd: 11.00 a.m. CDT

			The lights dimmed and Ethan Krol thought it had begun. His heart pounded in harmony with the uneven rattle of the elevator.

			But it was just the lights.

			The elevator doors wheezed open.

			The twentieth-­floor corridor of the Almeida Building, a seventies-­era construct of concrete and tinted glass, was well maintained, anonymous. Yellow crime tape and the light blue of Chicago PD clashed garishly with the muted decor. Krol wrinkled his nose.

			The passageway reeked of fish.

			With a mumbled ‘Good morning’ to the uniform at the door, he stepped past the tape and into a neat, nicely accessorized apartment, pulling on a pair of latex gloves as he did so. The bright blue of Lake Michigan was clearly visible through the floor-­to-­ceiling windows. He drank the view in for a moment, steadying himself. Only then did he look down.

			There were three bodies on the floor. Only two of which were human.

			‘What the hell is that?’ he asked.

			‘It’s a barracuda. Leastways, if you believe Carter over there.’ Detective Sergeant Raymond Yeung pointed a finger towards the uniform at the door. ‘Gotta be two-­foot long if it’s an inch.’ He looked like he wanted to pick it up.

			
			

			‘Uh-­huh. And the other two?’ He fixed Yeung with a mildly reproachful stare. ‘You could have told me the quote-­unquote, kid, was just a baby.’

			‘Sorry, lieutenant.’

			Ethan fought the urge to turn away. Dried the sudden pricking at the corner of his eyes.

			‘Shoulda taken the day off.’

			Yeung chuckled darkly.

			‘Father and son. Kid’s name is Benedict Okoro.’

			The baby looked like he was sleeping. He was stretched out on the hardwood floor surrounded by a small puddle of water. His caramel skin was smooth and unblemished, no sign of trauma. His clothes, little tee shirt and jeans, were wet but appeared otherwise undisturbed. If you stroked his dark, tightly curled hair, it was easy to imagine he would wake up.

			‘About a year old by the look of him,’ Ethan murmured.

			‘Sounds right. Father is Amadi Okoro, Nigerian, twenty-­five-­years old. Med student at Northwestern.’

			Amadi Okoro was a small man, maybe five-­foot-­seven but athletic in appearance. He was smartly dressed in a polo shirt and khakis. As with the boy, the clothes were wet, though the surrounding pool of water was considerably larger. In death, his velvety, asphalt skin was tinged with grey. It was several tones darker than his son’s.

			‘Mother’s Caucasian I’m guessing.’

			‘Yep. Jennifer Freeman Okoro. She was found unconscious in the bedroom. EMTs carted her off to Kindred. Uniform is posted at the bedside, so they’ll give us the nod when she wakes up.’

			
			

			‘Unconscious for real or just faking it?’ Ethan allowed himself a wry smile. ‘Enquiring minds want to know.’

			‘If it was fake, it was good enough to fool the EMTs.’ Yeung looked at his watch. ‘She’s been gone almost an hour. She must still be under, or we’d have heard by now.’

			‘You’re assuming the uniform’s paying attention. Who called it in?’

			‘Cleaning lady . . . Natalia Kowalczyk, not spelled like it sounds.’

			Ethan looked around the room, peered into the kitchen and the single bedroom with its rumpled sheets and crib within easy reach.

			‘What’s with the fucking fish?’ he asked. ‘It’s too big for a tank, there’s no tank in the apartment, and I’ve never seen barracuda on a menu, so I doubt they bought it for dinner.’

			‘No reason they couldn’t eat it, though. Looks tasty.’

			‘And where’d they buy it? Not likely to be something from the fish market.’

			‘You think the killer left it? Like a calling card?’

			‘I don’t know what to think.’

			‘Yeah, well I’ll call around,’ Yeung offered. ‘Can’t be many places in Chicago selling fresh barracuda.’

			‘Uh-­huh.’

			Ethan took a deep breath and bent down to examine the bodies. The tips of the man’s fingers were scraped raw, the nails ripped, like he’d been fighting for his life.

			But no bullet hole, or stab wound, or blunt force trauma.

			He dipped a gloved finger in the spreading pool of water, brought the damp tip of it to his lips.

			‘This is salty.’

			
			

			He pressed gently against the man’s chest. Water bubbled from his mouth. Same with the baby.

			‘You know what, Raymond? I think he drowned. Kid too.’

			‘I guess that explains why they’re both soaking wet.’

			‘I guess.’ Ethan stood up again. Headed to the bathroom. Like the rest of the apartment, it was small but immaculate. Black and white hexagonal tiles covered the floor. A white marble pedestal supported an etched-­glass sink and a starkly expensive faucet. The toilet was a high-­end Japanese model with a built-­in bidet. And the glass-­walled shower contained a variety of controls for the enormous ‘tropical rain’ shower head.

			How the other one per cent live.

			He ambled into the kitchen. Everything was tidied away. No sign of any food preparation, never mind for fish. The stainless-­steel sink was bone dry and smelled faintly of bleach.

			Like the living room, the apartment’s one bedroom looked out over the lake. He stepped over to the plate glass window and peered through its half-­closed, vertical blinds. People were sunning themselves on the stretch of beach below. A couple of distant sailboats made white triangles on the water.

			The bed, with its rumpled covers, struck the only discordant note in the room. Like the others, the rest of it was immaculately tidy. Jennifer Okoro, by the looks of it, had decided to fall unconscious on top of the bed.

			Ethan found himself pursing his lips.

			Raymond had a point when he said it would be difficult to fake out the EMTs. But still. It was a suspiciously convenient place for a collapse. He gave the room a second look. Apart from a dead mosquito on the corner of the bed, there was nothing else. It was a big one, though, its legs bent in the awkward angle of its kind, clearly visible against the white bedsheet.

			
			

			Serves you right. Blood-­sucking little bastard.

			Ethan returned to the living room, filtering out the dead bodies as he looked around. A small, sectional couch, undoubtedly expensive. Minimalist wooden dining table and matching chairs. Gigantic high-­tech TV, professionally hung from the wall.

			He frowned.

			‘Look at that,’ he said, nodding at each wall in turn.

			‘Home decorating project gone wrong, you think?’ Raymond asked.

			‘Or he couldn’t decide where to hang the TV.’

			Raymond chuckled at that.

			There were a number of holes drilled into the living-­room walls. All the walls. A couple of them might conceivably have been for a TV, but the other positions would have been ridiculous from the get-­go. There was plaster dust on the floor beneath them.

			‘Another thing that doesn’t make sense,’ he muttered.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘The TV’s professionally mounted. It’s been there forever. Dead guy had his priorities, I’m guessing. But these holes are new. You can see where the dust from the drill has fallen on the floor.’

			‘So?’

			‘So, it doesn’t take a genius to see the Okoros are neatniks. Why’d they not clean up after themselves? And if this guy was in the middle of some job when he was whacked, where are the tools? And where are the speakers or whatever he was thinking of mounting?’

			‘You telling me the perp came into the apartment with a dead fish; dropped it on the floor; drilled some random holes . . .’ Raymond paused to take a breath. ‘Then drowned the adult vic and his baby and left, taking his tools with him?’

			
			

			‘Maybe. If I could figure out how he drowned ’em.’

			‘This is a pretty sweet apartment, lieutenant. Pretty sure the plumbing works. Perp just filled up a bath and . . .’

			Raymond’s voice trailed away.

			‘Exactly. This apartment hasn’t got a bath. Just a fancy-­ass shower and a glass sink that’d crack the moment you forced a man’s head in it.’

			Both men turned in the direction of the kitchen. But it was too small. Difficult to see anyone getting enough purchase to jam Amadi Okoro’s head down the sink.

			‘Maybe he was already unconscious? Drugged?’ Raymond cast a critical eye around the apartment. ‘There’s no sign of a struggle. Not here, anyway. This place looks like a show home. And everything in here is bone dry except for the victims and . . .’ Something caught the sergeant’s eye. ‘Take a look up there.’

			Ethan followed a pointed finger towards the ceiling. Ragged parallel lines, stained brown in places, had been gouged out of the plaster, maybe an inch apart.

			‘What do you think caused that?’ Raymond asked.

			With a sinking feeling in his stomach, Ethan squatted down by the dead African. Gently, almost reverently, he lifted up Amadi Okoro’s right hand. There was no doubt about it.

			The man’s shredded fingers had plaster under the nails.

			Ethan looked critically at the man’s neck. Amadi Okoro’s skin might have been onyx black, but if he’d been hanged the marks would still have been easy to see. And there was nothing from the ceiling to hang him from: the light fixtures were the recessed kind, so there was no place to sling a rope, and there was no ceiling fan, no toppled ladder or chair. Nothing.

			
			

			So . . . how had the man’s fingers come into contact with the ceiling?

			He wandered over to the window, watched the sailboats on the lake, white and gleaming in the sunlight. When he finally spoke it was more to himself than his colleague.

			‘What the fuck is going on here?’

		

	
		
			
			

			Two

			Thursday the 3rd: 11.47 a.m. CDT

			‘How long have the Okoros lived in the building?’ Ethan asked. He was standing in the lobby of the Almeida Building, his right foot tapping out an absent-­minded rhythm on weathered terracotta.

			Al Mills, the doorman, thought awhile before replying. He was a short, paunchy man, approaching the far end of middle age, with thinning grey hair and a uniform jacket that could never be buttoned. A weathered hand tugged at the lobe of his right ear.

			‘Couple of years, maybe. Nice enough family. He . . . was a bit stand-­offish, but the lady was friendly, like.’

			‘That’d be Jennifer Okoro?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘They all get on okay as far as you know?’

			‘Seemed to. But, hey: who knows what goes on behind closed doors, know what I’m saying?’

			‘Any arguments lately?’

			‘None that I saw.’

			‘When did you last see them?’

			‘Me? Couple of days ago. He got back from school – he’s a med student, see – I’m thinking around four-­thirty. The mom came by with the kid maybe an hour later.’

			
			

			‘A couple of days ago would be Tuesday?’

			‘Correct.’

			‘And you never saw them after that?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Didn’t pop out for a coffee or a sandwich, anything like that?’

			‘Not that I seen.’

			‘They have any visitors the last few days?’

			The doorman made a great play of consulting the visitors’ log, prominently displayed on the reception desk. He fished a smeared pair of glasses from his pocket and started reading.

			‘Let’s see now . . . Oh, yeah. They had a plumber instal a washer-­dryer Tuesday morning. He arrived at ten thirty and signed out again at twelve forty.’ He squinted, trying to read the cramped, angular writing on the page. ‘“A. Bello” it says here. Yeah. I remember this guy. “Super Eagles Plumbing. Seven oh eight, five five five, eight zero eight eight.”’

			‘Who was home to let him in?’

			‘No one. Ms Okoro phoned from work, told us to expect him. I let him in with the master key.’

			‘Anyone else?’

			‘Not really. Same guy came back the following day. Ms Okoro phoned down to tell me he was on his way and to let him straight up. She told me everyone was home sick. I remember her saying that. Yeah.’

			‘Why’d he come back? How long does it take to fit a washer-­dryer?’

			‘He was removing the old unit. He signed in at nine-­oh-­five a.m. and left at eleven forty-­five. Wheeled the thing out in a big old crate.’

			
			

			‘You sure about that? Seems a long time to be boxing up a used washer-­dryer.’

			‘That’s what it says here. No mistake.’ The doorman’s eyes sparked with sudden interest. ‘You think he killed them?’

			Maybe.

			‘Anyone else drop by?’

			His question unanswered, the doorman’s mouth drooped with disappointment.

			‘Nope. Not till the cleaning lady this morning.’

			‘Got it. This “A. Bello”, you remember what he looked like?’

			‘Black guy. Tall. Maybe six-­three, six-­four. Built like a basketball player. Had a little scar on each cheek.’

			‘Hair?’

			‘You know . . . Black guy hair.’

			‘Long, short, cornrows?’

			‘Couldn’t say. Guy was wearing a baseball cap.’

			‘Colour? Logo? Anything?’

			‘Sorry, man. Not sure. Blue maybe? Old, though. Definitely old. It was all washed out, like.’

			Ethan’s gaze left the doorman. Roved across the lobby walls.

			‘Those cameras work? We’ll want to look at the tapes.’

			‘Sure. Happy to help.’

			‘Anyone in the building have a problem with the Okoros?’

			For the first time, Al Mills hesitated.

			‘See . . . Mr Okoro could be stand-­offish. Like I said.’

			‘And?’

			‘That kinda thing can rub people the wrong way, ’specially coming from . . . you know.’

			Ethan’s sudden smile was designed to show that he understood perfectly. Mills relaxed a little.

			
			

			‘One of the other doormen, Joe Ricci. He works the evening shift. Not a fan of . . . you know. Thought the guy was a dick.’

			‘Did he and Mr Okoro have words?’

			‘A couple of times. Mr Okoro thought Joe was lazy and disrespectful. Told him straight to his face. At least, that’s the way Joe tells it. I wasn’t there, see?’

			‘Is Joe working this evening?’

			Mills shook his head.

			‘He’s been out a couple of days. Called in sick.’

			Ethan wrapped things up with the doorman and headed back up to the twentieth floor. When he got back to the apartment, the medical examiners were preparing to remove the bodies. There were techs dusting for prints.

			‘Learn anything useful?’ Raymond asked.

			‘Yeah, I think so.’ Ethan wandered into the kitchen, the sergeant in his wake. He squatted down beside the sink. Neatniks though the Okoros were, there was still a build-­up of grime where the appliances met the floor. ‘How old do you think this washer-­dryer is?’

			‘At least five years.’

			Ethan glanced up at Yeung.

			‘You sound pretty fucking certain, sergeant.’

			‘Yessir, lieutenant sir, I surely fucking do. We got one at home exactly like it. They don’t make ’em anymore. Getting the parts is a bitch.’

			‘Definitely not installed on Tuesday, then?’

			Yeung laughed. Gave the washing machine a dismissive kick. Polished leather met weathered enamel in a dull thud.

			‘No way. This thing was installed when dinosaurs roamed the fucking Earth.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Three

			Thursday the 3rd: 5.50 p.m. CDT

			The window was cracked open, allowing the roar of expressway traffic into Ethan’s living room. He didn’t mind. He’d lived in Jefferson Park for so long, it was just white noise. Helped him think.

			Not that thinking was bringing him any comfort.

			He kept seeing the baby. And the pools of water. And the scratch marks on the ceiling. None of it made sense. Who would kill a baby like that? And why? And how could Amadi Okoro, a small but well-­built man, have been drowned in an apartment with no bathtub? A. Bello, whoever he was, might be strong enough, but Okoro would have fought him. There would have been signs of a struggle. Unless, like Raymond said, he’d been drugged. In which case Okoro would not have been awake enough to claw plaster from the roof of the apartment. And how did he get up there in the first place?

			Ethan sighed and flipped on the TV. A commercial blared out, informing him there were only ninety-­five days in summer so he’d better find a way to buy stuff. An idealized family jumped off a wooden dock and into a lake. He hit the mute button. Silent figures beamed out at him from the TV screen.

			
			

			Ninety-­five days of summer.

			His last.

			His cell phone rang. He closed the window, shutting out the monotone symphony of automobiles. The ringing rectangle had slid between the cushions of his sofa, so it took him a moment to find it. And then, seeing the caller ID, he thought about hitting the decline button.

			Which would only delay the inevitable.

			‘Dianne, hi. What can I do for you?’

			‘Cara called. Says you still haven’t RSVP’d for the wedding.’

			‘Yeah well, you know. Busy. Police work and all that good stuff.’

			The chuckle surfing the Wi-­Fi signal lacked anything approaching amusement.

			‘This is one of the reasons we got divorced. You always used work as an excuse. Always.’

			‘I don’t want a fight, Dianne.’

			‘Then RSVP and tell Cara you’re coming to the wedding.’

			‘I may not be able to make it. I’m on a case and—’

			‘For Christ’s sake, Ethan! This is your own daughter we’re talking about here. Do not tell me—’

			Ethan shut off his phone. Opened the window. Listened to the soothing roar of traffic on the expressway.

		

	
		
			
			

			Four

			Friday the 4th: 10.00 a.m. CDT

			‘Lieutenant Krol?’

			‘That’s me.’

			‘Dr Lee. My team is looking after Jennifer Okoro.’

			Ethan rose from his chair to greet her. The reception area at Kindred Hospital was very healthcare corporate. Spotless off-­white walls, brown, fake leather armchairs facing round, wooden coffee tables, each one with a too-­perfect vase of flowers positioned dead centre. A wall of floor-­to-­ceiling windows allowed in enough daylight to take the edge off the fluorescents.

			Ethan extended a hand.

			‘How you doing, doc?’

			‘I’m good, thank you.’ The doctor, a short, middle-­aged Asian lady with her hair pulled back in a no-­nonsense ponytail, indicated that he should reclaim his seat. Her calf-­length, white coat was open at the front, revealing a stylish skirt and blouse. She sat across from him, crossing a slim pair of legs as she did so. Somewhat to his regret the view was obstructed by the coffee table and vase of flowers. ‘I thought I’d have a quick word before taking you up to see the patient.’

			Ethan raised an eyebrow. He didn’t particularly like doctors, nice legs or not. They were, for the most part, self-­righteous pricks who saw their job as obstructing justice whenever a gangbanger with blood on his hands ended up in the ER. To have one treat him with anything other than exasperated indifference was . . . unusual.

			
			

			‘Problem, doc?’

			‘I’m not quite sure, detective. But what I’m about to tell you, you didn’t hear it from me, you understand? Not till you get a warrant.’

			Ethan couldn’t help himself. He broke into a surprised – and grateful – smile.

			‘Your secret’s safe with me, doc. I’m not going to take a note or anything: so just tell me in language I can understand. I’m a detective, not a rocket scientist.’

			Lee smiled at that. It flitted across her face and was gone. Only a nervous intensity remained.

			‘I don’t know what your precise interest is in Jennifer, but I suspect she’s in a great deal of danger. And if you’ll excuse me saying so, I don’t think it’s the kind of threat Chicago PD is used to handling.’

			Ethan almost succeeded in keeping the irritation off his face.

			‘And why do you think that, doc? We’re pretty good at what we do.’

			‘No doubt, no doubt. But here’s the thing. She came to us unconscious. She remained unconscious for almost twelve hours – an unusually long time in the circumstances – and the cause of her condition appears to be some kind of neurotoxin.’

			‘Neurotoxin?’ Ethan jabbed a thumb at his chest. ‘Detective, remember? Not rocket scientist.’

			Another brief smile.

			‘It’s something that poisons the nervous system. The nerves, really. It can stop you breathing, give you the shakes, make you vomit, that sort of thing. This one slowed Jennifer’s vitals to near zero. If she’d had a fraction more, she’d be dead.’ Lee leaned forward in her chair. ‘And here’s the reason I’m telling you all this. Whatever they used, it’s a compound I’ve never seen. It’s not in the database, it’s got one of my colleagues over at Northwestern completely stumped, and an ounce of it is probably enough to wipe out half the city. Whoever made this is very sophisticated. A government, most likely.’

			
			

			‘Terrorists?’

			Dr Lee pursed her lips.

			‘Terrorists could have administered it, I guess. But there’s no way they could have made it. This is big league stuff. Way above a terrorist’s pay grade.’

			‘You think this lady was targeted by a government?’ Ethan could feel his mouth forming the words, but it was like someone else doing the talking.

			Lee shrugged.

			‘I’m just a medic. What do I know? But I think you might want to call in the DEA.’ She must have seen Ethan bristling at this because she was quick to add, ‘Just a thought, just a thought. None of my business, really.’ She favoured him with an earnest, professional stare. ‘Have any of your colleagues shown any symptoms? Tremors, nausea, anything along those lines?’

			Ethan shook his head.

			Except for me, he thought. His mind flashed to a different doctor, in a different building. A death sentence delivered in tones of antiseptic sympathy.

			Dr Lee looked mildly relieved.

			‘Anyone, and I mean anyone who was in Jennifer’s home recently should get themselves checked for exposure.’ She reached into the pocket of her lab coat and pulled out a card. ‘My colleague at Northwestern has agreed to see them, stat. Or have them come here.’

			
			

			‘If this . . . er . . . neurotoxin is as dangerous as you say, shouldn’t we all be dead already?’

			‘Yes.’ Lee laughed as if he’d said something genuinely funny. ‘So good news, I guess. With any luck, maybe it was only Jennifer who got exposed. Still, safest if you get yourself checked out. And a Hazmat unit to Jennifer’s address wouldn’t be a bad idea, either.’

			Dr Lee escorted Ethan to her patient’s room, extracting a promise from him that he would submit himself to a check-­up before leaving the building.

			They stepped off an elevator into an uncomfortably clean corridor. The presence of a uniformed officer halfway down flagged their destination.

			‘Here you are,’ she said, and left him to his business. For his part, Ethan ignored the sudden cramping sensation in his stomach. If he disliked doctors, he hated hospitals. They had an uncanny ability to bring out his inner hypochondriac. He nodded briefly to the uniform and stepped through the door.

			Jennifer Okoro was ensconced in a pleasant, sunlit room with a comfortable chair for visitors and flowers on a bedside table. The bed, high off the floor and articulated in the medical manner, had been configured in such a way as to allow the patient to sit up. A pale face, made paler by the stark white of hospital pillows, turned towards him as he entered. One look at her gaunt, red-­rimmed eyes was enough to tell him that she already knew. That she was mother to no child, wife to no husband.

			‘Ms Freeman Okoro? My name is Detective Ethan Krol, Chicago PD. I’m very sorry for your loss.’

			
			

			The woman just stared back at him. Through him, really. In other circumstances she would have been pretty, in a delicate, elfin way. Fronds of damp hair stuck to her forehead. A see-­through tube delivered oxygen beneath a button nose.

			He took a seat. Pulled out his notebook.

			‘Can you tell me what happened?’

			For a long time, Jennifer Okoro said nothing. She just stared at him.

			Ethan waited. The cramp in his stomach kept him company.

			Jennifer’s voice, when it finally came, was little more than a whisper. Ethan had to lean forward to catch it.

			‘There was someone in the apartment. A man.’

			‘Did you recognize him? Was he someone you know?’

			‘No. He was waiting for us. With Amadi.’

			‘Was he a friend of Amadi’s?’

			‘No. Amadi was on the floor. Chained up. He was crying at me to run. To get out. I didn’t know what to do. There was a man in my apartment . . .’

			The whisper faded away.

			‘And then what happened?’

			‘He said he was there for Ben. That Ben needed to be punished. But Ben’s a baby. He didn’t do anything. Ben is a good boy. A good boy . . .’

			‘Did he know Ben’s name, Ms Okoro? Or did he just call him the boy, or the baby, or something like that?’

			‘Benedict. No one calls him Benedict.’

			‘And then what happened?’

			‘He bit me.’

			‘He bit you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Where?’

			
			

			A delicate hand appeared from beneath the covers, moved with painful slowness towards her neck.

			‘And then what happened?’

			‘I . . . I don’t remember. I woke up here and they told me. Ben . . . Amadi . . .’

			It was some time before she was able to speak.

			‘This man, the man in your apartment. What did he look like?’

			‘He was tall. Slim.’

			‘White? Black?’

			‘He was Black.’

			‘Do you remember what he was wearing? Any detail that might help us find him?’

			‘He had scars on his face. One on each cheek. Tribal markings.’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Some Africans are scarred by their tribe when they’re young. It’s a . . . it’s a way of showing they belong.’

			Ethan suppressed a shudder.

			‘What time did you and Ben get home that day?’

			‘About five thirty.’

			‘And where had you been before that?’

			‘To pick Ben up from day care. And before that work.’

			‘And what do you do, Ms Okoro?’

			‘I work in accounts.’

			‘Uh-­huh. Did you or your husband order a washer-­dryer recently?’

			‘No.’

			‘Have you ever heard of an A. Bello?’

			‘No.’

			‘Or Super Eagles Plumbing?’

			
			

			‘No.’

			‘Were you expecting a plumber or any other workman to visit you on Tuesday?’

			‘No.’

			‘Wednesday?’

			‘Not on any day.’

			‘Do you know Al Mills?’

			‘Yes. He’s the doorman.’

			‘Al Mills says that you called from work on Tuesday. Told him to expect a plumber.’

			The pale face shifted on its pillows.

			‘But I didn’t.’

			‘And that you called down from the apartment on Wednesday. You told him that the same plumber was on his way to remove the old washer-­dryer and to let him up.’

			‘No . . . No.’

			Jennifer Okoro was looking agitated, her head moving from side to side. There was a hint of colour in her cheeks.

			‘Do you remember telling Mr Mills that everyone was home on Wednesday because the whole family was ill?’

			‘That’s a lie! I came home Tuesday and that man attacked me!’

			‘Can you think of any reason why Mr Mills would lie about speaking to you?’

			Jennifer Okoro’s lips were pressed together in a thin, angry line.

			‘Any reason at all?’

			Ethan was about to move on when the lips suddenly parted.

			‘Maybe it’s because he had something to do with it.’

			Ethan wound up the interview and found himself doorstepped by a nurse as he attempted to leave the room. She smiled gamely up at him.

			
			

			‘Dr Lee asked me to take you to an exam room. Said not to take no for an answer.’

			Ethan was about to brush past her, but then it occurred to him that if he played his cards right, he could obtain some basic medical information without going to the hassle of a warrant.

			‘Okay,’ he said, returning her smile. ‘But can I ask you for a small favour in return?’

			The nurse’s expression turned playful.

			‘You can always ask.’

			Taking that as a yes, Ethan stepped out of Jennifer Okoro’s room and made sure to close the door behind him.

			‘That poor woman was attacked,’ he said. ‘She’s lucky to be alive. We need to get this guy before he hurts – or maybe kills – some other woman.’

			The nurse nodded solemnly. Something flickered in the back of her eyes. The aftermath of an attack being wheeled into her ward, perhaps. Or something more personal.

			‘Did anyone bite Jennifer? On the neck? Hard enough to leave a bruise?’

			The nurse didn’t hesitate.

			‘No, detective. There isn’t a mark on her.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Five

			Friday the 4th: 1.10 p.m. CDT

			‘Hazmat is on scene,’ Raymond Yeung said, dropping his cell phone onto a pile of papers at his workstation. ‘Press is all over it.’

			‘Yeah, that tends to happen when you empty out a whole apartment building,’ Ethan murmured. He was tilted back in his squad-­room chair, scuffed shoes resting on his desk.

			‘And you expect me to go see some weird science guy at Northwestern? Because I’ve maybe been poisoned by some . . . what did you call it?’

			‘Neurotoxin. Yeah. You and everybody else.’ Ethan grinned wickedly. ‘Maybe you’ll get lucky and have a hot nurse draw your blood.’

			‘Sally’d love that.’ Raymond’s face became serious. ‘We gonna give this to the Feds?’

			‘The DEA? Fuck no. Not yet anyway. Just ’cause some medic says Jennifer Okoro was poisoned doesn’t exactly explain why her husband and son were drowned.’

			‘If they were drowned. Still don’t see how that happened.’

			Ethan grunted in agreement. ‘We got anything from the medical examiner?’ he asked.

			
			

			‘Are you kidding? You think they actually work over there?’

			Ethan chuckled.

			‘So: what have you got for me?’

			‘For starters, there’s no such business as Super Eagles Plumbing. The number and address are fake and there’s nothing by that name anywhere in Chicagoland. I did some follow-­up at the apartment building – before you and Hazmat turned it into a no-­go zone. No one actually bothered to check A. Bello’s ID ’cause he was expected. So it’s a fair bet that A. Bello is fake too.’

			‘Chase it down anyway. Maybe we’ll get lucky.’

			‘You think I was born yesterday, lieutenant? This here department is already on it.’

			Ethan raised an imaginary glass.

			‘Chicago’s finest.’

			‘Too fucking right. But whoever this guy is, I’ll give you any odds you like that he’s a Nigerian.’

			‘Why’s that?’ Jennifer Okoro, Ethan recalled, had thought the man’s facial scars marked him out as African.

			‘According to our friend, the internet, Super Eagles is the nickname of the Nigerian men’s soccer team. You call your fake business Super Eagles Plumbing, it’s unlikely to be a coincidence.’

			‘Not a bet I’m gonna take, Ray. We got anything from the building security cams?’

			Raymond frowned.

			‘No. It’s odd though. More than odd. Come take a look at this.’

			Ethan took his feet off the desk and wandered over to the sergeant’s workstation. Raymond had the video feed from the Almeida lobby spooled up on his computer. A monochrome version of Al Mills could be seen sitting at the reception desk, the security footage rendering his movements jerky and unnatural. Bright sunlight spilled across the lobby floor, overexposing the image. The doorman looked up as a silhouette, backlit by the sun, fell across the entrance. All that Ethan could make out was the outline of a tall, thin man wheeling what looked like a large and very heavy crate. The size of the crate was such that there was no way he was going to get through the building’s revolving door. A gangly arm reached out to press the pad for the handicapped entrance. The glass door swung open. The man stepped through.

			
			

			The picture dissolved into a snowfield of static.

			‘What the fuck?’

			‘Exactly. Now watch.’

			The static cleared less than a minute later. Monochrome Mills was still sitting at the reception desk. The visitor was gone. Raymond hit fast forward. People came and went at comic and ungainly speed. Shadows shifted jerkily across the floor, mirroring the movement of a too fast sun.

			At 12.37 p.m. the picture vanished in a cloud of static. When it reappeared at 12.39, there was no one in the lobby apart from Al Mills. The handicapped entrance was swinging shut.

			Ethan could feel the tightness in his jaw.

			‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘Same on Wednesday.’

			‘Bingo. The system, shit though the picture is, works perfectly. Until our man walks into the frame. Judging by the static, the doorman’s statement about A. Bello’s comings and goings is pretty much on the nose. Guy came back Wednesday morning, stayed a couple of hours and then left.’

			‘And what about the vics?’

			‘Video picks them up just fine.’ Raymond glanced at his notebook. ‘Amadi arrived at four thirty-­three p.m. Wife and kid at five twenty-­six. There’s no sighting of any of them between five twenty-­six on the Tuesday and Ms Kowalczyk, the cleaning lady, arriving in the lobby at nine ten Thursday morning. Woman was all smiles. No clue she was about to have a fuck of a day.’

			
			

			‘When did our Nigerian plumber arrive on the Wednesday?’

			‘Static kicks in at nine-­oh-­four.’

			‘Okay. Start it there and wind it backwards.’

			Apart from Al Mills, the lobby was empty. There was nothing visual to indicate that the picture was running in reverse. Until . . .

			‘Stop it there,’ Ethan ordered.

			Al Mills was caught in the act of picking the phone ‘up’, albeit he was actually doing the opposite.

			‘Fuck me,’ Raymond muttered. ‘Someone called him just before our guy comes through the door.’

			‘Which is exactly what the doorman said happened. He said Jennifer Okoro called down to say the plumber was on his way, and that she and her family were all home sick.’

			‘So we know they were alive Wednesday morning.’

			Ethan could feel the beginning of a headache pressing the back of his eyeballs. A normal headache, he wondered, or the one that was going to kill him? He pushed the thought aside. Tried to, anyway.

			‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Except Jennifer Okoro swears blind that A. Bello attacked her on Tuesday, as soon as she got in. Then swears equally blind that she was unconscious till Friday and in no state to call any fucker at any time.’

			‘Sure. And I got a bridge in Brooklyn I’d love to sell ya. Ain’t no reason for the doorman to lie. And you can see him pick up the phone. Besides, it’s physically impossible. Woman got home at five twenty-­six p.m. on Tuesday. A. Bello was long gone. He left the building at twelve thirty-­seven, remember, and didn’t return till the following day. If he killed them, he killed them on the Wednesday.’

			
			

			‘I know,’ Ethan sighed. ‘Believe me, I know. But why would she lie about it?’

			‘Because she’s in on it? Somehow?’

			‘She’d kill her own child?’

			‘Crazy people—’

			‘– do crazy things. Yeah. I know.’ Ethan drifted back to his chair, stretched his feet out on the desk again. ‘But here’s the thing – another thing – that’s bugging me. Let’s say A. Bello offed father and son on Wednesday. What the fuck was he doing on Tuesday? We know he wasn’t installing a new washing machine. He marches in with a crate, marches out with a crate, comes back on Wednesday, does the same thing. Why?’

			‘We should totally ask him that. When we catch the fucker.’

			Ethan chuckled.

			‘Okay, then. Let’s check out the security cameras around the neighbourhood. With any luck, one of them will have caught this guy – and his vehicle. He must have come from somewhere. And gone home again. There’s no way the neighbourhood cams will have gone so . . . conveniently blind.’

			‘You don’t think the video going on the fritz is a coincidence?’

			‘Do you?’

			Yeung shook his head.

			‘Go lean on the doormen. Find out what happened.’

			‘And the wife? Bitch is lying.’

			‘You got that right.’ Ethan stared at the scuff marks on his shoes, lost in thought. ‘Leave her be for now. Even drugged up, she didn’t come across as a fool. We’d better have our ducks in a row before taking another crack.’

			
			

			The landline on his desk rattled to life, the sound from its damaged speaker little more than a metallic wheeze.

			‘Chicago PD. Lieutenant Krol speaking.’

			‘Ethan!’ He had little trouble identifying the good-­natured voice at the other end of the line: Dr Suarez, the medical examiner. ‘You want to talk dead bodies?’

		

	
		
			
			

			Six

			Friday the 4th: 2.58 p.m. CDT

			A  visit to see the Cook County medical examiner entailed a journey to the 2100 block of West Harrison and a low-­slung concrete fortress assembled out of oblongs and triangles. Deep-­set, tinted windows stared grimly at the world of the living. Impenetrable from the outside, they let in a surprising amount of light.

			Just not in here.

			Amadi Okoro’s skin, or so much of it as protruded from the sheet covering the rest of his body, had a dull, waxy gleam to it. Coarse stitching marked the places where he’d been sewn back together. Eyes, unnaturally blue now, stared unblinkingly into harsh, overhead lights. Ethan thrust his hands deep in his trouser pockets and turned away. He’d seen this, bodies like this, more times than he cared to remember. And yet every single time he had to remind himself that he wasn’t in a funeral home. This was not an abode of quiet dignity. There was no make-­up here, no clothing, no illusion of restful slumber. Not in this place, where the dead were stripped bare, and gutted, and forced to give up their secrets.

			I need to make arrangements, he thought suddenly.

			
			

			Dr Suarez, a short, balding man with a deep laugh and no sharp edges, directed a bespectacled glance in Ethan’s direction. The bright lights refracting in the lenses prevented Ethan from seeing the medical examiner’s full gaze. Judging from the cast of his mouth, though, Ethan was pretty sure the look he was getting was a curious one.

			‘Ethan, my friend, are you sure that you are not the victim of some elaborate trick? Your colleagues have done worse, in my experience.’

			Ethan favoured Suarez with a quick grin.

			‘I’m sure, doc. You and I both know that I work with some prize assholes. But that’s a real dead body.’ His grin faded. ‘With a real dead baby to go with it.’

			‘Quite, quite. Very tragic, to be sure. You will not be surprised to learn that our friend here and his child both drowned?’

			‘Not really, no.’

			‘And what if I told you they drowned at sea?’

			‘Then I’d say it was you who was pulling my leg, not my asshole colleagues. Chicago is many things, doc. But “coastal” ain’t one of them.’

			‘Too true, detective, too true. As the crow flies, it’s five hundred and ninety-­three miles to the tidal Potomac, more than six hundred to the Chesapeake. I looked it up.’

			‘If your crow was a murdering, child-­killing bastard, he wouldn’t fly that far. No way.’ Ethan shifted position until he could glare through the glasses to the examiner’s actual eyes. ‘You can’t be serious, doc. The vics were found on the twentieth floor of an apartment building, slap bang in the middle of the continental US, and you’re telling me they drowned in seawater?’

			Suarez shrugged his round shoulders.

			‘That’s what it looks like.’

			
			

			‘Yeah, well, fuck that. It can’t be right. You can’t be right.’

			A ripple of what might have been irritation passed across the medical examiner’s face.

			‘I am quite certain, detective.’

			‘It could be salt water, but not seawater, right? Maybe our perp upended a box of Morton’s into the sink before drowning them.’ Even as he said it, he felt faintly ridiculous. But the alternative was . . . nuts.

			Suarez’s good-­natured demeanour reasserted itself.

			‘That’s not a bad hypothesis, actually. Particularly at short notice. But it won’t fly.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Two reasons. First, you can drown a baby in a sink without too much trouble, but a grown man? No way. You know this. He would have fought. There would be bruising, marks of a struggle: across the chest, the back of the neck – the head, too, if it banged against the faucet. There’s none of that here. Mr Okoro may not have been a big man, but I’d bet you dollars to the doughnuts your colleagues like so much that he was strong. He has six-­pack abs. Look.’ Suarez pulled back the sheet in an excess of enthusiasm.

			‘What if he was unconscious?’

			‘But you know he wasn’t.’

			‘I do?’

			Suarez said nothing. He stared pointedly at the victim’s hand instead. It took a moment for the penny to drop.

			‘His fucking fingers,’ Ethan muttered. ‘They’re rubbed raw. And the fingernails are torn. From scratching at the . . .’ His voice faded into uncertainty.

			‘If you were about to say “ceiling”, detective, I wouldn’t argue with you. Your forensics people can tell you for certain, but there are traces of what look like ceiling plaster under his nails. No blood, though, which is odd.’ Suarez frowned briefly. ‘Your report mentioned what looked to be bloodstains on the ceiling?’

			
			

			‘Yeah.’

			Suarez made a huffing noise but said nothing.

			‘You said there were two reasons?’ Ethan prompted. Suarez sparked back to life, like a rebooted computer.

			‘Yes, yes. And the second is much more interesting.’ The medical examiner walked over to a small work desk jammed against the back wall of the morgue. He opened up a thin file and removed a couple of glossy photographs. ‘Come look at this.’

			The black and white photos were blurry in the extreme. But so far as Ethan could make out, the first one showed what looked like pieces of translucent hard candy: long, thin rectangles with squishy bits of filling visible through the outer shell. The second looked like strings of pearls. If pearls were see-­through.

			‘What am I looking at?’

			‘Diatoms.’ Suarez was almost jumping up and down with enthusiasm.

			‘Dia what now?’

			‘Diatoms. Little creatures that live in water. They’re a type of algae, actually. You find them in rivers, lakes, pretty much anywhere you find water. But here’s the thing. Unless Streets and San has royally screwed up, you will not find them in tap water. That’s what treatment plants are for.

			‘If your killer had drowned Mr Okoro in a sink full of salty tap water, there’d be no diatoms. His lungs are full of them. This is seawater we’re talking about.’

			‘There ain’t no sea in Chicago, doc.’

			‘There are two, detective. Cs that is.’

			‘Ha ha. Don’t give up your day job.’ Ethan scratched distractedly at his hairline. ‘You swear you’re not pulling my leg?’

			
			

			‘Hand to God.’

			‘I really wish you were,’ Ethan sighed. ‘How can you drown in seawater in the middle of the fucking city? There’s no— ’ A suddenly slack jaw put an end to whatever he was about to say.

			‘Stricken by inspiration, lieutenant? Or are you having a stroke?’

			‘Inspiration. I think.’ Ethan grinned impetuously. ‘I gotta see a man about a fish.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Seven

			Friday the 4th: 5 p.m. CDT

			The man, it turned out, was a woman – and Black. She was short, even in heeled boots, and stout. A glimmering sweep of red and gold clothing made her look like one of the fish she was responsible for. One that was large, and good natured, and tropical.

			‘It’s magnificent, isn’t it?’ said Lyndsey Parker, the Shedd Aquarium’s vice president of environmental quality. Her round face was alive with the earnest enthusiasm of her profession.

			It’s a tank of fucking fish.

			‘It’s very impressive, Dr Parker.’

			‘Lyndsey. Please. I’m not a medical doctor. I can only help with fish.’ She shot him a bright smile, which Ethan did his best to return.

			‘How long has this been here?’ he asked. He was mostly making conversation. The tank, he knew, was older than he was. He’d come here as a boy. Pressed his nose against the thick glass. Thumped it with small fists and been thumped, in turn, by his parents.

			They were standing in the middle of Shedd Aquarium’s magnificent marble lobby, the tank vast and circular, filled with spreading corals and various flavours of fish. The fish, for their part, patrolled the glass boundaries of their world in easy-­going circuits. They seemed utterly indifferent to the humans on the other side.

			
			

			Except, perhaps, for the shark. An overhead metallic sign identified the tank as a ‘Caribbean Reef’.

			‘I’m not sure how long,’ Lyndsey said, ‘but I think a tank like this has been here pretty much since we opened in 1930.’

			Ethan nodded, impressed despite himself.

			‘And this is a seawater tank, with seawater fish?’

			‘It is indeed. These are sea creatures. Freshwater would kill them.’

			‘And where do you get your seawater from? It must cost a small fortune to bring it in from the – ’ he looked up at the sign, ‘ – the Caribbean.’

			‘Oh Lordy, no, we don’t do that!’ Lyndsey said, laughing. ‘In the old days – and I mean the old, old days – we used to bring tanker cars of the stuff up from Florida by rail. But these days we make our own.’

			‘You can make seawater?’

			‘Oh yes. We use something called Instant Ocean. You can buy it at the pet store, actually, but we have to order it in one-­ton bags. We mix it with tens of thousands of gallons of dechlorinated tap water and – boom – instant ocean.’

			Ethan briefly imagined falling into the ‘Caribbean Reef’. There didn’t seem to be an obvious way out. It would be all too easy to drown in there. Unless, of course, the shark got to you first.

			‘So, if I wanted to make seawater at home, I could just mix it up with Instant Ocean straight out of the tap?’

			‘Absolutely. People who keep seawater fish in their home aquariums do it all the time.’

			
			

			‘And does this Instant Ocean contain diatoms?’

			Lyndsey Parker’s expression changed to one of unabashed curiosity. It was not, he supposed, the sort of question she’d been expecting from a Chicago police detective.

			‘No. Instant Ocean is essentially a crystalline collection of the chemicals typically found in seawater. There’s salt, obviously, but also traces of other substances, like potassium.’ She turned to face the tank, laying a protective hand against the glass. ‘Potassium is only, like, zero-­point-­zero-­four per cent of seawater, but if it’s not’s there you’re going to end up with a lot of dead fish.’

			‘But no diatoms?’

			‘No diatoms.’

			‘If I wanted diatoms in my seawater, how would I get them?’

			‘I’m sorry, detective. But I have to ask. What is it that you’re investigating?’

			‘I’m not at liberty to say. Sorry.’

			‘And what have diatoms got to do with it?’

			No fucking clue.

			‘Again, I can’t say.’ He made a show of shrugging his shoulders. ‘If it were up to me, you know, but department rules and all that. You understand.’

			The woman nodded, smoothing the disappointment from her face.

			‘Well, diatoms are pretty ubiquitous.’ A quick smile. ‘You don’t have to find them. They will find you. Until quite recently we spent a great deal of effort making sure our seawater was perfectly sterile, but we’re coming to the view that a bit of biodiversity at the microbe level is actually good for the fish. And we basically get there by being slightly less anal about how we clean the pipes or tanks or whatever. So, if you don’t clean your fish tank properly, sooner or later diatoms will start to show up. That’d be the easiest way to do it. Short of using actual seawater, of course.’

			
			

			‘How long? A few minutes, a few hours?’

			‘It takes days and weeks for a tank to get truly dirty. I mean, you could pick up diatoms in minutes or hours, but probably not enough so you’d notice.’

			Ethan eyed the tank for a few moments, wondering if the fish felt trapped. Why hadn’t the shark eaten everything in sight?

			Two sleek silver fish, almost as menacing looking as the shark and patrolling in tandem, caught his eye.

			‘Are those barracudas?’ he asked, pointing.

			‘Yes, they are.’ Dr Parker clapped her hands in delight. ‘These two are great barracudas. Beautiful, aren’t they?’

			Ethan glanced, yet again, at the large metal sign.

			‘And they come from the Caribbean?’

			‘Among other places. Their range is pretty extensive. You’ll find great barracuda in warm waters all around the world, ­detective. Florida, Hawaii, the Indian Ocean. Glorious, glorious fish.’ Parker’s dark eyes gleamed with joy.

			‘Could you keep them in a tank at home?’

			‘Lordy, no! They’re way too big and aggressive.’ She hesitated before adding, ‘I mean . . . I guess if you were a millionaire or whatever and had a very large tank and specialist support . . .’

			‘Know anyone like that?’

			Parker shook her head, full lips pressed thin with disapproval.

			‘And do people eat them? Regularly, I mean, like scrod, maybe, or sea bass.’

			Parker’s lips became even thinner.

			‘Absolutely not.’

			
			

			‘Good,’ Ethan lied. He made a point of peering into the tank. ‘They’re far too handsome for that. They belong in the sea.’

			Parker relaxed. Relaxed was better when you wanted information.

			‘One last thing, if I may, Lyndsey. If I wanted to bring actual seawater to Chicago, with diatoms and everything already in it, could I do that?’

			‘Well, you can do pretty much anything if you have enough money. Otherwise, you can always order small amounts online – a gallon or two maybe. Labs use it to cultivate marine algae – like your diatoms, among other things. And some people order it to, er, drink.’

			Ethan could feel his eyebrows arching skywards.

			‘I thought drinking seawater made you go mad?’

			Dr Parker smiled at that.

			‘No one said these people were sane, detective. I think they think there’s a health benefit. And if you cut it with enough fresh water, I don’t believe it would do you real harm.’

			Unless someone made you breathe it in.

			He declined Lyndsey’s offer to take him on a tour of the facility. He headed out into the late afternoon sunlight instead, his head filled with images of sharks, and seawater tanks, and barracudas.

			His cell rang out from the depths of his jacket pocket, the ringtone instantly recognizable. After a moment’s hesitation he picked up.

			‘Cara, sweetie, how’s things?’

			‘Good, Dad. And you?’

			‘I’m doing okay.’

			There was a long silence.

			‘Hey,’ he said. ‘About the wedding, I haven’t—’

			
			

			‘I’m not calling about that.’

			‘Oh. Okay.’

			Another long silence. Something started to nibble at the back of his mind.

			Shit.

			‘Happy birthday, sweetie. I’m sorry I didn’t call earlier. They’ve landed me with a big case and I’m up to my eyebrows in it. You going to do something fun?’

			‘Tomorrow. A whole bunch of us are going out tomorrow night. And I hung out with Mom for lunch today. I was kinda hoping we could meet up for dinner? Nothing fancy if you don’t have time. I get it that crime never sleeps.’

			There was a slight edge to the last sentence. But that wasn’t why Ethan took his time before answering.

			‘Just the two of us?’

			Maybe he imagined the small sigh that whispered out of the speaker.

			‘Yeah, Dad. Just the two of us.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Eight

			Friday the 4th: 7.32 p.m. CDT

			Ethan had managed to dive into a Walgreens for cards: a birthday one with a corny joke on it, and a gift one redeemable at Macy’s. He had the cashier put more money on the gift card than he could afford because he was a lousy, shitty parent.

			He hated the Loop. At this time of year it was wall to wall with tourists who’d stumbled off the Magnificent Mile and year-­round overpaid assholes in designer business casual. Down here, his ill-­fitting suit and scuffed dress shoes were distinctly out of place. He made sure to button up his collar and adjust his tie before heading into Bistro 773 on Madison.

			‘Happy birthday, sweetie.’

			‘Thanks, Dad.’

			Cara Krol took the proffered cards and accepted a peck on the cheek. If his paltry offerings elicited feelings of disappointment, she covered them up with a smile. Over dinner she chattered away about this and that, her hands animating small dramas inches above the crisp stage of the tablecloth. Ethan listened intently, concentrating on the expressions drifting across his beautiful girl’s face.

			That way, he didn’t have to spend too much time looking at the glitter of platinum on her ring finger.

			
			

			‘You still thinking about law school?’ he asked. The waiter arrived with coffee. Decaf for her, the real deal for him.

			Cara made a face.

			‘I’m thinking maybe not. Being a paralegal for a couple of years is one thing but signing up for life . . . I don’t know, Dad. It’s good money, but you’ve no time to spend it because you’re running around twenty-­four-­seven being terrorized by old men.’
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‘A tour de force and nost highly recommended’

Julie E. Czerneda, author
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