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      God, he loved a good hunt. Obviously, the kill was better. But a kill was over too quickly. No matter what he did to prolong it there was a finite amount a person could take before they gave up. That’s always what happened in the end. People just gave up. It was such a shame because there was always so much more he wanted to do, but eventually they stopped fighting for the next breath.

      There was an art to it, getting as much use out of someone without wasting a kill. If he got greedy or miscalculated, he would miss the moment and they would just drift into the slumber of death. That was a wasted kill. Nothing worse. There was hardly any point if he didn’t get to see the terror fade into a glossy-eyed acceptance. The point where the eyes went vacant, that was the best.

      But like an orgasm, that part only lasts a few seconds, if you’re lucky, so you have to enjoy the buildup. That’s what the hunt was: the buildup to the climax of a kill.

      He glanced at the time on his phone. Almost. She was due here at seven thirty-seven. That was as good a time as any for the game to begin. Shame she wasn’t going to enjoy playing, though to be honest it would ruin his enjoyment if she did.

      The hardest part was right at the start, the moment right before the prey fell into the snare. If there was one thing he had learned from the hunt: people have an incredible capacity for self-preservation. He both loved and hated that fact. There was no guarantee that every hunt would end with a prize but that made the win all the sweeter.

      Sadly, he was his own biggest stumbling block. But he was getting better. Women were experts at reading people, all the subtle micro expressions that gave away character and motivation. If they were scared, even a little, he lost. Luckily, he had now almost mastered the facsimile of genuine emotion.

      He pulled down the visor above the driver’s seat and examined his reflection in the mirror. He grinned. It was too wide, which meant too eager. That would send up warning flares. He corrected and relaxed his muscles into a softer expression but not too far where it would become a smirk. There was a sweet spot where it was a reassuring smile. He practiced again, going from a passive expression into a smile. It took a few times to get it right. There, that was it. He held it until his cheeks ached to build the muscle memory. Perfect.

      Headlights shone down the dark country lane as her car curved around the bend. Right on schedule.

      Exhilaration shot through him. He didn’t need to fake that emotion. Even though she wasn’t his perfect prey, she would do nicely for now. Perfection was out there waiting for him, and she didn’t even know it. Soon. Soon he would have her, but first he would have some fun with this one. “Show time,” he said aloud, smiling a genuine smile to himself.
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      FBI Special Agent Jessica Bishop slapped the back of her neck as a mosquito landed just above her collar. She examined the dead insect and streak of blood on her finger. Even before she had the chance to wipe away the remains, buzzing hummed in her ear as another mosquito zeroed in on her.

      “Bug spray?” her guide offered, reaching into the deep pockets of his overalls. When he spoke, only the brown stumps of his bottom teeth were visible. His top lip was covered by a coarse auburn moustache that tapered into a straggly beard. At least the hair concealed the part of his chest not covered by the faded denim. He wasn’t wearing a shirt under his overalls, and one of the suspenders had not been fastened so the long piece of material trailed down his back. Jess didn’t know if it was a fashion choice or if the garment had seen better days, but when her guide moved, the outline of his rotund belly hung pendulously over his stained briefs.

      Jess smiled as she accepted the green canister. She had already liberally doused herself in the stuff but it wasn’t working. Every insect in the bayou was feasting on her exposed flesh. “When did you discover the body?”

      The man had already been interviewed by Louisiana State Police and tentatively ruled out as a suspect, but Jess never ruled out anyone on the word of someone else. “Ezra is crazy as a box of frogs but harmless” was not an alibi in her book. If experience had taught her anything, it was that evil lurked in the most unlikely places: the seemingly devoted mother who drowned her children in the bath because her new boyfriend didn’t want kids, or the pious clergyman who raped boys in the rectory. Evil was everywhere.

      Ezra took a red bandanna from his back pocket and mopped his brow. Jess looked away so as not to focus on the myriad of crusted stains on the square.

      “Wasn’t as much me finding it as Cooter bringing her to my door. Well, not all of her, just a leg. Cooter had fair chewed it. Either that or the gators. I reckon that’s what he was going for, cutting her up and feeding her to the gators. Makes sense to me, get rid of all the evidence. I suppose that’s what I’d do.”

      Jess looked up from her pad, into Ezra’s steel-gray eyes. His face was weathered from the sun but he looked younger than she initially suspected. Though deep lines fanned out around his eyes, his cheeks had not lost the fullness of youth and there was no hint of jowls competing with his double chin. “I suppose as far as counter-forensics go, feeding your victim to an alligator seems like a decent method, and the water might wash away some trace,” she admitted. Jess gave the man in front of her a hard look. “But not all. There is always something left. Some clue, some trace, a witness, a trail. There is no perfect crime. Sometimes people think they have gotten away with it but they always make a mistake. And then we catch them.”

      Her impromptu speech was more for herself than Ezra. She willed her words to be true; it was the only way her life made sense. Sometimes the universe appeared disorganized and chaotic but it played fair. Like a giant karmic jigsaw that had been scattered across all four corners of the globe, all the pieces were there to be found. Her job was to find them all and piece it back together. There was no magic to it, just simple hard work. Her process was iterative, boring even, far removed from the glamour of her TV counterparts, but she usually got there in the end.

      She looked away, across the expanse of open water. The bayou was strangely alluring, like a world set apart, remote and rugged. The setting sun illuminated the murky film of pond scum. Algae glowed bright chartreuse with iridescent flashes, like slimy ham found at the back of the fridge, days past its prime.

      Spanish moss hung like thick, fibrous drapes over the bare branches of oaks. It was beautiful and haunting the way the plant took over its host, merging with then dominating the tree until they both faded into each other, becoming one.

      Ezra extended his hand to her, offering help into the airboat. Jess didn’t need help but she took his hand anyway to be polite. Ezra took his place in front of the massive, encaged propellers that rose up ten feet. Airboats looked like giant electric fans stuck on tin fishing boats, but they got the job done.

      Jess smiled when Ezra handed her ear protectors; she knew from experience she would need them. Last time she’d been on an airboat was when she was working a strangler case in Florida. Her ears rang for the rest of the day.

      “What time did the divers get here?” Jess shouted over the roar of the engine.

      “Round about lunch time. Still ain’t found the body. Pulled out an arm. Still looking for the rest of her. I reckon she can’t have been in there long else the gators would have finished her off.”

      Jess didn’t bother nodding before she turned. Mist pelted her cheeks and arms as Ezra sped through the thick reeds. The bayou was funny, neither lake nor land but a swampy purgatory that straddled the line between the two.

      This was the third body found in as many months, each dismembered, limbs and head severed clean from the torso. None of the heads had been recovered, which indicated they had been disposed of in another location or the killer was keeping them as a macabre trophy. Her gut told her it was the latter.

      Water sprayed up as Ezra navigated through the reeds. Small droplets ran together to create a slick sheen on her arms. The sky darkened as they entered deeper into the bayou. Less and less sun penetrated the thick overgrowth, leaving the swamp in a perpetual cycle of twilight and complete darkness.

      Ezra pulled up beside a worn jetty. The warped planks were held together by frayed rope. Her current partner, Alex Chan, and three uniformed troopers stood on the small platform.

      Chan had caught an earlier flight in from DC, where Bishop and Chan were based. Even in the Louisiana heat, Chan managed to look put together. He was just shy of six feet, though he would tell you he was six foot one. His black hair swept over his brow with precision. Jess had never seen it out of place. Nor had she ever seen him with a crease in his suit or a scuff on his shoes. And she never would. He took Type A to pathological levels but as far as partners went, Chan was good. He worked hard, kept sexism to a bare minimum, let Jess choose the radio station, and apart from the time he had asked her out, there was no awkward tension between them.

      Jess nodded her hello to Chan. She had been partnered with him for almost two years, but in her mind he was still her “new” partner or her “current” partner, like a placeholder while she waited for her real partner to return, which was ridiculous because Jamison Briggs was long gone. That bridge was burned; and they both still had the scorch marks to prove it.

      “Hey,” Chan said, holding up his hand in a stagnant wave.

      “Hey.” Jess dismissed the usual niceties like asking Chan how his flight was. He hadn’t crashed so she would assume it was fine. She wasn’t a big fan of small talk because it gave people the opportunity to ask personal questions. Her words were saved for coaxing confessions or social-engineering reluctant witnesses. Luckily, twenty-two months paired with Chan bought her some grace. He no longer expected her to chat for the sake of it and he knew never to ask her anything more probing than where they should grab lunch. That wasn’t to say they didn’t have banter, just that none of it was coming from her. Chan could have good banter with a corpse.

      “That is Officer Tibor.” Chan motioned to the officer standing at the end of the jetty with a Colt M4 Carbine trained on the murky water. The rifle had been configured with a scope and night vision. The assault weapon was usually reserved for SWAT teams, but in this instance it was to protect the diver from alligators.

      Jess didn’t dare introduce herself and distract the sniper from his task. The water’s surface was deceptively still but in an instant a gator could destroy the illusion of tranquility.

      “And these are Officers Gates and Munro.” Chan indicated to the troopers beside him. Both men looked near retirement. The department had sent senior investigators to oversee what the FBI was doing. Local police were only there as a formality. The FBI had jurisdiction but Jess always played nice. There were never any pissing contests on her watch. This particular crime scene may be in Louisiana but it was linked to a serial killer operating across state lines; that made it federal jurisdiction. Despite what the media would have people believe, most local law enforcement was grateful for the FBI’s help. They were all here for the same reason: to catch a killer. In the rare instances of tension, Jess could always handle it. She knew how to read people. Every person was a mystery but every expression, every throwaway utterance was a clue to who they were and what they were really thinking.

      The one who had been introduced as Gates eyed her up. His gaze narrowed into a hard stare. Her heart stopped for a painful moment when she thought she saw a flash of recognition in his pale stare. Please don’t recognize me, she silently prayed. Even now, nearly thirty years later, her gut clenched when she met new people, especially law enforcement. It was stupid. The odds of someone recognizing her now were slim but every time the panic was real.

      She ignored the clawing fear in her gut and stepped forward. If anyone recognized her, she knew how to deny and deflect. She had done it before. “Gentlemen. I’m Special Agent Jessica Bishop.” Jess shook hands with both men before she reached into her breast pocket and produced two business cards. “I want to thank you in advance for your help. There is no way we could handle this without local law enforcement. Please don’t hesitate to call. You know this area. You guys are the experts here.” Jess chose her words carefully: “help” not “cooperation”. You ask unruly children to cooperate; you ask peers or superiors for help. She had spent her entire childhood around law enforcement agents; she knew how they worked.

      The tension in the pair visibly lessened, scowls turned into flat emotionless stares. They were no doubt trying to decide what to make of her. Physically, Jess was as non-threatening as they come. She stood barely five foot two and, with the exception of her disproportionately large chest, she was small. She always wore her long, curly brown hair in a ponytail but when she did take it down, she looked younger than her thirty-four years.

      Gates eyed her up again. If he did recognize her, he had the good grace not to mention it, but his expression did not warm. In his mind they were supposed to have an adversarial relationship. That was how he had expected things to play out. But not today. Jess had turned that assumption on its head with a few well-chosen words and a timid smile. She often wondered if people knew how easily they were manipulated.

      Munro was looking at her like a bunny he had saved from a snare but Gates was still suspicious. He was the holdout. She didn’t need him on side but it would make things easier if he was. Cases were hard enough to work without ego and politics throwing up roadblocks.

      Be vulnerable. Jess moved forward, pretending to trip. Officer Gates reached out his hand to catch her. It was instinct. Jess knew people and how to use it against them. When he moved closer, she could smell the stench of cigarettes and stale coffee that clung to him. “Sorry,” she murmured, making herself sound just this side of pathetic. “I’m just not used to this heat. I don’t know how y’all manage.” Her voice dripped saccharin sweetness.

      Gates visibly softened as he helped right her. Job done. Jess smiled to herself. Some days the master’s degree in psychology paid for itself.

      Jess turned to Ezra. The platform swayed under his weight as he stepped onto the jetty. This time when she reached out to keep from falling, it was genuine.

      “Is this your house?” Jess asked Ezra. Nestled against the immersed trunks of cypress trees stood a one-room shack. The corrugated roof had oxidized to a powdery burnt red. The slabs that held the dwelling together were weathered and warped, which left large gaps. In some places they were large enough to fit a fist.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      A Bluetick hound ran down the jetty to Ezra and pushed his nose against Ezra’s hand, begging to be pet.

      “Cooter?” Jess guessed.

      The dog looked up when he heard his name.

      Jess reached down and stroked his head. She loved dogs. If she spent more time at home, she would have one. “So, you’re the one who found our victim for us. Thanks for that, buddy.” She scratched him behind the ears. Some woman’s body had been reduced to a dog’s chew toy but that wasn’t his fault. There was no malice or intent with dogs. They didn’t hurt people for the thrill of it. That’s why she liked them.

      “He doesn’t take to most people.” Ezra nodded at the dog who was now rubbing up against Jess’s legs, eager for attention.

      Jess gave him another scratch behind the ears before she stood. “Would you mind if I use your restroom?” She didn’t have a warrant so Ezra was under no obligation to let Jess into his house. But this was the Deep South: even swamp dwellers had the manners to let a woman use the toilet.

      Ezra hesitated for a fraction longer than he should have. He could be hiding something or maybe he was just ashamed of the state Jess would find his shack.

      “Yeah, yeah go on,” Ezra eventually said.

      The smell of mildew hit Jess before she had even fully opened the door. The room was dark. There was no electricity in the small dwelling and the only window was overgrown with moss.

      Jess turned on the flashlight on her phone. The shack was raised from the swamp by concrete blocks. The iridescent glow of water reflected through the gaps in the floorboards. Lucky Louisiana was warm because the house had no insulation and the only source of heat was a small wood-burning stove that doubled as the oven. A cast iron pot sat proudly on top, tomato sauce crusted on the lid.

      There was a toilet in the corner. The cistern was not attached, nor was there any plumbing to it. Presumably the toilet itself was merely decorative to cover what it really was: a hole in the floor to shit in. Waste went straight out into the bayou, a worrying thought if the swamp was providing Ezra’s drinking water too.

      Jess turned her attention to the rusted iron bed. The sheets had come off the corner to reveal a stained mattress. Jess glanced through the window to make sure Ezra was not looking in before she pulled the sheet back further to examine the mattress fully. Faded yellow and brown marks covered the entirety but they were not fresh and more importantly none of them looked like blood splatter. They looked like Ezra had pissed the bed more than a few times, but this wasn’t the crime scene.

      “Bishop!” Chan shouted from outside. “Bishop, we have the torso.”

      Jess stood up straight. A bolt of electricity ran the length of her spine. A torso. That’s why they had made the trip to Louisiana. The sad truth was the bureau’s time would have been wasted if they had found the head attached. Every murder case was upsetting on a cognitive level. Jess knew the victim was always important to someone, but she just didn’t have the capacity to care about every nameless victim. It would destroy her if she did. Jess saved her energy for the victim, the case in front of her. To that person, Jess gave her all.

      She turned off the flashlight on her phone and joined everyone on the jetty. An open white autopsy bag lay at Munro’s feet. In it was the torso and two of the dismembered limbs, including the one the dog had made a meal of. That was probably all they were going to find. The skin still had some areas of pink, and the flesh had not separated from the bone. She hadn’t been in the water long. In this heat it would not have taken long for a corpse to turn into nothing more than rotting chunks in the soup that was the bayou.

      Jess noted the large breasts of the victim. They stood too proud. Usually when women lie down, their breasts fall to the side, but the victim’s didn’t. Jess leaned in closer. The skin was mottled and streaked with purple and blue but across both breasts was the jagged line of a scar where there should have been an areola and nipple.

      “Do you see that?” she asked Chan, pointing to the chest.

      “Yeah, they look fake.”

      “Yeah, but look closer. She’s had reconstructive surgery. If she had just had elective breast enlargement she would have a scar here.” Jess pointed to her own armpit. “Or just under her breast. Sometimes there will be an anchor-shaped scar around the areola and down if a breast lift was performed at the same time. But no surgeon would remove the nipples unless it was a mastectomy.” Jess’s heart picked up speed. This could be their first solid lead. Until now they didn’t have the identity of any of the victims. DNA had been taken so it could be compared to known missing persons but so far nothing had come up.

      Munro glanced nervously from the torso to the horizon. He shifted his weight from one leg to the other like he was getting ready to dive off the jetty and swim as far away as he could. His face was like stone but under the hardened façade he was struggling with the proximity to a mutilated corpse. He really didn’t want to be here right now but unfortunately the only way back was by airboat, and pride and/or duty would keep him from asking to leave even though every moment was torture. Jess wished he knew it was not weakness to admit it was too much to bear.

      Despite being able to read people, Jess couldn’t predict a person’s reaction to a dead body. She suspected nobody could. She had seen hardened officers vomit while others wiped away tears they tried to pretend weren’t falling. Some silently prayed over bodies, others cracked jokes. For most it was just a stunned silence but no matter how a person reacted, Jess didn’t judge them. There was nothing worse than seeing death firsthand; it was like being violently assaulted by your own mortality. Whatever a person needed to do to deal with it was okay by her.

      Jess knew people thought she was cavalier about death, but she wasn’t. Nothing could be further from the truth, but she was hardened now. No corpse would ever impact her the way her first one did.

      Sometimes she felt like she was going to cry, but she didn’t. She wouldn’t let herself because it felt like a violation of the victims. Tears were for the ones that knew them and loved them. She didn’t have the right to cry.

      Jess cleared her throat and brought her focus back to the case at hand. “This woman is a breast cancer survivor. Was a survivor,” Jess corrected herself. “We’ll be able to get a number off the implants from the medical examiner.”

      “What number?” Gates asked.

      “All breast implants have a manufacturer’s number on them. All medical devices like defibrillators and pacemakers and of course implants are required to have a serial number. The surgeon notes the number on the patient’s records and a copy is given to the manufacturer. It’s for safety and research purposes so if it ever becomes clear there is a defect in a product it can be recalled, but it also makes it possible to identify murder victims. I’m assuming the implants are either Mentor or Allergan because those are the biggest suppliers in North America. One of them will be able to tell us who our Jane Doe is.”

      “How do you know so much about breast implants?” Gates’ mouth curled into a smile as he glanced down at Jess’s chest, his tone too jovial for a crime scene, and his stare lingered far too long. He didn’t even bother to try to hide it.

      Her cheeks burned as annoyance crept over her. She was used to men openly ogling her in bars. She expected it there but not at work. She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could say anything Chan stepped in between them, anger written clearly on his sharp features.

      “Special Agent Bishop knows a lot about most things. She’s shit smart, that’s why she’s here.”

      Jess couldn’t help but shake her head at the irony of Chan defending her honor. He had no problem objectifying women, and he had been known to say things to Jess that other people would think bordered on harassment, but the moment anyone else crossed that line with her he was all over them.

      She really didn’t need Chan or anyone defending her. Despite what he thought, Chan wasn’t doing her any favors. She was more than capable of holding her own. She could handle this. If Jess wanted to, she could tear Gates down with a few words. There were so many ways to subtly shame and chastise but she didn’t do it because this case, this victim, was more important than point-scoring. If nothing else, she was pragmatic. In the grand scheme of things, Gates didn’t matter to her. She would forget his face as soon as she got on the plane back to DC. She would happily ignore the bullshit because nothing was as important as solving a case and getting justice for the victims. That said, she would break the fingers of any man who dared touch her without her consent, but they could look all they wanted because while they were being jackasses, she would be getting the job done.

      Gates glared at Chan. The older man’s mouth pursed like he had a whole lot to say on the matter, but he had just enough sense to keep his thoughts to himself. He stared down at the algae-covered planks for a moment and then his head snapped up again to look at Chan. Gates held out his finger, poised to attack.

      “It’s hot. We should get this body back to the morgue.” Munro jumped in. The comment was as much about brokering peace as it was about the case.

      Jess stepped forward. “Yeah it is. I’m not feeling all that great. I should have brought water. I really don’t know how y’all do it down here in the heat.” She smiled, a sign that she was willing to ignore any previous indiscretions.

      “Yes, ma’am, it is indeed hot. Best for everyone we get this finished up sooner rather than later,” Munro said.

      After a long moment, Gates begrudgingly nodded his agreement.

      Jess’s shoulders eased with the small gesture.

      Chan turned his attention back to Jess. “What about the excision sites? Are they the same as the other victims?”

      Jess glanced past him. Chan must have examined the torso before she got back outside if he knew there were excision sites on this body too. She stepped past him. When she knelt down, water sloshed through the gaps in the planks, saturating her pant leg. She examined the sites where sections of skin had been surgically removed. “I can see three. No four, each the size of a silver dollar. Maybe slightly bigger.” The first torso they had discovered had made Jess stop dead in her tracks. She had seen cut marks coupled with decapitation before, but that was a long time ago. Panic had seized her as she noted the striking similarities between that case and the torso killer. In this case there were critical differences, particularly with victim selection, but her mind only saw the similarities.

      This wasn’t the same killer. Any connections she saw were because it’s human nature to see patterns where none exist. The phenomenon was so widespread, psychologists even had a name for it: apophenia.

      “Could he have cut out the skin to cover teeth marks?” Chan asked.

      Jess shook her head. “No, he would have to cut out more flesh to remove bite marks.” Jess demonstrated by opening her mouth as if she were going to take a bite out of an apple or, in this case, human flesh. She had seen firsthand the area that would need to be excised to cut out bite marks, and these were too small.

      Chan sniggered. Jess could read his mind. He wanted to say something lewd but refrained because he had only just slapped down Gates for being inappropriate.

      The diver propped his elbows on the edge of the wooden planks, goggles pushed up on his forehead. The weight of his oxygen tank pulled him back. “I’m going back under to look for the head.”

      Jess nodded. “Just keep looking until the light fades, but then I’m going to call it.” Even with a sharp shooter it wasn’t safe to have a man in the water. They weren’t going to find a head. They were only looking so they could say they had tried. Jess didn’t want a diver in gator-infested water any longer than absolutely necessary. They were lucky they had found one of the arms. The victim might have scratched her killer—so much good evidence could be found under a victim’s nails.

      She glanced down and examined the remains again. There were crude cut marks on the limbs where they had been disarticulated. She had seen the same on the other victims. Jess needed the medical examiner to confirm but she suspected it was done postmortem, as in the other two cases.

      “It’s for transport,” Jess mumbled.

      “Excuse me?” Munro asked.

      “She does that. She talks to herself when she works.”

      Jess looked up. “Do I?”

      “Yeah.” Chan nodded. “I never told you because it’s the only decent conversation I get out of you.” The corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled.

      Jess stood up. “Sorry,” she said, addressing Munro directly. “I was saying that cutting off the limbs isn’t part of the ritual. The killer doesn’t get anything out of it. He’s doing it to make it easier to dump.”

      “How can you say that?” Gates eyed her dubiously, the coolness from before beginning to creep back in. “Seems to me you can’t tell anything except you got yourself half a body. Anything beyond that is just conjecture.”

      The tension had not dissipated; it had merely gone from boiling to a simmer, ready to start again at any moment. But Gates would not focus the rage on Chan, who had already bested him; instead, Gates would go after her. In small, seemingly innocuous ways, he would question her competence, her very right to be here.

      Classic kick-the-dog mentality. She knew the type well. He saw her as the weakest so he was going to take out his aggression on her. He wanted her to get defensive or petty, give him something to justify his hostility, so she pretended not to notice his demeanor. “Look at the cut marks at the hips. See all the tiny nicks and tears? Now look at her neck—that cut is clean, almost surgical. He didn’t just want the head off, he wanted it to look good too.”

      Gates’ eyes narrowed. “Are you thinking he keeps the heads? Like a trophy? What is he doing with them?”

      Jessica stood again. “Yes. I think he is keeping them. I wouldn’t want to speculate on why he chooses the head as a trophy. I don’t think we will know that until we catch him.”
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      The county medical examiner’s office was a fifteen-minute drive from their motel. Chan drove, which gave Jess a chance to go over notes on her phone.

      “You’re even less talkative than usual this morning, which is saying a lot,” Chan noted as he pulled into the parking lot. The morgue was located in the basement of a red-brick, colonial-style building. The thick hedge was cut in a severe box shape, not a single leaf out of place. Like every building in the South, the American flag took pride of place.

      “Sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      “You should have joined me at Pistol Pete’s. These hicks know how to drink.”

      Jess looked up. “Is that what the sunglasses are about? What time did you get back last night?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Jess didn’t respond. Any further questions would be an invitation for Chan to explain where he had been and what he had been doing. And quite frankly, Jess didn’t care. She knew he hooked up with random women on most of their out-of-town cases. But that was his fiancée’s problem, not Jess’s.

      “I need a coffee,” Chan said.

      “Do you want me to do this alone?”

      “I saw a diner off the last exit’

      “That’s fine.” Jess spared Chan from making an excuse. They both knew he couldn’t handle the smell of decomposition. He was completely cool around dead bodies until they started to smell. At that point Chan either vomited or made an excuse not to be there. The joke around the office was that when the blue bottles appeared, Chan split.

      “I’ll wait for you out here. You want me to bring you anything?”

      “No thanks.” Jess had already had three cups of coffee. She had woken up about four with the same persistent nightmare she had been having for months. Instead of trying to get back to sleep, she drank coffee in her motel room and watched infomercials.

      Jess waited for Chan to pull away before she rang the buzzer. Thirty seconds later, a plump, middle-aged woman opened the door. The woman’s frosted hair was secured to the side with a tortoiseshell clip. Jess didn’t know any hairdressers in DC that offered frosted tips anymore. That had stopped being a sought-after look in the capital in the eighties.

      “Hi, I’m Special Agent Jessica Bishop. I’m looking for Dr. Boaz.”

      “I’m Dr. Boaz. Call me Eliza.” Eliza extended her hand to shake before stopping short and snapping off the surgical gloves she was wearing. “Sorry, Doris is off today. She usually answers the door so I am doing double duty.”

      “Of course. It’s Labor Day.” Jess remembered. It wasn’t a holiday she usually celebrated, but no doubt Eliza Boaz would rather be at a barbecue or at the pool enjoying one of the last few days of summer. “I’m sorry you had to come in.”

      Eliza swatted Jess on the arm playfully. “Please, don’t apologize. You saved me from my mother-in-law’s potato salad. I’m sure that woman’s trying to kill us all with salmonella.”

      Jess followed her to the elevator. Eliza pushed the button to the basement. “I almost forgot,” the doctor reached into the pocket of her scrubs, “for the smell, though it’s not too bad on this one.” She produced a small navy tub of Vapor Rub.

      Jess reached into her purse. “Thanks, I have my own.”

      She winked. “Not your first rodeo. Good, I like a gal who’s prepared.”

      Jess smiled. Eliza Boaz was genuinely likeable; a rare attribute in the medical examiners Jess had worked with.

      The steel doors of the elevator opened. Goosebumps rose on Jess’s forearms. She had dressed for the heat of the Louisiana summer, not the air-conditioned morgue.

      Three bodies lay covered on examination tables.

      “Ignore my other friends,” Eliza said.

      Jess’s eyes narrowed at the phrase. There were a few ways to refer to the dead people laying, ready to be dissected: victims, bodies, corpses, but not friends. It was an odd turn of phrase but maybe that was how Eliza was able to deal with death all day and still maintain a cheery disposition.

      “Here we have your Jane Doe. We got lucky, she was found not long after her body was put in the water. My guess is less than twenty-four hours. If it had been any longer, decomposition would have masked the signs of trauma. She’s in pretty good shape, all things considered.” Eliza pulled back the blue sheet to reveal the corpse that had been pulled from the bayou. The body had been cleaned, which made the surgical scars more prominent. Because she had no nipples or areolas, she looked like a plastic doll that an errant child had taken a marker to.

      The poor woman had survived breast cancer only to be murdered. And God only knew what had been done to her before she died. The world didn’t really play fair. She told herself it did, but it didn’t.

      “The implants, do you think you’ll be able to get a serial number off them?”

      “Yeah, of course. I just wanted you to have a look before I started cutting her any more. I didn’t want to interfere with the excision sites. They look interesting. I’m guessing they’re important.”

      Jess gazed down at the four areas. Each one was along her sternum or on her breasts. Then Jess inspected the limbs. Luckily the diver had found one of the arms. Chunks of flesh had been eaten, presumably by fish or maybe birds. Most of the pinky and ring finger had been gnawed. The flesh around the missing digits was thin and almost furry in appearance. It had the same texture as the bubble-eyed goldfish Jess had introduced into her tank a few years ago. The other fish had taken an immediate dislike to him and chewed on and ruptured the fluid-filled sacks around his eyes, leaving dangling bits of skin, and because fish were bastards they continued to torment him, nibbling at his face until Jess took him out of the tank.

      She glanced at the leg; other than the marks from scavenging animals, there were no cuts on either of the limbs. There were, however, mottled purple and yellow markings around the wrist and ankle.

      “Ligature marks,” Eliza said as if she was reading Jess’s mind. “She was restrained. My guess is handcuffs. Some of the bruises had started to fade before she died but there are fresher ones on top. If you look here, you can see. Poor soul was held for a while before she was killed. She fought hard. I’m sorry, my friend.” She directed the last words to the corpse. Her voice was a lilting whisper, like she was talking to a sleeping child.

      “Any sign of sexual assault?” Jess asked.

      “The water washed away any trace but I did notice a recent episiotomy scar.”

      Jess’s head shot up. “She just had a baby?” An electric current ran the length of her spine. Shit. She hated when children were involved. Even when they weren’t direct victims of crime, they suffered—the victim’s children and the perpetrator’s children too. Official crime statistics didn’t reflect that fact but they really should.

      “My guess is less than eight weeks before she was killed.”

      Jess’s throat burned. The thoughts that must have gone through her head. Did she try to barter for her freedom? Did she plead to live for her baby? Jess rubbed at her temples. Her own thoughts were all over the place: lack of sleep.

      “The excision marks…” Jess forced her mind back to the case. “What can you tell me about those?”

      Eliza shook her head. The blond curl that had escaped its clasp bounced with the small movement. “Not a lot, I’m afraid: sharp instrument, perhaps a scalpel. Done postmortem. Most likely a counter-forensic measure based on the burns I am seeing along the sternum.”

      “Burns?” That was new. The other two victims didn’t have evidence of burns.

      “Look here. See that black line? My best guess is it’s a brand. It burned through the skin and left the mark. The killer wouldn’t have known he’d marked the muscle, too much trauma with the swelling. He would have missed it.”

      Brand. Jess’s breath hitched. A cold chill descended on her.

      Eliza glanced up at her. “You all right? You look pale. Is it the smell?”

      Jess blinked a few times trying to clear her thoughts. It was just another coincidence. All crimes had similar elements. “I’m fine, thanks. About the swelling, I thought you said it was done postmortem.”

      Eliza snapped off her gloves and tossed them into biological waste. She turned to face Jess, her foot still resting on the push pedal. “The excisions were done postmortem but the burns were inflicted around the time of death. Your victim was alive when she was branded.”

      Again the word branded made Jess’s pulse spike. It was not something she had seen very often. Only once before, actually. She cleared her throat. “Can you tell what the brand is?” Jess held her breath, worried what the answer would reveal.

      Eliza shook her head. “No, but if you find me the instrument he used, I might be able to get a match.”

      

      Jess closed her eyes and let the sun warm her skin. The heat felt good but seeing sunlight was even better. There were never any windows in morgues. Jess needed natural light. Her first office at the FBI was in a windowless room. Every night she went home with a headache from the fluorescent lights.

      “Jessie,” a deep voice called. “Jessie Bishop as I live and breathe. Have you missed me?”

      Jess’s lids flashed open. Nobody called her Jessie except her partner—ex-partner—but Jamison Briggs had been gone a long time.

      But here he was, leaning against a black SUV, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt that made his deep mocha skin look darker.

      “A little birdy told me I’d find you here.” There was a smile in his voice. The last thing Jess expected was a smile, not after the way they had left it. When Jamison smiled, his face transformed, softening him. And Jamison Briggs needed all the softening he could get. At six foot four, he dwarfed Jess. Most people were taller than her but Jamison was a mountain of a man, 230 pounds of solid muscle.

      For a long moment Jess was too stunned to do anything more than breathe. She cleared her throat several times before she could finally speak. She hadn’t expected to ever see Jamison again. Even if he returned to DC, she doubted he would be paired with her again, too much had been said. “You’ve cut your hair,” was all she could think to say. An apology might have been better but she wasn’t sorry. Everything she had said and done was to protect Jamison, to keep him from going undercover.

      Jamison rubbed his head. The hair had been shaved to the skull. “Did you like my Afro?”

      “You hardly had an Afro. No, wait, you did that once when we were working the college rapist case in Virginia.” Jess couldn’t help but smile. “Remember we had the agreement that neither of us would shave until we finished the case. And your hair kept getting bigger. Not even longer, just bigger.” Jess smiled at the memory.

      “Girl, that is what Afros do. You don’t know enough black people if you don’t know that. I think that’s why they put us together. I’m your cultural sensitivity training.” The corners of his eyes fanned out into small lines when he smiled.

      Jess’s breath caught in her throat. She had missed him. Even standing here in front of him she missed the way they were. She wanted that back. Jamison had been her best friend and that is why it had hurt so much when he’d left.

      A car door slammed. Jess hadn’t noticed Chan return but he was back and wearing a face like thunder. “What are you doing here?” Chan demanded.

      Half of Jamison’s mouth crept up in a lazy smile. “Good to see you too, man. Glad to see you still got that stick up your ass. Keeps you standing tall. Well, not tall but not too short.”

      Chan clenched his jaw. He and Jamison had never liked each other. They were polar opposites on every conceivable level. Chan was uptight and Jamison was as cool as they came. Nothing fazed Jamison. Even when he had been shot in the line of duty, he kept it together. He told the paramedics which side streets to take to avoid rush hour traffic. Jess had been a mess, she couldn’t even speak, but Jamison had calmed her down by making jokes and teasing her about the latest guy she had been seeing. They had been a good team.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” Antipathy dripped from Chan’s words. “Shouldn’t you be shooting up in some meth lab in Mississippi?”

      Jess’s face burned as anger and embarrassment shot through her. That’s what she had said to Jamison before he left. In front of their entire team, Jess questioned Jamison’s suitability to go undercover. She had gone for the jugular; nothing had been off limits. She used his family history against him, saying he was going to end up like his junkie mom and brothers. It was cruel and unprofessional but she would have said anything to make him stay.

      “Alabama, man. I was in Alabama.” Jamison turned his arms to expose the inside, presumably so Chan could check for track marks. “Still clean.”

      I’m sorry. The words formed in her mouth but she didn’t say them. Now was not the time or place, not in front of Chan. But Jess owed Jamison an apology. The realization shot through her. He had been her partner and her friend. She had no right to tell everyone in earshot about Jamison’s past.

      Jamison was fiercely private. Only Jess had known about his family. The same way Jamison was the only one other than her bosses and the department psychologist who knew her past. They were bonded by secrecy and she had violated that.

      Jamison’s official story was that he was an only child, raised by his Grandma Patty in New Orleans. The uncensored story was far less pretty.

      “Are you back? For good. Are you back on the team? Back in DC? No more undercover?” Her lungs burned as she waited for his response. She had watched him leave once before, she couldn’t do it again.

      “I’m back, Jessie.”

      Jess didn’t realize she had been holding her breath until it escaped in an audible whoosh, tension easing from her with each molecule. She looked down, scared that Jamison would see the raw emotion on her face. “Good. Good.” There was so much more she could say but the words escaped her.

      “Wait, what?” Chan closed the distance between them. “Have you even been cleared? You can’t just waltz back in. We’re in the middle of a case.”

      “I can see Jess has been working a case. What have you been doing? The smell get to you again or was it just too much like hard work so you needed a coffee break?” Jamison gestured to the Styrofoam cup in Chan’s hand.

      “Fuck you.” Chan threw the cup down.

      Black coffee sprayed over Jamison’s jeans. But the slight smile on Jamison’s full lips never faltered. “You haven’t changed a bit, man. Nice to know some things never do.”

      Chan turned back towards the car but paused before he slid into the driver’s seat. “Are you coming?”

      Jess stood frozen, momentarily paralyzed. Chan was her partner, her current partner.

      But Jamison was Jamison.

      “Um… I think I’ll catch a ride back with Jamison. I should get him up to speed on the case.”

      “Whatever. I’ll see you back in DC.” Chan slammed the door shut and sped off.
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      The walls of the diner were painted blood red, or actually what people referred to as blood red, but real blood was darker, more blue. Either way, it was an odd choice for a restaurant. There was nothing soothing about the color scheme: red walls, gray laminate floors, and black vinyl booths with seats that creaked at the slightest movement. On second thought, it was probably intentional. The visual assault could cause mild dysphoria leading people to eat more and faster. Smart.

      “So how the hell are you, Jessie? Or should I say Dr. Bishop? Have you finished your dissertation yet?”

      “No, not yet. That’s on hold.”

      Jamison raised a brow in question. “Why?”

      Jess let out a stream of air. When Jamison left, she had just finished her second semester in the PhD program at Georgetown. She was studying forensic psychology. She quit when one of the inmates she was interviewing recognized her. That’s when the nightmares had started. “I think my day job is dark enough. Any bandwidth I have left, I want to fill with song lyrics and cheesy movies. I can’t read one more interview with a pedophile. Someone else can study them, I just want to catch them.”

      “I get it. You need hope. You need a place where you can pretend people are innately good.”

      Jess nodded, that was one way to put it. “So are you really back? For good? Are you back on the team?” She had to ask again in case she had misheard him or she had let her hope cloud her interpretation of reality.

      “Yeah, I’m back.”

      “Good. We can use all the help we can get.” What she meant was that she had missed him, but having an extra person didn’t hurt either.

      “Where are you at? What do you guys have so far?”

      “A whole lot of nothing until today. The victim we found yesterday had breast implants, which is a stroke of luck because our Virginia and Maryland victims aren’t giving us anything. Water killed all trace. They were in too long so I’m not sure we’ll ever ID them, not that we haven’t tried.” Jess held her hand up. “Believe me, we’ve tried. I spent a day with a coroner in Virginia learning about the diatoms native to lakes in the Shenandoah Valley.”

      Jamison smiled. “Girl, don’t play. I bet you loved that. You get way too excited about obscure knowledge. It’s kind of your thing.”

      “Do I?”

      “Do I? Listen to you. Jessie, you know more trivia than anyone I know. You’re straight up the smartest person I have ever met. And I know a lot of people.”

      She considered telling him that general knowledge was not a true measure of intelligence as it only reflected crystalized intelligence and recall and not fluid intelligence and problem solving, but she realized that made her sound pedantic so instead she said, “Yeah, but most of the people you know these days are drug dealers and junkies so it’s not exactly a salubrious sampling. I would hope I am smarter than all the addicts you know.” Jess laughed.

      Jamison’s eyes lit up when he smiled. “Mmm, salubrious. You know I love your fancy words. But tell me, what did your diatoms tell you?”

      “Sweet F-all,” Jess admitted. “But last I heard the coroner thought he could get DNA from one of the victims. I’ll chase it up when I get back to DC but I’m not going to hold my breath. Feels like we’re chasing our tails with those victims. Hopefully we’ll get a break and the manufacturer will give us a name. We just need one name, someone with a face, a history, anything that will bring new leads.” Jess paused for a breath.

      “You’re at the point where you think you’re never going to solve this, aren’t you?” Jamison asked. “I can see it. You have that moment with every case where you get dejected.”

      “Just one moment? Lately it feels more like increasing levels of desperation punctuated by moments of hope until we finally get there. Meanwhile, you’re always so calm and completely confident that we’re one lead away.” God, she’d missed Jamison’s energy. She was a different person around him. Jess worked well with Chan but Jamison grounded her, kept her spirits up, and reminded her to relax.

      Jess wrapped her hands around the steaming mug of black coffee and suddenly realized the coffee Chan had thrown earlier had been for her. He took his with cream and two sugars. Dessert coffee, she called it. A niggling sense of guilt clawed at her.

      “You okay?” Jamison’s voice brought her back.

      “Yeah I’m fine. I’m just worried about Chan.”

      Jamison’s dark eyes narrowed. “Grade-A douche. I know I’ve been gone a while, but I’m pretty sure you’re the one who coined his nickname.”

      Jess shrugged. “He’s… I don’t know. He’s not as bad as I thought. He has his moments. But he is a good partner.”

      Jamison was quiet for a long time as he tapped his long fingers against the rim of his mug. “I get it. No questions. No judgment.”

      “No!” Jess spat out coffee, nearly choking on the sip she had just taken. Hot liquid sprayed across the table. “No, I’m not sleeping with him. Good God, no. Christ, I have standards.”

      Jamison’s dark brow rose, clearly dubious of her statement.

      “Thank you,” Jess said as she accepted napkins from him. “I admit I have had questionable taste in men in the past but even I know not to shit where I eat.”

      Jamison sighed. The corners of his mouth pulled down. He glanced up at the swirling blades of the ceiling fan as if he wanted them to splice through him. “Yeah, not all of us are that smart.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “That’s why I’m here in Louisiana. There’s something I need to talk to you about before we get back to DC.”

      “About your time undercover?” Jess put up her hand. She didn’t want to know. On the drive over from the morgue she had skillfully avoided the topic. She was forcing the issue, trying to make it feel like they hadn’t been apart. She spewed every minutiae of detail at him because she knew if she stopped talking Jamison just might tell her things that he had done. “Listen, I know how these operations go down. I’m sure you did things you’re not proud of but I’m also sure they needed to be done.”

      Jess reached across the table, resting her hand on top of his. Jamison’s role was to infiltrate the meth scene of the Deep South. Though she didn’t want details, she’d needed to know he was okay so she had pulled some strings and seen all the reports that had been filed about him. He had been surrounded by drugs and violence. Nothing had been explicitly stated but Jess knew how to read between the lines. Someone had died and fingers were pointing in Jamison’s direction. If he had done anything illegal or immoral, as Chan had implied, Jess didn’t need to know. It was part of the job. And it was over now.

      “You’re not like your brothers. Even if you did things when you were undercover, you’re not like them. You’re a million miles away.” She, more than anyone, knew that people should not be defined by their families. She hated that she had used his against him. If she could go back and take back things she said, she would a million times over.

      “I’m getting married.”

      Jess pulled her hand away like she had just grabbed a red ring of an electric stove. “What?”

      “Next Saturday. I want you to be there. You’re the only family I got, Jessie.” He tried to smile but it didn’t reach his eyes. A sadness clung to him.

      Jess’s mind fired millions of questions at her all at once. Her head spun. This had to be a joke.

      “Her name is Felicia. I met her in Alabama. I think you’ll like her.”

      No. No she wasn’t going to like her. “Are you kidding me right now? Because I don’t think it’s funny. I know you better than I know anyone else and you have never once mentioned marriage being in your plans.” Jamison had explicitly ruled it out. He had said he had no idea how to be a husband and he had no desire to try to figure it out.

      “Plans change, Jess. I’m going to be a dad.”

      Jess sucked in a sharp breath but her lungs refused to fill.

      “Felicia’s due on Valentine’s Day. It’s the right thing to do.”

      Jess shook her head again. “No. What are you talking about? Marriage? You knocked up your beat wife? Is that what this is?”

      “Beat wife?” Jamison demanded, his voice incredulous. “Just who do you think you’re talking about? I’m not Chan. I don’t hook up with a random woman on each case.”

      “Lots of men do it. That is kind of why they have a name for it.”

      Jamison held up his hand. “No. No, lots of men don’t do it. A lot of assholes like Chan do it. Don’t tar me with that brush, Jessie. We have too much history for that bullshit. You know me better than that.”

      The bitterness in Jamison’s tone silenced her. She had hurt him. He had the same desperate sadness in his eyes that he had the day he left. For a moment she couldn’t speak, too scared to push him further away. But she couldn’t leave this unsaid. “But you did do it. You met a woman on the beat and you got her pregnant. And now you’re marrying her. You think you are doing the noble thing by marrying her. The noble thing would be to pay child support and be an active part of your child’s life, maybe even get custody, but not marry a woman you met while you were scoring a hit. What kind of life is that? I know you don’t want to be like your father. And you’re not. You’ve proven that. Don’t throw it all away trying to make a point you have already made.”

      Jamison scrubbed at his face. “Seriously, Jessie, you think I knocked up a crack whore? That’s what you think of me. Felicia is a detective with the Alabama State Troopers. She was my colleague. Not some junkie.”

      The words sucked the oxygen from her lungs. His partner. Felicia was his partner and he was marrying her. For a minute she was too stunned to speak. “I need some air.” Jess stood up. She struggled to breathe and every ragged breath she forced down was like acid corroding her from the inside.
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