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1


There were two armed men in his backyard when Detective Ash Rashid came home from work, and neither looked happy to see him. The first man was an inch or two under six feet tall and had a slight build and a wisp of a goatee on his chin. He sneered as soon as Ash came into view, clearly trying to look menacing but just as clearly failing. He centered his weight on his heels, which meant it would take him at least a second and a half to remove his weapon from his shoulder holster and pivot into a shooter’s stance. He would have been dead twice over by the time that happened. He wasn’t a threat.

The man’s partner, though, was a different story. Ash didn’t know his name, but in his internal monologue, he called him the Hulk. They had run into each other about a year earlier, after Ash shot the man’s son in the chest and shoulder during an investigation. His son lived, but the Hulk didn’t seem to be the forgiving sort. He stood at least six-five and had to be pushing three hundred pounds. Someone that big could take a lot of damage before going down, and Ash doubted his department-issue, forty-caliber Glock would cut it.

He slid his hand from the firearm inside his jacket to his side and closed the gate to his cedar fence before stepping deeper into the yard. As soon as he did, he spotted the real threat. Konstantin Bukoholov. The skin on Bukoholov’s neck was loose and jaundiced, and fresh liver spots marked his hands. His eyes were as Ash remembered them, though: cold and unfeeling. The old man had tipped him off to a drug-smuggling ring operating out of a nightclub in one of the city’s suburbs a year ago. Ash investigated and ended up bringing down one of the largest drug suppliers in the region; in the process, he unwittingly eliminated one of Bukoholov’s biggest competitors and likely doubled the old man’s market share. Why Bukoholov sat in his backyard now, Ash didn’t know.

He crossed the lawn, eyeing the guards. Bukoholov sat at Ash’s teak outdoor table under a cedar pergola. The table had been set with three coffee mugs, all of which held a thick, black liquid. Bukoholov stood as he approached and held his hand out as if he wanted to shake. Ash ignored it.

“What are you doing here?”

Bukoholov gestured at the chair opposite him. “I’m enjoying your wife’s very interesting coffee. Please sit. We have business to discuss.”

Very interesting was one way of describing Hannah’s coffee. It was so black and acidic it could have doubled as drain cleaner. If Hannah had made Bukoholov and his men coffee, she must be okay.

He nodded toward the Hulk. “Tell the goon squad to go back to your car. Call it a good faith gesture.”

Bukoholov barked an order, and the two men slipped through the gate, exiting the yard. Ash pulled out a chair and sat down.

“You look good, Detective Rashid.”

Ash leaned back and crossed his arms. “What do you want?”

Bukoholov took a sip of coffee but dropped the cup as a fit of coughing wracked his body. Hannah’s coffee had a tendency to do that to the unprepared. Ash remained silent as Bukoholov regained his composure and ability to speak.

He stared at his spilled drink. “Excuse me. Your wife’s coffee is quite strong.”

“Yes, it is. I’ll ask you again, though. What do you want?” Bukoholov tilted his head to the side and shrugged. He managed to appear almost grandfatherly.

“It’s always business with you, Detective. You should learn how to make small talk. We haven’t seen each other in almost a year, and yet you dive right into business. How is a friend supposed to react to that?”

“We’re not friends. We worked on a project once, and I’ve regretted it ever since. That project is now over, as is this conversation. Get out of my yard.”

Bukoholov held up his hands in a placating gesture. He closed his eyes. “Just give me a moment,” he said. “I want to talk to you about a job. You need to hear what I have to say.”

Ash leaned forward. His eyes felt dry, and he wanted to blink, but he forced them to stay open. A shiver traveled up his spine as a late-fall breeze sent leaves skittering across the blue stone patio.

“I’ve already got a job, Mr. Bukoholov. A good one.”

At least he had been truthful about part of that statement. Ash was the highest ranking sworn officer assigned to the investigative unit of Indianapolis’s prosecutor’s office. In most units, Ash’s status as detective sergeant would make him a supervisory officer with privileges and responsibilities in accord with his rank. His actual unit was so small and specialized, though, that rank rarely mattered; everyone simply did whatever the prosecuting attorneys needed. It was a good job, usually. The pay was steady, and the work was interesting and varied. But with an election coming up, things were changing, and not for the better.

“This is a special sort of job. At four this afternoon, there was a car accident about two miles from here. A woman was killed. Did you see it on the news yet?”

Ash shook his head.

“It was a hit-and-run,” Bukoholov continued. “The woman who was hit died on the way to the hospital.”

“We’ll pray for her family,” said Ash, glancing at his gate.

“If that’s all you came to tell me, you can leave now.”

“The woman’s name was Cassandra Johnson. She had a daughter named Lisa. I believe you know them both.”

Ash blinked several times, sure that he had misheard him. “Cassandra and Lisa Johnson?”

“I believe that’s what I said.”

Ash felt as if he had just been slapped in the face. Lisa was his daughter’s best friend. They rode the same bus; they played T-ball together; they had sleepovers. They were together so often in the summer that it felt as if he had a third kid; Lisa even called him Uncle Ash. Hannah and Cassandra, while perhaps not as close as their daughters, talked regularly and went to the same all-women’s yoga class. Bukoholov stared at him knowingly.

“Is Lisa okay?”

“I’m sure she’s fine.”

Ash inhaled deep enough that he could feel his chest rise. Indianapolis wasn’t generally big enough to have organized crime like Chicago or New York; instead, it had loosely affiliated gangs, most of which came and went after their leaders killed each other in disputes over women or turf. Bukoholov was the closest thing the city had to a real crime boss, and he wouldn’t risk being in a detective’s backyard without damn good reason.

“Why are you really here?”

Bukoholov smiled. “I have only the best of intentions, I assure you.”

“Bullshit. Get out of my yard.”

Instead of leaving, Bukoholov reached into his jacket. Instinctively, Ash reached into his own and pulled out his firearm. He rested it on the table, a finger hovering over the trigger guard.

“Carefully reconsider your next move,” said Ash. “I want to see your hands right now.”

Bukoholov did as he was told and pulled his arm back, exposing a brick of hundred-dollar bills in his hand. He dropped the money onto the table and pulled his hands back slowly, showing his palms as if he had nothing to hide.

“For any expenses you may come across in your investigation.”

Ash knew detectives in the narcotics squad who could look at a bundle of money and estimate its value to within a couple hundred bucks without batting an eye. Stacks of cash were just another part of their world. Ash didn’t live in that world, though. He crossed his arms, trying not to stare.

“Take your money and get out of my yard.”

Bukoholov stared at him for a moment, but then broke eye contact and sighed audibly. “I’m sorry we couldn’t come to an arrangement,” he said, pushing himself upright. “I’m sure someone will eventually discover what happened to her.”

“Get your money and get out of my yard.”

Bukoholov waved him off before turning to leave. “Put it in your kids’ college savings accounts. You need it more than me.”

Ash followed him out of the yard with his eyes before taking out his cell phone. He didn’t trust Bukoholov, but the old man didn’t make a habit of lying to him. Something was going on. He searched through his contact list for Cassandra Johnson’s cell number. Her phone rang six times before going to voice mail.

“Hi, Cassandra, this is Ash Rashid. When you get this message, can you call me back either on my cell phone or at the house? Nothing is wrong, but it’s important that you contact Hannah or me as soon as you can. I’d really appreciate it.”

As soon as Ash finished that call, he called Cassandra’s home number and left a similar message when no one picked up. It was probably a waste of everyone’s time, but he also called IMPD’s dispatcher and asked if there had been any accidents near Cassandra’s home. The dispatcher hadn’t heard of any, but Ash requested she send a squad car by Cassandra’s house for a resident safety check anyway. No one would go in the house without cause, but officers would knock on the door and peer in a few windows to see if they could find anything untoward inside. Hopefully Cassandra and Lisa went out somewhere and left her cell phone at home.

With his immediate concerns quelled somewhat, Ash picked up the money from the table. Fifty one-hundred-dollar bills. As much as his family needed it, he’d sooner beg than accept a gift from Bukoholov; his money was dirty no matter how many times he washed it. He holstered his firearm before slipping the bundle of money into the inside pocket of his sport coat. If nothing else, the food bank at his mosque would have a nice donation.

Inside the house, Hannah stood at the sink with a castiron skillet in one hand and a green sponge in the other. She smiled at him as he walked through the door, a loose pink scarf covering her hair and neck. Its religious implications aside, Hannah said wearing the hijab around men other than Ash or her father made her feel comfortable in her own skin. She didn’t have to worry about strange men hitting on her or staring at her. That was worth well more than a yard or two of silk.

“Look what I drew, Baba.”

Ash mouthed hello to his wife before sitting across from his daughter at their breakfast table. As far as he could tell, Megan had drawn an abstract.

“That’s a beautiful drawing,” he said. “When you’re done, we’ll hang it on the fridge.”

“It’s our house,” she said.

Now that he knew what it was, Ash saw the resemblance. Megan had drawn a series of brown squares with amorphous green shapes in front. Much like their actual home, Megan’s roof sloped unnaturally to one side and her bushes had branches that veered off in every direction. He kissed her forehead and told her that her drawing was very realistic before walking toward his wife at the sink.

“You want me to take over?” he asked, nodding toward a pile of dirty dishes.

“No, I’ll finish,” said Hannah. “Are those men outside coming back?”

“No.”

“Good,” she said, pulling the scarf from her head. Her straight black hair was pulled back into a lopsided bun, exposing the nape of her neck. “Who were they?”

Ash didn’t say anything for a moment as he considered his response. He never liked lying to his wife, and not just because it was a sin. She put up with him, she loved him, and she stayed with him, despite his faults. She deserved the truth; it was as simple as that. At the same time, he didn’t want to upset her without cause. Bukoholov, as bad as he was, would never hurt a cop’s family. The attention wouldn’t be good for business. On balance, it seemed that a white lie in this situation was the best approach.

“It was a couple of guys from work. They wanted to ask me about a case.”

Hannah nodded and stared out the window as if she were watching the conversation replay itself. “And what did that man hand you?”

Ash coughed and shifted on his feet. “Some money, but it’s not for us. I’m going to give it to charity.”

Hannah dropped her sponge and set down the dish she had been scrubbing. She put her hands on the edge of the sink and leaned forward, keeping her gaze riveted on the window. “Why couldn’t he donate the money himself?”

On a lot of levels, Ash understood her trepidation. Hannah may not have known Bukoholov, but she still carried the scars—both literal and figurative—from the last job Ash had done for him. He leaned in, catching a whiff of the rose oil she had put on earlier that day.

“When was the last time you talked to Cassandra?”

“Yesterday, I think. Her car’s in the shop, so she asked me to pick her up for yoga tonight at the YMCA. You didn’t answer my question.”

Ash nodded toward the back patio. “That man just told me Cassandra may have been in a car accident. Before you get worried, I called my dispatcher, and she didn’t have any records of it. I also tried to call Cassandra but couldn’t get in touch with her. Our guest wants me to look into things. The money was a bribe.”

Hannah looked confused. “Why would he tell you Cassandra was in an accident if she wasn’t?”

“I don’t know, but I plan to find out.”

“Maybe we should go by her house right now and see.”

“I already sent a squad car,” said Ash. “If they find anything, they’ll give me a call.”

“Did he say anything about Lisa?”

“He said she’s probably fine. I’m concerned that Cassandra’s not answering her phone, though. Would she leave her cell at home if she was on a date?”

Hannah’s voice faltered. “I … I don’t know,” she said. “She’s not seeing anyone, though. I think she would have told me if she had a date. I live vicariously through her.”

“Okay,” said Ash, feeling his worry start to build. “Could you make me a sandwich? I’m going to go back into work and see what I can find out.”

“Sure,” she said, nodding. “Can you check on Kaden while I do that?”

“Of course,” he said. “And I’m sure everything’s okay with Cassandra. I’m just going to follow up.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

Ash squeezed his wife’s shoulder before walking to his son’s nursery. Kaden slept in his crib, his arms raised above his head victoriously as if he had just kicked the game-winning field goal in the Super Bowl. His skin was light brown, and his brown eyes sparkled whenever he smiled. He was a good baby, and he seemed to like his father. At least he had stopped peeing on him whenever he changed his diaper.

Since Kaden was asleep, Ash stayed outside the room, watching. After finding out that Hannah was pregnant with a boy, Ash had converted his old home office into a nursery by replacing the dingy carpet with oak hardwood and painting the walls a cheery, pastel yellow. Hannah had then drawn bumblebees near the ceiling. Islamic tradition was to sacrifice a pair of animals and have a party for friends and family when a boy is born. Since Ash was reasonably sure his neighbors would object if he slaughtered a pair of sheep on the front lawn, he and Hannah had instead donated money to Heifer International. Heifer used the money to purchase bees for poor families in Africa; Ash thought the décor fitting.

He watched his son for another minute before joining his wife and daughter in the kitchen again. It was time for salat al-Maghrib, dusk prayer, but nobody made a move to grab their prayer mats from the living room. Ash’s mind was focused on his conversation with Bukoholov. At any given time, half a dozen government agencies had open investigations on the old man, and he still managed to conduct his business with relative impunity. He didn’t get that power by nosing into other people’s business, and he didn’t act without thinking first. He expected to get something from his trip to the Rashid household. What, though, Ash didn’t know, and that left him unsettled.

As soon as Hannah handed him a sandwich, he kissed her and hugged his daughter good-bye for the evening. In general, traffic accidents were handled by uniformed patrol officers from the various precinct houses around town, but hit-and-runs that ended in death or grave injury went straight to the homicide squad. Ash had spent six years in Homicide, so he knew a good number of the detectives assigned to the unit; hopefully someone would talk to him. He ate his sandwich on the drive but stayed in his car for a moment upon parking and called the dispatcher for an update on the safety check he had requested for Cassandra’s place. A pair of officers had swung by the house, but no one answered the door. Unfortunately, without signs of forced entry or other problems, that was all they could do. He’d go by later to see if he could find anything himself, but in the meantime, he’d try another angle.

Ash left the car and went to the homicide squad’s floor. As he should have expected at that time in the evening, the office was deserted. He took a few tentative steps inside and weaved his way around desks and stacks of cardboard file boxes, hoping to find someone but knowing he probably wouldn’t.

When his suspicions came true, Ash took the elevator to the lobby and walked to the watch sergeant’s desk. IMPD’s headquarters had been built when public buildings were a source of community pride. Its white marble floors and granite walls had seen more than their share of abuse, but it was hard to deny the craftsmanship of the ornate crown moldings and perfectly straight joints on the floor. For all its aesthetic appeal, though, it was hardly adequate for a modern police department. Deep cracks in the granite walls ran from the floor to the ceiling, and the entire first floor smelled like laundry that had sat soaking in a washing machine for several nights. Ash didn’t envy the officers who spent considerable amounts of time there.

He coughed, getting the attention of both the sergeant behind the front desk and a couple who were sitting and holding hands in the lobby. Ash didn’t recognize him, but the sergeant looked to be in his late fifties or early sixties. Police work was taxing, both mentally and physically, so a lot of officers hoped to retire by that age. About a decade ago, that was a real possibility for a lot of people. But now that the world’s economy was in an extended and seemingly never-ending slump, more and more officers kept plugging away until they were pushed out the door at sixty-five. At least those guys would have a pension and Social Security to fall back on; the way the economy was going, Ash and his family wouldn’t even have that.

He leaned against the counter. “You got a minute?”

“If it’s important.”

Ash removed the badge from his belt and held it up. “It is important. I’m Detective Sergeant Ashraf Rashid, and I’m an investigator with the prosecutor’s office. I’ve got a couple of questions that you might be able to help me with.”

The sergeant slowly closed the magazine he had been reading before lacing his fingers together and leaning forward so he was only about a foot from Ash’s face. Ash glanced at his nametag. Robert Doyle.

“And for what reason are you gracing me with your presence, Detective Rashid?”

It smelled as if the sergeant had eaten something with garlic for dinner. Ash forced himself to smile and took a quick step back, glad for the fresh air. “Have you heard anything about a woman named Cassandra Johnson tonight?” he asked, clipping his badge to his belt. “She may be a hit-and-run victim on the north side.”

Doyle broke eye contact and picked his magazine back up. “If she was a hit-and-run, patrol has it.”

“Someone told me she died at the scene, so Homicide might have it. I’m trying to find out what happened. Cassandra is a family friend.”

Doyle stared back with a pair of dull, expressionless eyes. “Since someone told you about her, why don’t you talk to him and stop wasting my time?”

Doyle was evidently quite a charmer. Had Megan been so charming, he would have called her Miss Grumpy Pants and made her sit on the naughty chair until her attitude improved. He doubted Doyle would respond well to the same sort of treatment.

“I did consider it, but I haven’t had the opportunity yet. When’d your shift start?”

Doyle stared at him a moment, unblinking. Eventually, he must have figured out that Ash wasn’t going to leave because he sighed and closed his eyes.

“Six. Anything else?”

“If there had been a call at four, would you have heard about it?”

“It depends.”

Ash waited for Doyle to continue. He didn’t.

“On?”

“Any number of things. Look, Detective, I don’t know anybody named Cassandra Johnson. We didn’t get a call about her, and I didn’t hear about a hit-and-run. I don’t have any clue what you’re talking about, and I’ve got things to do.” He opened his magazine again. “So unless there’s anything else?”

Ash held up his hands in front of him, palms toward the desk. “That’s it. Thanks for all your help.”

“Anytime.”

The sergeant had buried his face in his magazine. Doyle must have been on a complex case; Sports Illustrated didn’t often make it into investigations. The lobby had room for twenty or thirty people, but it didn’t feel very welcoming. He walked through the front doors and exited onto the street. The night was cold, and the street was wet from a downpour earlier that evening. Thursdays weren’t big nights downtown, so the area was empty save the occasional passing car.

Ash buttoned his jacket and rubbed his arms for warmth, considering his options. There were two or three bars within walking distance, and chances were high that at least one would be quiet enough for him to make a couple of calls from. He considered going but decided against it. Even a quiet bar would be more distraction than he needed. Besides, he had been trying to stay out of bars after someone from his mosque spotted him walking into one about a month ago. That had been difficult to talk his way out of. Islam forbids the consumption of alcohol; unfortunately, drinking was one of the few activities that allowed Ash to sleep soundly at night and forget about the things he saw at work.

He stepped into the glow of a nearby streetlight and thumbed through his cell phone’s directory until he found the entry for IMPD’s dispatcher. News sometimes took a while to trickle through a bureaucracy, so if Cassandra had been in an accident, it was possible that Doyle just hadn’t heard about it. The first officer on the scene might have even skipped the regular channels and called the homicide squad directly. Patrol officers weren’t supposed to do that, and it screwed up normally clear lines of communication, but it did occasionally happen.

The dispatcher picked up after two rings and transferred Ash’s call to the watch sergeant at the Northeastern Precinct house. Unfortunately, she knew as little as Sergeant Doyle. In the off chance the calls had gone through them, he called the two precincts bordering the Northeastern Precinct as well but got the same story both times. Nobody had heard of Cassandra.

Ash paced under the light, considering his next move. Bukoholov might have lied to him about the accident, but Ash couldn’t figure out what he would get out of that. Moreover, despite having fewer moral scruples than most of the men and woman on Indiana’s death row, Bukoholov hadn’t ever lied to Ash before. Something else was going on, and he needed to find out what. He dialed the gangster’s number and waited through two rings for him to pick up. Ash spoke before Bukoholov could.

“I just asked around, and nobody’s heard of Cassandra Johnson. Tell me what you know.”

Bukoholov paused. “I’m fairly old and I know a lot of things, so that may take a while.”

“Cute. Tell me what you know about Cassandra Johnson.”

“I’ve already told you everything you need to know.”

“No, you haven’t. No one has heard about the accident, and I can’t find Cassandra. You know more than you’re telling me. Where is she?”

“By this point, I would presume she’s at the morgue.”

“No, she’s not. If she was killed in a hit-and-run, my department would know about it and they would have told me.”

“I assure you, Detective, the accident did occur, and Ms. Johnson is, unfortunately, deceased. If you’re half the investigator I think you are, you’ll find out why. Just follow the evidence.”

Bukoholov may have been a criminal, but he had his finger on the city’s pulse better than anyone alive. When something in town was rotten, he knew it even if he wasn’t always willing to share his information.

“What’s really going on here?”

“You need to find out on your own. It will be better that way.”

“Better for who?”

“You’ll find out that, too.”

“Okay,” said Ash, hoping his growing frustration didn’t seep into his voice. “If you’re not going to tell me anything else, tell me this. If I keep going, what am I going to step into?”

Bukoholov chuckled. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. If you’re still stuck in a couple of days, give me a call. Otherwise, rely on your instincts and you’ll do fine.”

The Russian hung up before Ash could say anything else. Rely on your instincts. Follow the evidence. It wasn’t the most helpful advice he had ever received.

Ash paced the empty sidewalk, thinking. If Cassandra were dead, her body would still be around. Finding that would answer some of his questions. More pressing than that, though, Lisa would still be around. He needed to make sure someone was taking care of her. He thumbed through his phone’s contact list until he found the home telephone number of Julie Sims, the assistant director of Marion County’s Department of Child Services.

The phone rang twice before she picked up.

“Julie, this is Ash Rashid. I need a favor. I’ve heard rumors that a family friend has been in a car accident, and I want to find out if you guys have her daughter.”

Julie rattled what sounded like a drawer full of silverware.

“I’m at home. Did you call the information line?”

“Why would I need to call the information line when I’ve got good friends like you?”

Julie grunted. Good friends do that sort of thing when they’re asked for favors.

“I guess my date with Ben and Jerry can wait, then. I’ll see if she’s in the system. What’s her name?”

“Lisa Johnson. She’s Megan’s best friend.”

“Give me five minutes.”

Ash slipped his phone back into his pocket after hanging up. It was cold, but he was so lost in thought that he barely felt it. Julie called back within two minutes. A uniformed patrol officer had brought Lisa in a few hours ago, but Child Services hadn’t placed her with a family yet. She agreed to a meeting if Ash met her downtown; he didn’t need to think before saying yes.

As soon as he hung up, he glanced at his watch. It was a little before eight, and Julie would take at least twenty minutes to drive into town. For the second time that night, he considered going to a bar, and for the second time, practical concerns overruled his desire. He couldn’t show up to the Child Services office with liquor on his breath. Instead, he went by a diner and grabbed a cup of scorched coffee and a slice of cherry pie. Neither improved his mood, but at least they distracted him for a while.

At the appointed time, he met Lisa and Julie in the Child Services office. Lisa brightened when she saw him, and he forced himself to smile in response. If her mom was dead, she evidently hadn’t been told. Lisa had dark hair and dark brown skin. She had been Megan’s best friend since the day they met almost three years ago. Now they spent more time in the principal’s office than any other kids in school. They were both good girls at heart, just too rambunctious for their own good. Megan got that from him, and if he was any guide, they’d grow out of it.

“Hi, Uncle Ash.”

“Hi, sweetheart. I’m going to talk to Miss Sims, but I’ll be right back, okay?”

Lisa nodded, so Julie led her to a nearby playroom with a two-way mirror for observation. Once the door was shut, Ash slouched against the wall and put his hands in his pockets, one eye on Lisa and one eye on Julie.

“You guys have a file on her yet?”

Julie nodded and opened the tabbed manila folder she was holding.

“An officer brought her in at approximately six this evening. She’s six years old and weighs fifty-three pounds. We don’t have her medical records yet, but we ran her through Riley Children’s Hospital. The attending physician said she looked healthy and couldn’t find any signs of abuse or malnutrition. Lisa said she’s not on any medication, but we’ll check to make sure.”

Ash nodded. It was nice to hear that she was healthy, but the rest was background information he already knew.

“What do you have on her mom?”

Julie’s lips moved as she scanned the form. “My information says she died in a car accident, but IMPD had her house on a regular rotation. She was thirty-two years old at the time of her death, and according to our files, she had a history of mental illness. I have a report from a patrol officer requesting we send somebody by the house to check on things because he suspected Cassandra was manic and posed a threat to her daughter. I don’t think we had time to follow up yet.”

Ash narrowed his eyes and dropped his chin. “Are you sure you have the right file?”

Julie nodded.

“Unfortunately, yes. It looks like Lisa’s mom hit the trifecta. Drug use, mania, and probable prostitution while her daughter was at school. If we had the manpower, we would have pulled her out of the house months ago.”

Ash straightened and crossed his arms. “How old is this information?”

Julie skimmed the file and then shook her head before looking at him again. “There’s no date listed.”

“Something’s not right,” said Ash, turning his attention to Lisa again. “Cassandra was a good mother. She wasn’t a drug user, and she sure as hell wasn’t a prostitute. You might want to double-check to see that you have the right file.” He paused. “Has anyone told Lisa what’s going on?”

“Not yet.”

Ash considered his options. Lisa was surrounded by strangers and probably scared out of her mind. It wasn’t just unfair; it was cruel. He didn’t know what the county’s policy was in that situation, but he knew what it felt like to be scared and alone. He looked at Julie.

“Give me five minutes. I’m going to tell her what’s going on. I’ll be right back.”

“Hold on just a second,” said Julie, putting her hand on his chest. “We have a counselor on staff who will talk to her in the morning. That’s how we do things when a parent isn’t around.”

“And by counselor you mean a stranger, right?”

“By counselor I mean someone with the training to deal with a traumatized child.”

“With all due respect, Julie, I’ve known Lisa for almost half her life. She calls me Uncle Ash and my wife Aunt Hannah. She doesn’t need to talk to a stranger with a degree in psychology; she needs someone who will give her a hug and tell her that everything will be okay.”

“And what happens if everything isn’t okay? We need to prepare her for what’s going to happen next in her life. Besides, we haven’t even talked to her father yet. Don’t you think he might want to tell his daughter what happened?”

“He’s serving a life sentence in the Wabash Valley Correctional Facility for killing an off-duty police officer at a night-club. After losing his last appeal, your department petitioned for and won termination of his parental rights. I was Lisa’s advocate during the hearing. She’s never met him, and God willing, she never will. If that’s not in your file, it should be.”

“I forgot you were a lawyer,” she said, taking a step back and flipping through the contents of her folder. When she looked up again, her gaze wasn’t quite as sharp. As much as he cared about Lisa, though, Julie was probably right. It wasn’t his place to tell her that her mom had just died. That should come from a real family member.

“Lisa has a grandma on the West Coast. She flies in whenever she can afford the airfare. If anyone should tell Lisa about her mom, I think it should be her,” said Ash. “They’re a close family, so she’ll probably be the one who gets custody anyway.”

Julie stared at Lisa through the two-way mirror. “Where on the West Coast is she?”

“Seattle. I’ll fly her in if I have to.”

Julie’s nostrils flared. “That should be fine. We can let her do it.”

It may not have been what Ash wanted, but it was still a victory of sorts. He breathed a little easier.

“Do you have housing lined up for her for the next few days yet?”

“We’ll put her in a girls’ home until her grandma arrives.”

“How about you let me take her home?” Julie started to protest immediately, but Ash spoke over her. “Hannah and I are registered foster parents, so we’re already in your system. We take kids on an emergency basis, and this sounds like an emergency.”

At first, Ash thought Julie would fight, but she gave in. While she filled out the paperwork, he called his wife to arrange things at home. Hannah didn’t even miss a beat in offering to put Lisa up for as long as needed. Ash went into the playroom and told Lisa that she would be staying with Megan for a few days. Since Lisa didn’t know about her mom, she thought it was a rare Thursday-night sleepover at a friend’s house. It almost broke Ash’s heart to see how excited she was. After twenty minutes of paperwork, he buckled her into the back of his cruiser and drove home. Megan met them at the door, and the girls immediately ran to the living room where Hannah had set up a cartoon about a princess and a frog. The girls would probably fall asleep in the middle, but it would keep them occupied until they did. Hannah stayed in the kitchen.

“What happened?”

Hannah had been able to hold back most of her emotion when Megan and Lisa were around, but her eyes were growing red now.

“I don’t know yet. I still don’t have any confirmation of anything, so I’m going to go back to work and see what else I can find out.”

The girls giggled loud enough that he could hear them all the way from the back door.

“Come back as soon as you can.”

“I will.”

Ash kissed her before stepping out. Rather than drive to his office, he drove to Cassandra and Lisa’s house. The windows were dark, and the front door was locked. He knocked hard and rang the doorbell, but as expected, no one answered. He was alone but for the crickets. On his way back to the car, he pulled out his cell phone and found the number for the coroner’s office. That’s when he got his first break; the morgue didn’t have a Cassandra Johnson, but they did have a Jane Doe who matched her description. The victim of a purported hit-and-run, she had significant trauma to her chest, shoulders, and head. It fit the story Bukoholov and Julie Sims had told him.

He drove over. The coroner’s office was housed in a two-story brick building south of downtown near the White River. As soon as he went inside, Ash covered his nose. No matter how many deaths he investigated, he could never get used to the smell. Dr. Hector Rodriguez met him in the lobby and gave Ash a moment to throw on a surgical smock before leading him to the refrigerated vault where the bodies were stored.

Ash could see the outline of a petite woman’s body beneath a sheet on an exam table at the far end of the room. As soon as Dr. Rodriguez pulled the sheet from her face, Ash recognized Cassandra. The blood had already begun pooling beneath her, leaving her face pale, but it was definitely her. According to Indiana law, only an immediate family member could provide an official visual identification, but Dr. Rodriguez wrote Cassandra’s name down anyway as a provisional ID.

Cassandra’s mother or sister would have to come in and do the official identification later. On television, that was a relatively easy process. A victim’s spouse or immediate family member would stand at a window while a technician pulled back a sheet covering the deceased person’s face. On TV, a simple nod of the head sufficed. In real life, it was harder, more invasive than that. Cassandra’s mother would have to give details. She’d have to identify tattoos, scars, birthmarks, and other unique marks that Cassandra might have had. She’d have to stick around the morgue for a while and possibly identify her clothing as well as fill out copious amounts of paperwork. It was a lot more than a casual glance, and it caused a lot more pain than anyone deserved.

When he got back to his car, Ash stayed in the parking lot and allowed the reality of the situation to set in. Cassandra and Lisa were as close to his family as they could be without being related. This was going to be hard. Instead of driving home immediately, he put the car in gear and drove until he found an open liquor store. Practical concerns didn’t hamper him anymore, so he bought a pint of bourbon and drove to a small city park about a mile from his house. He started with a small sip, but that turned into a mouthful and then a second in short order. After that, he rested the bottle in his lap and closed his eyes, praying that the world would be different when he opened them but knowing it wouldn’t.

Ten minutes after parking, he screwed the cap back on the bottle and drove home. The girls were in pajamas now, but they were still up and watching TV. Hannah had her arm around both of them. Ash must have been wearing his emotions because she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply as soon as she saw him.

“Hi, Baba,” said Megan, looking at him for the first time since he came in. “You look funny.”

“I’m tired, honey,” he said. “It’s late.”

“Why don’t you girls brush your teeth?” said Hannah. “It’s time to get ready for bed.”

Lisa and Megan dutifully slipped off the pullout sofa and made their way to the bathroom in the hallway. Hannah stared at him, her eyes growing glassy.

“She’s gone?”

Ash swallowed and nodded. “Yeah.”

She inhaled deeply as a tear slid down her face.

“We’re out of toothpaste, Ummi.”

Hannah stayed seated for a moment, but she eventually got up to help the girls. Ash took the opportunity to slip into his bedroom’s en suite bathroom to brush his teeth and cover the smell of bourbon on his breath. When he finished, Hannah was in the bedroom, crying softly. Ash didn’t say anything, but he held her and she cried on his shoulder until the girls went back to the living room.

Hannah went to bed a little after midnight, but Ash stayed up. For some reason, Megan and Lisa both liked professional wrestling and were watching a match with rapt attention when he got back to the living room. Thankfully, they weren’t boys or they’d be reenacting everything the wrestlers did; as it was, Ash had his hands full telling them not to repeat the more inappropriate phrases the wrestlers used. He probably should have turned it off, but he didn’t have the heart. Lisa had enough rough days ahead of her; she deserved another carefree night with a friend.
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Ash’s back felt stiff and his head hurt when he woke up the next morning. Megan and Lisa had finally conked out at a little before one in the morning, giving Ash a few hours of sleep before dawn prayer. Hannah was already awake, so he was alone in the room. He swung his legs off the bed and peered through the blinds covering their windows. The sun hadn’t risen yet, and the sky was gray and overcast, making it another gloomy, November day in central Indiana. He yawned and went by the restroom for some aspirin before joining his family in the kitchen.

Lisa and Megan sat at the breakfast table while Hannah scrambled eggs at the stove. Kaden lay on his back in a Pack ’n Play beside the back door, playing with a brightly colored wooden toy designed to stimulate his brain and improve the strength of his grip. Having been on the receiving end of several of his son’s hair-pulling incidents, Ash didn’t think the latter was much of a problem.

“Hi, Baba,” said Megan, waving with a piece of toast.

“Hi, Uncle Ash,” said Lisa.

Ash ran his hand across his wife’s shoulders as he crossed the room. He kissed Megan’s forehead and hugged both girls simultaneously. In ten years or so, Megan would be a smart-mouthed teenager who would more than likely pretend to be adopted rather than acknowledge his paternity, but for now, she and Lisa accepted hugs gratefully. Sometimes he wished his kids would never grow up.

He stood beside the girls for a moment. As happy as Lisa was that morning, she wouldn’t be for long. Her mother was dead and nobody knew a thing about what happened. That wasn’t just unfortunate; it was wrong.

Ash rejoined his wife near the stove and leaned against the countertop.

“Are you keeping the girls home from school today?”

She nodded. “At least for the morning until someone comes to pick up Lisa. I wanted Megan here so she would have someone to play with.”

Ash glanced at the clock on the microwave. He had slept later than he intended, so he had to hurry to make it to work on time. He kissed his wife’s cheek before getting dressed. Hannah put the girls in jackets and had them play outside while she and Ash had dawn prayer in the master bedroom. He left at twenty to eight and was in his office at five after.

The morning routine in a police department was usually simple. An officer went in and, depending on his rank, he’d either go to a roll-call meeting where schedules and other information were shared, or he’d meet with his commanding officer to discuss his assignment. The routine was a little different in the prosecutor’s office, though. Instead of meeting with another sworn officer, Ash met with the prosecuting attorneys to find out what they needed. Most of the time, they asked him to track down witnesses, recheck alibis, or conduct interviews; a big portion of the work was dull, but it was always varied. He liked that. Aside from being surrounded by lawyers all day, it wasn’t a bad job.

As soon as he arrived, Ash walked to the office of the acting prosecutor, Susan Mercer, and discovered that their morning meeting had been moved to the conference room. Ash walked through a maze of cubicles to the other side of the room and stopped in the conference room’s doorway. Susan sat at the head of a long wooden table while an older African American man in a navy blue pinstripe suit sat near her, talking excitingly. Their guest that morning was Leonard Wilson, chairman of the city council’s Public Safety Committee. He was an important, powerful man; unfortunately, rather than use his power to improve the lives of his constituents, Leonard used his position to further his own political aims and fortunes, the city’s neighborhoods be damned.

As soon as Ash saw him, he was tempted to walk out; he stayed, but only because his boss already saw him. She gestured to the seat to her immediate right.

“Morning, Ash,” she said, gesturing toward Leonard. “This is—”

“No need for introductions, Ms. Mercer,” said Leonard, interrupting her. “Detective Rashid and I know each other well.” He stood and stretched his arm out but hesitated and then sat down when Ash didn’t move from the door.

The two did know each other, unfortunately. With a city budget deep in the red and a regional economy in the tank, IMPD found itself in the unenviable position of having to perform its duties with a declining budget and a rising crime rate fueled by the newly impoverished and desperate. To alleviate some of that tension, Ash, along with his local rep on the city council, had proposed installing a series of bright streetlights in high-crime areas in the presumption that criminals would be less likely to mug people or break into homes under a spotlight. Similar lighting had lowered property crime at a minimal expense in nearby cities, so they figured it was worth a shot. However, since Ash’s local rep didn’t have anything to offer Leonard in exchange for his support, he allowed the proposal to die in committee without it ever coming to a vote. The man was a venereal disease for which the citizens of Indianapolis had yet to find a cure.

“What can I do for you, Councilman?”

“Have a seat, Detective Rashid,” he said, pointing to the chair beside him. Ash glanced at his boss before sitting down. “As I was telling Ms. Mercer, I’m worried about an increase in crime in our traditionally ethnic neighborhoods.”

Ash raised an eyebrow, but Susan didn’t move. He shrugged. “It’s a valid concern. Representative Watkins proposed setting up lights—”

“Lighting won’t do it, son. Crime is rampant in this city. We need action, and I need your help. I need you to be my eyes and ears in the Islamic community. Find out what they’re concerned about so I can take it up with the city council. Now that Jack Whittler is out of the picture, we can get things done.”

Whittler had been Susan Mercer’s predecessor in the prosecutor’s office; now he was a guest of the federal government in a medium-security prison. In retrospect, Ash had difficulty deciding if he or Leonard was more contemptible. If someone offered Whittler enough money, he’d lose evidence, harass people he knew weren’t guilty, and even refuse to prosecute strong cases. The city would feel the effects of his misadventures for years, but at least he had been up front about himself. Everyone knew he was a crook. Leonard, though, managed to hide his venal nature behind a veneer of righteousness.

Ash looked at his boss for some sort of tell. Her chin dipped a fraction of an inch, silently telling him to continue.

“Someone broke windows in our mosque last month, and some redneck in a pickup truck drives by during Friday prayer every week blaring country music so loud people have a hard time hearing our Imam speak. I’ve asked for regular patrols on Fridays to catch him, but the patrol division is spread pretty thin already. They say they can’t justify the resources for a possible misdemeanor.”

Leonard nodded and smacked his palm against the table, rattling a pair of coffee cups on the other end. Susan jumped.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” he said, punctuating the air with his index finger. “I will do everything in my power to take care of your problem.”

Sneering was inappropriate, so Ash held his breath to stop himself from doing it involuntarily. He nodded instead and thanked him.

“Of course, son,” said Leonard, clapping him on the shoulder. “We’ve got to look out for our own in this world, believe me. And let me give you my business card in case you think of anything else.”

Unless Leonard had converted to Islam without telling anyone, our own must have meant “members of the human race” because the two of them had little else in common. He reached into his pocket and handed Ash a business card before turning to Susan.

“And thank you, Ms. Mercer, for indulging me in this meeting,” he said, standing. “I appreciate your time.”

She smiled and nodded. If Ash hadn’t known better, he would have thought her smile genuine. It wasn’t. Susan didn’t smile to express friendliness. Most of her nonverbal communication came in the form of middle fingers and scowls. Leonard left the room, leaving the two of them alone. Ash started to say something, but Susan held her finger to her lips, presumably waiting until Leonard was out of hearing distance.

“What was that about?” he asked.

Susan looked at the door. “Jack Whittler’s screwing us from prison. Since his arrest, the city council’s been pressing for more oversight and control of our office.”

She probably should have expected that considering the previous prosecutor, but Ash didn’t think reminding her would be good for their working relationship.

“Leonard is just after votes—he doesn’t care what you do. As soon as the news cycle shifts, he’ll hammer on somebody else’s door.”

Susan nodded absently as she focused on some spot over Ash’s right shoulder. Eventually, she took a breath and leaned back from her desk, regaining her composure. “I hope you’re right. You have anything for me this morning?”

“Yeah. I stumbled on a case I’d like to work. A potential homicide that occurred about a mile from my house. The victim is an African American female named Cassandra Johnson. I believe she died at the scene.”

“Who’s the primary on it?”

“I can’t even tell if anyone is yet. The case is all kinds of screwed up, and I want to make sure it’s straightened out.”

Susan furrowed her brow and leaned forward. “What’s wrong with it?”

“The victim died yesterday. I went to the morgue last night and saw the body myself. Officially, she’s a Jane Doe until a family member can ID her, but I’m positive it’s her. The thing is, a patrol officer brought the victim’s little girl by Child Services and filed a report that included our victim’s name. A lot of the stuff in the report was wrong, but at least it got the vic’s name right. My guess is that somebody is getting his cases confused and screwing up the paperwork. I want to make sure that’s the only problem, though.”

Susan opened her mouth as if she were going to say something, but then closed it. Finally she said, “I don’t know that I’m following. If the patrol officer knew the victim’s name, why doesn’t the morgue? And why don’t we have a detective assigned to it?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. I hope it’s just a paperwork mistake.”

Susan stood and poured herself a glass of water from a carafe that rested on the table. “That’s the kind of mistake that can kill a prosecution. It makes us look incompetent. I’ve got a meeting with the deputy chief of investigations this morning. I’ll bring it up with her and see if we can fix it.”

Technically, the deputy chief was Ash’s direct supervisor, but the two met only once or twice a year during performance evaluations. Like most of her subordinates, he tried to keep his distance from her. It’s not that she was a bad administrator—by all objective measures, she was quite good. Rather, the problem was that she was ambitious, and like a lot of ambitious people, she wasn’t too concerned about the men and women she stepped on in her ascent to the top of the department’s food chain.

“Give me a day before we take this upstairs. I bet the correct paperwork is sitting on a desk in the homicide squad. I’d hate for somebody to get written up for being forgetful.”

Susan pursed her lips and tilted her head to the side.

“If it’s not resolved by Monday morning, I want to know,” she said, reaching to her side and picking up a worn leather briefcase. “This is going to be a long weekend. We’re going to trial with Thomas Rahal on Monday.”

She would have a long weekend. Rahal was being tried for murder, something that always got a lot of local media attention. Two things had compounded to make Rahal’s trial explode, though: His alleged victim was a cop, and he was a Muslim immigrant from Iraq. Right-wing bloggers had even started a rumor that he was a Syrian spy living in the Midwest in order to scout infrastructure targets for a terrorist-style attack. Ash was pretty confident that was a lie, though. Rahal hadn’t moved to the U.S. by choice. During the second Gulf War, he acted as an interpreter for American troops in Baghdad. Somehow, a group of insurgents discovered his identity and threatened to kill his family, so the U.S. military moved them all to the United States. Rahal wasn’t a spy; he was a Muslim on American soil, which apparently made him a convenient target in someone’s crazy, political narrative.

“Good luck,” he said. “Have you got anything else for me?”

“One thing. Keep your ears open for news about Carl Gillespie. I’ve heard he’s disappeared.”

Ash paused. “Why is that name familiar?”

“Because Gillespie is John Meyers’s lead investigator. Before that, he was a lieutenant with IMPD. You have better contacts in the department than I do, so I’m counting on you to keep me informed if you hear anything.”

John Meyers was Thomas Rahal’s attorney, which meant Gillespie’s disappearance could cause a major delay in her trial. He could understand her concern.

“Did you check the drunk tank downtown?”

Susan smiled again, but there was little humor in it. “Yes, but thank you,” she said. She paused and blinked, her posture softening. “It’s just a trial strategy. Meyers is trying to throw us off and make us think he’s weak. He’s treating this whole thing as a game.”

Ash wouldn’t vocalize it, but Meyers wasn’t the only person treating the trial as a game. Susan had already sent eight boxes of irrelevant documents to the defense during the discovery phase of the trial. Those documents may have been tangentially related to the case she intended to present, but in actuality, their entire purpose was to overwhelm the defense with information and force Meyers to waste time following up on leads that would never make it into a courtroom. It was a fairly common if underhanded tactic.

Ash stood. “If I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”

Susan glanced up from her paperwork. “Thank you. Have a good weekend if I don’t see you again.”

“You too.”

Ash shut the door and then took the stairs to his floor. Unlike the men and women on Susan’s floor, Ash and his colleagues didn’t have cubicles. They had desks that had been pilfered from other office buildings, dead houseplants in the corners of the room, and carpet with so many stains it almost looked like a giant piece of bad modern art. Overall, it had a comfortable, lived-in feel to it.

Ash walked to Bertha, the heavy oak desk he had been given when he transferred into the unit several years earlier, and sat down. The textbook thing to do in his situation would be to call Mike Bowers, the lieutenant in charge of the day shift at the homicide squad, and ask him what was going on with Cassandra’s case. He and Ash didn’t get along terribly well, though; in fact, they had gotten into a fistfight just eight months ago. Calling him wouldn’t get Ash anywhere; instead, he dialed the personal cell phone of Detective Eddie Alvarez, a recent transfer to the squad.

“Eddie, it’s Ash Rashid. How you doing?”

“Busy. What’s up?”

“I’ve got wind of a case, and I wanted to ask you something. Who’s the dumbest guy in your unit?”

Alvarez chuckled. “I really don’t know.”

“How about this, then. Who picked up the potential hit-and-run homicide on the northeast side of town yesterday afternoon?”

Alvarez clucked his tongue for a moment. “Nobody. It’s not on the board.”

“The board” was a large whiteboard the squad used to keep track of victims, cases, and detectives. It was supposed to help the officers in the unit know who was working what, but it ended up becoming more of a scorecard than anything else.

“Is the name Cassandra Johnson on the board?”

He paused for a moment. “No. You sure she died?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s odd. We didn’t pick up anything new.”

“Are you sure? Cassandra is in the morgue, and her little girl was brought in by Child Services.”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Lupo and Walters went out on a call last night about a shooting, but the victim survived. Aggravated Assault took the case. That’s all we had.”

So Homicide didn’t even get the call. Evidently there was more wrong with Cassandra’s investigation than he realized. “Okay,” said Ash. “Thanks for the help.”

“Sure thing.”

Alvarez hung up, but Ash didn’t move for a moment as he tried to think things through. Try as he might, though, he couldn’t make sense of what he had just found out. Something was wrong. He dialed Susan Mercer’s office. After being put on hold by her secretary for a few minutes, Ash had his boss on the line.

“You wanted me to keep you informed about my hit-and-run investigation. The homicide squad was never called. It wasn’t just a paperwork error.”

“What’s going on, then?”

“I don’t know. We’ve got a body, and I know at least one patrol officer saw it because he called someone from the morgue to pick it up. He didn’t call Homicide, though.”

“I think you need to call Internal Affairs. This sounds like something they might be interested in.”

On paper, calling Internal Affairs was the smart thing to do. Moreover, they got things done. Of course, the same could have been said of Joseph McCarthy. If IA came in, they’d be more interested in finding dirty cops than finding out what happened to Cassandra; she deserved better than that.

“If you want me to do that, I will,” said Ash, closing his eyes. “Before we call the Grand Inquisitor, though, I’d really like to have a better idea of what’s going on.”
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