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CHAPTER 1


AStryker saw grinds through bone, a knife rasping across a whetstone as water drums into deep metal sinks. Doctors call out organ weights, wound measurements and other findings as those assisting scribe. Rock and roll blares from the vintage boom box on a shelf, the autopsy suite not the quiet place one might expect.


Our caseload is heavy this Tuesday morning, the weather beautiful in Northern Virginia, the sun shining, the temperature in the seventies. People have been flocking to the parks, the nature trails, the waterfront, and with the good comes the awful. Violence, accidents and other senseless deaths escalate when the weather is nice, my idea of spring fever different from most.


I’m finishing a complicated case that I find especially disturbing, and there’s nothing more I can do for now. What’s needed is time for elusive injuries to creep out of hiding. When contusions occur close to death, the skin discoloration is subtle like shadows and easily missed. But with additional days in the cooler, the injuries become obvious like the bruised flesh of a peach turning brown.


I’m suspicious that faint marks on the victim’s upper arms and neck were caused by violent gripping and throttling. If I’m right, that will be incriminating for her parents, Ryder and Piper Briley. My decisions could result in them charged with child abuse and murder. Based on what I’ve witnessed at their home and during the autopsy, they’re a monstrous couple.


But it’s not up to me to judge. I’m not supposed to care about punishment. The forensic pathologist’s job is to present the facts with no interest in the outcome. That’s impossible unless you’re a robot or cold-blooded. Luna Briley’s death is outrageous and infuriating. It was all I could do to keep my cool when I was at the scene yesterday.


I have no doubt that her entire short life was hellish, her influential parents unaccustomed to facing consequences. I’m sealing bullet fragments inside an evidence container when the old-style wall phone begins to clangor near my workstation. I wonder who it is. Few people have this number.


“Someone expecting a call down here?” I raise my voice above the din.


My medical examiners are deep in their cases, scarcely glancing in my direction as the ringing continues.


“No problem. I’ll get it.” I mutter this to no one in particular.


Taking off my surgical mask and bloody gloves, I toss them into the biohazard trash. The floor is sticky beneath my Tyvek-covered feet as I step over to the countertop. Taped to the cinderblock wall is a sign demanding CLEAN HANDS ONLY! and I grab the phone, the long cord hopelessly snarled.


“Doctor Scarpetta,” I answer, and there’s no response. “Hello?” I detect the murmur of a talk show playing in the background. “Anybody there? Hello?”


Sensing someone on the line, I hang up. I’m returning to my table when the ringing starts again. This time I’m not as pleasant.


“Morgue,” I announce.


“Hate to interrupt. I know you’re slammed.” It’s my niece, Lucy Farinelli, a U.S. Secret Service agent and helicopter pilot.


I can tell by the noise of throbbing engines and thudding rotor blades that she’s flying somewhere. She wouldn’t call like this unless it’s urgent.


“The phone just rang, and no one said anything. That wasn’t you by chance?” I ask her.


“It wasn’t, and I have bad news, Aunt Kay.”


Lucy never calls me that anymore unless no one else is listening. She must be flying alone, and I imagine her in the right seat of a cockpit that reminds me of a space shuttle.


“We’ve got a bizarre death that I suspect is somehow related to the little girl likely on your table as we speak,” she tells me somberly, and I detect an undercurrent of anger.


“I’m just finishing up with Luna Briley if that’s who you mean.” Rolling out a chair from the countertop, I sit down with my back to the room.


“I’m betting she’s not an accident,” Lucy says ominously.


“What bizarre death are you thinking might be related to her?” I slide a clipboard close, a pen attached by a plastic string.


“Her scumbag billionaire father owns the Oz theme park you and I are familiar with. It’s abandoned now, and a couple of hours ago we found the body of a missing person there,” Lucy informs me in a reluctant tone, and I sense something coming I won’t want to hear. “I’m afraid it’s someone we know. You especially know,” she adds awkwardly, and I’m touched by dread.


I jot down today’s date, April 16. The time is 11:40 A.M. as she explains that Nobel laureate Sal Giordano was abducted last night near the Virginia and West Virginia border. He’s been violently killed, she says to my shock and horror, my inner voice already arguing.


It can’t be him.


“I’m really sorry, Aunt Kay. I know you two were close . . .”


There must be some mistake.


An acclaimed astrophysicist, he’s an advisor to the White House and other top officials in the U.S. and internationally. Sal and I serve on several of the same government task forces and committees. We see each other regularly and have a history.


This can’t be right.


“You got how close to the body?” I hear myself asking the right questions.


“Close enough to get a good look without disturbing anything. He’s nude with no sign of personal effects so far, and I don’t think he’s been dead all that long . . .”


It could be someone else.


“Are we sure it’s him? Let’s start with that.” I envision his compelling face. I hear his lyrical voice and easy laugh.


“Average height, slender, with long wavy gray hair. A tattoo of a pi sign on his left inner wrist,” Lucy describes, and I go hollow inside. “There was a pungent odor that I could vaguely smell through my face mask. Sort of vinegary. Sharply acidic like white vinegar.”


“Any guesses about the source?” I hear myself asking as I try to quell my inner turmoil.


“Only that I smelled it all around the body.”


“What about obvious injuries?”


“A lot of trauma, especially to his face and head . . .”


No. No. No . . .


“His skin is strangely red,” she says. “Maybe from some type of radiation, and there’s a vortex of apple blossom petals around him like a crop circle . . .”


“A what?”


“It appears he was dropped out of the sky by a UAP . . .”


“Excuse me . . . ?” I’ve paused my pen on the call sheet.


“A UAP,” Lucy repeats. “An Unidentified Anomalous Phenomenon. A UFO. Whatever you want to call it.”


* * *


Pressing the old phone’s handset close to one ear, I cover the other with my free hand, trying to block out the racket behind me. Members of my staff are talking in loud voices. A blaring buzzer announces the morgue’s vehicle bay door is opening. Water pounds in every sink, the cooler door slamming with a thud.


Lucy explains that at around six o’clock this morning, a UAP was detected on radar flying low and slow near the Oz theme park. After the Secret Service was notified that Sal was missing, my niece conducted an aerial search for him. Not having any luck, she decided to follow the flightpath the mysterious object had been on and was led directly to the body.


“Whatever the thing was, it flew over the very spot in the middle of the Haunted Forest,” Lucy explains. “The low-flying craft had a signature that doesn’t match any algorithm. And since it wasn’t witnessed by anyone that we know of, we don’t have any clues as to what the UAP might have looked like to an observer.”


“A UAP as in a spaceship from another planet?” I glance around, making sure no one can hear me.


“What I know is that Sal Giordano was jettisoned from some type of flying object identity unknown,” Lucy states. “It was unrecognizable to radar. And to electro-optical, telemetric and other sensors. Also to spectrum monitoring. That doesn’t mean it was from outer space. But we can’t assume it wasn’t.”


“I’ll plan knowing that’s a possibility.” My mind races through how best to handle this.


“I need to ask a couple of questions,” Lucy then says, another Stryker saw whining and grinding behind me.


“Of course.”


“You saw him yesterday.”


“Yes. It was his birthday.” I push away what I’m feeling.


Guilt. I should have asked more questions.


I envision him squinting in the sun and smiling at me as we chatted on his driveway, both of us in a hurry. He was eager to get on the road, and I’d dropped by after a court hearing. He was dressed in cargo shorts, a loose white linen shirt like an ad for Banana Republic. I remember he seemed preoccupied as if something weighed heavily, but I didn’t pry. I never have. I assumed he was in a mood because he wasn’t happy turning sixty.


“Sounds like you were one of the last to see him alive.” Lucy’s voice over the phone, her helicopter thud-thudding. “What can you tell me?”


I explain that I dropped by his house late yesterday morning with a gift basket he could take on the road. I knew he was on his way to West Virginia’s Green Bank Observatory, its steerable radio telescope the largest in the world. He’s been a frequent visitor since graduate school, the place important to his work.


“Did he mention having trouble with anyone? Anything unusual going on?” Lucy asks.


“Nothing jumps out except he was a bit melancholy about his birthday.” I ward off another wave of remorse and disbelief. “He didn’t say much about what he would be doing during his trip, and that was typical. We never quizzed each other about our work, most of it not up for discussion.”


Lucy informs me that last night at seven, Sal met two colleagues at the Red Caboose several miles from Green Bank. An hour and a half later a security camera caught him leaving the restaurant in his pickup truck, an old blue Chevy with a grumbly diesel engine I tease him about. Presumably, he was headed up the mountain to the Allegheny Peak Lodge where he always stayed.


“He was due at the observatory before daylight this morning to track the radio waves of the rising sun,” Lucy is saying. “When he didn’t show up, it was discovered that he never checked into the lodge last night. It seems that shortly after he drove away from the restaurant he had an encounter of the wrong kind.”


“What about his truck?” I ask, a gurney trundling past.


“About two miles from there. Apparently, it plunged off the road with no one inside and is halfway down the mountain in a ravine. First responders report that the engine was running at the time of the crash, the doors locked, the front seat belts fastened but no sign of anyone.”


“How far is that from where his body somehow ended up?” I continue writing down the details.


“Ninety miles, in Augusta County.”


“The theme park has been abandoned how long?” I ask, and Lucy was in high school the last time I took her there.


“It was permanently shuttered at the beginning of COVID,” she answers. “Since then it’s fallen to ruin and been vandalized. As you remember, it’s off the beaten track in the Blue Ridge foothills. You’d have to know about it or you wouldn’t think to leave a body there. It’s not the only stop we’ll be making, and we’ll talk more later. I’m an hour out from Washington National.”


“Marino and I will be there with our gear.”


“A bad storm front is on the way, and it’s going to get nasty later in the day,” she adds. “You can expect a lot of turbulence and tricky maneuvering. He won’t be happy.”


“That’s an understatement. Fly safe,” I tell her.


* * *


I return the handset to its cradle, the long cord twisting and coiling like something alive. Reaching for my cell phone, I write a text to Pete Marino, a former homicide detective I’ve worked with most of my career. He’s my head of investigations and hates flying in helicopters, especially when Lucy is at the stick.


Add bad weather to the equation, and he’ll be an ill-tempered mess. Introduce the subject of UAPs and I’ll never hear the end of it. An enthusiast of most things paranormal, including Bigfoot, ghosts and flying saucers, he’s quick to tell you about his close encounters. Marino will hope the UAP really is from outer space. At the same time, he’ll panic should that turn out to be the case.


I inform him that we’re needed at a scene some 150 miles west of our office here in Alexandria. Lucy will be flying us there and possibly to other locations. In addition to the usual equipment, he’s to bring Level-A hazmat protection. We’ll need total containment body pouches and a radiation detector. It would be a good idea to include toiletries and a change of clothing. I have no idea how long we’ll be gone.


You seen the weather report?! he fires back with emojis of a thunder cloud, lightning and a coffin.


Bring a rain jacket.


We’re better off driving & transporting the body ourselves.


Not an option, I answer. Lucy wants us with her. See you soon.


I work my hands into a pair of gloves as death investigator Fabian Etienne sharpens another knife on the far side of the room. In his late twenties, he’s exotically attractive, attired in his usual black scrubs, these with a spiderweb pattern. His long black hair is pinned up under a matching surgical cap, his arms and neck a tattoo gallery.


He’s been keeping busy since he got here this morning, fooling himself into thinking I don’t notice that he’s avoiding me. I understand better than most that some deaths are impossibly hard. It doesn’t matter that he grew up in the business, his father a legendary Louisiana coroner. Fabian is experienced and for the most part fearless. But he’s self-absorbed and overly sensitive. I motion for him that I could use some help.


He’ll be with me in a minute, he indicates. While waiting, I finish labeling test tubes and other evidence. I can’t stop seeing Sal Giordano’s keen eyes, his Einstein-wild hair. Thoughts enter my mind as if from him, and it won’t be the same when we’re not sitting next to each other at meetings. We won’t be grabbing lunch, a drink, or riding together and catching up.


È quello che è, amore.


It is what it is, he’d say. I imagine him telling me not to feel upset even as what I’m thinking seems heartless and disrespectful. As unlikely as it seems, I have no choice but to consider that he might have been inside a spacecraft of nonhuman origin. Possibly he was exposed to unknown pathogens or radioactive contaminants. I’ll be treating his remains like an extreme biohazard.









CHAPTER 2


F abian heads in my direction as the buzzer sounds again from the wall-mounted security monitors at either end of the autopsy suite. On live video the vehicle bay’s huge door is clanking open to let in what looks like a windowless white cargo van with a rooftop ladder.


“I need you to finish up here,” I say when Fabian reaches me. “Do you think you can manage? I’m headed out of town.”


“No problem.” He can barely look at seven-year-old Luna Briley’s body, gutted of every organ, the curved ribs gleaming white.


Her face is pulled down like a tragic rubber mask, the top of her fractured skull sawn off. Supposedly, she was alone in her bedroom playing with her father’s pistol yesterday afternoon. He and the mother were outside in the yard when they heard the gun go off. But I have good reason to doubt the story.


They claim Luna removed the trigger lock, and that’s hard for me to fathom. Where did she find the key? And was the gun already cocked? If she shot herself, why was the trajectory pointed downward? Those are but a few of my questions, and when I attempt to envision what the parents claim, it doesn’t make sense.


“Believe me, I know how hard this is, Fabian. But if you can’t control your emotions, it will be your undoing.” I’m firm but kind. “It’s something all of us have to learn. We have to work at it constantly.”


“Ryder Briley’s a fucker. I know he did it.” Fabian’s eyes are glassy behind his face shield. “He thinks with all his power and money he doesn’t have to play by the rules or even be a decent person.”


“Don’t get caught up in this . . .”


“The whole time we were there yesterday he was sneering at us like we’re stupid. His daughter’s dead body is on the bedroom floor and he’s practically laughing. Plus, the shit he said about you behind your back. Asking me what it was like working for a C-word.”


“He’s a calculating bully, his goal to distract and intimidate. Don’t let him.” I take off the Tyvek gown covering my scrubs. “I need you to begin tracking down Luna Briley’s medical records. I want all details of visits to the doctor or hospital for any reason. I won’t be satisfied until her every injury old and new is accounted for.”


“When can she be picked up? Shady Acres is already checking on her.”


“That’s too bad, and it figures the Brileys would use them.” I’m no fan of the greedy funeral service.


“Jesse Spanks.” Fabian tells me who’s been leaving messages.


“I’m not releasing the body for several days.” I take off my safety glasses. “Please make a note of it in the electronic case log right away. I don’t want any confusion. Certainly not when Shady Acres and the Brileys are involved.”


“What really got me was the mother boohooing the entire time we were there.” Anger flashes as Fabian lifts the plastic bag of sectioned organs out of the bucket under the table. “Probably the same thing she did while looking the other way. What kind of person could do that? She’s just as guilty as the father.”


“I’m guessing she’s abused too. That’s usually how these things work.”


“I don’t give a shit.” He places the bag inside the empty chest cavity. “There’s no excuse. It’s evil.”


“I agree it’s unforgivable.” I pluck off my hair cover and Tyvek booties.


“In Louisiana, it’s not unusual to have cases related to the occult, Satan worship, voodoo, as you might imagine.” He’s sweating and breathing fast, his surgical mask sucking in and out. “I used to go with my dad to some of the scenes and could feel the dark forces. That’s what I felt yesterday in the Briley house. I felt evil.”


He’s talking at top speed while threading a surgical needle with cotton twine. I notice his hands are trembling slightly.


“Are you all right, Fabian?”


“Was too wound up to sleep much after I got home last night. Whenever I’d close my eyes, I’d see things I didn’t want to see. I started thinking that something evil followed me from the Briley house. Faye could feel it too.”


Faye Hanaday is the top tool marks and firearms examiner, her lab upstairs. She and Fabian live together in a converted carriage house that they swear is haunted.


“We walked around burning sage. And that seems to have cleared out the negativity.” He wipes his forehead with a towel.


“Do you need to sit down?”


“Way too much coffee, and my adrenaline’s going bonkers. Plus, I’ve got a headache. Maybe it’s my blood sugar dropping.”


“Easy does it,” I tell him. “Slow, deep breaths. We don’t want you hyperventilating.”


“Last night I kept thinking, if only I’d been her big brother. Or her neighbor. It wouldn’t have happened. I wouldn’t have allowed anyone to hurt her.” His eyes are bright with tears as he talks about Luna Briley. “She had nobody.”


“I didn’t sleep much either. But if I’m emotionally bent out of shape, I’m no help to her or anyone, and neither are you.”


“What else do you want me to do?” He takes off his face shield, wiping his eyes.


“When her pajamas have air-dried, please receipt them and the bullet fragments to the firearms lab.” I’m filling out the evidence analysis request forms that he’ll take upstairs. “Tell Faye we’ll want test fires for trajectory and distance as soon as possible. While you’re at it, check with trace evidence on the status of the GSR swabs. Especially the ones for the hands.”


As I’m telling him this, the wall phone begins to ring again. Off go my gloves again.


“Who this time?” Reluctantly, I grab the receiver.


“Morgue.” My blunt greeting isn’t answered, a talk show faintly playing in the background again. “Hello?” Nothing.


I hang up. The push-button phone down here is ancient. It’s not used often and doesn’t display caller ID.


“That’s twice now in the past few minutes, and it definitely didn’t feel like a wrong number,” I say to Fabian. “It felt like someone playing creepy games.”


“I’ve had a couple of the same sort of calls this morning, someone calling my direct number, waiting a few seconds, then disconnecting. The caller ID was out of area.”


“The number for investigations is public,” I point out. “This one isn’t.”


“I keep telling you we need to update the phone down here. It must go back to the days of the Beatles.”


“Not quite, but it needs replacing like so many things that aren’t in the budget and have to be approved.” I spray my case notes with Lysol before unclamping them from the clipboard. “If the calls continue, we’ll get the police involved.”


“Where are you headed?” Fabian sutures the Y-incision with long sweeps of the needle and twine.


“Marino and I are flying to the western part of the state, and communication will be a challenge.” I wash my hands with disinfectant soap. “While we’re gone I need you to start tracking down Luna Briley’s medical information. We can expect the parents to interfere at every opportunity, and all of us need to be very careful. The Brileys aren’t to be trifled with.”


“I hope they rot in jail.” Fabian returns the fractured cranium to the top of the skull.


He covers it with the scalp, the short red hair shaved in spots where I found contusions several days old. I can hear the mother sobbing about her accident-prone daughter.


Always knocking her head on something or falling down. Piper Briley made sure I knew.


For someone so slow? She had to be watched every minute. That’s what the father told me, as if the child was impossible.


“I hope they get treated the same way they treated her,” Fabian is saying.


“Remember, we’re not supposed to take sides.”


“You take sides all the time and just pretend you don’t.”


“Get better at pretending.” I pat his shoulder as I walk by.


* * *


Outside the autopsy suite, the long white tile corridor is like the river Styx, the dead ferried along it, day in and out. Walls smudged with dried blood are scuffed and scraped from run-ins with gurneys. Fluorescent lights flicker in the water-stained ceiling, the stench of death pervasive like a painful memory.


The bug zapper electrocutes flies with an unpleasant hiss as I walk past the dark windows of the anthropology lab. I’m headed toward the fire exit, preferring to take the stairs when I can after long hours of standing and sitting. Emotions bubble up from the deep, and I can’t imagine Sal not in my life anymore. He’s been in it so long, practically my entire career.


The summer we connected I was one of a few female forensic pathologists in the United States. Having a law degree made me even more of an anomaly at the age of thirty. I was naïve with much to prove when I was appointed the first woman chief medical examiner of Virginia, not realizing that my being picked for the job had little to do with training or ability.


Hiring me was a political stunt to show the progressiveness of the administration. It also was assumed that a woman would be easy to manipulate, the daughter of Italian immigrants even better. I was sure relocating to Richmond had been a terrible mistake. On leave without pay, I was making plans to move back to Miami when the University of Rome’s medical school invited me to lecture for the summer.


A visiting professor of forensic medicine had canceled at the last minute, and I’d been recommended as a replacement. My sister, Dorothy, and I grew up speaking Italian, and I didn’t hesitate to accept the offer. Teaching while living the aesthetic life in faculty housing seemed like just the remedy for my failures and disappointments. But as my father used to say, Il destino ha la sua idea. Fate has its own idea.


I’d been in Rome but a few days when Sal and I literally collided in a bistro near the Campo de’ Fiori. Replacing our glasses of spilled Chianti, he told me he was an astrophysics professor at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. On sabbatical in Rome for a year, he was writing a book while staying in the home where he grew up. A quaint little place but old, as he described it.


His parents spent summers in the South of France, and we had the apartment to ourselves. To me it was a palace overlooking the Fontana del Moro in the Piazza Navona. We cooked lavish meals, sampling regional dishes and wines, sleeping little. Pondering our place in the cosmos, we lived out a fairy-tale romance that wasn’t meant to last.


Sal was a genius but more than that he was a good person, one of the best. He didn’t deserve to come to such a hideous end. I hope to God he didn’t suffer. But I know he did if he was abducted last night and hasn’t been dead long. What Lucy described suggests he was kept alive somewhere for many hours. I hate to think what else was done to him. I’m sickened and deeply saddened.


I hope my eyes aren’t red as I push through the fire door, exiting the stairwell on the third floor. Following the hallway, I nod at staff I encounter. Some are on their way out of the building, others in the breakroom for lunch. The aroma of warming food makes my stomach growl. I can hear the microwave oven beeping, the news playing loudly through the open doorway.


I pause to listen, hoping word about Sal hasn’t hit the media. Celebrity TV journalist Dana Diletti is broadcasting live from Mount Vernon, former home of George Washington, our nation’s first president.


“. . . Today begins Historic Garden Week in Virginia, and bigger crowds than usual are expected on tours of splendid estates around the Commonwealth,” she’s saying in her sultry voice. “And wow are the cherry blossoms ever gorgeous, folks. But if you think this is something, just wait until tomorrow when I take you to Berkeley Plantation on the James River for a private visit to the formal gardens . . .”


Walking on, I’m assured that the media knows nothing about Sal’s death yet. Otherwise, Dana Diletti would be in her news helicopter, trying to reach the scene before I do like always. I can imagine her whipping the public into a frenzy about UAPs and the entities inside them. She’ll make a big thing about Sal’s otherworldly interests, his nickname in the media the “ET Whisperer.”


A member of the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) Institute, he’s an icon to believers, as he calls those who accept that we aren’t the only life in the universe. Last week Sal and I were at the Pentagon together for a meeting with other experts focused on potential threats to the planet. We discussed how best to inform the public when contact is confirmed with nonhuman intelligence.


He presented a PowerPoint on ‘Oumuamua, the submarine-shaped interstellar object that visited our solar system in 2017. Reflective like metal with a reddish hue, it tumbled past Earth at speeds exceeding two hundred thousand miles an hour at times, not acting like a typical asteroid or comet. Sal proposed that it was an extraterrestrial spacecraft. He made international news for repeatedly attempting to contact it.


The third-floor hallway terminates at my corner office, and I open the door, turning on the light, the window shades drawn inside. I didn’t open them when I arrived at dawn and changed into my scrubs, heading downstairs to get an early start on Luna Briley. I recognize the familiar scent of Lysol that my secretary, Shannon Park, likes to spray liberally.


That and her potent floral cologne, and I can tell she’s passed through recently. Her office is connected to mine, the door shut between us, and typically I wouldn’t be able to make out what’s she saying on the phone. But she’s talking loudly, adamantly, with a spark of ire. Someone must be giving her a hard time, underestimating her as most people tend to do.


My secretary is friendly and helpful until she’s not. I don’t know anyone shrewder, and I move closer to the closed door between us. I detect the flintiness in Shannon’s tone, her Irish brogue as pronounced now as when I was chief the first time around. I catch fragments of what she’s saying . . .


“. . . I’ve made myself clear, Mister Briley. Doctor Scarpetta isn’t available . . .”


And . . .


“. . . Will serve you no good to carry on like this. I won’t be bullied . . .”


Then . . .


“. . . You should know this call like the others is being recorded . . .”


Also . . .


“. . . I’ll just be hanging up now . . .”


I suspect that Ryder Briley is calling about his dead daughter who was sickly and slow witted, I was told yesterday. She was always hurting herself, it was volunteered, because the parents knew damn well what I’d find. The ringing starts again, and I can hear Shannon impatiently snatching up the phone.


“As I’ve said, I’m very sorry for your loss. But you really must stop this. It’s most inappropriate . . .”


I step away from the door as Marino texts me the latest weather update. High winds and thunderstorms in the Appalachian Mountains could cause hail and tornado conditions.









CHAPTER 3


Icheck my desk for what’s been added since I was here last, piles of autopsy reports, death certificates and lab reports awaiting my review and initialing. The stack of cardboard slide folders next to my microscope wasn’t there earlier, and I won’t get to any of it today.


I begin shuffling through telephone messages from funeral homes, attorneys, forensic scientists. I’m not surprised to discover that Ryder Briley is demanding I discuss the autopsy. He wants his daughter’s body released immediately so that he can put my baby to rest, my secretary quotes on a pink message slip.


Blaise Fruge is the investigator in the case, and she’s been trying to get hold of me. Before doing anything else, I check on the weather, opening a window shade. The parking lot is bright, my bland brick building surrounded by a palisade of tall metal privacy fencing that casts long shadows.


The blue sky is streaked with wispy clouds, the storm front Marino continues harping about a dark band on the distant horizon. As I watch employees heading out on lunch breaks, I notice a large white SUV has pulled off the street, parked in a blind spot for our surveillance cameras. The driver is positioned to watch who comes and goes through our parking lot’s security gate.


Only someone familiar with the building would know the location of the cameras unless it’s luck. I’m reminded of arriving at the Brileys’ house late yesterday afternoon. Fabian and I were carrying in our gear as the police searched the huge garage, the doors retracted. I noticed the expensive vehicles inside, including a white Cadillac Escalade SUV parked between a Ferrari and a Bentley.


Picking up my binoculars, I can see the Cadillac badge on the grille of the white SUV across from my building. I recognize the angry middle-aged man behind the wheel. Ryder Briley has on sunglasses and a golf shirt, wearing his baseball cap backwards. His hefty gold watch and diamond pinky ring shine in the sunlight as he flicks a cigarette butt out the white Escalade’s open window while harassing Shannon over the phone.


I train the binoculars on Piper Briley in the passenger seat drinking a tall boy beer, her long blond hair in a ponytail. Her pretty face is frozen with no expression as it was yesterday, the result of Botox injections, I assume. Braless and big breasted, she has on a hot pink tube top, and through the stretchy fabric I can see the shapes of nipple rings.


Holding up her phone, she’s filming state employees driving in and out, her diamond jewelry flashing in the bright midday sun. Then my own phone is ringing, Investigator Blaise Fruge trying to reach me on FaceTime, and I answer.


“I just came upstairs to my office and was going to call you before I head out the door. But you beat me to it,” I say to her. “I’m holding on to Luna Briley a few more days and pending her manner of death for now as we continue to investigate.”


“Her parents are already causing huge trouble, and I wanted you to hear it straight from me,” she says, her face stern on my phone’s display.


I can see that she’s parked somewhere in her unmarked SUV, her eyes masked by mirrored Ray-Ban sunglasses similar to what Marino wears. Like him she’s obsessed with the gym and taking all sorts of dietary supplements. She looks buff in jeans and a polo shirt, her typical uniform now that the weather is warmer.


“Ryder Briley has been calling the chief’s office, internal affairs, also the city manager and the mayor,” Fruge says on FaceTime, clamping her phone into the holder on the dash. “He’s bragging about all the super-lawyers he has working for him, throwing his weight around, threatening to own the police, the medical examiner and the city of Alexandria.”


“He keeps calling my office haranguing Shannon. And right now, he and his wife are parked across from my building,” I say to Fruge as she picks up a large drink from Burger King. “Plus, we’ve been getting weird phone calls. Harassment, in other words. I can’t swear it’s the Brileys. But it could be.”


“They’re claiming that Fabian was threatening them inside their house. Basically, they’re lying through their teeth about all of us,” Fruge replies between sips on a straw.


“I won’t allow them to intimidate my staff or anyone else, including me,” I tell her while glancing at the white Escalade out my office window.


“Easier said than done.” Paper crackles as she opens a fast-food bag. “You got any idea all the stuff he owns? Hotels, office and apartment buildings, amusement parks, airport hangars. Plus, all kinds of companies, and huge homes all over. He’s as rich as God and has a network of high-level people who will do what he wants,” she says, and I’m aware of his reputation.


When Roxane Dare ran for governor, Ryder Briley was her opponent’s biggest contributor. After she won, he’s continued to speak out about her viciously and publicly in TV commercials. He’s known for starring in his own political ads for whoever he’s backing, typically depicting himself hunting big game in Africa or landing his helicopter on the rooftop of a building he owns.


“God only knows who all he’s got in his back pocket.” Fruge unwraps a Whopper, and what I wouldn’t give for one, my mouth watering. “The Brileys are a blight on society, and I swear to God I’m going to make sure they get what they deserve.”


Fruge’s not much better than Fabian when it comes to overheating and seeking vengeance. She didn’t disguise her feelings while interviewing the Brileys in a great room that reminded me of a ski lodge. They sat on a cowhide-upholstered sofa surrounded by hunting trophies. A gazelle. An elk. A bobcat. An African buffalo. A wildebeest.


Exotic birds were mounted on plaques. An elephant’s foot had been turned into a wastepaper basket. The floor was arranged with rugs made from the skins of bears, zebras, giraffes, and I found myself stepping around them whenever I walked past.


* * *


“Did you find anything that makes you think Luna did this to herself or even could have?” Fruge asks as I spray distilled water on my orchids and other potted plants. “What? She unlocked the pistol herself. She chambered a round?”


“I don’t believe that’s what happened.” I return the spray bottle to a bookcase crammed with medical and legal tomes, many of them old editions filled with my notes.


“As tiny and frail as she was?” Fruge continues talking and eating as we FaceTime. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was three years old. Not seven.”


“She was small for her age, thirty-one pounds and barely three feet tall,” I reply as my outrage quietly churns inside. “I’m guessing from chronic malnourishment, her body a road map of abuse.”


“And here they are parading as saints. Giving money to this cause and the next, having photo ops with kids at every opportunity,” Fruge says. “Total fucking hypocrites.”


“The oldest story. Especially in cases of domestic abuse,” I reply.


“They have to pay.”


“If proven guilty, I expect they will.”


“What else can you tell me?” Fruge slurps on her drink.


“X-rays show multiple healed fractures of her extremities, including a spiral fracture of the shaft of her left humerus consistent with her left arm being violently twisted.”


“Jesus. I’m so going to nail them.” She takes another bite of her burger.


“Scars on her buttocks, back and arms look like cigarette burns,” I continue. “She also has obvious bruises on her head that are days old. And possibly ones from around the time of death, the vague marks on her neck and shoulders that I pointed out to you at the scene. I’ll know more later.”


“People like that make me want to believe in hell.” Fruge’s face twitches with fury.


“Well, I certainly believe in it, and that it’s here on earth.” I walk back and forth in front of the window with the open shade, keeping tabs on the white Escalade without being obvious.


“Question is how to build an airtight case.” She dips a French fry in ketchup as I try not to think about how hungry I am. “Now that you’ve done the autopsy, what can you tell about the shooting itself ? Can we prove Luna couldn’t have done it?”


I reply that the gunshot wound to the upper left forehead is atypical for self-inflicted. The .22 caliber hollow-point bullet ripped a wide wound channel through the brain’s frontal and temporal lobes, lodging in the cerebellum at the back of the skull.


“The trajectory was angled downward, and we’ll see what else the labs can tell us,” I add.


“Consistent with the father shooting her while she was in bed watching TV, which is what I think the asshole did,” Fruge says.


“Possibly.” I envision the bedroom decorated with a Barbie doll theme, pinkly perfect and for show like everything else.


I didn’t notice a single stuffed animal or family photograph, no books or crayons, nothing that might make you think the parents gave a damn. It crossed my mind that Luna was no different from the antique dolls imprisoned in glass display boxes on high shelves inside her bedroom. Their unblinking eyes seemed to follow me as I moved about examining the body.


“It sounds like they were abusing the hell out her forever and nobody knew,” Fruge says in a stone-cold tone, squeezing more ketchup out of a packet. “They’re important and rich with a special-needs child who supposedly was afraid to leave the house. She supposedly got severely agitated around other people. That’s how the parents described her to anyone who would listen.”


As we continue FaceTiming, I’m watching the white Escalade speed away, the Brileys gone, but for how long? I don’t need them casing my building or having someone else do it. The security here is far better than it was when I took this job four years ago. But that’s not saying a whole lot under the best of circumstances.


My officers can’t carry firearms or make arrests. I can’t afford more than one on duty per shift, and have to depend on my police friends in times like this.


“I would appreciate a few units patrolling my headquarters until this blows over if you can manage it,” I’m saying to Fruge. “I’ve got more than one reason to worry about Ryder Briley.”


“Something else going on with him I don’t know about?”


“One of his properties is involved in a case I’m about to respond to near the West Virginia border,” I reply. “That’s as much as I can say right now.”


“And you’re thinking the cases might be related?” She rewraps what’s left of her Whopper.


“At the moment I have no idea what to think.”









CHAPTER 4


As Fruge and I end the call, I’m distracted by the security video screens on my office walls. Something is going on with the cameras inside the vehicle bay, those images suddenly replaced by black squares. I send a text to Security Officer Wyatt Earle asking him what’s wrong.


Just noticed they’re out. Got no idea, he texts me back, and as if on cue the cameras are working again just like that.


The blacked-out squares are replaced by images inside the vehicle bay, the white cargo van I noticed earlier parked off to the side, a logo on the door that I can’t make out. Someone in a tan jumpsuit is walking around to the open tailgate. The metal bay door is retracted all the way up, bright sunlight and blue sky filling the huge square opening.


Cameras seem to be working fine now. I send Wyatt another text.


Don’t know what that was about, he answers.


I tell him to expect a few police cruisers showing up to help us keep an eye on our place. Explaining why, I give him the white Escalade’s plate number. I’m closing the window shade when my cell phone rings, out of area appearing on the display.


“Hello?” I answer, waiting several seconds, hearing radio or TV chatter playing quietly in the background. “Hello?” Ending the call, I think about who might have my personal cell phone number.


I don’t give it to many people. I also don’t share the direct number for the autopsy suite, and in my mind, I see security officer Norm Duffy’s thin lips and icy pale eyes. I can hear him calling me a fucking bitch after I fired him last fall. He was taking yet another break when an armed intruder entered the building. Norm did nothing, and I suspected he was stealing.


One of the worst employees I’ve ever had, he was a huge liability. His aggression and negligence placed everyone at risk, and not a day passes that I’m not grateful that he’s gone. For a while he left messages threatening to sue for wrongful termination. There’s been nothing from him this year, and I’m hopeful he’s moved on. But what if he hasn’t?


If not him, someone else.


Sadly, the list is long of those who can’t resist causing trouble. I step inside my private bathroom, perhaps the biggest perk that goes with being chief. Shutting the door, I take off my surgical clogs and scrubs. It’s now half past noon, and there’s no time to shower. I douse a washcloth with hot water, adding a dollop of antibacterial soap that claims to have a pleasant herbal scent. It doesn’t.


I’m gargling with an antiseptic mouthwash when my husband, Benton Wesley, calls, and I’m relieved and happy to hear his voice. I turn off the water in the sink and switch to speakerphone.


“I wanted to check on you while I could,” he’s saying. “I know you’re on your way to meet Lucy at Washington National.”


“I was going to try to reach you shortly but didn’t think I’d be so lucky, figuring you were locked away with the CIA.”


“I’m at my headquarters now because of what’s happened,” he says.


A forensic psychologist, my husband is the Secret Service’s top threat analyst. I have no doubt he’s aware of everything Lucy’s told me, and knows details that she doesn’t.


“As terrible as I feel about Sal, I can imagine how this must be for you,” Benton says, and he really can’t imagine what I’m feeling. No one can. “Nothing about this is going to be easy, Kay.”


“It already isn’t.” I rub moisturizer into my face and neck. “I can’t stop thinking about what I might have done to prevent it. I was just with him and am replaying every second.”


“There’s nothing you could have done.”


“I think of all the times I lectured him about security.” I open the bathroom’s closet, not much bigger than a locker.


“I warned him every time the three of us were together.” Benton’s voice is all around me. “He wouldn’t listen.”


“No, he wouldn’t.” I collect cargo pants, a polo shirt from hangers. “And I stopped saying much after a while. But I shouldn’t have.”


“He saw the good in people even when it wasn’t there.” Benton has always been gracious about Sal when most husbands wouldn’t be. “Which might give us a hint about why he stopped his truck while heading up the mountain to check into the lodge last night. Maybe someone pretended to have car trouble, for example.”


“He’s the sort to bend over backwards to help.” I close the toilet lid, sitting down on it.


“Whoever’s responsible knew enough to appeal to his selfless nature,” Benton says in his pleasant baritone, rarely sounding rushed or stressed. “The first rule of being a good assassin is to know your victim.”


“Sounds like you’re not buying this UAP business.” I pull on the black cargo pants.


“We know there was one,” Benton says. “A moving blip on radar and multiple other sensors that can’t be explained.”


“I’m concerned. It’s a dangerous distraction from what’s really going on, and maybe that’s the point.” I pull on the polo shirt, black with the medical examiner’s crest embroidered on it.


“I don’t believe it’s the point, and a UAP would be a pretty difficult thing to fake, I should think,” Benton replies. “But that doesn’t mean we’re dealing with a flying saucer, extraterrestrials, interdimensional beings or whatever.”


“Why would someone do this to Sal? Do you have an idea? For what purpose?”


“He had direct access to sensitive information that our enemies want.”


“And you think that was the motive?”


“I think it was a motive. Not the only one.”


“Whose?”


“That’s the question.”


“Why leave him in the Oz theme park?” I continue thinking about who owns it. “I find that detail particularly disturbing. Possibly because I’ve been there and can see it so vividly in my head. But the park belongs to Ryder Briley, whose daughter I just autopsied.”


“Yes, I’m aware. I agree that it’s troubling,” Benton says. “What I can tell you is the Oz theme park isn’t random. I suspect it was picked deliberately in part to shock and degrade. Perhaps to make a mockery of the ET Whisperer. Or maybe it’s personal for other reasons.”


“Personal for whom?”


“As you’ve mentioned, Lucy used to love it when you took her there,” he says. “It was a very special place.”


“What could that possibly have to do with the UAP, the unidentified craft detected in the area?” I ask, baffled.


“We’re missing too much data to know what’s going on, Kay. But every precaution must be taken, and we apologize in advance for any inconvenience.”


When my husband begins a statement with we, I usually won’t be happy about what follows, and this is no exception. He goes on to explain that the location of Sal Giordano’s autopsy and other details will be disclosed to me at the appropriate time. There’s no point in trying to coax him for further information. He’s not going to give it.


“Again, we regret the inconvenience.” What he’s saying is that I won’t be conducting the postmortem examination in my building.


Nor will I be using the Remote Mobile Operating Theater Environment semi tractor-trailer in my parking lot. We resort to the REMOTE in potentially hazardous cases, but the Secret Service has something else in store.


“As sensitive as this is, we don’t think the body should be examined in any of your district offices. We have another location better suited,” Benton says, and my first thought is Dover Air Force Base, where all military-related fatalities are handled.


I’m familiar with its port mortuary, having worked there on occasion. But when I push him about it, he indicates that the body isn’t destined for Dover, Delaware. I won’t know where I’m going until I get there.


“I’m sorry we can’t tell you anything more for now,” Benton adds.


“I understand the need for secrecy.” I tuck in my shirt. “But I have to insist that we work Sal’s case together with reasonable transparency. I’m not responding to the scene and then letting the Secret Service completely shut me out. I have to do the job up to my standards and swear to my findings under oath.”


“Our labs and yours will conduct independent examinations of all evidence except the body itself,” Benton promises. “We’ll do our best to keep the details from the public for as long as possible. How we manage what happens when the news finally breaks is what I’m about to address in a SCIF.”


He has colleagues waiting for him inside a Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, and I don’t know when we’ll see each other or talk again. It’s been this way from the start of our time together, but that doesn’t necessarily make it easy.


We first met when a serial killer began raping and strangling women in Richmond not long after I’d moved there. Benton was the star psychological profiler at what was then the FBI Academy’s Behavioral Science Unit in Quantico, Virginia. Handsome and from old New England money, he had a beautiful wife and family. He dressed like GQ and drove a BMW. Assuming he was a legend in his own mind, I was prepared to dislike him intensely.


But when he walked into my conference room that hot June afternoon, he wasn’t at all what I anticipated, the attraction electric. I stare at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the back of my office bathroom door, thinking about the decades that have passed. What I envision and feel inside don’t match the image reflected back, and the loss of Sal is knocking out pixels I forgot I had.


He wasn’t my first love or the most important. But he came along when I needed it most, and without him I wouldn’t have been ready for Benton. Swiping Carmex over my lips, I brush on mineral sunblock, the overhead light shadowing the lines in my face, the hollowed areas carved by the years. My field clothes are unflattering, the cargo pants and polo shirt a bit snug after multiple washings in scalding water.


Or that’s what I blame it on, and I can imagine what my sister, Dorothy, would say. Her voice is always at the back of my thoughts as I dissect myself as thoroughly as everything else.


* * *


Turning off the light, I emerge from the bathroom to discover that my secretary has opened our connecting office door. She’s spraying Lysol as she walks in holding a datebook and a pen while wishing me a fine top of the day.


“Always wise to disinfect a bit when you’ve just come up from the morgue,” Shannon Park explains, spraying some more, tucking the can in one of her many pockets. “Can’t be too careful these days.” Her typically cheery face is haunted.


“Yes indeed, I can always tell when you’ve just been in here,” I reply pointedly, and no doubt she was eavesdropping while I talked to Benton.


That means she knows about Sal Giordano, explaining her somber demeanor. A retired court stenographer, Shannon is a snoop with bat ears, as Marino describes her. Most people don’t take her seriously, writing her off as an eccentric. They tend to talk freely when she’s around, and I couldn’t be happier that I hired her. I no longer have to dread what I’ll find when I come to work. I’m not worried about her sabotaging me the way my last secretary did.


This is the first time Shannon and I have seen each other today, and she’s dressed in her usual vintage attire, none of it quite fitting or matching. The yellow paisley vest over her long emerald-green tunic, her voluminous pale blue skirt, black fishnet hose and red high-top sneakers are an unlikely ensemble. Not quite five feet tall, she’s fond of old bucket hats like the purple one she has on, her spikey hair tinted pink.


“It sounded like you were having an unfortunate phone conversation a few minutes ago.” Carrying in a pair of tactical boots, I sit down behind my desk. “I’m very sorry you’re being harassed, but not surprised based on what I witnessed inside the Briley house yesterday.”


“The father’s a real dirt bird, was effin’ a blue streak on the phone. I don’t care a tinker’s damn who he is or how bloody much money he has. I find him disgusting, and recorded our conversations while telling him I was doing it. He’ll keep calling, and I don’t recommend you talk to him directly, Doctor Scarpetta.”


“I’ll let the police deal with him from now on.” I pull on my boots, remembering how arrogant and contemptuous he was. “He and his wife were parked across from our building a few minutes ago. It appeared she was drinking a beer while they filmed employees driving in and out.”


“Well that figures. So, he’s parked a stone’s toss away while badgering me over the phone about viewing the body.” Shannon’s voice is tight with emotion.


“Never happening.”


“He demanded to see his precious little girl before the funeral home repairs your butchery and whatever treachery you’re up to with your political cronies, to quote him. I guess he thought he was going to drive right on through our gate and come inside, looking at whatever he pleases.”


“I’m sure you told him that for security and safety reasons we’re not permitted to have viewings or unofficial visitors.” I give her the party line. “The police certainly wouldn’t want him or his wife coming around when it’s uncertain who shot their daughter.”


“In his mind, he’s above the law, an exception to every rule,” Shannon says, her preoccupations heavy. “And if he’s heartbroken about his so-called precious little girl, you could have fooled me.”


“I’ve alerted Wyatt to be on the lookout in case they decide to come back.” I tie my boot laces as my secretary watches everything I do.


Her periwinkle-blue eyes are pinned to me curiously, and I sense questions and heartache unrelated to Luna Briley. I know how much Shannon admired Sal Giordano. I saw the way she lit up when his name was mentioned. It didn’t escape my notice that she was flirty when he’d call, no doubt hoping he’d ask her out. In recent months I’ve begun sensing she might be lonely.


A medical examiner’s office is the antithesis of the bustling courthouses where she was a fixture for decades. Shannon lives alone in Old Town, her daughter hours away in Richmond. The rest of her family is in Ireland or no longer alive. Benton and I have her over on occasion, but the underlying problem traces back to when the intruder broke into my building five months ago.


A lot of people could have been killed besides me, depending on who happened to be around and if things had turned out differently. Such thoughts have occurred to other employees besides Shannon, a few of them quitting to take jobs elsewhere. I can tell she feels vulnerable in a way I’ve not seen in the past.


“Well, you’re dressed for battle, going somewhere unpleasant, Doctor Scarpetta. Might you tell me what’s the story?” she says.


“How much do you already know from opening our connecting door while I was on the phone with Benton?” I’m not coy about it. “And just because you can hear something doesn’t mean you should listen. For your own good maybe you shouldn’t.”


“I was leaving a few things on your desk and could hear you talking inside the bathroom. By the sound of it, Sal Giordano went missing and has been found dead in that old Oz theme park near West Virginia,” she says, and when I don’t respond she reacts visibly, her face stricken, her eyes welling. “Oh dear, it’s true. How dreadful!”


“It’s beyond dreadful.” I get up from my desk, handing her a box of tissues as I steady myself.


“He’s always been so nice to me, never too busy to ask how I am.”


“That’s the way he was to everyone.” I clear my throat. “I know how fond of you he was.”


“And so humble. You’d never know he won a Nobel Prize.” She dabs her eyes. “I can’t imagine how you feel. There are no words.”


“Please be mindful that identity hasn’t been confirmed, the case is extremely confidential.” I focus on what’s important right now.


“If such a thing can happen to the likes of him?” Blinking back more tears. “When he’s been nothing but their biggest defender? Makes no sense and I don’t believe it for a minute. Something else must be to blame.”


“I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”


“Without intending to hear anything at all, I picked up references to a UFO.” Shannon confirms that she eavesdropped on Benton’s and my conversation.


“Again, not a word to anyone,” I reply with feeling. “We can’t afford for something like this to leak . . .”


“I find it most alarming since Doctor Giordano’s known for trying to communicate with aliens. Of course, we’re not supposed to call them that anymore. I guess the safest thing is to refer to them as the Others. But I’d be shocked if they’d harm him or anyone unless the person had it coming.”


“We don’t know the facts yet. We don’t know much at all.”


“I’ve always believed that they would have destroyed us long ago if that’s their intention,” Shannon replies. “I’ve assumed it’s humans who are the danger.”


“That’s because we are.” I peek behind a window shade, making sure the white Escalade hasn’t come back.
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