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  EVERYBODY LOVED ATTORNEY MIKE SAMUELSON. WELL, EXCEPT FOR WHOEVER KILLED HIM AND CHOPPED HIM UP.




  The cops are baffled as the killer seems to know all their moves. Mike’s brother, Steve, is a reformed fire-and-brimstone preacher who was just mending their minced relationship, but now he must figure out who minced his brother. A strange little man and a high-school beauty whose false claim of rape may have touched off the murder seem anxious to help, but can Steve and this unlikely pair figure out who the killer is before he realizes they’re chasing him?




  “Minister of Justice is a gritty, revenge-soaked roller coaster of a book. Strong characterizations and clearly detailed scenes made me want to be the one chasing the bad guy! If you like your murder mysteries raw and honest, this is one you'll find hard to put down.”—Daryl Buckner, author of The Tutor and Candy From a Stranger.




  “Leif Wright has created a compelling series of eastern Oklahoma characters and intertwined them in a series of grisly murders centering on the protagonist who becomes the Minister of Justice. The plot twists will keep readers awake late into the night as they follow each development. The well-written prose gripped me early and remained fascinating.”—Betty Ridge, author of Deadlines: Covering Crime, Courage and Characters.




  " 'Brutal, ritualistic slaying.' The reader is introduced to those words at the beginning of Leif Wright's Minister of Justice and the tension never lets up in this classic page-turner mystery. Wright crafts the minds and motivations of all his characters artfully that grow in significance and depth as he carries the reader through the novel exploring each of his complex characters. A quartet of unlikely characters pursue the serial killer and along the way discover insights to themselves as well as solve other heinous crimes. We can only hope we see them together again.”—Bob Zeanah, author of Work to Do and No Anchor (forthcoming) 
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  “With the untimely demise of your focus on the prize that fell into your hands then out/Well you could've been the one, now you're riding shotgun through the valley of the shadow of doubt”




  — Monte Montgomery




  



  MINISTER OF JUSTICE




  



  Mike,Mike,Mike,Mike,Mike




  It didn't dawn on him as he watched the newscast that the talking head with the plastic hair and bouncy-but-serious delivery was talking about his brother until well after the second commercial (fifteen minutes could save you 15 percent or more, with a talking camel yelling "Mike, Mike, Mike, Mike, Mike—guess what day it is. It's hump day!")




  Mike. The man just shown on the newscast was Mike.




  Even after it dawned on him, it still didn't make enough sense that he could put the two together: "Mike" and "brutal, ritualistic slaying."




  The body the station just shown being carted out of Mike's house covered in a white cloth; that was Mike. Weren't they supposed to use a body bag or something? Weren't the people doing the work supposed to have shirts on that said "MEDICAL EXAMINER" on the back instead of ambulance badges on the sleeves? How could that really be Mike when they had all those details wrong?




  Weren't the police supposed to notify Mike's next of kin before they blasted his name all over the TV?




  It can't be Mike. They got the wrong name. Or I heard it wrong or something. Or it's some other Mike Samuelson. Surely there are two or three of them around, right?




  Steve Samuelson picked up his iPhone from the table beside his easy chair and slid his thumb across the screen to unlock it. Without thought, he tapped the Phone icon, then scrolled down to Mikey Wikey on the list. Mike always hated that nickname, but as they grew to be adults, he started taking it as the good-natured jab Steve intended it to be.




  Steve tapped Mike's nickname and the phone switched to a message that said, "Mikey Wikey," and underneath said, in smaller type, "calling Mobile…"




  Dude, you're dead, he would say when Mike answered the phone. After Mike processed that statement and uttered his usual, "What the hell are you talking about?" Steve would relay the story about the horrific crime the plastic-haired bobblehead on TV was talking about, and Mike would go, "Whoa. Crazy," and they would move on to other subjects, like they always did.




  Ring




  It would become one node on the rotating wheel of Family Anecdotes the two brothers alone shared. Both parents were dead. Neither one had a wife or children. They were the Samuelson family, and when they had beers together with Mike's friends, this story would hop right onto that story carousel along with the time Mikey got knocked out cold as the two tried to skate on a frozen pond in their parents' back yard and Mikey's melon met the gnarly little tree in the center of the pond unexpectedly. Or the time when they started walking along the railroad tracks behind their pasture, and before they knew it, they were twelve miles from home without a clue how to get back, eight and six years old, panicked beyond belief, both so close to tears they could feel them about to spill out, when Dad came along in his 1976 Pontiac LeMans—the one whose wheels kept inexplicably falling off at the most inopportune times—and intermittently beat both of them all the way home, still managing to scream at the car in front of him, "Asshole! If that light gets any greener, it'll puke!"




  Ring




  Their childhood full of neglect—a welcome change from the active attention of their father—helped draw them closer together, as they both cowered together in the face of their father's overbearing tirades, his red-faced screaming fits, his punches, kicks and stomps when they found themselves playing too loudly during an episode of M*A*S*H. Their dad made pretty good money, they later found out, but the family always lived beyond its means, meaning the boys wore last year's styles—or the year before's. When they were little, it didn't matter, but as they grew, it isolated them from the other kids. It didn't help that the family was forced to move every three years or so after their father's temper would sour another job for him and he would have to job-hunt again. When they were wearing flare-leg jeans while everyone else received some secret memo about straight legs being the new rage, and when they were still wearing pearl-button cowboy shirts and Converse sneakers while everyone else switched to Ocean Pacific T-shirts and Nike tennis shoes, friends started being hard to come by.




  Ring




  "Thirty dollars?" their mother shrieked when they both tearfully requested a pair of Nikes to stop the constant ribbing they received at school. "There's no way in hell I'm paying thirty dollars for shoes! You can wear these eight-dollar Fas-Baks, just as good!" So Steve tried to roll his flare legs into straight legs, but they kept falling out, the only consolation being the flares covering up his eight-dollar Fas-Baks, hiding them from the cruel laughter of all the other kids in the eighth grade. Style seemed to come so easily for everyone else; their hair was always styled, while Steve and Mikey always just got the simplest haircut, their long, painfully straight locks laying down in whatever fashion the wind allowed. Their mother was raised by Depression-era parents, so baths were limited to every other day at the most frequent, and even then, the water better be four inches or less. The sparse baths contributed to their already-greasy hair, and that helped cement their isolation from the other kids. One of Steve's great pleasures as an adult became his daily shower.




  Ring




  "You have reached Mike Samuelson," the professional-sounding voice on the other end of the phone said. "Or rather, you haven't reached Mike. Leave a message and I'll try to reach you back."




  Then a robotic-sounding woman came on the line.




  "To leave a message, stay on the line. When you are finished, hang up, or press one for more options."




  Beep




  "Mike," Steve said, and before he even knew it was happening, his voice caught in his throat in a big gulping sound, and he was bawling. It was true. Mike was murdered, and the police had no suspects. How could it be true? Mike was the one who was going to do great things. He was going to change the world. How could he be dead? How could Steve be the one who outlived his brother? Steve, who wasted the last 15 years of his life spewing hate in the name of Jesus, only realizing how horrible a person that made him in the last year or two?




  He couldn't be dead. How could Mikey be dead when Steve felt absolutely nothing he assumed normal people should feel when the person closest to them dies? Shouldn't his legs give out? Why wasn't he collapsing into a jumble of tears and sobbing? All he felt was...numb. He wanted to cry more, but even the tears were drying up. What kind of horrible brother was he? In an instant, Steve hated everything about himself for focusing on his own reactions instead of on Mike's death—and for knowing what kind of person that must make him yet being completely unable to do otherwise.




  Mike always was the good one; the one who helped others without strings attached, without first requiring their allegiance to a pedantic god who required their love on threat of eternal torture. When Steve helped people, his thinly veiled ulterior motive was always to "win" them for his religion. When Mike helped people, the only motive was to help them. He made a pretty good living at his law practice, but he took so many pro bono cases that he couldn't afford some of the extravagances of other lawyers. Mike wasn't poor by any means, but he drove a Ford F-150, not a Beamer or some other phallic substitute. He wasn’t top of his class or anything, but Mike was a damn good lawyer, and a lot of innocent poor people were walking the streets only because he was good.




  Steve had tried to live up to the standard his little brother set, but the bar was too high—even in this situation it was clear Mike would react correctly if the situations were reversed—and he would spend no time wondering why his reaction wasn't normal. The world needed more people like Mikey, but somehow he was now gone and the world was left with Steve, the brother who feared every thought, every emotion, every response was somehow less genuine than it should be. He knew people often relied on him to keep a level head when the world was falling down around them, but right now he could think of nothing he wanted less than a level head. And his self-hatred ignited all over again when he caught himself again thinking about his reaction instead of the fact that Mikey was dead.




  The pools of blood shown on the newscast were testaments to the fact that Mike, like everyone else, was mortal. That red liquid, which had faithfully carried oxygen and nutrients from Mike's heart to the rest of his body, was now nothing more than stains on a floor. His brain, which was hard-wired for helping other people at all costs, was now only a hunk of meat, starved to death of oxygen. Mike was gone.




  "If you're satisfied with your message, hang up now. If you'd like to change it, press one."




  Steve took the phone away from his ear and looked at it. For a minute, nothing made sense. Mikey was gone. He sat the phone down, the robotic lady probably still waiting for him to hang up or press one.




  Mike was gone.




  Steve exhaled. It felt like the life was leaving his body with each breath. His body sank into the easy chair, feeling shriveled and wasted.




  Mike was gone.




  Would Steve faint? This was where people in movies fainted, he was sure. Ritualistic. Brutal. The bouncy talking head used those words to describe Mike's death. It didn't compute. He simply could not make the words "brutal," "ritualistic" and "death" fit together with Mike, who never caused a problem in his life.




  "Man is born to trouble as surely as sparks fly upward."




  The annoying habit his brain had—matching Bible verses to every situation—was still working, he noticed with frustration.




  "I'm a fount of useless information," he used to joke when he was dominating a game of Trivial Pursuit or answering every question on Jeopardy or Cash Cab. His brain seemed to be able to call up random facts at any time, and that included Bible verses. "I can't always tell you the address on the box," he would tell people when they asked about it, "but I can tell you what's in the mail." It was his way of saying he couldn't cite chapter and verse numbers, but his recollection of the text itself was damn near photographic. A useless talent, he thought many times since then. Mike could pull the same trick, but with the law and court protocols—his talent was both helpful and marketable. Steve could kick his ass at trivia games, but Mike could keep people off death row. It was no contest who got the better end of that stick.




  But now, it seemed, that brilliant mind was...gone. Steve wasn't even sure he believed in an afterlife anymore, though he still hoped such an idea could be true, however improbable. Was Mike even now walking through the gates of heaven, hearing the voice of God saying, "well done, thou good and faithful servant?" The idea wasn't as comforting as he would have liked. He often expressed this idea to dozens of grieving families, but now that he was the one needing some sort of reassurance, the concept rang decidedly hollow and uncomforting.




  He found that the question of what happened to Mike after his death wasn't nearly as important as the question of Mike dying in the first place. Surely this whole thing was a mistake. Should he go to Mike's house? Would he just be in the way there? Should he go to the hospital? The morgue? How did one even find out where the morgue was? Should he go to the police station? How did other people—normal people—always seem to know what to do in situations like this?




  His fingers, working without full authorization from his consciousness, dialed 911.




  "Nine-one-one, what's your emergency?" The self-assured but faceless female voice on the other end answered.




  "Um," he didn't even remember dialing. What was his emergency? He had an innate sense that he needed help, but what kind of help? What did he need that 911 could help him with?




  I'm in shock. That has to be what this is. Is this what that feels like? Like you can't think? You can't breathe? What's my emergency? What's my emergency?




  He was drawing a blank. He could imagine NSA-style police computers linking up via satellite, pinpointing his location to send out a cop car to arrest the man who had so frivolously dialed 911 when he had no emergency.




  "I just heard on the news that my brother was murdered," his voice spoke into the perilous silence, unbidden, unauthorized. "Don't you guys have to tell me that first before the news does?"




  He noticed with what was rapidly approaching a third-person perspective that Self-Assured Dispatcher hesitated. She probably didn't get that kind of question very often.




  "Did you say you heard on the news that your brother was murdered?"




  "Yes ma'am.” He knew one thing for sure, no matter how distraught you are, always be polite and respectful to cops. Mike told him that.




  "Where did this murder occur?"




  "The TV made it look like it was at his house."




  "Sir, you should call the police non-emergency number next time. I'll transfer you."




  Click.




  Next time? How often did she expect his brother to be murdered? He felt like chances were equal that he might either burst into babbling tears or maniacal laughter. The fact that he did neither was disappointingly not comforting. What the hell am I doing on the phone?




  Steve hung up the phone without waiting. Dropping the phone mindlessly into the front pocket of his jeans, he ran to the garage, got into his car and made the drive over to Mike’s house without consciously deciding to do it.




  As he approached the usually serene neighborhood, populated with professional types and retirees, the chaos seemed to have infected the neighborhood like a virulent strain of the flu. Police cars seemed to be everywhere, along with—for some strange reason—a fire truck. For a moment, Steve couldn’t wrap his head around that. Maybe, he later thought, it was his brain trying to avoid the truth of the situation, but he actually stopped the car, pulled over and tried to figure out under what circumstances a murder scene could possibly call for a fire truck, and what help firefighters could hope to provide in such a situation.




  “Sir, you’re going to need to move along,” a voice shouted outside his window, shaking Steve from the loop of wonder about the presence of the fire truck that was trapping his brain. He shook his head and blinked his eyes, then turned to face the voice.




  It was a kid in a blue uniform. When did cops become so young? This one had a cloth badge sewn on the shirt of his uniform. When did cops stop using metal badges? Weren’t they supposed to use metal to deflect bullets or something?




  He shook his head and blinked again. No good. This cop had “Citizen Patrol” sewn into the uniform directly below the badge, directly above a name: “J. PARKS,” all embroidered in gold thread that stood out importantly against the deep blue of the uniform.




  “Sir,” J. Parks said again, tapping on the driver’s side window with the butt of a flashlight, which seemed absurdly out of place in the middle of the day. “I need you to move your car. You’re impeding an official police investigation.”




  Steve felt like if he opened his mouth to answer, he might burst out in hysterical laughter—with an equal chance that he might simply fall apart and bawl on J. Parks’ nice, severely pressed blue shirt.




  “Sir.”




  Steve shook his head and blinked again.




  “That’s my brother’s house,” he said finally, rolling down the window just as it looked like J. Parks might be forced to say ‘sir’ again. “You must have the wrong house or something.”




  J. Parks made an expression that looked a little like indigestion, then he turned away from the window, clicking the receiver on the CB radio attached to his shoulder.




  “Unit C120. I have a subject claiming to be the victim’s brother. Advise.”




  There was a pause of silence, then the hiss of a CB mike clicking on.




  “Unit C120, wait for 540. He’s en route to your location.”




  

  Neat headache




  God, what an awful mess.




  Chuck Fry had seen more than his share of homicides, given that the town of Tsalagi only had 40,000 people. The city's overwhelmingly poor and undereducated residents had little hope of bettering their circumstances through legal means, so Fry ended up seeing lots of their insides splattered all over the outside. But this was something else. This was horrific.




  I should have been a florist. Or a mechanic. Anything but this.




  Fry kept a plaque on his desk that read Investigatore extraordinare!, a gentle kick in the pants from the Uniform Division when he had been promoted to detective. Thirteen years later, he still saw himself as a regular cop, driving a cruiser, hanging out at convenience stores on overnight shifts to ease the jitters of the pit-faced kids who had drawn the short straw to work graveyard. Sure, his work was different now, but Fry was still just a cop who now got paid a little more and dressed in civilian clothes, the only thing marking him as a cop the Glock he wore on his left hip underneath his sports jacket.




  He gingerly stepped over a finger, using his tippy toes to find the few places on the hardwood that weren't covered in drying blood. Movies had it wrong, he was fond of telling friends after a few Dos Equis. Blood looked almost black as it dried, not red.




  What was that on the floor in front of his foot? Was that ...a penis?




  Shriveled and torn, sure enough, a penis lay in the floor in another puddle of congealing blood. The walls were spotted with clumps of hair, bits of skin, some bone—and of course more blood. Teeth, fingers, toes, a nose, testicles and now the poor guy's dick had littered the floor. How the hell had he lived through it? It was clear that the cause of death was strangulation, but this poor bastard would have eventually bled to death if he hadn't been choked. When he died, he had stumps for arms and legs, no teeth, holes in his head and his dick had been ripped off. It must have been unbearable.




  And fingernails, Fry thought just as the taste of copper filled his mouth. Some sadistic fuck had pulled this guy's fingernails out and casually tossed them, one by one, onto the polished wood floor.




  It had been years since a crime scene had made him puke, but he could feel this morning's old-fashioned glazed cake donut and jet-black coffee making their way back to daylight. With an agility that both amused and impressed the uniforms, who were looking only a few shades less blue than their uniforms themselves, Fry danced around the pools of blood as he rushed into the back yard and retched. Groaning, he forced himself to go back inside.




  "Whaddya think? Homicide?"




  That was Choate, who always found the most inappropriate time for gallows humor. Some people have to react like that, the hot little department shrink had told Fry. It was how they processed the horror of their jobs. But it was still goddamn annoying, she had agreed.




  Fry ignored Choate, who was about as useful as tits on a bull—and half as attractive.




  In a pool of blood and body parts like this, finding good evidence would be tricky enough without nut-huggers like Choate bumbling around all over everything. Holy Christ on a stick, this was a hell of a mess.




  The killer had used black zip ties to tourniquet the wounds after he had hacked off body parts. It seemed he or she had wanted to make sure this poor bastard didn't bleed out before his torture was complete. Could it have been a crime of passion? Maybe. Or a savage interrogation. But it was difficult to imagine anyone holding out on giving up information after his legs and dick were cut off, so Fry was inclined to disbelieve the idea of an interrogation, regardless of how cinematically correct it might seem.




  No, this crime had been committed out of pure hate, which would rather handily narrow down the list of suspects. Once such a list existed, that was. From the looks of the place the victim had made a pretty good living while he was living, but Fry had no idea what he did for that living. His eyes were watering; in some ways that was worse than the puke.




  If this guy had a wife, she was immediately Suspect One. This kind of shit was beyond the pale of random crime. The killer almost certainly knew this guy. And apparently hated his fucking guts.




  Despite popular media perception, he knew crimes of this brutality were incredibly rare. Most killers were viciously efficient. They did their business and got as far away as possible as quickly as possible. But this killer had set up shop and settled in for the long haul, clearly able to ignore cries of pain and probably pleas for mercy.




  He or she appeared to have left no implements or tools behind. Cutting off a leg had to be pretty tough work, but there were no saws or axes to speak of. Other than the victim's body parts, nothing seemed out of place. If there had been a struggle, no evidence of it was left behind.




  Fry sighed as he pulled on a pair of black rubber gloves. In a puddle of blood next to the victim's torso was what appeared to be a ring, but too small to be a wedding band. The numbered flag beside it indicated that it had already been photographed and indexed. His head started throbbing, just behind his eyes. He imagined he could see the blood pulsing through the capillaries in his eyes, framing the world in red tendrils in time with a nonexistent soundtrack.




  It was a silver pinky ring.




  THROB




  He reached down and freed the ring from the congealing blood that was trying to cement it to the wood floor. It was a featureless ring, except inside the band was a tiny inscription small enough that Fry at first thought he'd have to dig out his reading glasses. Instead, he held the ring at arm's length and tilted his head to one side, closing his right eye.




  THROB




  After the capillaries disappeared, he could just make out the inscription, in flowing script:




  Our Secret




  Whatever the hell that meant.




  "I think this guy liked to cruise down the Hershey Highway," Choate chimed in out of nowhere, just in time to touch off another head throb. "If you know what I mean."




  Fry knew what he meant. In polite society, a person's gender orientation didn't warrant discussion in Fry's opinion, but in crime investigation, every detail could be the one that led to solving a mystery.




  "What makes you say that, Choad?" Fry usually didn't play along with station hazing such as intentionally mispronouncing his name as what the Urban Dictionary called a short, stubby penis, but his head hurt, and Choate was way too cheery at crime scenes for the taste of a guy developing a pounding headache. "Why do you think he was gay?"




  Choate smirked.




  "He had matchbooks from that gay bar in Tulsa," he said. "And a copy of The Advocate in the can."




  THROB




  Fry drew in a slow breath. He mentally counted to five so he wouldn't blurt out what he really thought of Choate's opinions. Having matchbooks or magazines didn't make anyone gay any more than reading People made someone a celebrity. Maybe the victim was gay, maybe not. Ultimately, it would come out during questioning of friends and relatives, so speculating on paraphernalia in a bathroom was a waste of time right now—unless, like Choate, you thought the best way to deal with tragedy was to joke about it.




  Instead he said, "Thanks. You want to start questioning neighbors?"




  Choate's pockmarked cheeks deflated. It was clear he thought it was shit work, but Fry was the lead investigator, so he had little choice but to go knocking on doors, most of which wouldn't be answered in the middle of the day. Sullen-faced, he peeled off his rubber gloves and silently walked out the front door; in his mind, his wordless departure no doubt was a pointed statement of protest. In Fry's, it was a welcome wash of silence.




  He considered the bloody ring in his hand. "Our Secret." What did it mean? Anything? Why a pinky ring? Had it even belonged to the victim?




  His brow furrowed as he tried to figure where the forensics guys had put the fingers.




  Evidence bag in the fashionably open-concept kitchen, on the equally fashionable granite countertop next to the uber-fashionable farmhouse sink. Grunting, he rose to his feet, careful to avoid touching any of the blood on the coffee table he used as a crutch to help his old knees push him up. Stepping carefully around the evidence, he made his way to the kitchen and found the plastic bag. Inside it were nine other plastic bags, each with a number. In bag number 7, he found what he was looking for—a pinky finger, jaggedly cut at the bottom. But between the second and third knuckles, he saw an indentation where the Our Secret ring had marked its place. So the ring belonged to the victim, not the killer. Damn.




  Crimes were almost never solved at the crime scene itself, but that didn't mean Fry couldn't hope that a killer had left something like a pinky ring behind. Crimes were solved by the kind of grunt work that he had assigned Choate—going door-to-door, asking repetitious questions, getting mostly "I didn't hear nothin'" for answers. Choate may think it was a shit assignment, but the truth was, it was the crux of what police work was, asking questions, verifying the answers.




  He knew it would take a shower and several blows of the nose to get the smell of blood out, and part of him wished he had assigned the door-to-door business to himself and left Choate here to dig for more evidence of this poor man's gender identity. Instead, he started looking around. The living room, fashionably decorated, was also absolutely imprisoned by bookshelves. Each wall was covered with them, as were the spaces over the doorways. And strangely, there was no television—at least none that Fry could see. Several comfortable-looking overstuffed leather chairs framed the room, with reading lights carefully placed over their shoulders. Fry danced around the blood toward the bookshelf that dominated the wall between the living room and what he assumed was a bedroom.




  Law books. Complete series of them. This wall, at least, was replete with legal works, from official law books to what appeared to be textbooks about law.




  Lawyer. That certainly expands the list of possible suspects.




  If the victim was a lawyer, depending on what kind he had been, the array of people who may have been angry enough to kill him could potentially be huge. If he was a criminal lawyer, a disgruntled ex-client, maybe. If he was a corporate lawyer, maybe someone whose family had been harmed by a corporation he represented. Maybe someone he had sued. Fry was familiar with all of the county's prosecutors, so he could at least rule that out. If this guy had been a lawyer, he hadn't been a prosecutor, so angry criminals weren't likely to be the suspects.




  Other than blood and body parts, the living room was fastidiously clean. No dust even on top-shelf books. Fry tiptoed around through the door and into what indeed was a bedroom—a bedroom just as neat and clean as the living room, with the bed made. It was surprising just how many people didn't make their beds on a daily basis, but this victim wasn't one of them. Clothes were hanging in the closet, apparently sorted by type and then color. All men's clothes. Either the guy wasn't married or his wife had her stuff somewhere else. Shoes, mostly of the dress variety, were dutifully lined up beneath the clothes. Next to the bed sat another overstuffed leather chair and reading lamp, next to yet another bookshelf full of books, these appeared to be novels. On a table between the bookshelf and the bed sat an iPad, tethered to a charging cord. At the foot of the bed stood a dresser with nothing on top.




  Fry opened the top drawer. Underwear, folded neatly, lined the drawer. Socks lined up in the second drawer. Folded ties were in the third. The bottom drawer was empty.




  In the on-suite bathroom, it was difficult to tell that anyone even lived in the house. There weren't even toothpaste splashes on the mirror. The ever-so-slightly frayed toothbrush itself, neatly sitting in a toothbrush holder next to the basin sink, was the only indication that the bathroom received use at all. Even the glass door on the shower had no water spots. The towel hanging next to the shower was neatly folded over the towel rack. If the toilet paper next to the toilet had been folded into a triangle shape at the end, hotel-style, Fry wouldn't have been surprised. He was surprised, however, that there was no Advocate magazine here, as Choate had so cheerfully said. Why would he make up something like that? Then he realized the place probably had a guest bathroom.




  If there was a copy of Advocate in there, it would seem the victim wasn't trying to hide anything.




  Fry left the bathroom and went searching for the guest bathroom. On the other side of the living room, there it was, off a guest bedroom. And on the toilet back, there was the Advocate that Choate had been so happy to find. The guest bedroom's closet was empty except for spare bed sheets and blankets. So was the dresser at the foot of the bed. This bedroom, however, had something Fry hadn't seen anywhere else in the house, a TV. The victim might not have been a big boob tube watcher, but he appeared to at least be hospitable enough to provide one for his guests. To the other side of the guest room was an office, and it was in there that Fry found the identity of the victim, criminal defense lawyer Mike Samuelson. This guy seemed to be tech-savvy. Instead of the stacks of legal pads he would have expected to find in a lawyer's home office, he found two more iPads. And no computer.




  And he found only two file drawers, labeled in a neat hand, "To be scanned" and "Scanned". Beside the small filing cabinet was a box on the floor labeled in the same hand: "Recycle". Beside it was a paper shredder. The desk was impeccably neat, like the rest of the house. Behind it, in the only blank space on the wall, were three child's drawings—one of an elephant, one of a family next to a house and the third was undecipherable. Unlike most child drawings Fry had seen, these were neatly framed.




  Whatever else Mike Samuelson had been, messy he wasn't. Fry photographed the iPads, then tagged them and dropped them into evidence bags. These he would inspect himself if possible. He made a mental note to do the same with the iPad in the bedroom.




  The shredded paper in the recycle file might also provide some insight, he thought, and made a second mental note to have the guys grab it. Someone would draw the thankless duty of trying to reassemble the pieces into something that could be read. For once, Fry was glad he had moved up the ladder in the chain of command.




  He moved back into the gore of the living room. Someone had to have heard Samuelson screaming as he was being dismembered, even though the houses in this relatively nice neighborhood were spaced farther apart than in most neighborhoods. If Choate was able to talk to the neighbors, Fry was sure he'd come up with someone who had heard something. He made a mental note to have the feeds pulled from all the traffic cameras in the area. They might reveal the killer coming or going after the medical examiner was able to determine a time of death. Hopefully, they could also determine how long the torture had gone on, which might help establish a time frame for when the killer had arrived at this house.




  Glancing around, something in the kitchen grabbed his eye. On one of the fashionable granite countertops, next to the sink, was a dark-wood knife block. One of the knives was missing.




  Normally, that sort of detail wouldn't mean much, but a guy as meticulous as Samuelson probably wouldn't have been able to stand the thought of one of his knives not being in the block. Fry tiptoed around the blood and into the kitchen, where he opened the dishwasher, which was right next to the sink. Empty, as Fry had assumed it would be. He took a picture of the knife block and put an evidence tag on it. Had the killer used one of Samuelson's own knives against him? It was at least possible, and therefore worthy of investigation.




  This wasn't the first time Fry found himself wishing real life was like CSI, where he could find a hair or a fiber of some sort, run it through a computer and come up with a suspect. Certainly, a lot of technology had advanced the science of investigation—the blood would be tested and compared to the victim, and any that didn't match would be run through DNA databases—but Fry feared the killer he was looking for was smarter than leaving his or her own blood at the scene. So far, he or she had left absolutely no discernible evidence. If he or she had actually used Samuelson's knife against him, they had also been smart enough to take the knife with them when they left. This was going to be a tough one.




  His headache was at full bore now.




  THROB.




  It was only going to get worse.




  

  Still in the dark




  It seemed like it took forever for the cops to send someone to talk to Steve after they had shooed him away from Mike's house, promising someone would be there “as quickly as we can send them.”




  Which apparently meant “just a few minutes after we damn well get around to it.”




  He had offered to come to the police station himself, but they had insisted that they'd send someone out to his house, which was only a couple of miles from Mike's. The waiting was nerve-grating. He wanted some answers, and it didn't seem reasonable for them to make him wait. He wanted to know what had happened to his brother and what the police were doing to send someone to prison for it.




  Steve, who had been an ardent supporter of the death penalty through much of his evangelical life, had completely changed his position recently, but this sort of thing was sure to tempt his resolve. He once even wrote a paper explaining that many death penalty supporters used the hypothetical death of a family member to get people to emotionally support killing the guilty. But his rebuttal to that idea was simple logic: Until the state could show beyond any doubt that the judicial system never made mistakes, he couldn't see supporting state-sponsored murder when the possibility existed that innocent people would die.




  Now, however, he wasn't so sure. Mikey was the best person Steve knew, and that wasn't hyperbole. Whoever had killed him had to be one deserving son of a bitch. Steve sat in the dark, shades drawn, curtains over those, blinds behind them. When he was a small child, eye doctors told his parents that his eyesight was such that as he aged, he would likely go blind. They’d been wrong—or at least they hadn't been able to predict that the advance of corrective technology would make them wrong—but as a child, in anticipation of eventual blindness, Steve practiced being blind, often going to the darkest place he could find, completely blacking out the windows in his room, covering the cracks above and below the door with towels, and practicing walking around without stubbing his toes, barking his shins or smacking his nose on the walls. After awhile, he got pretty good at it, and it became a habit that lasted well beyond the diagnosis. Now he was in no danger of going blind, but he still enjoyed the dark, a place where he could be comfortable when others were uncomfortable. It was his special place, the dark. He could feel the furniture around him. He could hear the way the flow of the air conditioner's gentle breeze changed when it hit obstacles. He could hear when someone else was breathing in a room and tell where they were by the sound of their breath.




  For a guy who would probably never go blind, Steve was good at being blind, and when the stimuli of the world threatened to overwhelm him, it was pleasant to shut out all the light, turn off the overhead and just enjoy the cool darkness of being alone.




  That's where he was, trying to soothe the screeching roller coaster of his furiously racing brain, when the doorbell rang. Without thinking, Steve got up and wended his way through his furniture to the front door. When he opened it, the brilliance of mid-August afternoon threatened to blind him for real. Jamming his eyes shut, he opened the right one just enough to see the man standing in front of him, a middle-aged Indian with unfortunate acne scars littering his cheeks. The man was wearing a tweed sports jacket, which must have been stifling in the triple-digit temperatures.




  "Mr. Samuelson?" the man had an officious tone to his voice. "My name is Greg Choate, I'm a detective for the Tsalagi Police Department. Can I come in and talk with you?"




  For a second, none of that speech registered in his mind. And then, Mikey's voice popped into his head: Always make the cops show you identification.




  "Can I see your badge, sir?"




  Choate rolled his eyes and pulled his badge from the suit's pocket. As he did, he also revealed a shoulder holster with some sort of gun in it. Steve was completely ignorant about guns, so he couldn't tell what kind it was from the brief glance, but it looked big and dangerous.




  The "badge" was more of an ID card, but it looked legitimate, so Steve invited Choate in.




  "Wow, it's dark in here," Choate said after Steve closed the door behind them. "Should I have brought my wooden stake?"




  Steve offered a perfunctory chuckle and opened the blinds.




  "Sorry, I forgot."




  "Shift work?" Choate offered as he looked at the three levels of window covering.




  "Huh? Oh. No. I just like the dark."




  "Well, it's certainly cool in here," Choate said. "I bet that helps with your air conditioning bill."




  He had never thought about it, but the detective was probably right. Noticing details like that and then making connections like saving money on light bills was probably a pretty useful skill for a detective, too.




  "Can I get you a water? I'd offer soda or something, but I don't drink that stuff, so I don't keep any around."




  "Water's fine, actually. Thank you."




  Steve went to the kitchen and put a glass underneath the filtered water dispenser in the refrigerator door. After it was full, he filled a second glass and returned to the living room, where Choate was casually looking at pictures on the mantel.




  "Is this your brother?" he said as he pointed to a picture on the mantel when he sensed Steve returning to the room.




  "Yes," Steve replied, trying to keep his voice from cracking as he realized that's what this visit was about. "He’s two years younger than me. Was. Hell, I don't even know the proper way to say things like that now."




  "You look a lot bigger in these pictures," Choate said, still looking at the mantel. "Have you lost a lot of weight?"




  "About 90 pounds," Steve replied, wondering if this was part of what detectives did to set people at ease. It wasn't working, if that was the case. "Doc told me I was on the fast track to a plus-sized coffin, so I cut out the salt, sugar and fat and lost an entire person's worth of weight."




  "Wow. More power to you. I don't know if I could live without salt. Or sugar. Or fat, for that matter."




  "It was easier than I thought it would be. I make a lot of my meals at home, and that makes it easier and cheaper. I have a greenhouse in the back, so I can grow my own produce year-round."




  "Maybe after all this is over, we can talk about this some more. I really do need to lose some, and it looks like it worked wonders for you. But you know why I'm here, and I'm sorry it has to be under these circumstances."




  "What happened? I'm still having trouble getting my head around it."




  "Well, best we can tell is your brother was killed late last night or early this morning. We're not really sure about much else, except it doesn't appear to be a robbery. His home was in perfect order, other than … you know."




  "No, I guess I don't know," Steve said, furrowing his brow. "All I know is what I heard on the news, and that was 'brutal' and 'ritualistic.'" He made air quotes with his fingers as he said the words.




  "I'm not sure where they heard that. They aren't supposed to report things like this until we've had a chance to talk to next of kin, which in this case is you, I guess. But we can't control them; we can only ask them to respect our investigation. Usually they do, but sometimes they go nuts, especially with the Internet competing now."




  By his demeanor, Choate seemed genuinely frustrated with the media, but that didn't answer any of the dozens of questions streaming through Steve's mind.




  "That's not really what I want to know. I want to know what happened."




  Choate winced a bit.




  "I know. I'm not sure how much I can tell you. Technically, until we rule you out, you're a potential suspect."




  "What the fuck? How in the hell could I be a suspect?"




  "You're not a suspect. I said potential suspect. Family members are always on the list, nothing personal."




  The logical part of Steve's brain couldn't argue with that. But the part that was in control right now wasn't logical in the slightest. It was the raw, exposed-nerves emotional part of the brain that considered rational thinking an insulting assault on feelings that had every right to be in control. It was the I Want part of the brain, the part that had no patience for standing in lines, for traffic, for being a potential suspect.




  "That's fucking ridiculous," he muttered, then louder, "Tell me what you can. I need to know what happened to my little brother."




  Choate didn't miss a beat.




  "So Mike was younger than you?"




  "Two years."




  The detective sighed.




  "Your brother was tortured to death," he said, watching Steve's face go blank when he said it. "I don't know if you should hear this or not, but you wanted to know. The killer cut off his hands, feet, legs and arms before strangling your brother to death. It must have been … unreal. I went around the neighborhood, but I couldn't find a single person who heard anything. I'm not sure how that's possible, but that what they said."




  Steve felt like a guy who had just been plopped into a calculus class after having mastered only addition and subtraction—and that only by using his fingers and toes. What the detective was saying just didn't compute. It wasn't possible. There was no way someone cut Mike's arms and legs off. That was his little brother they were talking about. It just couldn't be the way this guy was saying.




  Then, as realization set in that this was a cop and probably was telling the truth, only one word would come to Steve's mind and mouth:




  "Why?" he choked a bit. "Why?"




  "We are trying to figure that out. Did your brother have any enemies? Did someone threaten him or hate him intensely? Girlfriend? Boyfriend?"




  "No," Steve said, dropping his head and pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. His mouth appeared to be answering now without asking his brain for permission first. All Steve wanted right now was to wake up, to scream and sit bolt upright in bed, drenched in sweat, but with a living brother to discuss it all with. "Everybody liked Mike. Everybody. I can't imagine anyone wanting to hurt him, much less…" Tears choked off his sentence, forcing their way out of Steve's eyes, silently dropping to the wood floor.




  "Was your brother gay?"




  "No," Steve replied immediately. Then, "Wait, what? What?"




  "We found some things in his house that might indicate he was a homosexual," Choate said gently. "If that were true, it would change the way we go looking for suspects."




  Mike? Gay? It had never occurred to Steve. Mike seemed, if anything, to have been asexual. He had never been one to wolf-whistle at women, or brag about sexual exploits like the other guys. Mostly, he just kept quiet about anything involving romance. Steve could never remember, now that he thought about it, having any conversation about sex or romance with Mike at all. It seemed strange when he thought about it that way, but at the time, it hadn't even occurred to him to wonder.




  "I really have no clue," Steve said finally. "I suppose it's possible, but he and I just never talked about it."




  "What do you do for a living, Mr. Samuelson?"




  "I'm a pastor."




  "So if your brother was gay, that would be a problem?"




  "No. I'm not that kind of pastor."
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