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          Behind the darkness is another day.


          Behind the day is more darkness


          And another day . . .




          —Johnny Cocteau, from the Blue Monday Sessions
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  She glanced at the screen on her iPhone and groaned. It was 10:17 p.m. Exactly three minutes and twenty-one seconds since

  the last time she checked. Even worse, she had run out of people to call. No one was left on her speed-dial list.




  She didn’t like waiting. And it was getting late, so late that it felt like the entire night was slipping through her fingers. A total bust while all her other friends were having fun.




  She took in a deep breath and exhaled, watching the vapor fog the windshield. She shivered in the cold night air. It was mid-December in Los Angeles. Twelve days before Christmas. Last week it

  actually snowed in Malibu. She had seen it on the news. Kids riding down the hills on pieces of ripped cardboard. Snowmen overlooking Santa Monica Bay. It seemed like the world was coming undone

  and no one on TV was saying anything.




  She shook it off, found the keys on the dash, and fired up the engine. Checking the heat vent, she adjusted the driver’s seat and tried to relax. After a while the fog began to clear from

  the windshield and she could see the motel and restaurant just past the Dumpster on the other side of the parking lot.




  She could see the girls dressed in their sheer tops walking in and out of the place, the men eyeing them openly and hungrily as if they were riding cardboard sleds and had become little boys

  again. Faint bursts of laughter hidden in the wind began to push against the car. When she caught the scent of a wood fire, her eyes rose to the building’s roof. A neon rooster was mounted to

  the chimney. Below the rooster another neon sign read COCK-A-DOODLE-DO, THE BEST CHICKEN PIECES IN L.A.!




  She giggled, then caught herself. Two men were staring at her. They were leaning against the rail outside the restaurant, smoking cigarettes while they picked chicken out of their teeth. It

  didn’t take much to guess that they were looking her way because this was the Cock-a-doodle-do, their stomachs were full, and now it was time for dessert. Even from a distance she could tell

  who they were and what they were. She moved her head into the shadows and looked at their low-rent faces. The creases on their foreheads and the deep lines around their eyes. Their cheap clothing

  from aisle seven at Wal-Mart. She wanted to tell them to stop looking at her. She wanted to tell them that she didn’t fuck truck drivers or losers, only doctors and lawyers, movie stars and

  agents—but she didn’t. Instead, she cracked open the window, fished her cigarettes out of her purse, and lit one. By the time she turned back, two blondes had approached the creeps and

  all four were purring.




  Time to make nice, nice. Time to party and eat dessert. The best chicken pieces in L.A.




  She watched them enter the motel—heard the door slam shut—dumbfounded that the Cock-a-doodle-do even existed. Nothing was hidden. One look and even the world’s biggest loser

  could tell exactly what this place was. She had been sitting here for what felt like half an hour. Two cops had driven by. One even pulled into the lot and waited with the engine idling while his

  partner ran in for takeout.




  For the love of money, she thought. Lots of money. Enough money to grease the wheel. Enough money to cook the chicken. And even more for that dessert.




  She took another drag on her cigarette, carefully blowing the smoke out the window and hoping that she wouldn’t catch hell for not stepping outside. Then she heard a truck pulling into the

  lot and smelled the exhaust. As the truck’s fog lights swept through the car, she squinted.




  It was a bright red Hummer, or maybe even a Land Rover. She couldn’t tell through the glare, and either way, she hated both no matter what the color. She hated all SUVs and the stupid

  people who drove them. If she were cruising on the freeway right now and spotted the asshole, she’d give him the finger with the greatest pleasure.




  SUVs were the reason it was fucking snowing in Malibu.




  She listened to the oversized tires chewing up gravel as the machine lumbered by and pulled into a space somewhere behind her. The lights snapped off, then the gas hungry engine died out. She

  could hear someone singing “Jingle Bells.” A low, gruff voice cutting through the din. After a few moments the door opened and a man hopped out, but he didn’t look much like Santa

  Claus.




  The truth was that at some level he appeared handsome, even cute. He looked about six feet tall, maybe a little less, with short blond hair. And he was just about the right age for her, mid to

  late thirties—the older type. But what she liked most about him was that he wasn’t wearing a jacket in spite of the cold night air. All he had on was a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. She

  could see his muscles as he slung a bookbag over his shoulder. His tight stomach and sturdy legs, his smooth, tan skin. The more she looked at him, the more he reminded her of an actor she

  couldn’t place. Someone on TV that had hit the wall, but bounced back on cable.




  Rerun money.




  She drew in smoke and tapped the ash out the window. The man must have noticed because he looked straight at her and flashed a dazzling smile. She couldn’t tell the color of his eyes in

  the darkness, but she could see the spark. Before she could wave back he turned and crossed the lot, legging it toward the Cock-a-doodle-do.




  He wasn’t a doctor, she thought. And he didn’t look like any lawyer she had ever seen before. Maybe not even a real actor. But he was hot. Totally hot.




  She checked the time again, but didn’t care anymore. Reaching for her iPhone, she fitted her earbuds in place and toggled through the menu. Late this afternoon she had downloaded the title

  track from the End Brothers new CD, U All In? When she found it, she hit PLAY, heard 187’s voice and slipped the device into her pocket. Then she waved the

  smoke away from her face and got out of the car to finish her cigarette. Maybe she’d even smoke another one without worrying about what the smell was doing to the car.




  

    

      U all in, pretty woman.




      U all in, little darl’n.




      That’s right baby, u all in,




      ’Cause u cheated on your daddy,




      And now u done.


    


  




  She listened as 187’s brother, XYZ, began to chant—thinking about their rise to the top of the hip-hop charts. She took a last drag on the cigarette, rubbing the head against the

  Dumpster and tossing the butt in. Then she reached into her purse for a piece of gum and tossed the wrapper into the Dumpster as well.




  And that’s when she saw him.




  The man who wasn’t Santa Claus. The man who probably wasn’t a doctor, or a lawyer, or even an actor living off rerun money. The hot man with short blond hair who got out of that

  fucking red SUV singing “Jingle Bells.”




  He was hiding in the shadows, staring at her. And he was close. He must have snuck around the row of cars when she turned her back. She could see the color of his eyes now, a vibrant blue,

  ice-cold and vicious. Even worse, he was holding something in his hand and pointing it at her. At first she thought it might be a squirt gun. But when he pulled the trigger, two barbs shot through

  the air right at her. She could see them clinging to her sweater. They looked like fish hooks, with two sets of wires running between her body and the gun. She could feel the fear. The confusion

  and panic freezing her in place. Her heart pounding as she scanned the parking lot and looked toward the Cock-a-doodle-do for help.




  They were alone. All alone. Everyone was eating dessert.




  The man started laughing at her, and then something flashed through her body. The jolt. The juice. A bolt of lightning so painful that it felt like her body had been cut in half.




  When she came to she was lying face down on the ground. The man rolled her over on her back as if she were roadkill. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. No matter how hard she

  tried—even with all her might—she couldn’t scream. She couldn’t even remember where she was.




  She looked up and thought that she saw a jet lowering its landing gear in the black sky. When she turned back, the fish hooks were still clinging to her sweater, the wires tangled up with her

  iPhone. She saw the man holding the gun, staring down at her with those dead eyes of his. He said something she couldn’t hear through her earbuds, but guessed from the look on his face that

  the news wasn’t very good. Then he pulled the trigger again and she felt the electricity making a second jagged pass through her wrecked body and charred nerves.




  When her mind finally bobbed back to the surface, she could see the man throwing her purse into the Dumpster. When he picked her up and tossed her into the backseat of his SUV, she

  couldn’t feel anything. Not even the dread swimming through her stomach into her chest.




  And then the SUV started chewing up gravel again. He was taking her away now. She looked through the window at the parking lot, but not much registered. After a moment she thought she saw

  someone hiding in the shadows between cars. If they were calling for help, she guessed that they were ten to fifteen minutes too late. But maybe it wasn’t anyone at all. Maybe it was just a

  hope or a dream or a phantom born from the electricity inside her body that deadened everything.




  The man turned from the front seat and smiled at her, but didn’t say anything as he pulled out of the lot. Sensing that the truck was picking up speed, her eyes drifted back to the window.

  She could see that neon rooster on the roof. The Cock-a-doodle-do vanishing into the night. Another jet lowering its landing gear.




  When the window went blank, she tried to turn off what was happening and concentrate on her iPhone. She tried to use the music to gather strength. If she could just pull herself together and get

  moving again, she’d dial 911 and call for help. Maybe even push the door open and jump the hell out.




  She listened to the music and tried to focus. She knew that the singer’s legal name was Derek Williams, but he went by the number 187. His brother Bobby had changed his name to XYZ. She

  liked their voices. She liked them a lot. But about a mile or two down the road, 187 stopped singing, and so did XYZ. The track finally ended and the music ran out. . . .
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  Lena Gamble poured herself a fresh cup of coffee and walked it around the counter to the table in the living room. As she

  sat down, she took a first sip through the steam and gazed out the window at the city. It was two o’clock in the afternoon. The piping hot brew tasted rich and strong, with just enough kick

  to revive her. She had taken the day off and had done nothing but read the newspaper and listen to music. It was the first day she had worked at doing nothing in a long time and she was reveling in

  the vibe.




  The repairs to her house were finally complete, and she was celebrating. The roof that had blown away in the Santa Ana winds eight months ago had been replaced—the work guaranteed for

  fifteen years. The ground cover around the house had been pushed back twenty yards in case of another wildfire. And her brother’s furniture—and all of the evidence that went with

  it—had been removed and replaced. Yesterday the painters finally cleared out. All that remained was the smell of fresh paint and polyurethane. Nothing was left but silence. Emptiness. That

  feeling that she wished David was still with her. Still here to live and play his music in the small home they once shared on top of a hill overlooking Hollywood and the city of Los Angeles.




  She turned and looked into the bedroom. Through the far window she could see the two-story garage on the other side of the drive. Just after moving in her brother had converted the space into a

  state-of-the-art recording studio, attributing the success of his band’s third CD to the acoustics. But that was all over now. The studio had been dark for nearly six years. As her eyes fell

  away from the building, she wondered about the word closure—who invented it and why. It was one of the few words that had no meaning for her. No definition or purpose.




  Lena realized that the reason she was probably thinking about all this was because last night had been the first night she hadn’t slept in the upstairs guestroom since she closed the Romeo

  murder case and solved her brother’s homicide. It had taken an entire bottle of wine to block out the memories and knock her down. But she’d slept through the night in her new bed

  without dreams, or nightmares, or any of the ingredients that taunted her and seemed to go with the word closure.




  She had been dealt the low card. She knew that. Her brother’s murder had been senseless. Something she would walk with for the rest of her days. But now it was time to turn the next card

  over. Time for a new table and another game. Time to fight the urge to cash out.




  She pushed aside the newspaper, opened the slider, and stepped onto the porch. The winds had picked up, drying out the city after ten straight days of heavy rain. In spite of the sun raking the

  basin from downtown to the ocean, the temperature probably wouldn’t climb out of the forties. Still, the view from the top of the hill this afternoon was stunning. The entire city appeared

  clean and polished, glistening in a wet light. Although she didn’t heat the pool, vapor was rising out of the water and drifting toward the sun in a flush of color. She couldn’t keep

  her eyes off it. The peace. The illusion of peace in the city so many people wanted to call their home.




  She wondered how long the illusion would last. There had already been 478 homicides in Los Angeles this year. With only eighteen days left on the calendar, she wondered if they’d beat five

  hundred and expected that they probably would. Over the past eleven months, the prison population had reached 173,000 and become the twenty-fourth largest city in the state. Bigger than Pasadena,

  even though it was a city without a name, a football game, or even its own parade.




  She wondered if the illusion of peace had the power to last.




  The heat clicked on, the newspaper sailing off the table from the outdoor breeze. Lena stepped inside and shut the slider. As she picked up the paper, she noticed a photograph she’d missed

  on page three of the California section. A mansion in Beverly Hills was under a foot of snow. After thinking about what happened in Malibu last week, she started reading the article and realized

  that the photograph wasn’t a result of the storm and hadn’t been doctored by a special-effects house in Burbank. The snow was part of the city’s grand illusion, manufactured and

  blown over the house and yard because the owner was rich and he wanted to give his kids a white Christmas. Instead of spending the holiday in the mountains, the house and yard would be sprayed with

  new snow every day at a cost of ten thousand dollars a pop. Lena did the math. The price tag for a white Christmas in Beverly Hills topped out at a cool $120,000. By all appearances, the illusion

  everyone knew as L.A., and the insanity that went with it, remained intact.




  Her cell phone began ringing from its charger on the counter. Turning over the newspaper, she got up and checked the display before picking up. It was her supervisor, Lt. Frank Barrera from the

  Robbery-Homicide Division, calling on her day off.




  “Good news, bad news,” he said. “You cool, Lena?”




  “I’m good. What’s up? I can barely hear you.”




  “Hold it a second. Let me close the door.”




  Barrera was whispering. Lena spotted her coffee on the table and took another sip as she thought it over. Her supervisor’s desk sat out in the open at the head of the bureau floor. If he

  needed to close a door, that meant he was in the captain’s office and didn’t want to be overheard.




  For the past eight months, Lena had been fed a steady diet of Officer Involved Shooting cases. OIS investigations were time consuming, involved a lot of paperwork, and had nothing to do with why

  she loved being a cop. Even worse, the orders to pull her out of the normal case rotation were coming directly from the chief’s office on the sixth floor. Lena understood that it was

  political fallout, that she was being punished for how the Romeo murder case shook out. That the last domino to fall had worn a badge, and the department’s reputation had taken another hit.

  But what troubled her most was that the OIS cases didn’t seem to have an end. The new chief Richard S. Logan, his adjutant Lt. Ken Klinger, and the bureaucrats on the sixth floor

  couldn’t seem to let it go. After all this time she still didn’t have a partner. And she was beginning to worry that the rumors sweeping through the division might be true. That the

  barrage of OIS cases would never end because they were waiting her out. Trying to make things hurt until she asked for a transfer, or even better, decided to quit.




  Barrera came back on, his voice clearer but still anxious.




  “Something’s come up,” he said. “A dead body in Hollywood.”




  “Why me?”




  “Because you’re close. The victim was found half a block north of Hollywood Boulevard. There’s an alley between Ivar and Cahuenga.”




  “Behind Tiny’s.”




  “That’s right. The alley behind the dive bar.”




  Lena had started to reach for a pen, but stopped. There was no need to write down the location. She had worked out of Hollywood both as a cop and a detective before her promotion to the elite

  Robbery-Homicide Division last February. She knew the neighborhood, even the bar and alley off Ivar. The crime scene was in the heart of the city, just one block west of Vine.




  “Do we have a name?” she asked.




  “I don’t have any details. All I know is that Hollywood’s already at the location, and that they’re gonna pass the case over to us.”




  Barrera was an ally. Catching the tremor in his usually steady voice, she sat down on a stool at the counter. Homicide investigations were usually handled by detective bureaus at the local

  level. For a crime to bounce up to RHD, the case was either high profile or particularly egregious.




  “Why us, Frank?”




  “It’s bad, Lena. Real bad. It’s a girl and she’s all fucked up.”




  “So, after eight months I’m back in the rotation because I’m close.”




  Barrera cleared his throat. “That’s the bad news. That’s the reason I called, Lena. The order came directly from the chief. I thought it was another OIS case like all the rest,

  but this time it’s different.”




  “Why?”




  “That’s what got me thinking. Either he’s getting pressure from outside to use you, or it’s some kind of . . .”




  Trap, Lena thought. Her lieutenant didn’t need to finish the sentence. She got it. The chief wanted her out and was hoping something might push her closer to the door. This case could be

  the fucking door.




  “What about a partner?” she asked.




  “You’re on your own. I’ll make Sanchez and Rhodes available if you need them, but you’re flying solo. Your orders are to report directly to the chief and his

  adjutant.”




  “Klinger?”




  “Yeah, Klinger. I just e-mailed you a copy of the chief’s schedule for the day. He wants to be briefed after you’ve had a look at the crime scene. Doesn’t matter what

  time it is. He wants a report in person as soon as you’re done. Even if you’ve gotta wake him up in the middle of the fucking night, you need to show your face. You need to be

  there.”




  “I’m okay with that.”




  “Lena.”




  “Yeah?”




  “I talked it over with Rhodes and told him not to bother you. But he’s thinking the same thing I am.”




  “And what’s that?”




  “This smell’s like yesterday’s catch.”




  She turned away from the window and noticed that her fingers were trembling slightly.




  “When I picked up, Frank, you said good news, bad news. When does it start to get good?”




  He laughed, trying to cheer her up. “The crime scene’s in Hollywood. You used to work with Pete Sweeney. He’s your old partner, right?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Well, Sweeney and Banks got the call. They already know it’s your case. They’ll work the day with you, then back off. You cool?”




  She nodded, then remembered that she was on the phone. She was thinking about the sixth floor at Parker Center and looking through the doorway at her gun on the bedside table. A Smith &

  Wesson .45 semiautomatic. The sun was low in the December sky and had moved to the other side of the house. She could see the rays of light feeding through the window, her pistol awash in red and

  gold. She had killed a man this year, in the line of duty. A shot made as she reached the end of the road. She thought about it every day, that view into the abyss.




  “I’ll be fine,” she said.




  Barrera lowered his voice. “Good,” he said. “Then go slow. Go safe. And keep me in the loop.”
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  Lena tossed her briefcase on the passenger seat, jumped into her Honda Prelude, and fired up the engine. Adjusting the

  heat vents, she flipped the radio and found KROQ. But before she could even get the volume turned up, her cell phone began vibrating and she checked the display again. This time the news would be

  wall-to-wall bad. The call was coming directly from Chief Logan’s office at Parker Center.




  “This is Lieutenant Klinger, Gamble. Are you at the crime scene yet?” She shrugged. Klinger had to know that Barrera just made the call to her, so this wasn’t about

  information. This was about something else.
 

  

  “I’m leaving now, Lieutenant.”




  “You need to hurry, Detective. Shift to a higher gear.”
 

  

  This is the way it would be, she thought: Klinger and the sixth floor watching everything she did from a spot somewhere over

  her shoulder. She wanted to tell him that there was no place in a murder investigation for micromanagers or know-it-alls. That crimes were created in the imagination and that’s where they

  were solved. But she didn’t say anything at all. As she listened to Klinger repeat just about everything Barrera had said ten minutes ago, she realized how little she knew about the man.

  Their paths rarely crossed. Klinger was about forty with fifteen years on the force. From what she’d heard around the division, he considered himself an expert at crime detection even though

  he had little if any experience as an investigator in the field. Instead, Klinger spent most of his career working outside Parker Center for the Internal Affairs Group, renamed by Chief Logan and

  placed under the supervision of the Professional Standards Bureau. There wasn’t a working cop in any division that didn’t have a natural distrust for IAG no matter what they called it

  these days. And Lena was as surprised as everyone else that the chief made Klinger his adjutant when he took the job. The chief may have been drafted from another city, but he had to be aware that

  the morale of the department was in play. No matter what Klinger’s talents might or might not be, it didn’t seem like the right move.




  Her mind surfaced. Klinger had asked her a question, but all she caught was attitude.




  “You there, Gamble? You still with me?”




  “I’m here, Lieutenant.”




  “Then answer the question. Do you have a copy of the chief’s itinerary or not?




  “I’m all set,” she said.




  “Then you know how to find us no matter what time it is. Get to the crime scene, Detective, and report back ASAP. The chief’s keeping a close eye on this one. He wants to be kept up

  to speed on every aspect of the investigation. Is that clear? Every report. Every lead.”




  “Is there something I should know, Lieutenant?”




  He hesitated a moment, as if he hadn’t expected the question and was working from a script. “Every case matters,” he said finally. “This is no different than any other

  investigation, Gamble.”




  Lena understood what Klinger was saying because she lived it. But something in the adjutant’s voice didn’t ring true. Not by a long shot. It suddenly occurred to her why the chief

  might be paying so much attention to this one.




  It was the murder rate. He didn’t want it to reach five hundred on his watch. He didn’t want the black mark on his reputation. Yesterday they had been thirteen bodies away from the

  gold ring. Now they were only twelve.




  It was spin.




  The thought of it made her sick and she wanted to end the call. This was about appearances, not people. Numbers instead of lives. The chief and his adjutant weren’t thinking about the

  victim at all. They wanted the case closed quickly so that they could shift the focus with the press. If the chief was asked about the murder rate, he could point out that the number of cases

  solved had risen. He could manipulate the dialogue, and sweep the murder rate and the victims that went with it under the rug.




  “Anything else, Lieutenant?” she said.




  “Just one thing, Gamble. You’re a Los Angeles police officer. Act like it. Live the part.”




  She heard the phone click. Klinger had hung up on her.




  A moment passed. She closed the phone, gazing across the drive at her house. A light breeze was pushing east and she could hear the palm trees rustling over the sound of the engine. She thought

  about why she wanted to be a cop. All the reasons she had signed up. She knew that she could handle this. No matter what she was feeling right now, she could handle this.




  She switched off the radio, pulled out of the drive, and started down the twisting hill toward Hollywood. Opening the windows, she let the cold wind beat against the seats until the rhythm

  finally changed and any thought of Klinger dissipated in the rearview mirror. She could feel the anticipation of working a real case again. But she could also feel the fear.




  The road straightened out when she hit Gower Street. As she passed the Monastery of the Angels, she glanced at the statue of the Virgin Mary on the hill, then grit her teeth and floored it all

  the way to Franklin. A few minutes later, she was rolling down Hollywood Boulevard and making the turn onto Ivar Avenue.




  She could see the coroner’s van pulling behind a row of black-and-white cruisers parked in the middle of the street. Yellow crime scene tape had been stretched across the sidewalk from the

  corner on Hollywood all the way up Ivar to Yucca Street. The Scientific Investigation Division truck was already here, backed into the alley and blocking the entrance. When Lena glanced across the

  street and spotted a news van and the video camera that came with it, she understood why. The SID truck had been placed strategically to hide the view.




  She turned back to the road. It looked like the lot across from the Knickerbocker Hotel had been taken over by the investigation. When she spotted a cop with a clipboard at the entrance, she

  signed in and found a place to park.




  That feeling in her chest was back, along with a moment of self-doubt that flickered off and on like a lightbulb ready to blow As she started down the sidewalk with her briefcase, she glanced at

  the hotel. Marilyn Monroe and Joe DiMaggio had spent their honeymoon at the Knickerbocker. Elvis Presley had stayed there while shooting Love Me Tender. But that was a long time ago. Now it

  was a senior-citizen residence for Russian immigrants in a neighborhood that had hit the skids and needed a shot in the arm.




  Someone called out her name. When she looked across the street she noticed that another news van had arrived. A third was waiting for the light to change at the corner. She looked for a familiar

  face, but didn’t see one. As she turned back, she realized that it had been Ed Gainer, the lead investigator from the coroner’s office. He was waving at her from inside the van.




  “I’ll be there in a minute,” he said. “You hear anything?”




  “Just the word Go.”




  He nodded, acknowledging the media. “The chief’s office made the call over the radio. Can’t believe they didn’t use a land line. They should know better.”




  Lena shrugged. Of course they knew better. Everyone who carried a badge did. If a radio was used, then the newsrooms were listening.




  She swept past the SID truck, wondering why the chief and his adjutant wanted the press here and thinking about the word trap again. But as she entered the alley, it almost seemed like

  someone had turned off the lights. The entire space was cast in a deep blue shade, the air thick with fragrant smoke from the grill at Tiny’s. Waving the smoke away, she spotted her old

  partner, Pete Sweeney, standing with Terry Banks halfway up. A handful of criminalists from SID were waiting off to the side as a burly figure with coffee-and-cream skin worked the crime scene with

  his Nikon and a motor drive. The photographer was Lamar Newton, another friend and ally she knew she could count on.




  As Lena approached, she followed the path of the camera lens until it became blocked by a trash Dumpster. Picking up her pace, she looked back at the two homicide detectives from Hollywood.

  Although Sweeney was a big, wide man with an extra-easy manner, he appeared extra pale and unable to stand still. Terry Banks seemed just as uneasy, the rich color of his ebony skin and buffed head

  misted with perspiration in spite of the cool breeze.




  Sweeney waved her closer. But when her view finally cleared the Dumpster, she didn’t see a dead body on the ground. Just five green trash bags, the one up front ripped open.




  “I’m sorry you caught this one, Lena. Real sorry.”




  Sweeney’s voice was barely audible. All she could hear was the din of the city, cut against the rhythm of that motor drive.




  She looked back at the trash bag. It didn’t take much to figure out what was inside. Something horrific. Something so horrific the case was bouncing up to RHD.




  Sweeney gave her a nudge and pointed to the black-and-white cruiser parked just behind them. A teenager was sitting in the backseat. The door was open, the boy handcuffed. His hair was long and

  brown, and Lena could tell from his soiled clothes and worn-out shoes that he was homeless. When he turned to look at her, she caught the zombie eyes and guessed that he was either a religious

  fanatic or a drug addict. When she saw his teeth rotting to the gum line, she knew that his drug of choice wasn’t Jesus. It was crystal meth.




  “The kid spent the day on planet X and worked up a real good appetite,” Sweeney said. “Best we can figure, he went Dumpster diving about an hour ago—fished these bags out

  and thought he’d landed his next meal deal.”




  “Merry Christmas,” Banks said. “Enough food to last the week.”




  “Who is he?” Lena asked.




  Sweeney glanced at the cruiser. “Danny Bartlett, sixteen years old from Little Rock, Arkansas. Ran away last August and ended up here. Only when he opened the first bag he was still fucked

  up. No meal deal and no nirvana.”




  “Just his own demons,” Banks said. “The fucker freaked out.”




  Sweeney nodded. “The guy who runs the kitchen over at Tiny’s heard the kid lose it and made the call. That’s as far as we got.”




  Lena turned back to the Dumpster. As Sweeney pulled a bottle of water out of his pocket and took a shaky swig, Ed Gainer from the coroner’s office finally arrived. Lena reached into her

  briefcase for a clean pair of vinyl gloves.




  “Let’s take a look,” she said.




  They stepped forward as a group. Slowly, but with determination. When they finally reached the green trash bag, Lena pulled open the plastic, spotted the long blond hair, and tried not to

  flinch.




  It took a moment for the horror to register. Another moment to catch her breath.




  The demons were all here. A young woman in her early twenties. Her body had been dismembered. Everything cut up. Even though her face had been damaged, her eyes were wide open. A bright golden

  brown.




  Sweeney and Banks stepped away. Lena could hear her old partner taking another swig of spring water like it was a hundred proof. Someone lit a cigarette. As she heard Gainer murmur something to

  his maker, Lena turned back to the victim and let it sink in. She understood that this was another look at a place where evolution had reversed course. She wouldn’t find humanity here. This

  case would be another walk beyond the last outpost of civilization. And she was without a partner. Flying solo and on her own.
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  Her first impression had been the right one.




  This was not a crime scene. The alley between Ivar and Cahuenga off Hollywood Boulevard was nothing more than the location for a body dump. A convenient location just three blocks from two

  separate entrances to the Hollywood Freeway. They could search every inch of the alley and find no evidence. Not a wallet, a purse, or anything that might resemble a murder weapon.




  Lena glanced at a criminalist from SID packing up his kit as she thought it over.




  There was no linkage. Nothing found here would point to the perpetrator because the victim hadn’t been murdered here. Instead, this was the place where she had been thrown out with the

  trash.




  Lena could feel the anger in her bones.




  If the perpetrator had made a mistake, she only counted one. The plastic bag the victim had been placed in didn’t match any other bag found in any Dumpster within five blocks. The plastic

  was a commercial grade, thicker than any normal trash bag and a good 30 percent larger. Lena’s father had been a welder. The Denver skyline bore its shape and beauty from his work. She knew

  from experience that bags like this were common on construction sites. The extra-thick plastic held more weight and was less likely to rip open if the bag contained sharp objects like glass and

  nails, or in this case, a young woman’s jagged bones.




  Danny Bartlett, the runaway from Little Rock, had stoked up his crank pipe and just hit liftoff when he fished the five green bags out of the Dumpster. Lena had gone through the four remaining

  bags with a criminalist, then again with the kitchen manager at Tiny’s. The contents were from the bar and had gone out at 2:00 a.m. last night. According to the employee who tossed the bags,

  the trash had been picked up the night before, the Dumpster completely empty. None of the tenants sharing the alley had seen anyone drive through since they arrived at work this morning. So, it was

  a safe bet that the perpetrator got rid of the body between 2:00 a.m. and sunrise, then made the short drive north and vanished into the freeway system.




  Lena shook it off, stepping aside when she heard the coroner’s van backing toward the Dumpster. Gainer’s assistants had placed the trash bag inside a blue body bag and were zipping

  it up. Once the victim was loaded into the van, Gainer handed Lena a receipt for the girl’s corpse. The name of the victim was listed as “Jane Doe No. 99.” Gainer included the

  date, time, and address, but nothing else to distinguish her identity. Lena was surprised by the high number, but didn’t say anything. Like the murder rate, the number of unidentified victims

  would reset to zero with the new year. Still, the slate would never be clean.




  “You’re in luck,” Gainer said. “I just spoke with Madina. He’s changed his schedule. His plane lands at noon in Burbank. You’re in tomorrow afternoon despite

  the backup.”




  She had been hoping for this. She wanted Art Madina to perform the autopsy, but knew that he was attending a medical conference in New Haven. Because the victim had been dismembered, she was

  counting on the pathologist’s expertise.




  “Did you bring him up to speed?”




  Gainer nodded. “I told him that we left her the way we found her. That what’s left of her is still inside the bag.”




  Gainer’s voice trailed off. He had been on the job as a coroner’s investigator for at least a decade. Lena figured that in those ten years he had seen all there was to ever see. Yet,

  she sensed something in his voice as he spoke about Jane Doe No. 99 tonight. Something different in his eyes. Something she respected and admired in the man.




  “We have to start at the beginning,” she said.




  “Madina knows that she’s a Jane Doe. You’re in good hands. It’s all set.”




  “Thanks, Ed. And thanks for hanging in this long.”




  “No problem. You know that, Lena. What happened to Sweeney and Banks?”




  “They took off with the kid. We’re opening the streets and shutting down.”




  They shook hands, then she watched him climb into the van and drive off with the corpse. As she turned back to the alley, she shivered in the cold night air and reached inside her jacket for the

  chief’s itinerary. This was the first time in the past six hours that she had thought about the chief or his adjutant. For six hours she had been working for the victim, free of the weight of

  department politics. She unfolded the paper and moved beneath a street light. According to the schedule, Chief Logan was still at Parker Center. The Police Commission was holding another emergency

  meeting on gang violence. Lena remembered seeing a flyer posted outside the captain’s office. A proposal was on the table that called for the appointment of a gang czar, with $1 billion to be

  spent on a Marshall-like plan that included gang intervention programs and economic development. Because half the homicides in Los Angeles were now attributable to gang violence, and that violence

  was spilling into the wealthiest neighborhoods in the city, this was a serious meeting and the chief would be tied up until ten or eleven. If she left now and lucked out with traffic, she might be

  able to catch him before the meeting ended.




  She slung her briefcase over her shoulder and started down the alley. As she stepped around the SID truck, she heard the press shouting questions at her from across the street but ignored them.

  The air felt raw and she couldn’t wait to get the heat on. When she finally reached her car and lit up the engine, her cell phone started vibrating and she checked the display.




  The call was from Denny Ramira, the one and only reporter who knew her cell number. Ramira worked the crime beat for The Times. Even though they shared a certain history, she was

  reluctant to take the call. She stared at the phone for a while, then changed her mind and flipped it open.




  “I know this is out of line,” he said. “But I’m freezing my balls off out here and it looks like you guys are packing up. You’ve got nothing to say,

  right?”




  “You’re a mind reader.”




  “But this is your case, right, Lena?”




  Something about the question seemed odd. Even out of place. She sat back in the seat, thinking it over.




  “It’s your case, right?” he repeated.




  “What’s going on, Denny?”




  “I’m not sure. I got a heads-up about the murder. My contact wanted to make sure I knew you got the case.”




  “Who’s your contact?”




  Ramira hesitated. “Just some guy I know. But everybody out here got the same call. The question is why.”




  If it had been a multiple-choice question, none of the answers seemed very good. Still, this wasn’t her main concern right now.




  “Gotta go, Denny.”




  “Yeah, sure. I’m heading downtown to Parker Center. Maybe I can catch the end of that meeting. Maybe the night won’t be a total bust.”




  Lena winced. “Maybe you can touch base with that guy you know.”




  She closed her phone before he could respond, hoping she wouldn’t run into him at Parker Center. Pulling out of the lot, she made a left to avoid the media, then looped around the block

  and worked her way down to Gower and Sunset. She had skipped dinner, the view of the victim’s lifeless eyes staring back at her from that trash bag still way too vivid. But she needed

  something. As she pulled into the lot at Gower Gulch, she didn’t see a line at Starbucks and ran in. Five minutes later, she was back on the road, toggling through recent calls until she

  found Howard Benson’s number. Benson had been a classmate at the academy and now worked in the Missing Persons Unit. Once they determined that the victim couldn’t be identified, Benson

  had been her first call. But that was more than three hours ago and she hadn’t heard from him. After six rings, he finally picked up.




  “Sorry, Lena, but you didn’t really give me much to go on.”




  “I’ll have more tomorrow,” she said. “I was just hoping something in the database would jump out.”




  “A white female in her twenties with blond hair goes missing in Southern California. I’ve got a lot of those. Nothing’s jumping out.”




  Lena didn’t say anything. The number she had dialed wasn’t Benson’s cell phone. It was his office number, and he sounded moody and tired.




  “Lena, I’m sorry. All I’m saying is that we need more.”




  “What about limiting the search to the last twenty-four to forty-eight hours?”




  “I tried that, but it’s still a long list. Lots of kids come to southern California. And a lot of them are runaway females with blond hair. Only they’re not living the dream.

  They’re on the streets doing the nightmare.”




  Lena thought it over as she accelerated up the freeway entrance and hit the 101 heading downtown. If Jane Doe was murdered last night, then it was too early. A Missing Persons Report

  wouldn’t be filed for another day, if a report was filed at all.




  “I’m jumping the gun on this, Howard. I know that. I was just hoping for a little luck.”




  “We’ll talk after the autopsy. I’m sure we can narrow it down. Height, weight—something will turn up.”




  “Thanks, Howard.”




  She tossed her phone onto the passenger seat and took a sip of coffee. It was hot and strong, and she needed it right now. She saw the long string of brake lights begin to glow through the

  windshield. Then the traffic slowed down to a crawl and finally stopped. Benson had triggered an unwanted memory without knowing it. Lena had been a sixteen-year-old runaway, along with her younger

  brother David. After their father died, they had fled Denver before the Department of Human Services could scoop them up and dump them into the system. They had spent six months living in their

  father’s car before they earned enough money to rent a small place of their own. They had left their childhoods in Colorado, and never turned back.




  She took another sip of coffee. As the traffic started moving again, the memory vanished but not the loneliness. It was such an oppressive loneliness. So final and far-reaching. She tried to

  ignore it and to concentrate on the road.




  The eight-mile drive downtown should have taken ten minutes, but turned into a grueling forty-five played out at ten miles an hour. By the time she found a spot to park in the LAPD garage and

  jogged across the street to Parker Center, it was almost eleven and people were beginning to file out of the meeting room on the first floor.




  She pushed her way through the crowd. As she entered the room, she spotted the chief and his adjutant getting up from their seats. By Lena’s count four of the five civilian commissioners

  were still here, fielding informal questions from the press and the thirty to forty people who stayed. But it seemed as if an energetic man with gray hair was getting most of the attention tonight.

  When he turned, Lena realized that it was Senator Alan West. West had been appointed to the commission by the mayor and approved in a unanimous vote by the City Council in an attempt to regain

  public trust in the department. He was three years in on his first five-year term. Although there was talk that West might make another run at politics, Lena had read in the newspaper that he

  thought his work overseeing the police department was just as important. While the chief handled day-to-day operations within the department, a civil rights attorney, a former mayor, two criminal

  defense attorneys, and Senator Alan West defined department policies.




  Lena turned back to the chief. He was beckoning her forward. When she glanced at Klinger, he pointed to the alcove at the head of the room. Although she still wondered why the chief had picked

  Klinger as his adjutant, tonight they looked like bookends. Both men obviously worked out, their bodies lean, straight, and military tight. And their grooming was immaculate, verging on

  overprocessed, their hair short and gray. The only difference was in their eyes. Klinger’s were a soft, even wounded brown without much catch. The chief’s gave definition to his

  chiseled face and intelligence, but were as dark as night and at times uncomfortable.




  She stepped around the conference table and entered the alcove, wishing she had better news. When Klinger started to say something, Chief Logan silenced him with a short wave of the hand.




  “Let’s hear it, Gamble. Who’s your suspect?”




  “We’ve got a long way to go,” she said. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, Chief. But that’s the way it is. We’re starting from scratch.

  Zero.”




  “What about witnesses?”




  “We interviewed every shop owner on the block. Every employee. There aren’t any witnesses.”




  She couldn’t get a read on him with those eyes. All she knew was that the chief didn’t take the news the way she thought he would. It was almost as if he’d been hit in the

  chest and had the wind knocked out of him. But his wheels were turning. She could see him thinking something over. If he’d been a suspect in an interrogation room, she would have guessed that

  he was guilty of something and holding out.




  He shot her another penetrating look. “Then you don’t even know who the victim is.”




  “We didn’t find any ID.”




  “What about her clothing?”




  Lena shook her head, remaining silent. The victim wasn’t wearing any clothing.




  “Here are my concerns, Detective. I don’t want this to be a long, drawn-out case. If you don’t have anything in the next forty-eight hours, chances are you won’t have

  anything ever. You know that as well as I do. Your chances for success go to shit by fifty percent.”




  Lena didn’t need the chief to give her the odds. When she glanced away, she saw Denny Ramira enter the meeting room and approach Senator West. From the way they shook hands, she guessed

  that they knew each other.




  The chief must have noticed the reporter as well. When Lena turned to him, he was standing so close she instinctively took a step back.




  The chief lowered his voice. “I don’t want to read about this investigation in the newspaper, Detective. I don’t want to see it on TV. You pull anything, and I mean anything

  like that, and you’re out. All the way out. So far out nobody in law enforcement ever hears from you again. Do you understand?”




  She gave him a long look.




  “You’re either a company man,” he said. “Or you’re a man without a company. You get the logic, Detective? Do you realize how serious this is? What will be tolerated

  and what won’t?”




  “I get it, Chief.”




  “This isn’t another OIS case. This is a homicide, and I want a suspect. I need an arrest.”




  The chief came up for air, then Klinger stepped forward as if it were a tag-team match. Lena suddenly realized who made those calls to the press. It had to be Klinger, doing everything he

  possible could to make things more difficult for her.




  “We want reports,” he said. “The chief’s office is to be copied on everything. No one cares if it takes twice as long. Just do your job and do it by the book, Gamble.

  We’re your partner now. And we’re not a silent partner. You want to make a right turn, you ask before you make it. You want to go left, make sure you’ve got the order and

  it’s signed by a judge. We’re your shadow, is that clear? Please acknowledge that we have had this conversation and you understand what was just—”




  Klinger suddenly became quiet. Everyone turned. Senator West was standing at the entrance, starring at them with a quizzical expression across his broad face.




  “Sounds like a serious discussion, Chief. I hope I’m not interrupting.”




  Lena could tell in an instant that West wasn’t sorry at all. From the look he gave the chief and his adjutant, it seemed they probably didn’t get along. She remembered hearing a

  rumor that the chief’s appointment had not been a unanimous decision by the police commission. That the water had been cloudy, and one of the five members voted against his appointment. Lena

  wondered if the lone vote of dissension came from West. From the look on Chief Logan’s face, and Klinger’s, they had heard the rumor and come to the same conclusion.




  “We’re finished here,” the chief said. “It’s no interruption at all, Senator.”




  “I’m glad, because I’m a fan of Detective Gamble.”




  West turned away from the chief and gazed at Lena. His eyes were clear and easy and filled with a certain wisdom.




  “When Denny Ramira pointed you out,” he said, “I couldn’t believe that you were here. I followed the Romeo murders just like everybody else. I’ve wanted to meet you

  for a long time.”




  He smiled and reached for her hand. She could feel the tension in the room. But then Klinger turned away from the senator and stepped out of the alcove. As the chief began to follow his

  adjutant, he stopped at the entrance and shot Lena another look.




  “There’s been a change, Detective. The autopsy’s scheduled for tomorrow morning—eight sharp—not sometime in the afternoon.”




  “What about the pathologist?”




  “We can’t waste time. I told Madina that if he needs to sleep, he’d better do it on the plane.”




  The chief didn’t wait for a response from her. Instead, he marched through the meeting room and followed Klinger into the lobby. West watched them exit, then turned back and spoke in a

  voice that wouldn’t carry.




  “This is Los Angeles, Detective. Chiefs come and go. But now more than ever, we need people like you to fill the ranks and take charge.”




  Lena didn’t really follow politics, but had read enough to know that West was one of the good guys. The senator obviously had overheard the chief and his adjutant giving her the goods. He

  had interrupted them in order to help her. While she appreciated the gesture, he was slighting her commanding officer. No matter how great the compliment, it would have been out of line to respond.

  Instead, she was thinking about the autopsy. Only the chief could have forced Madina to shorten his trip in New Haven. Only the chief could make it happen so quickly. She wasn’t upset. She

  was grateful. She was thrilled.




  Her mind surfaced. Something glistened in the light, and her eyes flicked down the senator’s jacket. He was wearing a pin on his lapel. Not the obligatory depiction of the flag, but

  something far more personal.




  “Would you like to see it?” West asked.




  She nodded. “The firefighters. They gave it to you after nine-eleven.”




  He flashed a warm smile—his blue eyes sparkling—then removed the pin and handed it to her.




  “It was a gift,” he said. “I wear it every day. It’s something I’ll never forget.”




  Lena rolled the pin over in her palm until the gold caught the light. It was a three-dimensional work of art depicting an LAFD fire engine set at ground zero in New York City. Nine firefighters

  stood on top of the truck raising a ladder toward the sun. Lena remembered when West had been honored by the Los Angeles Fire Department because her entire division participated in the ceremony.

  But she had never seen the pin before in real life, only pictures of the bright red and gold object printed in the paper. It was handmade by an artist living in South Pasadena. It was a very

  special pin given to someone who not only bent over backwards to help the rescue operation after the attack, but who also fought to provide medical treatment and financial aid years after when

  rescue workers started getting sick and hadn’t received their due. The pin was a gift to someone who didn’t bounce from one story to the next like a cable TV reporter trying to steal

  money and ratings. It was a gift to someone who hadn’t forgotten what happened and never would.




  Lena passed back the pin and watched the senator carefully return it to his lapel.




  “I’m going to ask you for a favor, Detective. And I already know that it’s something you won’t like.” He had that quizzical smile going again as he passed her his

  business card. “I’m spending more time here than I am in Washington,” he said. “If I can ever do anything for you, call me and I’ll try my best.”




  “What’s the favor? How can I help?”




  “The press is out there. And I want a picture of me and you standing together for my office. Ramira’s photographer would take that picture and send me a copy. But don’t think

  that I’m naive. Everybody else in that room will take the picture, too. And that’s why I said that you’re not going to like it, but I am.”




  Lena thought it over. The senator raised an eyebrow, his warm smile becoming infectious. After a moment, she nodded.
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  Lena hustled down the stairwell at the coroner’s office, too anxious to wait for the elevator. When she hit the

  basement, the smell of disinfectant and decomposing flesh hit back. Wincing at the harsh odor, she rushed past the long line of dead bodies waiting against the left wall without looking at

  them.




  She hadn’t been able to sleep last night, tossing and turning, and staring out the bedside window. She knew her anxiety came from the investigation being stuck in first gear. The heat from

  the sixth floor and the lack of evidence. Her inability to identify the victim or get past go. She couldn’t shake the frustration, and now she was feeding on it.




  She stepped inside the changing room. Pulling the scrubs over her slacks, she grabbed a pair of booties and sat down on the bench. When the door swung open, she looked up and saw Art Madina

  pulling the mask away from his face.




  “How was New Haven?” she asked.




  “A bit frightening.”




  “Lots of slide shows?”




  “The conference was about the food supply. The Feds have cut the number of inspectors by half because of the war. No one’s minding the store.”




  “What’s the food supply have to do with pathology?”




  “For the past twenty-five years, the first thing we looked for was HIV, Lena. But now it’s Mad Cow disease. You can’t kill it by cooking because it isn’t alive. And

  there’s no cure. No drug cocktail to see the patient through.”




  “It’s that serious?”




  “Like I said, no one’s minding the store. You eat much beef?”




  She gave him a look, then noticed the jar of Vicks VapoRub on the shelf.




  “Pass me the ketchup,” she said.




  Madina smiled, handing over a pair of goggles, a surgical mask, and the jar of Vicks VapoRub. He was a slim man, no older than forty, with bright, curious eyes and black hair cropped so short it

  probably qualified as a buzz cut. Madina had become the DA’s favorite when presenting evidence at trial. Lena noted his one-day beard and the dark circles cutting into his cheeks. Although he

  may not have had much sleep last night, she still felt lucky that he was performing the autopsy.




  “What did the chief say?” she asked.




  Madina shrugged. “The plane landed at six-thirty I didn’t bother going home. The X-rays are done. She’s on a table and everything’s ready to go. You’re a half-hour

  early.”




  “Yeah, I know.”




  They pushed open the doors. Three autopsies were under way in the same room with a staff photographer moving from one dead body to the next. Lena could hear a technician working the skull saw.

  The zap lights buzzing off and on as bugs hit the dense air, then crashed and burned. She took a deep breath, concentrating on the gel she had wiped beneath her nose. The mentholated odor

  wasn’t working today and she wondered why. When she gazed across the room, she realized that the body closest to the rear door was in a state of heavy decomposition.




  Autopsies were never easy. Not even when you really needed one.




  Madina pointed to the far corner. Lena’s eyes jumped ahead, and for a moment, she thought that they might have brought out the wrong corpse. The young woman lying on the steel operating

  table appeared whole, while the victim found in the trash bag had obviously been dismembered. But as she moved closer, Lena could see that Madina had pieced the parts together. The fit was so good,

  so tight, that by all appearances Jane Doe was a whole woman again. A twenty-plus-year-old woman with a small heart-shaped tattoo placed between her shaved vagina and her bikini line.




  Lena counted the breaks where the body had been severed. Three in each leg, then cuts above the wrists, elbows, and shoulder sockets. After keying in on the decapitation wound, her eyes rose to

  the victim’s face. Jane Doe No. 99 had been beaten, her face disfigured. Her soft brown eyes had been spared, but not much else. She was hard to look at, yet she seemed so vulnerable that it

  was difficult for Lena to turn away.




  “Did you measure her?”




  “Five-foot-seven,” Madina said. “A hundred and twenty-two pounds. She’s had a boob job and her belly button is pierced. The ring’s over there on the table.

  I’m gonna guess that if we reconstructed her nose and cheekbones, she’d be beautiful. All the way gorgeous. And that whoever did this to her is very strong.”




  Lena stepped aside as Madina selected a scalpel and began opening the woman’s chest. She remembered the first time she attended an autopsy. It had been in this room, and she found the

  process so difficult that she spent most of the time counting ceiling tiles. There were 729 before the lighting fixtures were changed last year. After that, the count dropped to 715.




  Madina gave her a look, laying out the victim’s lungs in an extra-large plastic container.




  “She grew up in the city,” he said. “Jane Doe’s not a country girl.”




  “How can you tell?”




  “The black spots on her lungs. Look at these carbon deposits. They’re not from cigarettes. They’re from air pollution. Thirty years ago, only a coal miner’s lungs

  would’ve looked like this.”




  Lena examined the tissue. Jane Doe’s lungs were peppered with dark gray spots that had the look and apparent texture of cinders.




  “But she’s young.”




  The pathologist laughed. “She’s been breathing every day for twenty years, Lena. Twenty years without a break. Why do you think so many kids have asthma? It’s not like

  it’s a mystery. Just follow the freeways.”




  Madina moved back to the body. Lena watched him complete the operation, then helped as he rolled Jane Doe’s hands with ink and made a copy of her palm and fingerprints. Oddly enough, Lena

  thought that she could smell the clean scent of the woman’s perfume somehow rising above the stench of the room. But the fragrance seemed to vanish as quickly as it appeared. When they were

  finished—and the house photographer made his final pass—the body was no longer whole. No longer the sum of its parts. No longer a pretty girl with her entire life ahead of her. As Lena

  gazed at the victim’s remains, she couldn’t help but think of the murderer.




  He had committed the ultimate violation and shown no mercy.




  “What about time of death?” she asked.




  Madina shrugged off the question, then jotted something down on his clipboard. “Yesterday,” he said. “Right now that’s as close as I can get. But we’ve got a

  problem, Lena.”




  “That’s one way of putting it.”




  “No, I mean we’ve got a real problem. This wasn’t a sex crime. And this wasn’t done by some slime bag living on the streets.”




  “What are you saying?”




  Madina didn’t answer her. Instead, he started piecing the body back together until the breaks were almost invisible and Jane Doe looked whole again.




  “Let’s start with the cause of death,” he said. “There’s a laceration here on her neck. It’s not just in any spot. The cut was made in exactly the right

  spot.”




  Lena moved in for a closer look. “The right spot for what?”




  “He didn’t slice open the jugular vein. He went for the carotid artery. And he knew exactly where to find it.”




  “What’s the significance?”




  “You tell me.”




  “Arteries move blood away from the heart,” she said. “Veins carry it back.”




  “Exactly. The man you’re looking for cut the carotid artery because he wanted to move blood away from the heart. He wanted to drain the blood out of her body. You see the ligature

  marks around her legs and ankles. He hung her upside down and kept her alive, Lena. He kept her heart beating until she bled out. That’s why I’m saying we’ve got a real

  problem.”




  Lena turned to the worktable and eyed Jane Doe’s organs laid out in those oversized plastic containers. In every other autopsy she had attended the internal organs were rich in color. Jane

  Doe’s organs were a pale brown. It wasn’t time that had changed the color. It was the lack of blood.




  “You see it, don’t you?” Madina said in an urgent voice. “Look at her liver. It should be a deep purple.”




  Lena glanced at the container, then turned back to the body. The killer bled her out while she was alive. She tried not to picture the moment, but the horror was sharp enough to cut through.

  This was a special kind of madness. A new brand drawn from the other side of the road.




  “What can you tell me about who did this?” she said.




  “I can tell you a lot. I can tell you almost everything you need to know except for his name and address.”




  She met his eyes, steady and even.




  “Then you definitely think we’re looking for a male.”




  “No question about it,” he said, pointing to the ligature marks. “And he’s strong. He was able to lift her by her ankles.”




  “What else?”




  Madina pulled away his face mask. “He’s a surgeon, Lena.”




  A moment passed—deep, and long, and rising out of the darkness. When Madina finally spoke again, his voice was tainted with bitterness and a mix of fear and disappointment. The killer was

  one of his own. Someone who attended medical school and took the Hippocratic oath.




  “He’s a skilled surgeon,” Madina said.




  Lena remained quiet, watching the pathologist pull Jane Doe’s body apart again as if the victim had become a mannequin.




  “It’s not easy cutting up a body, Lena. A lot of people try. More than you’d think. And most of them don’t have a clue. They leave evidence behind. Hack marks. Saw marks.

  Ragged edges from the knife. Rips and tears that anyone could spot from a mile away.”
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