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  For Mom and Dad,




  who throughout my life have been among my greatest sources of love, understanding, support, and inspiration.




  Thank you . . . for everything.




  







  Prologue




  AMANDA KNEW SOMETHING was wrong as the Metro approached the stop at Eastern Market. The premonition swept through her like a chill on a summer night,

  unexpected and unwelcome, making her scalp tingle. Nancy noticed the change in her friend’s demeanor and, eager to help, offered a salve. “Billy Slevan likes you,” she said.




  Amanda looked at Nancy and shook her head. “No he doesn’t.” She was a small, serious girl with dark brown hair and dimples when she smiled, which was far too infrequently.




  Nancy pressed the issue. “Yes he does. I heard it. Rebecca told me he thinks you’re pretty.”




  Amanda shook her head again. “He was talking about Amanda Green.”




  Nancy looked down at her shoes in momentary defeat as the train slowed into the station and the loudspeaker blared over the electrical whirring of the rails. “This stop, Eastern

  Market. Eastern Market, this stop.”




  “You don’t know that,” Nancy persisted, though with less assurance.




  The train stopped, and Amanda smiled in a way that was meant to convince her friend everything was all right. “Yes I do,” she said as the doors opened.




  Amanda wished she could explain her mood to Nancy, but she would never understand. No one would. The last time Amanda had a feeling of dread like this was more than two years ago, and she still

  couldn’t bring herself to think about that day. It seemed a lifetime ago.




  The footfalls of the girls’ stiff school shoes echoed through the cavernous station, far beneath the streets of southeast D.C. They walked without speaking, forcing their way through the

  crowds of adults that pushed past the two adolescents in bright blue plaid skirts and Bainbridge Academy sweaters. Bainbridge was the one part of Amanda’s existence that had survived the

  upheaval, and she cherished every day there. Once, during that awful time two years ago, her mother had worried out loud whether she would be able to afford the tuition; Amanda had locked herself

  in her room for hours, sobbing into her pillow as her mother pleaded with her to open the door. The possibility of leaving Bainbridge had never been raised again. “We’ll be fine,”

  her mother reassured her; and they were.




  In fact, things had gotten better in many ways. Amanda’s mother, who had been a reporter briefly before she’d married, landed a job writing for the metro section of the

  Washington Post. Things had gone well for her, and there was talk of her being put on national coverage soon, which would mean more money and better hours. And yet when her mother told her

  of the promotion, an inexplicable shadow had darkened Amanda’s face. It was as if experience had taught her that all good fortune was merely a prelude to tragedy.




  Nancy and Amanda reached the foot of the escalator that led up to the street, and Amanda’s heart skipped. She paused as she looked up through the dizzying tube carved at a steep angle into

  the ground. Mildly claustrophobic, she closed her eyes and tried to think of something else. Nancy, who was aware of Amanda’s phobia, prattled on in an attempt at distraction.




  As the girls neared the top of the escalator, Amanda opened her eyes, breathing a little easier in spite of the foreboding that had nestled in her bones. She caught a glimpse of the long tunnel

  leading back down to the Metro, and vertigo gripped her briefly before she turned around and faced the gathering light of the subway entrance.




  It was four o’clock on a beautiful Wednesday in early June when they walked out into the sunlight. Heading down Seventh Street, they passed Eastern Market, which was buzzing with activity

  as people bought fresh meat and fish for the evening meal, or browsed the stalls that sold everything from pots and pans to vintage clothing. Gentrification had come haltingly to the area in the

  1990s, but its effects were unmistakable. BMWs now vied with late-model Chevys and low-end Toyotas for parking, and the prices at the shops in the market had risen dramatically.




  The girls walked south along Seventh Street for a few blocks, leaving the BMWs behind, until they came to G Street. Amanda turned left and started heading east. Nancy grabbed her by the arm.

  “Where are you going?” she demanded.




  Amanda looked at her. “Home,” she replied simply.




  Nancy looked down the street at the overgrown weeds that pitted many of the yards. As in the rest of the nation’s capital, neighborhoods changed quickly from street to street in the area

  south of Eastern Market, and children learned early which routes were safe and which were not. “That’s not a good block. We’re supposed to walk around.”




  Amanda frowned and looked down the block herself. She knew that Nancy was right, and yet she wanted to get home quickly, as the feeling of dread continued to gnaw at her stomach. Besides, her

  grandmother was coming over that evening for an early supper, and Amanda, who was sensitive to the tension between her mother and her grandmother, wanted to be at the house to help her mother

  prepare. “This way’s faster,” she said stubbornly. “We’ll be fine.”




  Nancy looked frightened. “I don’t want to.”




  “Fine, then don’t.” Amanda knew that Nancy wouldn’t let her go alone.




  “Please,” Nancy pleaded. “Can’t we just go around?”




  “No,” Amanda said. “I’m tired of going around.” With that, she turned and headed up the block. Nancy stood looking at her, biting her lip. Finally, she rolled her

  eyes and followed her friend down the street, running to catch up.




  The two girls walked close together, their eyes straight ahead and turned down toward the pavement. They didn’t see or hear a soul until they were halfway down the block.




  The rustle came from up ahead of them, just off to the left from within a decrepit garden in front of a boarded-up house. Amanda glanced up quickly and saw the three men lounging on the front

  steps of the tumbledown building, each with a tall brown paper sack wrapped tightly around a bottle sitting between his legs. They leaned back on their elbows, sweat beading on their foreheads in

  the humid early evening air. There was a dangerous energy about them—a coiled tension in the way they regarded their surroundings.




  “Yo, Jerome, check this shit out! Schoolgirls!”




  Amanda redirected her eyes forward as she and Nancy quickened their pace. As unsettling as the young man’s attention was, it didn’t particularly frighten her. His voice betrayed a

  bravado that lacked intention, and living in the city had numbed her to such empty intimidation. The next voice she heard was different, though, and it sucked the wind out of her lungs.




  “Hey, sugar,” the voice said simply. It was low and measured, and full of a threat so plain that Amanda was instantly terrified. She continued to walk, but her legs felt dream-heavy,

  and her head spun with images too awful to acknowledge.




  “I know you girls can hear me,” the man said, a hint of impatience growing in his voice. “Don’t be like that, all shy an’ whatnot. You stop and talk to me, now,

  y’hear?”




  Amanda could feel Nancy stiffen with fear as she kept her head down. Keep walking, Amanda urged silently. Keep walking, and we’ll be fine.




  “Stop!”




  The man shouted the word with such fury that both girls froze. Amanda turned slowly. She looked at the man sitting at the top of the stoop, trying not to let her fear show, though she knew it

  was no use. His skin was almond brown, and his eyes burned out at her from under a broad forehead topped with a thin layer of hair cropped tightly to his scalp. He looked to be in his early

  twenties, and around his neck hung a thick gold chain with a ruby-studded pendant in the shape of a J at the center. The two other young men were looking at him now, and Amanda could see the

  trepidation on their faces, too, as if they feared that some unimaginable beast had been stirred. Their reaction deepened her terror. Then the man smiled, revealing the straightest, whitest teeth

  Amanda had ever seen. Under other circumstances, he might have looked handsome.




  “You girls lost?” he asked.




  Amanda shook her head back and forth slowly.




  The man looked at her, shaking his head back and forth in time with hers. “No?” He scratched his head. “You lookin’ for some candy, then?” He reached into his

  pocket and brought out a plastic bag thick with chunks of clear white that looked like rock candy, but weren’t.




  Amanda’s head continued to shake back and forth. “No?” he repeated, but this time he seemed more doubtful. “You sure?” he pressed. At this Amanda nodded

  forcefully.




  The man put the bag back in his pants but left his hand in his pocket. “What, then? Some lovin’?” Amanda noticed his hand moving in his jeans.




  “No sir,” Amanda finally managed to say.




  The man took his hand out of his jeans and frowned, his smile disappearing like the sun ducking behind a bank of storm clouds. “Well let me ask you, then, what the fuck are you

  doin’ here?” he asked, his eyes wide and his hands open as if in bewilderment.




  “We’re just going home.” Amanda could hear the begging in her voice.




  There was a long pause as the man with the gold chain rubbed his hands back and forth together slowly. “Just goin’ home, huh?” he said quietly after a moment.




  Amanda felt like crying, but she held back the tears. “Yes sir,” she choked out.




  “Yes sir,” the man repeated. “I like that.” He stood up, and Amanda felt the urge to run, but her feet seemed as if they had melted into the sidewalk in the heat

  and stress of the moment. She heard Nancy let out a gasp.




  The man hovered at the bottom of the stoop as the tension crackled through the heavy air. He was close enough that Amanda could smell the booze mixing with the man’s sweat. Then he pursed

  his lips and spoke again. “Well then, I guess you best be on your way, huh?”




  Amanda was still frozen, wondering if she had heard the man correctly. But then something in his eyes betrayed his sincerity. It was an emptiness; a pain so thick it defied comprehension. At

  that moment, Amanda knew he was not going to hurt them.




  “Yes sir,” she said one last time.




  The young man stuck out his bottom lip and nodded at them. “Yes sir,” he repeated quietly again. Then he turned and walked up the stoop and through the open door of the

  decaying building.
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  Neither girl spoke to the other again that day, except to exchange a brief good-bye when their routes home diverged. Amanda didn’t know how to feel. Her premonition, she assumed, had been

  a phantom. Having spent her first twelve years in a suburban cocoon, shielded from the threats of violence with which so many were forced to contend on a daily basis, she thought perhaps her

  intuition had suffered. It wasn’t until she rounded the corner to her own street and saw her house that the dread returned.




  She knew something was wrong when she saw that the curtains on the front windows were drawn. Her mother had chosen the little brownstone in large part because it faced south, and so received

  constant exposure to the sun. She made a production of opening the curtains every morning—“to let a little sunshine into our lives,” she would say.




  More ominous was that the front door was ajar. The two-story brick structure was on a pleasant block, but it was not the sort of neighborhood in which people left their doors unlocked, much less

  open to the world. When they had moved, her mother had been explicit with Amanda that the doors were to remain locked at all times, even when they were home; especially when they were home.




  Amanda walked slowly up the street, her eyes never leaving the gap in the doorjamb through which she could see nothing but darkness. As she climbed the front steps, she was no longer breathing,

  at least not that she could tell. She hesitated on the top step, and a part of her was tempted to run in the opposite direction—to find a neighbor or a policeman to open the door and tell her

  what was behind it, so that the images wouldn’t haunt her. But she knew she couldn’t. Something was drawing her inside.




  “Mom?” she called out quietly as she stood there, hand outstretched to the door, hoping against hope that she might hear an answer. When there was nothing but silence, she forced

  herself to take a deep breath as a tear ran down her cheek. Then she pushed the door open.




  







  Chapter One




  JACK CASSIAN LEANED FORWARD in the flimsy plastic chair, its aluminum frame creaking with every shift of his weight. His head

  hung low, his hair falling forward, obscuring an angular, attractive face that somehow retained its youthfulness in spite of all he had seen in his thirty-three years. “I’m not seeing

  Candy anymore,” he said without emotion. “I never really thought it would work out, anyway, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. She never understood anything about what makes me

  tick; one in a long list of things that she didn’t understand. Like art. And literature. And childproof caps.” He was looking down at the yellowing industrial tiles on the floor, and he

  could sense no movement from the figure sitting at his side. But then, he no longer expected a reaction.




  “Guys at the station ask about you,” he lied. “Couple of them say they might stop by: Hendrickson and Joe, maybe.” He considered for a moment how far he should press the

  fabrication. “They probably won’t, though, in the end. Things are pretty busy, and guys like them hate places like this, y’know?” Still no movement.




  He cast his mind about for anything else worth saying—anything that might make the charade seem more real. “Yeah, you know,” he repeated just to fill the void.




  Jack sat in silence for another moment or two before he was able to pry his eyes from the cracks in the dirty linoleum and look at the man sitting in the wheelchair beside him. The resemblance

  between them, which had been acute when they were both much younger, was still there, but atrophy had taken its toll. The cheeks were hollow now, and the shoulders—which had once been so

  broad and strong, thrown back in defiance of the world’s injustices—were slumped forward, bony and frail under the lint-ridden bathrobe Jack had purchased a year ago. But the change was

  most evident in the eyes. They had once burned with joy and anger and mischief, a concentration of life that affected everyone and everything within their reach. Now they were empty sockets sucked

  back into a thin face, the whites turned yellow and lined, like the cracks in the floor of this godforsaken place. Whenever Jack Cassian found the courage to look there—into the eyes he had

  known his entire life—his pretense fell apart, and he understood that the man he once knew so well was gone. Above the eyes, the deep purple sickle-shaped scar rested in the divot that marred

  the man’s forehead.




  The buzzing of Jack’s pager broke the silence. He let it vibrate a few times, still looking at the man next to him, whose blank stare remained unchanged. Finally, he unclipped the tiny

  device from his belt and looked at the number on the display. Then he returned the pager to its resting place.




  He leaned forward, letting his head drop again as he brought his fingers together into a pyramid. “Listen, Jimmy, I’m sorry,” he said. “That was the office. I gotta go

  out on a call.” He sighed. “I’d planned to stay longer.” He looked up again, and for just a moment the hope crept back into his heart; that lingering, illogical optimism

  that allows a person to believe, against all medical assurances, that maybe—just maybe—there might be some flicker of recognition. It was useless, though, and he knew it, in his head if

  not in his heart.




  He stood up, straightening out his slacks and pulling on his sport coat. He took a step toward the door, then paused, standing behind the man in the wheelchair. The other man had still not moved

  since Jack’s arrival, and had acknowledged neither Jack’s presence nor his imminent departure. On his lap, resting askew between the arms of the wheelchair, was a new bathrobe, still

  sitting in the box with the wrapping paper flowering up from underneath. Jack leaned forward, his hand resting on the man’s fragile shoulder, and kissed the top of his head.




  “Happy birthday, bro,” he said. Then he turned and left the room.
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  The trip down from the medical facility in Maryland took longer than expected, and by the time he reached D.C. it was after six-thirty. Cassian sped through the city, his thick brown hair

  whipped back as he slid his beat-up old motorcycle through the traffic.




  He throttled back the engine and kicked the bike into a lower gear as he rounded the corner at Seventh Street. A police barrier had been set up outside the little townhouse, and a crowd had

  gathered at the perimeter marked out by the yellow police tape, like a swarm of flies along the edge of fresh roadkill. Cassian pulled up to the perimeter, where one of the officers waved him

  through.




  “Wozniak,” Cassian said, nodding in recognition at the young man in uniform. He took off his sunglasses and tucked them into the breast pocket of his sport coat.




  “Cassian,” the man replied, giving a halfhearted salute. He eyed the motorcycle as Jack put down the kickstand. “Still tempting fate on that thing, huh?”




  Jack smiled. “Gotta tempt something, don’t I?”




  The patrolman smiled back. “I guess.” He nodded up toward the townhouse. “Train’s waiting on you,” he said. “Been here for close to an hour. Seems like

  he’s in a shitty mood.”




  “How can you tell?”




  Wozniak shrugged noncommittally. “It’s pretty grisly up there. Crime Scene got here about forty-five minutes ago, and they’re working the place over.”




  “Jack!”




  The shout startled them both, and they turned toward the house. There, on the landing just outside the front door, stood Darius Train. His huge lumpy figure looked tired, as always, and he

  rubbed a hand over his bald, dark brown scalp. “Jack!” he repeated. “Get up here!”




  “Guess that’s my cue,” Cassian said to Wozniak. He looked over the officer’s shoulder. The crowd was continuing to grow, and seemed to be getting more restless.

  “Keep these people back, okay? We’re gonna have enough to deal with up there as it is.”




  “Sure thing.”




  As Cassian turned and headed toward the front door to the house, he heard Wozniak call after him. “Hey Jack!” Cassian turned around. “Thanks again for the Nationals tickets. It

  meant a lot to my kid,” the officer said.




  Jack waved him off. “I couldn’t use ’em, and I didn’t want them to go to waste.”




  “Yeah, well, still. I’ve never seen my kid so excited in his life. Washington even beat the Yankees. You imagine that? Made me look like a hero.”




  Jack smiled. “I’m guessing you already looked like a hero to your kid.”




  Wozniak nodded. “Thanks all the same.”




  Cassian squinted as he walked up the pathway toward the front door. The sun was beginning to set to the west, over toward the Capitol dome and the White House, but the temperature remained in

  the low nineties.




  Detective Sergeant Train was watching him from the steps in front of the house, and he wore his usual look of annoyance. When Jack first made detective three years earlier and was told that he

  would be partnering with the giant, he’d had his reservations. Train, a veteran of more than twenty years on the force and a former all-District linebacker from one of the roughest areas of

  the city, seemed an unlikely fit for Jack, the product of a modest, pleasant suburb in Maryland. When they had first been introduced, Jack was sure he’d heard the man mutter the phrase

  “pencil-neck” under his breath, and there was no mistaking the look of disappointment on his face. In spite of their inauspicious beginning, however, the two had gelled quickly, their

  strengths and weaknesses complementing each other and making them a formidable team. In addition, they shared a sardonic sense of humor that seemed to grow naturally from the disillusionment of

  being a cop, and from dredging through the worst that human nature had to offer.




  “Sarge,” Cassian acknowledged Train when he reached the top step. He turned around so that they were both facing out toward the street.




  “Detective,” Train responded, and Cassian thought he sensed a hint of impatience in the tone. The older man cut a quick glance in Cassian’s direction, taking note of

  Jack’s casual slacks and the expensive shirt beneath Jack’s sport coat. On the surface, no two men could seem more different. “What happened? You get the call in the middle of a

  manicure or something?”




  “That’s funny, Sarge,” Cassian said. He looked at the rumpled gray suit his partner was wearing—one of five identical outfits he owned. “Really, I need to take more

  style tips from you.” Cassian looked off into the distance, away from his partner. “I was visiting Jimmy,” he said after a moment. “It’s his birthday.”




  The look of annoyance disappeared from Train’s face, replaced by one of concern. Jack wasn’t sure which look bothered him more. “How’s he doin’?”




  Jack shook his head, ignoring the question. “What’ve we got here?” he asked.




  Train stared at the younger man briefly before replying. “A fuckin’ mess is what we’ve got here,” he said at last. He took out his notebook and flipped it open.

  “Elizabeth Creay,” he started. “Thirty-six years old. Reporter for the Post.”




  “No shit?”




  “No shit. We’re gonna have a lot of people looking over our shoulder on this. Already got a call from her editor making demands for information.”




  “What’d you say to him?”




  “I asked him where he was this afternoon between two and four.”




  Cassian nodded. “That must’ve gone over well. Did you ask him for a list of all the people she worked with, too?”




  “Didn’t have the chance.” Train looked sideways at his younger partner. “It turned into a short conversation. Hopefully it bought us some time, though, while he hollers

  at the captain.”




  “What else do we know?” Cassian asked, referring to the victim.




  Train consulted his notes again. “Ms. Creay is—pardon me, was—divorced; one daughter, fourteen. According to relatives, the ex-husband lives out in Old Colony,

  Virginia.”




  “Old Colony? Nice town. How’d she get stuck in this neighborhood?”




  “I guess we’ll have to ask him that.” The older detective shrugged. “She probably had a crappy divorce lawyer.”




  “As crappy as the guy you used?”




  Train shook his head. “Nobody’s that crappy.” He looked down the street and frowned, the lines in his face deepening and his mouth drawing up tight. “She found

  her.”




  “Who?”




  “The daughter. She was the first one here. Came home from school and walked in and found her. Neighbor heard her scream and called it in. The patrol car got here about ten minutes later

  and went inside—found the girl curled up in a ball.” The silence stretched out between them.




  “Where is she now?” Cassian asked finally.




  “EMTs took her to the hospital. She still wasn’t speaking. She’s with her grandmother now.” Train let the information sink in for a moment. Then he looked at Cassian.

  “You wanna go inside?”




  Jack put his hands in his pockets. The crowd had doubled in strength since his arrival, and the onlookers were milling around excitedly. Ants at a picnic, he thought. Additional

  officers had been called in to keep the more aggressively curious back from the house so the Crime Scene technicians could do their work. “Not really,” he replied.




  Train nodded. “Tough shit,” he said.




  Cassian sighed. “Yeah, I know,” he agreed. “Tough shit.”




  







  Chapter Two




  “PLACE IS A MESS,” Cassian commented, noting the obvious. Inside the house, the furniture had been upended and lay strewn about like debris

  in the wake of a tsunami.




  “Wait ’til you see the upstairs,” Train said. He pointed toward the back of the house, where a small area had been used as a study. “That’s where we think it

  began.” He swung his arm toward the rear window. “There’s a parking space out back in the alley, and a door that leads from the backyard into the kitchen. It looks like a B&E

  gone wrong. Perp’s in here—rifling through the drawers, looking for cash, silver, valuables, whatever—when the unfortunate Ms. Creay walks through the back door.” He pointed

  to a large reddish brown stain on the carpet near the archway leading into the kitchen. “He got her at least once down here, then dragged her upstairs.”




  Cassian bent down and looked closely at the stain. It was thick with blood, and trailed off in the direction of the stairway. “Dragged her? We sure? Any chance she was still moving under

  her own power?” he asked.




  “Possibly, but then why wouldn’t she run outside where someone might have helped her? Upstairs there’s no way out.” Train shook his head. “It seems more likely she

  was dragged.”




  “Why would he drag her upstairs, though?”




  “It looks like he was trying to get her to tell him where more valuables were—maybe get the code to her ATM card or something; that’s becoming more common. The place was picked

  pretty clean; her purse, wallet, credit cards, all gone. Looks like some jewelry cases upstairs were looted, and if there was any silver, that’s gone, too.” Train pointed around the

  room to the smears of blood leading back out to the stairway. “The first wound must have been pretty bad to bleed this much”—he paused and shot Jack a serious

  look—“but he did a lot more damage upstairs.”




  Cassian looked around the room. It was nicely decorated, but not opulent. A few expensive-looking pieces—the desk and a heavy oak coffee table—had been skillfully complemented with

  traditional-style replicas and nicely framed prints. Two of the lamps on the floor looked as though they might have been worth something, but it was difficult to tell, smashed as they were. Cassian

  walked over to the desk and looked at the drawers, which had been left open, their contents scattered on the floor. “Anything interesting in these?” he asked.




  “We haven’t had a chance to inventory them yet,” Train responded. “Don’t touch—Crime Scene’s still working upstairs, then they’ll start down

  here.” He pointed to the back of the desktop. “Computer’s gone, though.”




  Cassian looked down and saw that, sure enough, a computer was missing. Standing empty on the desk was a docking station for a laptop—the kind that allows the owner to plug in and use a

  normal-sized keyboard and screen. “Nice catch, Sarge,” Cassian said. “When did you become such a technology expert?”




  “Fuck you,” Train said. “Deter pointed it out.”




  Cassian bent down to look closer. “Top of the line,” he said, noting the brand name. “Should fetch our boy a pretty penny.”




  “Hope it was worth killing for,” Train muttered.




  Cassian took a deep breath as he scanned the room. Then he exhaled loudly. “Main event’s upstairs, huh?”




  Train nodded.




  “Okay, then,” Cassian said without enthusiasm, “let’s have a look.”




  [image: ]




  They followed the trail of blood back toward the stairway near the front of the house, around the banister, and up the stairs, careful not to disturb any of the splotches so that the technicians

  could get good samples and photos. Train pointed out a few smears along the wall, near the floor. “That’s the other reason we’re pretty sure she was dragged,” he explained.

  “Her initial wounds were above the waist, so in order to get that much blood so low to the floor she had to have either been dragged or been crawling.”




  As they rounded the corner at the top of the stairs, Jack took in the floor’s layout. It was smaller than he expected. Straight ahead off the stairs was a small bathroom—the only one

  in the house—and to the left, he could see into a neat little bedroom that looked undisturbed. The bloodstains traced a path around the banister back toward the front of the house.

  “Master bedroom?” he asked with a tilt of the head.




  “Yeah,” Train responded. “That’s the daughter’s room.” He pointed to the smaller bedroom on the left.




  Jack poked his head into the room and looked around. It was pink and bright, with soft white carpeting on the floor. On the walls were hung colorful pastel prints and a map of the world in a

  gold ornamental frame. All in all, it was exactly what one would expect in the room of a well-adjusted fourteen-year-old girl. And yet something seemed forced, as if someone had tried to plaster

  normalcy over depression. Jack nodded to Train, indicating he was ready to proceed to the master bedroom. Train extended his arm in invitation. “After you.”




  As he stepped into the room the sickly sweet smell of burnt flesh pierced his nostrils and he choked back his lunch. He looked at Train, who nodded solemnly. Cassian took a few deep breaths to

  acclimate himself to the smell, and then briefly canvassed the scene. Several police technicians were working their way around silently, but Jack ignored them. He took note of the location of the

  woman’s body, stretched out on the bed, covered in blood, but avoided focusing on the corpse—that would come later. Too often, he found, even seasoned professionals could become

  distracted when they began their investigation by examining the body and then working their way out into the rest of the crime scene. It obscured the larger picture, and caused them to overlook

  crucial details that seemed inconsequential in comparison to the enormity of the corporeal evidence. Cassian’s practice was to focus on the crime scene at its widest possible point, working

  his way inward in concentric circles toward the epicenter of violence, only examining the body after he felt he had a full impression of the overall picture.




  He started along the wall closest to the door, farthest from the bed where the body lay. He noticed immediately that the room was the most cheaply decorated in the house. Against the wall across

  from the bed stood a set of white lacquer bookcases, the kind that could be bought at Wal-Mart for twenty dollars. The shelves were lined with books, most of them big, heavily bound volumes of

  history, or biographical works dealing with prominent political figures. In front of the books stood a parade of pictures, mostly of a shy-looking girl progressing in age from birth to early teens,

  although Jack also noticed a few candids of a young woman who looked to be in her early twenties. She was relatively attractive, Jack noted, as he continued to pan around the room.




  The wall farthest from the door looked out onto the street, although the shades were drawn. Again, Jack noticed that the window dressings were cheap, and failed to keep even the waning light

  from penetrating the room.




  As he swung his line of sight around past the windows, he saw that the bedside table had been overturned. On the floor he could see a small lamp and a jewelry box that lay open and empty of all

  its contents.




  He looked up at the wall above the bed. Two prints from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, both of impressionist works—Monet, if Jack was remembering his art history

  correctly—hung in nondescript frames in a feeble attempt at adding color to the room.




  Finally, almost reluctantly, Jack looked at the woman on the bed.




  She was strewn over the queen-size mattress, her arms akimbo, and her legs bent at the knees, crisscrossed at an impossible angle. Her throat had been cut—deeply—and her neck was

  twisted to the side. Her face, jaw frozen in a perpetual scream, was stuck to the sheets with blood that had pooled from her wounds. The damage was extensive, and Cassian forced himself to stay

  focused.




  He walked around to the other side of the bed to take a closer look at the woman’s body. From that angle, he could also see a deep wound in her abdomen. “How many wounds

  total?” he asked, without looking away.




  Train was silent for a moment, and it was Deter, the lead technician, who answered. “There’s at least one in her belly. There may be more in that area, but we haven’t moved her

  yet, so we can’t be sure,” he said. “There’s the obvious cut to her throat—damn near took her head off. It’s through all the way to the spine. Then there are a

  couple cuts to her arms that look like defensive wounds. Some of those blend into one another, so it may be difficult to get an accurate count.” He paused and looked over at Train.

  “It’s the burns we can’t figure out, though.”




  Cassian leaned in and examined the woman’s body more closely. He started at the feet, which were blackened on the soles and toes, the skin having been largely burned off.

  “They’re regular,” he said of the wounds, directing the comment to no one in particular.




  “Maybe where you come from,” Deter replied.




  “No, I mean there’s a pattern to them. It’s like they’re made up of lines and dots.”




  “We’re pretty sure they were made with either a butane lighter or maybe an acetylene torch,” Train posited. “They’re popular with the crack crowd. Great for

  sparking rock. Our perp spent some time on the woman’s hands and feet. By the time he got to her face, there’s a chance she wasn’t even conscious.”




  “Jesus Christ,” Cassian whispered as he moved up to examine the woman’s face.




  “Yeah, I know,” the technician said. “Effective torture, though. I’m guessing the guy got what he was looking for.”




  Cassian leaned in and took an even closer look at the facial wounds. “The magic question is: what was he looking for?” he said after a moment, looking up at Train.




  “Money.” Deter voiced his opinion. “You get a guy whacked out on crack or meth for a couple days, and they’ll do anything to get what they need to buy their next

  fix.”




  “Maybe.” Cassian mulled it over. “Let’s walk through the chronology. It looks like the first wound was to her abdomen, that’s probably the one inflicted downstairs.

  It was serious, but not serious enough to cause death; it just incapacitated her. Then, when the perp brings her up here, he takes out the torch and gets whatever information he’s looking

  for. Finally, when he was done”—he pointed to her throat—“he kills her.”




  “Sounds right to me,” Deter agreed. Train kept quiet and let Cassian continue.




  “So how does he keep her still while he burns her?” Cassian asked. He ran his hand down along the woman’s leg, toward her ankle. “There we are,” he said at last,

  pointing to a light pink striation above the heel. Then he moved up to her arms. “And I’m guessing, if we look close enough . . .” He started examining the woman’s wrists

  and forearms. “Here it is,” he said, pointing at a spot just above her right wrist.




  “Ligature marks,” Train assumed.




  “Yeah. They’re faint, but they’re there.”




  “She was tied up?” Deter asked.




  “She had to have been,” Train pointed out. “Otherwise, it would have been too difficult to inflict this kind of damage while she thrashed around.”




  “I wonder whether our boy was smart enough to take whatever it was he used to tie her up. Have your people looked under the bed?” Cassian asked Deter.




  “I don’t think anyone’s been there yet,” Deter replied. “We started with the rest of the room first.”




  Cassian looked around the room and located a cardboard box filled with latex gloves that had been brought in by the technicians. He pulled on a pair and then bent down at the side of the bed. He

  pulled up the bed skirt and looked underneath, careful not to disturb anything. Scanning the area near the wall behind the headboard, he hoped to find the rope that had been used to bind Elizabeth

  Creay, but there was nothing there. He was about to stand up when he noticed something else lying near the bottom of the bed.




  “Sweet Jesus, tell me I’m this blessed. You got a camera, Deter?” he asked.




  “Joe does,” Deter replied, motioning toward one of the other officers.




  “You wanna get a shot of this for me, Joe?” Cassian asked, still bent. The officer with the camera walked over to the side of the bed and bent down next to Jack. He put his eye up to

  the camera and snapped two shots in quick succession. Then he withdrew and Cassian reached under the bed to retrieve the object. He held it up so Train could see that it was an ornate silver

  lighter with a skull and crossbones on it. With a gloved hand, Cassian flipped open the cover and pressed down on the igniter. An angry, sharp blue flame hissed up, compact and controlled.




  “I’m guessing Ms. Creay wasn’t a crack smoker?” Jack asked.




  Train shook his head wearily. “No indications like that. Christmas must’ve come early this year. What are the chances the perp is stupid enough to leave that behind? We’ll know

  whether we’ve been naughty or nice when we see if we can pull a print off that.”




  “It’ll suck if we get nothing but coal,” Cassian agreed. He handed the lighter to Deter. “Tag that and put a rush on it to check for fingerprints.”




  “You got it. I’ll have the prints run overnight.”




  “We found anything else interesting?” Cassian asked.




  “Nothing yet, but we’ve still got some work to do before we get out of here,” Deter replied.




  Train nodded. “Let’s make sure we’re thorough. I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.”




  “Like always, Sarge,” Deter confirmed. “Like always.”
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  It was another hour before Cassian and Train emerged from the house, pausing on the stoop to catch their breath. The crowd had dispersed, and only a few onlookers remained, packed in tight

  groups, whispering to one another as the police detail started to break down the scene. The last rays of sunshine were filtering through the trees that lined the quiet little street in southeast

  D.C. Train raised his face to them and closed his eyes, letting the sun soak into his skin. It was almost as if he hoped the sunlight would wash away the reality of the horror he’d seen

  inside.




  “You thinking about the daughter?” Cassian asked.




  Train nodded. “How do you come back from that? From finding your mother like that?”




  Cassian had nothing to say. There was nothing to say, and both of them knew it. Some things were out of their control, and to pretend otherwise was folly. There was always the slim hope

  that if they did their job well, they might provide some closure; perhaps conjure a face for the young girl to look at and say, That’s the one—that’s the man who took my

  mother from me. But even that was cold comfort. The damage was always permanent before they were called to the scene, and Cassian and Train knew that better than most.




  “I’d like to get this guy,” the sergeant said after a moment.




  Jack squinted up into the sky. “I know.”




  “I mean I’d really like to fuckin’ get this guy.”




  Jack looked over at his partner. Officer Wozniak had been right; this one had gotten to the old man. His face was deadly serious, and the lines around his eyes had grown deeper over the course

  of the day. It was the first time he had ever really looked his age. Cassian took out his sunglasses and put them on. He reached over and slapped his partner on the shoulder in a gesture of

  understanding. “All right, then,” he said. “Let’s get to work.”




  







  Chapter Three




  SYDNEY CHAPIN SAT hugging her knees on the couch in her mother’s living room—the living room in which she had grown

  up, in the house she had fled for college nine years before, vowing never to return. She played idly with the fraying cuffs of her jeans, unconsciously pulling and twisting on the loose threads. A

  white button-down oxford shirt hung haphazardly on her frame, the shirttails falling untucked over the denim. She was used to adversity, and considered herself a person who relished a challenge,

  but right now she felt numb.




  She had been back in D.C. for three weeks, living in a basement apartment as she got settled in at her job as a research assistant for a law professor at Georgetown. It was a summer job; she had

  one year left in law school at Stanford, and she had originally planned to work for the summer at a large San Francisco law firm, but things had changed.




  She’d begun talking to her sister, Elizabeth, more and more over the previous winter, which was unusual. They were nine years apart in age, and had never been particularly close. Yet that

  winter the bonds of sisterhood seemed enough to overcome nearly a decade’s age difference and three thousand miles’ separation. They had found, over the phone, that they had much in

  common, and Sydney came quickly to realize that she missed the connection she had once felt to her family. After much deliberation, she had decided to come back home to face her demons. She thought

  that together she and Liz might reunite the family. Now all of that was gone.




  She’d been at the law school’s library when one of her mother’s assistants reached her to tell her about her sister’s murder, and she’d gone immediately to the

  hospital to be with Amanda. Her first breakdown had come in the waiting room, unexpectedly, the tears streaming down her face as she sobbed silently, leaving ragged tracks on her cheeks. The second

  had come shortly thereafter as she was allowed into the hospital room to visit Amanda—the enormity of her niece’s situation gripping her as she caught herself at the door, trying to

  stem the flow of her tears before she entered the room.




  Since then, she’d felt nothing. It was as though she’d turned her emotions off to prevent them from overwhelming her completely. It was an unusual reaction for Sydney, who prided

  herself on her strength and compassion.




  She barely heard her mother enter the room from the marble foyer, where the grand staircase to the second floor swept around in a regal ellipse, its carved oak banister smelling of rich wood

  polish. Lydia Chapin walked over to the bar at the far end of the room and began fixing herself a stiff drink.




  “Do you want one?” she asked her daughter after a moment.




  Sydney looked up. Everything seemed muted to her, as if she were under water. “No.” She shook her head.




  “Do you not drink?” Lydia asked. “Or is it just that you won’t drink with me?”




  Sydney rubbed her forehead. “I just don’t think my system could handle it right now. I don’t know how to feel.”




  Lydia stared off into space. “Yes, I think there’s a lot of that going around.”




  “How’s Amanda?” Sydney asked.




  Lydia’s shoulders dipped as she set her drink down on the marble bar. “Who knows? She’s sleeping now, thank God. The doctors think she will be all right, eventually. They gave

  her some sedatives, and they think after a long rest she’ll be ready to talk.” She picked up her drink again and took a long sip.




  “Should we have kept her at the hospital?”




  “Certainly not.” Of this, at least, Sydney’s mother seemed sure. “I’m not going to allow her to wake up in a sterile environment surrounded by strangers and doctors

  and nurses. Dr. Phelps will stop by early in the morning, and he said I should call him if she wakes before then—although he said that was unlikely to happen. Right now Amanda needs to be

  with her family.”




  “Her family,” Sydney repeated in a hollow voice. So odd, she thought, that she and her mother should be all the family left for the fourteen-year-old upstairs.




  “Yes,” Lydia said firmly, as if reading her daughter’s thoughts. “Her family.” She locked her daughter in a hard stare. “Like it or not, we are the only

  family that girl has in the world.” She brought her drink over to the sitting area and settled stiffly into one of the high-backed Queen Anne chairs, taking a deep breath before she

  continued. “You need to think about that. I know that we have had our . . . disagreements . . . in the past. But we need to put all of that behind us now. Whatever you think of me,

  Amanda needs you—needs us—and Lord help you if you shirk that responsibility.” As you have in the past, was left unspoken, but hung in the air between them.




  Sydney held her mother’s gaze, searching her eyes—for what, she didn’t know. Her mother still had a leathery disposition, but with it came a strength that Sydney had always

  admired in spite of herself. Only hours after learning of Elizabeth’s murder, Lydia had already regrouped and composed herself sufficiently to think of the future. Sydney still couldn’t

  even grasp the reality of the present. “She has you,” Sydney said after a moment. “I’ve no doubt you’ll get her through this, no matter what.”




  Lydia shook her head. “Not good enough.” She set her drink down on the coffee table, moving a coaster over so she wouldn’t leave a ring on the expensive mahogany.

  “I’m old, Sydney,” she said. “I have no illusions about the way you and your sister viewed my skills as a mother; neither of you made any effort to hide your disdain. But I

  did the best I could. I tried. I may not have succeeded always—or even often—but I made the effort; and everything I did, I did because I thought it was in my children’s

  best interest.” She looked down at her hands, clasped tightly in her lap, and for just a moment Sydney thought she saw a crack in the veneer her mother displayed to the world at all times.

  Then she straightened her back and looked up at Sydney again. “But that was a long time ago, and I was younger then. I’m sixty-five years old now, and I’m too old and tired to

  raise another child—certainly too old and tired to do it by myself.” She looked down at her hands again. “I’m asking for your help.”




  Sydney’s eyes never left her mother’s face. Before the summer, she’d been back to D.C. only once in the prior nine years—for her father’s funeral five years before.

  Even then, she had stayed with a friend rather than at home. She spoke to her mother once a month, if that. Her mother had flown out to her graduation, and they had seen each other on a few rare

  occasions, but they were strangers now. Nine years out from under her mother’s controlling fist had turned Sydney into a different person, independent and self-reliant. And yet now, here

  again, she felt insecure and tentative once more.




  The years had changed her mother, too, she could see. The strength was still there, but there was defensiveness to it now—as though in the solitude imposed by her children’s

  estrangement and her husband’s death she had begun to question some of her most firmly held beliefs. Perhaps there was more complexity to her than Sydney had ever suspected.




  “I’ll think about it,” Sydney said. She could see the disappointment in her mother’s face—or was it anger? “I’ll stay the night, at least,” she

  added quickly.




  “Good,” Lydia said. “I’ll have your room made up.” She nodded, almost more to herself than to her daughter, and in her eyes Sydney thought she saw a brief look of

  triumph that brought back a rush of unhappy memories from her younger days, when her mother was able to manipulate her at will. Had this been what her mother had wanted all along—to bring her

  back under her control?




  At the same time, once she agreed to help with Amanda, there was probably no going back. Even by staying for the night, she was sticking her toe in a tar pit from which she might never extricate

  herself, and as much as she instinctively cared for her niece, taking on the responsibility of raising her would require sacrifices she couldn’t fully comprehend. Yet, did she have any

  choice? Could she ever leave her mother alone to deal with her niece—and more to the point, could she ever leave her niece alone to deal with her mother? The decision, she realized, had

  already been made.




  She looked over at her mother once more, and noticed that an unusual calmness had settled over her. For just a moment, Sydney wondered if she might regret her decision.




  







  Chapter Four




  JACK STOOD NEXT TO his partner on the covered portico at the front door of the Chapin mansion. It was a towering Federal on three acres fronting

  Wisconsin Avenue, in the heart of Washington, D.C.’s most prestigious neighborhood. “Jesus,” Train said to him. “I always thought this was an embassy.”




  “Easy mistake,” Jack responded. “Most of the houses in this area are embassies.”




  Train took another look at his notebook to make sure they had the address. “I take it Chapin was Elizabeth Creay’s maiden name?” he asked Jack, who had worked up the

  preliminary background on the murdered woman.




  “Yeah,” Jack replied.




  Train looked up from the notebook, his expression prodding for more. “We get any additional info from the searches you did? Any idea what we’re dealing with on the other side of the

  door?”




  Cassian took out his notebook. “Lydia Chapin is the lady of the manor, as it were. She’s Elizabeth Creay’s mother. Also has another daughter who lives in California. Father and

  husband—”




  “She married her father?”




  Cassian made a face. “—father to Elizabeth, husband to Lydia—was none other than Aloysius Chapin—”




  “Quite a mouthful.”




  “—the well-known industrialist.”




  Train’s eyes grew wide. “You mean of Chapin Industries?”




  “The same.”




  Train let out a low whistle. “I guess that explains the house, then, doesn’t it?”




  “Yeah, I guess it does. I wasn’t able to get any real research done on the company yet—I’m planning on spending tonight doing that—but I did enough poking around to

  know it’s one of the biggest, most powerful conglomerates in the United States. Aloysius was the third generation, until he died five years ago of liver cancer at the age of

  sixty-five.”




  Train shook his head. “Damn, too young.”




  “How old are you, Sarge?” Cassian asked his partner.




  “Fuck off.”




  “Thought so. You’ve still got a few years, but you better start watching what you eat. The kind of crap you consume is likely to take its revenge.”




  Train glared at Jack. “Lots of ways to die young—food ain’t the only thing that can take revenge. You hearing me?”




  “Loud and clear.” Cassian held up his hands in surrender, but allowed a sly smile to tug at the corner of his mouth.




  “You ready?” Train growled.




  “As ever,” Jack replied, reaching out toward the door.
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  The doorbell startled Sydney, and she turned to look at her mother. Lydia didn’t move, though, and a moment later the doorbell rang again. It was clear that Lydia had no intention of

  getting up to answer the door, and Sydney rose and walked out into the foyer.




  She peered out through the expensive lace curtains that covered the glasswork at the sides of the ornate front door. Two men stood quietly on the other side, with a patience that unnerved her.

  They didn’t pace, or fidget, or shuffle their feet; they stood perfectly still, as if they were accustomed to long stretches of waiting and watching.




  She opened the door a crack, keeping the chain in place. “Yes?” she asked.




  “Good evening,” said the older one. He was a tall, barrel-chested black man who looked to be in his fifties. “We’re looking for Lydia Chapin. Is she in?”




  “Who are you?” Sydney demanded.




  “Detective Sergeant Train, miss, D.C. police.” He nodded toward the younger man, who was also tall, but thin and attractive, and looked like he couldn’t be much older than

  thirty. “This is my partner, Detective Cassian.” When Sydney didn’t respond, the older officer continued. “I called earlier and left a message that I’d be stopping by

  to talk to Mrs. Chapin. We’re investigating the murder of her daughter.”




  The murder of her daughter. In the tumult of the afternoon and evening, Sydney hadn’t even thought about the reality in such stark terms. The notion shook her for a moment.

  “Yes,” she said at last. “Can I see some identification?” She put some mettle into her voice as she said it, almost a habit now after two years of law school, where she was

  taught by liberal-minded professors never to relinquish control to those wielding government authority.




  The older man looked at his partner, and the two simultaneously dug into their pockets like annoyed college students asked for their IDs by a suspicious tavern bouncer. They pulled out their

  police identification cards and held them up so she could examine them. After a moment, Sydney shut the door and unhooked the chain. Then she reopened it and waved them in.




  “It’s been such a hard day,” she said. “I don’t trust anyone or anything anymore.”




  Train remained noncommittal. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” he said.




  “Oh, right,” Sydney replied. “My name’s Sydney. I’m Liz’s sister.” She paused. “Was her sister.” Then she thought again. “Liz was my

  sister,” she finally spat out, feeling exhausted by the effort. “Like I said, it’s been a hard day.”




  The older cop looked sympathetic. “I understand,” he said. “I’m very sorry for your loss.” She liked him. He reminded her of a kindly uncle, or at least what she

  envisioned a kindly uncle might seem like. “I know how difficult this must be.”




  “Do you?” Sydney asked. She looked back and forth between the two detectives, wondering what they were thinking. She supposed it was an impertinent question, but she didn’t

  mean it to be. She wasn’t trying to challenge them, but was desperate to hear that there were others who did, in fact, understand what she was going through.




  “I do,” the younger cop said, and she turned and settled her gaze on him, probing his eyes, trying to determine if he was being sincere. After a moment, she concluded that he was,

  and she decided that she liked him as well.




  “Thank you,” she said.




  The three of them stood there in the grand foyer of the enormous house in silence for a moment or two, until it became awkward. Sydney felt like there should be more that someone should say, but

  nothing came. At last she nodded to them. “My mother’s in here,” she said, pointing the way into the living room. The two detectives looked at each other, and the older one

  finally took a step in that direction. The younger detective—Cassian, she thought she remembered his name—fell into step behind his partner, and Sydney followed both of them into the

  room to introduce her mother.




  







  Chapter Five




  CASSIAN SIPPED HIS COFFEE leaning forward on the chair at the corner of the low-slung coffee table in the living room. Train, who had refused the offer

  of a beverage, was in a chair next to him, and the two women sat at opposite ends of the couch across the table.




  Lydia Chapin was an enigma to Jack. She looked like she was in her late fifties or early sixties, but struck him as very well preserved, with a tightness around her eyes and chin that told him

  that she had had numerous “procedures,” as they were known among the wealthy. Upon the detectives’ arrival, she had summoned a maid from somewhere deep within the house and had

  cookies and coffee served, as if they were there to debate literature, rather than discuss her daughter’s murder. In fact, everything about Mrs. Chapin seemed too put together—from her

  clothes, to her hair, to her makeup. It was only when Cassian looked into her eyes that he could see the stress of the day’s events, and a hint of the loss she no doubt felt, but tried to

  hide.




  “So you think it was a burglary?” she said, summarizing the preliminary analysis Train had just conveyed.




  “Well, we’re not leaping to any hard-and-fast conclusions at this point, Mrs. Chapin,” Train said. “There are some indications in that direction, and your daughter lived

  very near to some dangerous areas, so it’s a very good possibility.”




  “I told her not to move into that neighborhood,” Lydia said angrily. “I told her no good could come of it, but my daughters rarely listen to me on such matters.” She

  didn’t look at Sydney, but her surviving daughter shifted uncomfortably in her seat.




  “I guess the younger generation is that way with all of us,” Train said. “My own daughter thinks I still belong in the 1950s.” Lydia Chapin nodded icily, clearly offended

  at the notion that a lowly police detective—black at that—could place himself on her plane. Train cleared his throat. “Mrs. Chapin, I know this is hard, but was your daughter

  having any problems we should know about?”




  “Not that I’m aware of.”




  “No gambling or anything like that?”




  “Certainly not.”




  “Do you know whether your daughter used drugs?”




  “Drugs?” Mrs. Chapin made it sound as if she had never heard the word before. “I know she decided to live in an area unsuitable for her and my granddaughter, but

  believe me, her sense of dignity would never have fallen so low as to allow her to take up those kinds of habits.” She paused for a moment. “Not to mention the fact that she had a

  daughter to take care of.”




  “So you’re sure? No evidence of drug use?”




  “Not just no evidence, Detective; no drug use.”




  “Not even a possibility?”




  “None.”




  Train nodded. “Did your daughter have any enemies? Was there anyone who had ever made any threats toward her?”




  “I can’t think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt my daughter,” she replied. “She was always the loveliest young woman.”




  “No enemies?” Train pressed.




  Sydney’s head turned toward her mother as the question was asked. The movement was subtle, and although Mrs. Chapin did not return the look, there was something in the way her body

  stiffened that made clear she’d seen her daughter’s reaction to the question.




  “Certainly none that I was aware of,” Mrs. Chapin said. The silence persisted as both detectives continued to stare at her, trying to draw her out. After a pause, her hand went to

  her chin, and then to her hair in a nervous gesture. “I suppose you would have to ask at her place of employment to be sure; there might be something there that I wouldn’t know

  about.” She spat out the phrase “place of employment” as if it was the vilest utterance she could bring herself to pronounce.




  Cassian looked across the coffee table at Sydney. He recognized her from the photographs on the bookshelf in Elizabeth Creay’s apartment. She was more attractive in person than she had

  appeared in the pictures, though it was an understated, effortless beauty. She had the preppie-gone-to-seed look that so many children of the wealthy affect in their twenties. She was still looking

  at her mother as if trying to catch her attention.




  “How about you, Ms. Chapin?” Cassian asked her.




  Sydney seemed startled when she realized that he was talking to her, as if she believed her mother’s involvement in the conversation absolved her of any responsibility to participate.




  “Me?” she asked, sounding foolish, as she turned to Cassian.




  “Yes, you,” Jack replied. “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt your sister?”




  She shook her head tentatively, looking at her mother as she did. “I’ve been out on the West Coast for the past nine years,” she said, as though it answered the question.

  “I’m in law school out at Stanford.”




  Jack nodded. “Good school,” he said. “Great basketball team.”




  “Tiger Woods went there, too, didn’t he?” Train added.




  “That’s right, he did,” Jack agreed. “I can’t remember if he graduated, though.” The two officers nodded at each other like they had hit upon some matter of

  importance with respect to Stanford’s athletic programs. Then Jack turned back to Sydney. “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt your sister?” He asked it as if it

  was the first time he’d raised the subject.




  “Well,” Sydney began. She cast a furtive glance over toward her mother at the other end of the sofa, but Lydia Chapin continued to look straight in front of her. “There’s

  Leighton,” Sydney said.




  “Oh, please!” Lydia objected. “Leighton would never do something like this.”




  Jack looked back and forth between Lydia and Sydney; neither of them would meet his eyes. Then he looked over at Train, who shrugged his shoulders to indicate that he, too, was in the dark.

  “Who’s Leighton?” Cassian asked, directing the question to Sydney.




  She took a deep breath. “Leighton Creay. Liz’s ex-husband.”




  Cassian flipped through his notes. “I have her ex-husband listed as a John Creay.”




  “Leighton’s his middle name; that’s what he goes by. It’s a family thing: J. Leighton Creay.”




  Both detectives looked expectantly at Sydney, waiting for more. When no further explanation was forthcoming, Jack pursued the issue. “Is he violent?”




  Sydney looked at her mother again. “When their marriage ended a couple of years ago, things got . . . unpleasant.” It sounded to Jack like “unpleasant” was a euphemism

  Sydney had learned from her mother.




  Again silence overwhelmed the room, and this time it was Train who pressed the issue. “Could you define ‘unpleasant’ for us a little? Did they stop exchanging Christmas cards,

  or are we dealing with something a little more serious?”




  “We will not define anything for you, Detective,” Lydia interjected firmly. She gave her daughter a stern look before turning back to Train. “Really, I can’t imagine

  anything more offensive. Drugs . . . private marital issues . . . it would almost seem as though my daughter were the suspect in this inquiry, rather than the victim.”




  “I’m sorry you feel that way, ma’am,” Train replied in a steady voice. “But we’re conducting a murder investigation, and we need to know who we should be

  talking to.”




  “Well, I would think you should be talking to the people in that dreadful neighborhood where my daughter chose to live. As you said, this appears to be an unfortunate burglary.” She

  took a deep breath and shook her head. “There would seem to be no reason, then, to dredge up old, painful memories, or to besmirch my daughter’s good name—and the name of her

  family. Particularly when it looks like those issues have nothing to do with my daughter’s death.”




  “Looks can be deceiving,” Jack pointed out.




  “You have no idea, Detective,” Lydia Chapin replied. Jack thought he caught the hint of a threat in her tone.




  “Are we missing something here?” Train asked. “I’d think you’d want to do anything you could to find whoever killed your daughter.”




  “Obviously we will provide whatever information we can to help with the investigation, but my daughter’s marriage is not relevant here. Neither is Leighton; he didn’t do

  this.”




  “Why are you protecting him?” Train pressed.




  “I’m not protecting him; I’m protecting my family.”




  “But Mom, if there’s any chance that Leighton is involved, shouldn’t we—” Sydney began, but her mother cut her off.




  “Hush, child, before you do damage!”




  Lydia Chapin’s outburst startled everyone in the room. She had been so calm and self-assured throughout the interview—right down to her cookies and coffee and polite

  evasions—that the eruption seemed out of character. Even Sydney seemed shocked, Jack noticed, and she immediately shut her mouth. The room was still for a moment as Lydia collected herself.

  Then she turned back to her visitors.




  “I apologize,” she said, although no apology seemed to be intended. “It has been a long day and I’m tired. I’d like you both to leave now, please; I don’t

  want my granddaughter disturbed. If there is anything else we need to discuss, we can do it at a later time.”
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