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She rolled over in bed, nudging the corner of the pillow with her cheek and burrowing in. Dreaming. Sleeping. Searching out cool spots with her legs and feet beneath the clean sheets and extra blanket.




She could hear the curtains moving somewhere in the foggy haze at the edge of her dream. Moist, chilly air filtering in through the open window from the ocean. The promise of sunshine burning the clouds away sometime tomorrow afternoon.




It was April in Los Angeles—Nikki Brant’s favorite month of the year. And things were good right now. Better than they had ever been before.




She groped in the darkness for a second pillow and drew it closer, snuggling with it and pretending that she wasn’t alone. She was dreaming about her secret. Her special secret. The one her doctor told her just after lunch. The one that began with a single word.






Congratulations.




Nikki didn’t really hear the rest. Nothing registered after 

that word. She couldn’t concentrate because her heart was beating so fast—everything streaming by in a joyous blur. It began the moment her doctor stepped into the examination room and flashed that smile. The moment she caught 

the glint in her doctor’s eye.




But her doctor was only confirming it for her. Deep inside she already knew.




She stirred and cracked her eyes open, sensing that someone had entered the bedroom. It was James, home 

from another late night at work. She could see his figure in the darkness, the rim of light from the clock radio behind him outlining his body in neon blue. It seemed as if he was staring at her from the foot of the bed as he got out of his 

jacket and loosened his tie.




A dog started barking somewhere in the distance.




She guessed it might be that small, white terrier three doors down the street, but she wasn’t exactly sure. Her doctor had given her something to help with the nausea, saying it wouldn’t hurt but might make her feel drowsy. 

When the dog quieted, Nikki glanced at James’s figure and lowered her head—drifting off again—her body weighted down in the ecstasy of fatigue.




They had met three years ago after being introduced by a mutual friend in graduate school at the University of 

Oregon. James was high-strung and hard to read at first. He was in his last year at the Lundquist College of Business. She was finishing her dissertation in art history and had 

already been hired by a small college in Pasadena to begin teaching the following year. At the time, it seemed as if they were from two different planets spiraling in opposite directions.

 But James was persistent, and after a while he began to grow on her. There was something about his smile. Something about the way he made her feel when he told one of his corny jokes and looked at her with those big brown eyes of his. Within six months they were living together. On the first anniversary of their meeting, they were married. Forget the honeymoon—they were too busy packing. They found a house in West L.A. and would be living within walking distance to the beach.




But when should she tell him her secret?




She opened her eyes again. James remained at the foot of the bed. She wondered how long she had been asleep but 

couldn’t see the time because he was still blocking the clock radio on the dresser. After a moment, he pulled his shirt out 

of his trousers and began unbuttoning it.




When should she tell him?




That was the big question. She wanted the moment to be just right.




For the past ten days James had been working until dawn, only coming home to grab a few hours’ sleep before showering and changing and heading back to work again. 

He was the chief financial officer for a small company merging with a larger one. A young man in an even younger 

company that no one thought would end up being a company at all. James was overseeing the audit before the deal 

was finalized. Even though he told her that the merger was 

friendly, he seemed nervous about it, even grumpy. She knew that he was trying to prove himself. That he was hoping he would still be needed when the two companies eventually came together as one.




She eased her way back to the surface.




Peeking over the blanket, she watched him toss his 

 trousers on the chair and step out of his boxer shorts. As he 

peeled off his socks, he lowered his head and the clock 

finally came into view. It was early. Only 1:30 a.m. When 

he called to check in at ten, he told her that he would see her in the morning. She couldn’t make out his face in the darkness, but it looked as if he was smiling. Maybe they decided to take the night off. Or just maybe the audit was 

finally done, and they could have their lives and marriage 

back again.




She wanted to say something to him but was afraid he 

might guess her secret by the tone of her voice. She wanted to sleep with her secret. Revel in it on her own for a night 

or two or even longer until she picked exactly the right time. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. She also knew that James wouldn’t be as happy about the news as she was. A couple of times last week she’d given him hints—tried to feel him out—but the whole thing turned into one big 

argument. A horrible fight that lasted longer than all the others and ended in a torturous day of the silent treatment. 

Why couldn’t he understand why this was so important to her?




That stupid dog started barking again. Louder this time, and at a higher pitch.




She sensed James moving toward her in the darkness. He pulled away the second pillow and slipped beneath the covers on her side of the bed. He kissed her on the lips, deeper than she expected. Harder than she was used to. As he rubbed up against her, she realized that he wanted to make love. She smiled and sighed and kissed him back with her eyes closed, wishing she hadn’t taken that damn pill.




He stroked her chin with his finger. She could smell all over his skin the scent of the soap they used at the office.

 It was laced with cocoa butter, reminding her of suntan lotion and days spent lazing side by side on the hot sand at 

the beach. On a chilly night in April, the fragrance seemed so out of place.




He rolled over her leg, finding the center. As he entered 

her, she wrapped her arms around him and held on as well 

as she could. Drifting. Sleeping. Keeping her secret locked away in her dreams. She was glad that he’d come home early 

tonight, glad they were together. This was the way things were supposed to be.


James and Nikki Brant together.




Funny, but she didn’t remember hearing his car pull 

into the drive, or even the sound of the front door, which always seemed to open with a deafening creak. . . .
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Lena Gamble dropped the crossword puzzle on the table and reached for her coffee mug. As she sipped through the steam, the piping hot brew tasted rich and strong and just about perfect. Starbucks House Blend, purchased at the Beachwood Market for three times as much money as any other brand. For Lena the additional expense was worth it—her one big gift to herself—and she brewed it by the 

cup every morning with a teakettle and filter paper as if a 

junkie doling out heroin in a red-hot spoon.




She was sitting by the pool, trying to wake up and watching the sun rise over Los Angeles. Her house was perched on top of a hill over Hollywood, east of the 

Cahuenga Pass and just west of Beachwood Canyon—the view magnificent from here. She could see the clouds plunging in at eye level from the ocean fifteen miles away, 

the Westside still shrouded in a dreary gray. To the east the 

marine layer had already burned off, and the Library Tower,

 the tallest building west of Chicago, glowed a fiery yellow-orange that seemed to vibrate in the clear blue sky.




For fifteen minutes the city had the look and feel of a postcard—the kind a tourist might send back home while 

on vacation in paradise. For fifteen minutes it all looked so peaceful.




This was an illusion, of course. A trick that played with 

the senses. Lena knew that Los Angeles was the murder 

capital of the country. Over the past month there had been 

thirty-plus murders—more than one homicide for each day of the week. But at dawn on this day, the air was almost clean, the streets appeared almost manageable, and she still had half an hour or so before she had to leave for work. 




She glanced back at the house, noticed that she forgot to close the screen door on the slider, but didn’t get up. Instead, she pressed her shoulders into the chair and let her 

eyes wander down the steps off the porch, along the stone 

pathway by the garden, and then up the side of the house 

to her bedroom window on the first floor. It wasn’t a big 

house. Still, it was her anchor to the city. The only real thing keeping her here other than her job. She’d inherited 

the property from her brother, David, five years ago.




Built in 1954, the house would probably have been 

called a modern version of a California Craftsman back then. But every time Lena looked at the weathered cedar siding, the shutters and white trim, she couldn’t help but think that it belonged on a beach at Cape Cod rather than the top of a hill in Hollywood. It was an eclectic mix of wood and glass that had somehow managed to stay nailed 

together after five decades of what they called seasons here. The earthquake season seemed to run off and on for twelve months out of the year. But there was also the fire season,

 the Santa Ana wind season, and if you were really lucky, 

enough rain to fill the reservoirs, marking the start of flood season.
 

David had bought the house because their parents were long gone, and he’d always said that if he ever made any money, he would buy a place in this world that he and his big sister could call home. But it wasn’t the warmth that seemed to emanate from the house, or even the view of the city and basin, that caught David’s eye. It was the land, 

the privacy, and finally, the garage—a two-story building that stood fifty feet away on the other side of the drive. The 

David Gamble Band needed a home as much as he and his sister did, and that garage looked as if it had potential. Once a down payment was made and the papers were signed, David used what money he had left to convert the building into a state-of-the-art recording studio. A photograph of his pride and joy appeared on the inside booklet 

of the band’s third CD.




But that was all over now. The studio was dark and 

quiet and had been that way for the past five years. The band’s third album had been their final one. And David 

died before they could tour and bring home any real 

money.




Lena took another sip of coffee, the hot caffeine lighting up her stomach but not doing much for her head. She 

had gone fifteen days without a break at work until yesterday, and she felt groggy after taking the day off. Besides, she 

didn’t like thinking about her brother. She missed him and the loss was still way too painful.




Lena was alone, holding the world and the people in it at arm’s length. She couldn’t help the way she felt, and she couldn’t do anything to change what had happened in the 

 past. Still, she worried that she was dumping too much of her paycheck into the house. That she spent too much time trying to keep the place up. That somehow her home had become an obsession, and she was clinging to the property because she couldn’t deal with her brother no longer being here. Things had been so good when he was around.




She picked up the Calendar section of the newspaper, deciding to take another stab at that crossword puzzle. It 

was Friday, and the puzzles were becoming more difficult with each day of the week. Lena enjoyed the challenge because it took her mind off things. And she was good at it, using a pen rather than a pencil, except on Sundays. But as she reread the last three clues, she knew that it was hopeless. The key seemed to be 51 DOWN, a ridiculously easy 

clue referring to a woman who’d won a million dollars in a 

reality series on TV. Lena didn’t watch much television and 

only turned it on when she had to. She didn’t like what the box did to her head.




She tossed the puzzle down in frustration, sifting through the paper until she found the California section. A local story on page three caught her interest. A twenty-nine-year-old woman from Santa Monica was claiming to 

be pregnant even though she hadn’t had sex for two years. Lena started reading the article but stopped when her eyes 

slid across the word Jesus. She shook her head. This was the kind of story that seemed to make the news these days, part 

of the routine and fabric of the city that everyone else in the country called L.A. Lena was twenty-nine and hadn’t had sex in two years either. With no one on the immediate horizon, she didn’t consider her quandary a laughing matter.




Her cell phone rang. She looked at it on the table,

 recognized the caller on the LCD screen, and opened it. 

It was her partner, Hank Novak, calling at 6:00 a.m. They worked out of the Robbery-Homicide Division. Lena guessed that Novak’s call had nothing to do with an immaculate conception in Santa Monica, or getting laid by Jesus.




“Hope you’re rested,” Novak said.




“Yeah, I’m good,” she said. “What’s up?”




She grabbed her pen. She could tell from the gravelly tone of her partner’s usually smooth voice that he hadn’t been up for long. From the sound of the wind in the background, he was on a freeway somewhere rolling at high speed.




“Nine thirty-eight Oak Tree Lane,” he said. “West L.A. Page forty in my fifteen-year-old Thomas Guide. Take 

Sunset out to Brooktree Road and hang a left. Looks like it’s a block past the entrance to Will Rogers State Park. Oak Tree’s off Brooktree about a quarter mile down on the right.”




“Sounds like a lot of trees,” she said.




“I thought so, too. The house you’re looking for should be the third one on the left. By the time you get there, it’ll probably be easy enough to spot.”




She was writing everything down on the masthead of the Times, becoming concerned because Novak was spitting 

his words out and seemed all tanked up. He’d never acted this way before, but then, they were still getting used to each other.




Lena had worked out of the Hollywood Division until two months ago, when she was promoted to the elite 

Homicide Special Section under a new mentoring program established by the LAPD. She was the youngest detective at the table, one of only two women in RHD, and had been 

fast-tracked up the line because there was yet another chief in town and he wanted to change the face of the department one more time. Although she hadn’t been chosen for her sex, she knew that to some degree her gender would always be in play as long as she remained a cop. But it was her age that had given her the boost this time, and her promotion had been one of many across the board. The average age of the department had slipped to just twenty-five. Everyone knew that cops were leaving the city in droves, 

headed out of the combat zone for greener pastures, and that those who stayed had their eyes on retiring with a full pension before they left town. The new chief understood that the institutional memory of the department was in serious jeopardy. And he was right. Although Lena had 

earned praise from her commanding officer and quickly 

risen as an investigator in Hollywood, her experience was limited to two years working narcotics and burglary, six months ferreting out white-collar deadbeats in bunco 

forgery, and only another two and a half years at the homicide table. Investigating a murder meant dealing with a lot more pressure. It still felt new. And Novak, due to retire sometime in the next couple of years, had been given the task of trying to bring her along as quickly as he could.




“What’s the name on the mailbox?” she asked.




“Brant,” he said. “Nikki Brant.”




Novak fell silent, and she couldn’t get a read on him. She heard the road noise vanishing in the background and guessed that he was closing the window.




“We’re not alone on this one,” he said after a moment. “Sanchez and Rhodes got the call to assist.”




Novak was worried. She could hear it in his voice. Tito Sanchez and Stan Rhodes were another rookie-veteran

 team, put together a month before Lena had partnered up with Novak. Because of the heavy workload, RHD teams were budgeted out. For their lieutenant to spend two 

teams on one case didn’t make any sense, unless—


“How many bodies are there?” she asked.




“Barrera only mentioned one.”


 “Was she famous?”




“Not yet, but maybe they’ll make the movie.”




“Then why two teams?”




“It was his idea, not mine,” Novak said. “Maybe it’s got 

something to do with the high-rent neighborhood.”




She heard the phone drop on the seat, and Novak fumbling with it as he swore. She stepped into her boots, zipping them over her ankles and pulling her jeans down. Then she stood up and started pacing.




“I’m back,” he said. “I’m juggling things.”




“It’s not the neighborhood, is it, Hank. That’s not why we’re doubling up.”




He cleared his throat. “That’s probably only part of it. 

We’ll see what’s up when we get there.”




Lena’s introduction to RHD had been the Teresa Lopez 

murder case. If she could handle what happened to Teresa Lopez, then she could deal with this. An image flashed 

before her eyes. A warning beacon. Her brother, David, 

slumped across the front seat of his car on a side street off 

Hollywood Boulevard. It had been so dark that night, so unexpected, that she’d thought and hoped he was only sleeping as she approached the car. . . .




Lena stepped around the pool, gazing at the house at 

the bottom of the steep hill. Behind the house was another 

pool, and she could see a middle-aged man with a hairy back and a beer gut taking an early-morning swim. In spite

 of his physique he seemed to be gliding, his strokes short but easy. Lena gritted her teeth, focusing on the man until 

the image of her brother finally dissipated.




“You’re the primary on this one,” she heard Novak 

saying.




She walked back to the table and sat down. “What are 

you talking about?”




“We’ve been partners for two months, and I think you’re ready. You’ve got what it takes, Lena. It’s time to start alternating cases. This one’s yours. You got the address?”




She felt her stomach begin to churn. She was awake now.




“Got it,” she said.




He repeated it for her anyway, told her to hurry, then hung up.




Lena closed her phone, eyeing the address she’d jotted down on the newspaper and committing it to memory. As 

she finished her coffee in quick gulps, she looked past the 

lip of the pool hanging over the city and the round man swimming long laps a hundred feet below. The sun had cleared the horizon, losing its color and taking on the form of a white-hot disk. She turned, glancing at the Westside long enough to see that it was still buried in the gloom.




She was the lead on this one.




She bolted up the steps, crossing the porch into the house and dumping the newspaper on the counter between the kitchen and living room. Hurrying around the counter to the stove, she traded her empty ceramic mug for a 

battered stainless-steel travel model, already filled with coffee for what she had anticipated would be an uneventful commute downtown.




She was the lead, which meant that she was responsible

 for solving the murder of someone named Nikki Brant. Lena would be held accountable for the outcome.




Was it dread following her through the house? Or was 

it that sinking feeling in her gut that maybe she didn’t have the stuff to work a murder case at this level or any level? 

Homicide Specials were the cream of the crop.




She noticed her hand trembling slightly but ignored it, crossing the living room into her bedroom and the table by 

the window. A crime scene was just a crime scene, she told herself. Criminal investigations were a team sport. Besides, Novak was a D-3, the highest rank a detective could achieve 

in the department. Her name might be listed beside the 

victim’s in the murder book, but Novak would be in charge.




She clipped her badge on her left hip beside her cell phone and handcuffs. Then she grabbed her holster and 

gun, a Smith & Wesson, .45-caliber semiautomatic, clamping it to her belt on the right. Getting into her blazer, she 

snatched her briefcase off the chair and headed for the door.


Her Honda Prelude fired up on the first try. As she sped 

out the drive and raced down the twisting hill, she lowered the windows and let the breeze knock against her face. After a few moments, she noticed the radio was switched to 

KROQ. They were playing a song by Nirvana.




“Come As You Are.”




She turned the volume up, glancing at the time: 6:16 a.m. No question about it—that fifteen minutes of paradise only lasted for fifteen minutes. You could set your 

watch by it. But now it was all used up.
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Lena steered into the last curve on Gower, ripping down the steep incline fast and easy like a 737 with its wheels ready to catch some ground. The road finally straightened 

out as she hit the Pink Castle, a landmark home that no one wanted to live in until it was converted into condos 

about fifteen years ago. The building had been painted a 

hot pink and given the nickname by locals for as long as 

Lena could remember.




She caught the stop sign but didn’t go for the brakes. 

Instead, she glanced at the Monastery of the Angels on the right, then jammed her foot to the floor all the way down 

to the red light.




Franklin still looked clear, but so did the Hollywood Freeway.




As she waited for the light to change, she took a moment to consider her route. Oak Tree Lane couldn’t be 

more than fifteen miles from here. But during rush hour, fifteen miles could easily translate into an hour-and-a-half drive. In Los Angeles, rush hour began at 6:30 a.m. and usually lasted until 8:30 at night. Even if she didn’t get bogged down in traffic, Sunset coiled through the hills like a warped spring and was littered with signal lights. It would take her an hour just to reach the Westside.




She checked the clock on the dash and looked back at 

the 101. If she jumped on the freeway, the first five or six miles would be spent moving in the wrong direction toward 

downtown. But if she lucked out, if she reached the city 

and the road remained relatively clear, she could roll out the 

Santa Monica Freeway and cut her drive time in half.




She mulled it over, struck by a sudden feeling of déjà 

vu. She had been here before doing this, but when? As she sifted through her memory, the weighty feeling inched 

away and finally vanished, and she wondered if it wasn’t just a case of the jitters.




The light turned green. Lena crossed Franklin and looped around the freeway, deciding to take a chance. When she reached the entrance ramp, she clicked through the gears and brought the car up to speed in heavy jerks. 

Easing into traffic, she found the left lane at a smooth 85 

mph and settled in behind the wheel.




At least she wasn’t driving a take-home car and could make time. While RHD cars remained unmarked, if you 

chipped through the paint, you would find a retired black-and-white cruiser hiding underneath. Lena had logged enough miles in uniform to know that even in their prime the cars rolled and pitched around corners. By the time 

they earned their makeover, the cars bobbed down the road 

like toy boats. Hers had been in the shop for the past three

 days, and it was a relief to be in her own car again, despite its age.




She grabbed the shift, gearing down as she exited onto the 110.




She was heading south, skirting the city raked in bright 

sunlight. After a mile, she finally reached the road west and 

pointed her car toward the dark clouds. The glare lifted away from the windshield and she raised the visor. As she 

slid into the left lane, she realized that the risk had paid off. The road appeared clear all the way to the ocean. But as she 

settled into her seat and reached for her coffee, that feeling 

of déjà vu came back. Heavier this time. Close enough to 

touch.




Novak said that Oak Tree Lane was off Brooktree. Why did it seem so familiar?




It dawned on her that she already knew the back end of the neighborhood. It had been four years ago. Lena was working narcotics at the time, and a two-strike loser named 

Rafi Miller had a pound of grade-shit junk to sell. Rafi was 

holding a half-price sale because his stash was so dirty that end users were dying before they hit liftoff. Word of mouth wasn’t doing much for the dealer’s reputation. By the time 

Lena and her partner tracked down Rafi as the source and 

made an offer to buy him out, he was more than anxious 

to play let’s do da deal.




Lena took another sip of coffee as she thought about the 

bust.




She could remember Rafi picking a remote location and insisting that Lena come alone. Rustic Canyon Park was set in a quiet neighborhood by the ocean and didn’t amount 

to much more than a public swimming pool and a couple 

of tennis courts. She could still see Rafi’s face as he climbed

 out of his yellow Mercedes and winked at her in the darkness. Still remember the strong smell of vinegar permeating 

the smack as he popped open the trunk, handed her a sample, and gave his personal guarantee that the shit was prime-time.




The south end of Brooktree Road was half a block down 

from the park. It had been sealed that night as a possible 

escape route just in case Rafi broke loose and made a run 

for the bank.




Lena knew the neighborhood after all.




She looked out the window at the ocean as she cruised 

off the 10 and up Pacific Coast Highway. The sun was 

gone, lost in a thick, blurry fog spitting against the windshield. Switching her wipers on, she made a right on West Channel and began working her way through the narrow streets into the hills. Within a few minutes, she spotted Rustic Canyon Park in the gloom and made a left onto 

Brooktree. As she glided down the hill, she caught the flares 

burning in the street and saw a cop standing before a small wooden bridge. She lowered her window, glancing at the 

stream as she reached for her badge and flashed it. When 

he waved her through, she idled over the bridge and down the road as if passing through a gate into the sleepy little neighborhood in the woods.




Novak had been right. She didn’t need an address to spot the death house on Oak Tree Lane. Easing by a long row of black-and-whites, she glanced at the yellow crime-scene tape already stretched around the perimeter. The open spot at the curb would be left for the Scientific Investigation Division truck when it arrived. But the coroner’s 

van was already here, backing into the drive under Novak’s supervision and leaving enough space for what Lena

 guessed would be a temporary command post beneath the 

eaves of the roof. Novak spotted her and waved. Lena nodded back, then pulled forward and found a place to park three doors down the road.




Cops in uniforms were already knocking on doors and 

working the neighborhood for possible leads. Lena finished off her coffee, felt the buzz light up her head, then climbed 

out of the car into the heavy mist. Stretching her legs, she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. The air was genuinely clean and appeared free of jet fumes and bus exhaust. The slight breeze had an earthy scent, peppered 

with a faint edge of eucalyptus. But even more striking was the stillness. She couldn’t hear a freeway or traffic rolling up 

and down PCH. Other than the birds, the only sound seemed to be coming from the water spilling over the polished rocks in the stream. As she popped the trunk open and reached for her briefcase, she glanced down the block. The houses were two to three times the size of her own, 

some even bigger, but stood within twenty feet of the road. 

In typical California fashion, privacy was reserved for the backyard, the narrow lanes between the houses blocked by fences or stone walls with iron gates.




Paradise looked as if it lasted longer than fifteen minutes here. Unless, of course, you were unlucky enough to 

live in the house three doors down the road.




She slammed the trunk and heard a dog start barking in the house before her. As she turned away, a door opened and she glanced back. A small, white terrier on a leash was rushing toward the gate with a middle-aged man wearing a bathrobe in tow.




“Excuse me,” the man called out. “I was hoping you might tell me what’s happened?”




 




Lena slung her briefcase over her shoulder. “Have the 

officers stopped by?”




The man shook his head and appeared frightened. “My neighbor called and said that someone was murdered. That it might be Nikki.”




“Then you know as much as I do.”




It hung there, the man visibly shaken. Ordinarily, Lena would have cut the conversation short. But when she noticed the outdoor thermometer attached to the house, she glanced 

at her watch and stepped toward the fence. At 6:55 a.m. it was still only forty-nine degrees. She took another step forward. The dog started barking again, wagging his tail and trying to pull through the gate. The man tugged on the 

leash—gently, Lena noticed.




“How’d he sleep last night?” she asked.




“Not very well. He woke us up.”




“What time was that?”




The man thought it over, beginning to relax. “About one-thirty. Then he started barking again around two.”




“How did he do after that?”




“Slept like a baby, while me and my wife tossed and turned.”




The man shot her a look and smiled. He obviously loved his dog.




“Does he bark a lot at night?” she asked.




“Only when someone leaves the gate open and the coyotes wander into the backyard. I checked this morning, but the gate was closed.”




Lena noticed the SID van pulling around the corner.




“What’s your dog’s name?”




“Louie,” the man said with pride.




 




“Make sure you tell the officers about Louie when they 

stop by.”




The man nodded. She pulled a business card from her pocket, a generic card provided by the department, and 

filled in the blank spaces with her name and phone number. 

She had placed an order for preprinted cards last week. Like her cell phone, she would have to pick up the expense on her own. She passed the card over, then asked for the man’s name and phone number. Shielding her notepad from the drizzle, she wrote the information down and drew a circle around the time the dog started barking last night. It was only a hunch, but odds were that the deputy coroner and pathologist would match it with the time of death.




Slipping her notepad into her blazer pocket, she thanked the man and headed down the street. But as she passed a hedgerow, her view cleared and she slowed down to take in the death house through the mist. It was 

an older home, probably built in the 1920s, and had the 

feel of a one-story gatehouse leading to something bigger hidden in the foliage. The exterior walls were a mix of smooth river rock and cedar clapboard that had been stained a dark brown. Patches of emerald green moss 

marred the slate roof along the seams. Behind the house she could see a grove of sycamores and two huge oak trees. The 

canopy overhead looked particularly thick. Even on a clear day, she doubted the place got much sun.




She stretched the crime scene tape overhead and stepped beneath it. Then a cop handed her a clipboard, and she signed in with her name and badge number. As she crossed the yard to the drive, she sensed the tension in 

the air. Crime scene techs were readying their equipment,

 absorbed in their tasks, speaking in whispers if they spoke at all. She looked for a familiar face but didn’t recognize 

anyone. All except for the burly figure with the coffee-and-cream skin hopping off the back of the SID van. Lamar Newton flashed an uneasy smile her way, scratched his 

head, then sat on the rear gate and opened his camera bag. 

They had known each other since the bust at Rustic Canyon 

Park. Two cameras equipped with night-vision lenses had 

been mounted in the trees overhead. While Lena met with Rafi Miller, Lamar sat in the community center, documenting the event on videotape. Lena and Lamar shared a bond after that night, working well together ever since.




She stepped around the coroner’s van and found Novak standing on a six-foot ladder, clipping a blue tarp to the rain spout. He seemed concerned with the view from 

Brooktree Road and took a sip from a can of diet Coke as he made an adjustment. If the press arrived, they would come 

with cameras and long lenses, maybe even lip-readers. Novak was trying to buy some privacy.




“You made good time,” he said, climbing down.




His smile was forced. She caught the ragged look in his 

blue eyes, the gray overtaking his blond hair, his ashen skin. 

He looked ten years older than he did before they’d grabbed a day off. She felt her stomach begin churning again.




“You took a peek,” she said.




He nodded. Novak was the first one here and had to 

look.




“How bad is it?”




He didn’t say anything right away. Instead, he turned toward his unmarked car backed into the drive across the street. Lena followed his gaze. An identical car was parked 

beside it. She could see Tito Sanchez sitting in the front seat

 beside a man she didn’t know. He looked about thirty and 

appeared distraught, and Lena guessed that Nikki Brant had a husband.




“Remember Teresa Lopez?” Novak asked in a low voice.




The memory registered. Her partner didn’t need to say anything more.




They may still have been getting used to each other, but Hank Novak was easily the best partner Lena had ever had. 

At six foot one he was taller than her by three inches, but they always seemed to stand eye to eye. Their friendship had begun the moment Lieutenant Barrera introduced them 

and asked Novak to show Lena her desk. He seemed pleased 

with the partnership rather than burdened and did everything he could to make her feel comfortable as he showed her around. Novak was divorced but had three daughters, and Lena could tell that he liked women, which was important to her. Although retirement was a favorite subject, and the front seat of his car was littered with travel brochures 

and fishing magazines, he loved talking about his twenty-seven years as a cop. The mistakes he’d made, and what he’d learned as a result. Lena often wondered how Novak managed to survive with his humanity intact and hoped that she would be as lucky.




She pulled a fresh pair of vinyl gloves from the box she 

kept in her briefcase and slipped them on.


“Where’s Rhodes?”




“Inside stretching tape,” Novak said. “The body’s in the bedroom. That’s James Brant in the car with Tito. He says he got home around five-thirty after doing an all-nighter at 

work. When he found his wife, he dialed nine one one.”




She took another look at James Brant, concerned that he might have contaminated the crime scene.




 




“How long was he in the house alone?”


“About half an hour. West L.A. had him in their cruiser when I pulled up. Brant says he didn’t touch anything. That 

he never got past the bedroom doorway. He took one look and made the call.”


 “What about West L.A.?”




“They never entered the room. They backed out and sent the paramedics home. The case got bumped to us based on the view from the bedroom door.”




The view from the bedroom door.




Lena tried not to think about it, but she knew that it 

was already seared into Novak’s brain by the way he drained the can of Diet Coke as if it were a Bud Light and he could 

still drink beer. As she turned away, Stan Rhodes walked 

outside carrying a spent roll of crime scene tape. He looked 

at her with those dark eyes of his, something he hadn’t done since she was promoted to RHD. They shared a history, but Lena didn’t want to deal with it right now. His gaze appeared steady and even, the way it used to be, and she guessed that Rhodes was looking at the situation just 

as she was.




“It’s clear all the way to the body,” he said to her. “SID 

ready?”




Novak answered for Lena. “In a minute.” 


N“I’ll meet you guys in the foyer,” she said.


“Sounds good,” Rhodes said quietly. “But I wouldn’t wander too far down the hall.”
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Lena stepped over the threshold into the death house. She might have been anxious, but she also wanted to get a feel for the way Nikki and James Brant lived before the 

investigation really got started. It had been her practice ever 

since she’d shed her uniform, particularly when entering a home with a dead body. She wanted a clean view, an 

unbiased first impression no matter how sketchy, before her mind was forever jaded by the sight of the victim and how 

they met their end.




The house was smaller than she first thought—about thirteen hundred square feet. And the layout was more open than most homes of the same period. From where she stood in the foyer, she had a partial view of the kitchen on 

her left and the living room through the archway. To her right was a small den and the hallway leading to the back 

of the house.




Nothing seemed out of place. There were no obvious

 signs of a struggle. Just the yellow tape Rhodes had strung 

across the entrances to each room and along the walls, 

roughing out a safe zone down the hall to the bedroom in 

the very back.


The murder room.




Lena looked away, sensing a chill in the air. It felt almost 

as cold inside as it was out. She glanced at the table and mirror opposite the front door and spotted a thermostat on the wall, wondering why the heat wasn’t on. Digging into 

her pocket for her notepad, she wrote down the temperature, then took another look at the table. The lamp was still burning, and she noted the lack of dust, the faint scent of polish. The house had recently been cleaned. Not yesterday 

or even last night in order to cover something up, but sometime over the past week. Dust and the story it left behind was a tech’s best friend. No one from SID would be pleased.


Lena turned to a blank page in her notepad and made 

a rough sketch of the floor plan. Peeking into the kitchen, she noted the stack of newspapers by the breakfast table and 

the dinner dishes set beside the sink. There weren’t many 

dishes, and she figured it had been dinner for one last night.




When she moved to the archway, she noticed the lack of furniture in the living room. Pressing her body against the crime scene tape, she leaned forward for a better view. 

The ceiling was vaulted, the rear wall lined entirely by glass. Through the French doors she could see a flagstone terrace 

giving way to a sizable backyard enclosed by a fence. She looked back at the empty room, searching for personal 

items but not finding any. Just a TV on the floor set beside a boom box and short stack of CDs.




Lena turned to the front door, saw Lamar Newton asking Novak a question in the driveway, and crossed the

 foyer for a quick look at the den. The walls were lined with books, but the shelves were built-ins. The only furniture in the room was an old leather couch and a small wooden desk and chair that seemed better suited for a child. A table lamp 

was set on the floor. In lieu of a coffee table, fifteen oversize books were spread out on the white carpet as if someone 

had been studying them from the floor. A path had been 

cleared from where Lena stood in the foyer to the computer on the desk.




She thought it over, cataloging the inventory in her 

head. In spite of the address, money had been an issue for Nikki and James Brant. Their home was nearly empty. What they owned could easily fit into a van or small trailer. Yet a presence was here. Something extra Lena couldn’t put her finger on.




Her eyes drifted down to the books laid out on the carpet. They were filled with works of art. Paintings, sculptures, but also buildings dating from the Renaissance to the nineteenth century. Lena recognized one of the books on 

architecture because she’d read it as a student at UCLA 

before she’d ever dreamed or even thought about being a 

cop.




She looked back at the shelves, scanning the titles with 

surprise when she didn’t find a single work of fiction. At eye 

level every book was about business. At knee level the subject switched to art.




“We’re ready, Lena,” Novak said in low voice.




She turned to the door. He was entering the foyer with Rhodes. Lamar followed them in, along with Ed Gainer, an investigator from the coroner’s office Lena had met several times. Their preliminary sweep would remain small.


“Let’s do it,” Rhodes said.




 




They started down the hall. They moved slowly, without words, the only sound coming from the hardwood floor 

creaking beneath their feet. Closet doors and a laundry 

room filled out the left wall. They passed a bathroom on the 

right, halfway down, and didn’t stop until they reached the door at the end. The reason the case had been bumped up to them.




Rhodes gave her a look. She saw the deputy coroner 

flinch and thought she heard Lamar whisper, “Oh, shit.” 

She gritted her teeth and peered into the room.




The curtains were drawn, the handles tapping in the breeze. It took a moment for her to realize that the walls had once been painted white. That she wasn’t standing in a slaughterhouse at the edge of civilization, but in someone’s home on a quiet street. She took a deep breath and 

exhaled. There was more blood than she had ever seen. The spatter fanned out from the middle of the room, blowing against the walls, dusting the vaulted ceiling, and splashing 

across the floor. Yet in the center of the room, the eye of 

the storm, there was a certain peace. A small body, seemingly at rest, was carefully posed beneath a clean white bedspread.




It wasn’t a murder room, she thought. It was a death chamber.




Lena’s eyes cut through the darkness, searching out the 

victim’s face. When she couldn’t find it, she realized that 

the young woman’s head was wrapped in a plastic grocery bag.




“Watch the steps,” Rhodes whispered under his breath.




Lena glanced down at her feet. Like the living room, the 

bedroom was three steps below the rest of the house. As she 

followed the crime scene tape, she wondered how Rhodes

 had managed to find a clean path to the body. The task 

seemed impossible, but somehow he had.




She needed a moment to collect herself. When the blue-shaded 

room lit up in a quick succession of white flashes, she stepped out of Lamar’s way and joined Novak and Rhodes at the foot of the bed. She noticed a photograph set 

beside the clock radio on the dresser. She glanced at the picture without touching the silver frame. Nikki and James 

Brant were sitting in a field of grass with their arms around each other. They seemed so innocent, so happy. Lost in their 

dreams and ready to face a future together that didn’t include this.




Lena shook it off and moved to the open window, parting the curtains and checking the floor and sill for blood. Next to the body itself, she knew the point of entry was the most likely place to find blood. She didn’t see any and wondered if the open window was in play. Moving closer, 

she drew fresh air into her lungs and studied the backyard. The fog had become more dense, lingering beneath the 

roofline and settling onto the ground. Still, she could make 

out the faint outline of a tennis court on the other side of the fence and knew that she was looking at Rustic Canyon Park.




She turned back to Lamar, watching him cover the body 

in wide shots and close-ups. After burning through a roll 

of film, he pulled the camera away from his eye and gave 

her a look. The department had upgraded to digital cameras 

a few years back but still relied on film to record crime scenes.




“Let’s pull the covers,” Novak said in a low voice.




Lena stepped out of the safe zone and worked her way 

around the spatter to the far side of the bed.




 




“I’m going to pull the spread off first,” she said. “There 

might be something underneath.”




Novak agreed. “Nice and slow,” he said.




She gripped the spread with both hands and pulled it away to reveal a white blanket. Two plumes of blood had 

risen from the body and were oozing through the fabric like lamp oil working its way through a wick toward the flame. As Lamar popped in another roll of film and documented 

the bloodstains, Lena pointed to Nikki Brant’s neck, which had become more visible now. The plastic bag hadn’t been draped over the woman’s head, but was wrapped around her neck and carefully tied into a bow.




Lamar zeroed in on the knot from the other side of 

the bed. Lena looked back at the bag, trying to decipher the 

print through the spatter with the hope of identifying the grocery store. When she leaned in for a closer look, she 

flinched. She could see the young woman’s face through the opaque plastic. Every time Lamar’s camera flashed, the 

image became clearer and more eerie. Nikki Brant’s eyes 

were open. And it looked as if she were staring back at Lena through the smoky plastic—as if for a split second their eyes met.




An ice-cold chill ran up Lena’s spine. She took a deep breath.




Lamar lowered his camera. “Got it, Lena,” he said.




She nodded, ignoring the horror and struggling to keep it buried. Gripping the blanket, she pulled it away, carefully folding it over without touching the bedspread. The small body was beginning to take shape beneath the covers now, the two bloodstains more pronounced. When she noticed an extra blanket pushed against the foot of the bed, she pointed it out to Lamar. Once the image was recorded,

 she gripped the top sheet with both hands and peeled the 

final layer away to reveal Nikki Brant’s dead body.




A stillness permeated the room. No one moved or said anything for several moments as the weight of the horror nipped and pulled at them.




Dwarfed by the size of the bed, Nikki Brant looked like 

a child.




She was lying on her back with her legs spread open. Her 

hands had been placed beside her hips and, like her head, bound in plastic and tied around her wrists. Her body was soft and curvy. Her breasts small and round and tattooed with bruises. Semen stains dotted the sheet between her legs and appeared wet but smeared. But it was the two stab 

wounds that played with Lena’s soul. The first was just 

below the collarbone. A through and through that looked 

clean but unusually wide, almost as if she had been speared. 

The second wound looked more jagged, the knife ripping upward through her belly. Based on the heavy amount of blood loss and the condition of the room, Lena had no doubt that the young woman was alive through most of the ordeal.




“We need to think about what we’re seeing,” Rhodes said in a voice that was barely audible. “Whether we’re looking at things the way they really are, or the way someone wants us to think they are.”




“We’ll talk about that later,” Novak said.




Lena took a step closer, eyeing the wounds carefully. She 

had seen them once before, but never in this context.




“It’s called the juke,” she said. “I saw it working a dope 

deal with South L.A.”




“Gangs do it for the effect,” Novak said. “They think the brutality impresses their friends.”




 




Lena stepped away from the bed as Lamar moved in 

with his camera, her mind rattling through possible motives. 

Nothing she saw so far indicated a robbery. There wasn’t anything in the house worth stealing other than Nikki Brant.




Parting the curtains, she took another look at the park 

beyond the fence and wondered what the view would be like on a clear day. The view from a car parked in the lot at night. This was about anger, she thought. A six-pack of anger. Somebody overdosing on rage.




When she turned back to the room, Gainer had approached the bed and was examining the body. The sheet 

was still partially covering the young woman’s left foot, and 

he pulled it away, then jerked his hand up. No one said anything, eyeballing the foot and doing the math. Nikki Brant’s second toe was missing. Something had been taken from the house after all.




Gainer shrugged off the horror as best he could, his face 

pale, his eyes rising up the body until they reached the plastic bag over the victim’s head.




“I don’t think we should pull this thing,” he said. “Not 

here anyway. There might be something inside worth preserving. What do you guys think?”




“We need a picture of her face,” Rhodes said. “A Polaroid to show the husband. And we’re gonna need a rape kit.”




“I understand,” Gainer said. “But if we pull the bag at

 the autopsy, we’ll have more control.”




Novak thought it over, his eyes on Gainer. “You got any 

idea how fast we can get her in?”




“We’re backed up two or three days, Hank. But under the circumstances, I’ll bet we could bump her to the top

 of the list. If you want, I’ll make sure it happens. We’ll schedule the cut for late this afternoon.”




Rhodes stepped across the safe zone to the other side of 

the bed. “What about slicing the bag open for the picture?”




Gainer nodded in agreement. “Seems like the way to go.”




“Then let’s do it,” Novak said.




Gainer pulled a razor-sharp scalpel from his kit and 

drew the blade down the center of the bag. As he pulled the 

plastic away from Nikki Brant’s face, everyone stepped closer.




“There’s moisture,” he whispered. “She was breathing when the bag went over her head. We need to get a shot of this before it dries.”




Gainer leaned out of the way to give Lamar room. After 

a Polaroid was taken, Lamar switched back to his Nikon, 

the camera eating up another roll of film. As the strobe light started flashing again, Lena stared at Nikki Brant’s face and 

tangled black hair. Even with her eyes open, her gaze just off-center and lost in a thousand-yard stare, Lena could tell that the victim had been a beautiful woman. Before last night anyway. There was a certain innocence about her. A certain something Lena couldn’t really put into words.




“Did anyone talk to the husband about notifying her family?” she asked.




Novak couldn’t meet her eyes right away. An awkward moment passed.




“She’s an orphan,” he finally said. “Other than us, he’s 

the only one she’s got.”




The room fell silent, lost in the metallic rhythm of the 

camera’s motor drive. Lena knew that Novak had hesitated because she was an orphan, too. About the same age as

 Nikki Brant. As she turned back to the corpse, a deep feeling of loneliness welled up inside her, mixed with an overwhelming sense of compassion.




And then the room appeared to shake.




For a split second Lena thought it might be an earthquake. She felt her chest tighten. She saw Rhodes flinch. 

Novak reached for the wall and Gainer dropped his scalpel.


But it wasn’t an earthquake at all. It was music, blaring 

from the clock radio. Everyone turned toward the dresser 

and glared at the fucking thing.




Lena grabbed it, fumbling with the dials until she found 

the right switch. As the music bounced off the bloodstained walls and finally dissipated into the gloom, everyone 

turned back to the dead body with the severed toe and checked their watches. Their nerves.




The alarm had been set for 7:30 a.m. Time for Nikki 

Brant to wake up.















5






It was part of the job, but that didn’t make it any easier. They needed to place the victim at the crime scene and ID the body. They needed James Brant to say that the picture 

of the corpse Lena held in her jacket pocket was his wife.




Brant leaned against the open car door, burying his head in his arms. Lena stood beside Novak facing Brant on the other side.




“Where’s Tito going?” Brant asked in a shaky voice.


“The Red Cross is here,” Lena said. “He’s getting you a cup of coffee.”
 

Brant looked up, his curly brown hair dusted with 

droplets of rain. Lena followed his gaze to Sanchez, strolling 

across the lawn toward a pickup truck parked in front of the next house. The Red Cross would provide food and drinks to the neighborhood until the street was reopened. And Sanchez would take his time bringing back the coffee. It had been a group decision. No one wanted to crowd

 Brant. Lena and Novak would make the identification 

with him on their own. Because of her easy manner, Lena would take the lead. Because of Novak’s trained eye and experience, he would observe.




“I want to go in,” Brant said to her. “I want to see Nikki. I need to hold her.”




“We’re sorry for your loss, Mr. Brant. But your house is a crime scene now. People are working. We’re trying to find 

out what happened.”




“I want to see her.” Brant’s voice rose from his gut as he 

lowered his head and stared at the pavement. He clenched 

his fist, then punched the inside door panel and stood up. 

Lena suddenly realized why the books about business were 

at eye level and the art books filled out the lower shelves in 

the study. James Brant was well over six feet tall. His wife was easily a foot shorter and by any standard would have been considered petite. The books had been placed on the 

shelves as a matter of convenience.




“She’s all alone. I should be with her. She didn’t deserve this.”




“No, she didn’t,” Lena said. “And I agree with you that 

this is total bullshit.”




Whether it was the tone of her voice or the words she used, Brant turned from the house and looked straight at her. His eyes sharpened and the muscles in his face and neck began to twitch. In spite of his wrinkled suit, Lena could tell that Brant was powerfully built and wired tight as a drum. He had obviously been an athlete in school, probably football or soccer, and still worked out.




“If you agree,” he said, “then why can’t I see her? I want 

to know what happened.”




 




“We do, too, Mr. Brant. The sooner you realize that, 

the better off we’ll all be.”




He thought it over, his eyes losing their focus and turning inward again. “I’ve already told Tito everything I know. I came home and found her . . . like that.”




“He told us. It must have been extremely difficult. We 

appreciate everything you’ve done to help.”




Sanchez had already filled them in on his conversation 

with Brant. It had been part of the plan. While everyone 

else kept their distance from within the confines of the 

crime scene, Sanchez sat with Brant hoping to become his next best friend. James Brant was twenty-eight years old and worked as the chief bean counter at the Dreggco 

Corporation, a fledgling biotech company located just south of Venice Beach. Lena had been right. Money was still an 

issue in their lives. Brant had won the job and title because of his youth and willingness to defer most of his salary in 

favor of a piece of the action. The Dreggco Corporation was banking on its research. If their work panned out, everyone would reap the rewards. If things went south, Brant would 

leave with enough experience to move on at a higher salary. 

According to Tito, it sounded as if the company had hit on something and was about to be flooded with cash in a 

buyout scheme. Brant told Tito that he had been working all-nighters for more than a week. That the deal hinged on 

the numbers. Although things were good with Nikki—they had only been married for two years—it hadn’t been easy. 

They lived on her salary, which wasn’t much because she 

taught at a small art college on the other side of Glendale. 

The mortgage on their home didn’t leave room for anything but the necessities.




“I loved her,” he said. “Things were perfect until this.”




 




“Perfect?” Lena asked.




He met her eyes and held them. “Perfect,” he repeated. 

“Until now.”




“Mr. Brant, I need to show you something and it isn’t going to be easy.”




Brant seemed to know what was coming. He reached for the top of the door with his right hand as if grabbing 

hold of the ropes in a boxing ring. He looked punch-drunk, 

as if maybe he didn’t have enough left to make the last round.




“Show it to me,” he said.




Lena glanced at Novak, but her partner’s eyes were glued on Brant. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the 

Polaroid. It was a close-up of Nikki Brant’s face poking through the rip in the grocery bag. As Lena held it out, she measured Brant’s reaction. His eyes didn’t hit the photo and 

slide off as if trying to forget a memory. Instead, they met the image of his wife’s fate and appeared to crumble.




“Is this your wife, Mr. Brant?”




He rocked his head up and down, unable to speak, then started shaking. After a moment, he closed his eyes, wilted onto the front seat, and cradled his head in his arms. The cries came in deep, long stretches, followed by breathless gasps for air that ripped at Lena and jabbed at her.




She slid the Polaroid into her pocket, stepping away from the car with Novak.




“You think he’s legit?” she asked.




When her partner nodded, she nodded back, feeling 

nauseous.




It was part of the job, but that didn’t make it any easier. 

Showing Brant the photograph seemed both absurd and exceedingly cruel. She eyed him through the windshield

 and listened to him weeping. It was the sound of agony, 

wisping through a quiet neighborhood in the woods. The sound of someone hitting the wall without any traffic noise 

to dull the thud. She knew the tone and cadence from 

personal experience. It was the indelible sound of paradise 

lost.
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The wood-plank fence stood six feet high. Lena grabbed the top, lifted her legs over the boards, and hopped down on the other side. A gravel path led through the trees toward the tennis courts and community center up the hill. She checked the ground before taking a step forward. Satisfied that she wasn’t contaminating an extension of the crime scene, she headed up the path toward Rustic Canyon Park.


She still felt nauseous. She needed distance. A breath of fresh air and the chance to clear her mind, if only for five minutes. But she also wanted a look at the Brants’ house from the parking lot on the hill.


The path circled around a grove of trees, passing a set of concrete steps on its way to the ocean half a mile due west. Lena veered to her left, climbing up the stairs to the community center. The pool remained closed for the season. No one was playing tennis in the drizzle. When she reached the top, she checked the lot and found it empty. But the view was pretty much what she expected. A straight shot through the trees to every backyard in the neighborhood.


She moved away from the steps, scanning the ground for debris and searching for any indication that the predator responsible for this hideous crime had been here. Spotting a trash can, she lifted the lid and peered inside. The plastic liner appeared new, the container, empty.


When she closed the lid, a squirrel shot out of the underbrush, racing across the lot toward a tree. Ten feet up the trunk, the animal stopped and turned. Lena followed its gaze over to the building and saw a coyote hiding behind the corner. As she walked back to the top step and sat down, the wild dog trotted to the bottom of the hill and silently cantered past the Brants’ backyard.


Her eyes drifted over the fence.


Stray bands of sunlight were leaking into the smoky fog, igniting the moisture and causing it to glow. In spite of the spectacle, she had a bird’s-eye view of the house. As she thought it over, she wondered if the doer had sat on this very step. It didn’t amount to anything more than a distant feeling, but it was there as she took in the view. She could see an SID tech studying the garden below the bedroom window. He had been at it for fifteen minutes and told Lena on her way out that he hadn’t found anything. She could hear the sound of power tools coming from the house as two more techs ripped up the bathroom plumbing. Because the blood evidence was limited to the bedroom and the doer hadn’t left a trail, it was a safe guess that he’d cleaned up before leaving.


But the concept made her feel even more uneasy than she already was. The idea that the doer took the time to clean up instead of bolting the moment he committed the murder indicated a certain measure of confidence, even arrogance. That he clipped off the woman’s second toe and took it with him pointed to the outer reaches of madness.


Someone switched on a light in the house directly before her. She looked through the window and saw the man she’d met with the white dog at his kitchen counter pouring a bowl of cereal. Next door she noticed an old man reading the paper on his sunporch. To the right of the Brants’ house, an older woman was pretending to water her garden in the rain while sneaking peeks at the crime scene tech on the other side of the fence.


It was an established neighborhood in a remote location. A neighborhood that was aging.


Lena let her mind drift, trying to imagine what it must have been like before the murder. She had seen the photographs of the victim. She saw her face and body. Nikki Brant was a beautiful young woman. Although there were curtains in the bedroom, the large panes of glass in the living room had been left bare. If the doer sat here trying to make a decision, if the seed of the crime began with rape, he had a wide-open view and Nikki Brant would have been his obvious first choice.


The breeze picked up, the branches rustling overhead. She saw Stan Rhodes enter the backyard and reached inside her pocket for her can of Altoids. Popping a mint into her mouth, she watched Rhodes scan the property. His jacket was off, his sleeves rolled up to the elbow. Rhodes didn’t have the bulky figure of someone who belonged to a health club and sat at a machine performing the same mind-numbing exercises over and over. Instead, his body had the smooth elegance of a long-distance runner—lean, long, and trim. His brown hair was rich and dark. He had a strong chin, a smart face, and Lena could still remember what she was thinking the day she first met him.


Bad timing.


Rhodes had been seeing the same woman for more than two years. Lena had met someone new three months before, and though it had its ups and downs and eventually blew up in her face, the relationship felt pretty good at the time.


She smiled at the memory. The bad timing.


Their attraction for each other had been immediate. When they spoke about having an affair, Rhodes told her that his relationship was on the rocks and that he had never been more willing. But as Lena thought it over, she couldn’t go through with it. She didn’t want to be the cause of a breakup, and mixing her job with her personal life seemed too complicated. She had just become a cop and hadn’t even finished her rookie year. They hadn’t seen each other or spoken since. And now that they could, it seemed as if he was deliberately ignoring her. Their desks were on the same floor, facing each other less than half a room apart. Over the past two months, she hadn’t caught him looking her way even once. It seemed so forced, so rigid and absurd. She felt awkward whenever he was around, often wondering if she’d read it wrong and made a mistake. Until today, she thought. Until he’d stepped out the front door of the death house and looked at her as if everything between them was okay again.


She stood up and stretched her legs, then moved quickly down the steps, anxious to get back to the crime scene. As she climbed over the fence and hopped down on the other side, Rhodes was still in the backyard. He looked at her with those dark eyes of his and moved closer.





“Anything?” he asked.


“He could’ve sat in his car and picked her out,” she said. “It reads like a menu.”


He turned and gazed at the back of the houses. When he spotted the old man in the sunporch, Rhodes smiled and got it. His hand brushed against her shoulder, and they crossed the lawn to the house.


“We’re okay, aren’t we?” he said.


She met his eyes and nodded. In spite of the horror of the crime—whom it hurt and what it left behind—she hoped they could work together like this.
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Lena’s eyes snapped across the white carpet between the books laid out on the floor, following the spots leading to the desk in the study. There were two, so small and colorless that she hadn’t noticed them when she’d first entered the house and taken a cursory glance at the room.


She stepped aside as a tech entered the foyer with an ultraviolet light and headed down the hall toward the bedroom. Then she dropped her notepad on the floor and slipped beneath the crime scene tape stretched across the doorway. Inching forward on her stomach, she worked her way down the carpet until she reached the first drop.


She felt her heart flutter in her chest and tried to get a grip on herself.


It was semen. And it hadn’t dried in the cool, moist air.


She arched her back and leaned forward. As she studied the carpet beneath the desk, she spotted a third drop hidden in the shadows at the base of the chair. Her eyes rose to the computer and lingered there as she thought it over. When she heard someone enter the foyer, she turned and saw Novak moving toward the doorway.


“Have you seen a thermostat?” he asked. “Gainer’s trying to guesstimate the time of death. They’re gonna move the body.”


“On the wall behind you,” she said. “But the temps are in my notes. What’s he saying?”


Novak knelt down and grabbed her notepad. “Between one and three. She’s just beginning to harden up.”


Lena took a deep breath, staring at the carpet and mulling over the implications of her discovery. The horror that it implied. She turned to Novak, back-paging his way through her notes. He was studying the diagrams she’d made of the bedroom as if the lines and measurements might provide a certain degree of order to a world that had been ripped off its axis and thrown down the hill.


“They’re on the first page,” she said.


He nodded, jumping ahead in the book until he found them.


“We’ve got a problem, Hank.”


“That’s one way of putting it.”


He had something on his mind and wasn’t listening to her. After writing the temperatures down on a blank sheet of paper, he tossed her notepad on the floor.


“Whoever did this didn’t run away,” she said.


Novak started to get up. “Maybe not.”


“There’s no maybe about it. He did what he did to Nikki Brant, and then he sat at this desk and used the computer. You ever hear of anyone hanging out to surf the Web?”


He gave her a long look. She had his attention now.





“Why are you lying on the floor?” he asked.


She pointed to the carpet without saying anything. Novak’s eyes rolled off her finger and stopped on the first drop of semen. A moment passed. What the image implied had a certain amount of juice.


“Gainer doesn’t think she was raped,” he said. “There’s no vaginal bruising. He thinks she did it with someone she knew.”
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