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One

    Death has a distinctive odor. She always dreaded the first
visit to a crime scene. That odor lingered in her head for days. Every
time someone mentioned a vic's name, or a newspaper article about
the crime popped up, the smell returned. And it was stifling.

    Teresa Macklin stared at the dark waters of the Illinois River
over the steering wheel of her new Avalon. She breathed deeply,
trying to fill her nostrils with the sweet, new-car scent, hoping
against hope it would negate what she would soon experience.

    Three police units--the coroner's fifteen-year-old Chrysler,
and a Peoria Rescue squad--were parked in a line to her right.
Flashing lights played tricks with the waves, flickering across the
water.

    Mack straightened her shoulders, steeling herself once
more. She sighed and got out of the car. The trunk popped open as
she thumbed the release button on her key chain and rubbed the
rabbit's foot dangling from the chain. She rummaged through the
trunk to find her crime scene boots and police coat. She unzipped her
new denim jacket--well, it did go with her jeans--and
changed.

    Why do I always get these calls when I'm wearing heels?
God, I hope I don't ruin my pants. She rarely indulged in impulse
buying, but these new jeans couldn't be guilted away by the $145
price tag. They made her look…well, sexy.

    "Hey, Mack. Wow, love your outfit." Beefy police sergeant
Mike Riley couldn't seem to suppress a smile.

    Accepting the nickname, Mack, had been one concession she
allowed in the spirit of being part of the team. They'd stressed team
membership at the Police Academy, so she became "one of the guys."
But it still made her grit her teeth.

    "Cool it, Sarge. What've we got?" She liked Riley. A good cop.
He'd been one of the few who'd willingly accepted her rise to
detective.

    "Male, 'bout 30, found over by the big barge. Got the scene
taped and the hands have been bagged. One bullet 'tween the eyes.
Nobody 'cept the coroner's touched anything. You're the first of the
investigating team to show up. Murphy's on his way to be the second
detective and the Lieutenant, Captain and Chief are scrambling to get
here."

    "Thanks, Riley. Go get some coffee, and--" Mack patted his
stomach. "--stay away from those donuts." It was a ritual performed
many times.

    So Mack would spend the rest of the night, marking her
ninth year as a homicide detective, at the computer filling out
reports and dealing with the Brass. Nine years. Where have they
gone? And the six years on patrol? Seemed like only
yesterday she'd stood at attention as the Chief welcomed her to the
force. A proud moment.

    Now she was just tired.

    The breeze from the river brought with it the odor of fish
and an October chill. A coal barge moored at the loading dock
loomed in the dark. Mack skirted debris lining the shore, avoided a
small pack of onlookers, and was reaching down to grab the caution
tape to duck under when it hit her. That odor. Death. Unmistakable
and visceral. How could it be so strong in the open with a wind
blowing? She maneuvered under the tape and surveyed the
scene.

    Three tags indicating possible clues had been placed above
the body's forehead, which had a small hole. The man was fully
clothed, and his plastic-encased hands were positioned across his
chest as if he were in a coffin. Looked to be in his thirties. Mack
shivered, not because of the wind or the corpse, but because of the
case she'd been assigned to for the last two months. Both previous
victims had their hands placed in exactly the same way. A possible
serial killer at work in the Peoria area. If they found the calling card,
it would confirm their fears. Department policy required three
victims to qualify as a serial killing and here was the third. Maybe.
Yes.
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