










“I didn’t know the Richter girl was from Langley,”

Kay said under her breath as they headed to the car.



Finn remembered the morning the girl had been discovered, the two of them in Kay’s bed, watching the early news on Channel 11. Lying next to him, Kay had made some comment about hoping there weren’t others.

“Have you heard anything about the case lately?” Kay asked. Her gaze was hard when she met his over the roof of the Lumina, and a sharp breeze ruffled her hair as she watched a Beemer spin out of the high school’s lot and onto Lawndale, its stereo cranked. Finn felt its bass vibrate in his feet.

“No,” he said, “but I’m definitely interested in talking to Laubach. I hope to God this isn’t related to his case.”

“I hope not too. Otherwise we’ve got a goddamn serial killer on our hands.”
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Monday, April 17

“HE’S OUT HERE.”

Kay Delaney eased the unmarked police car through the amber at Franklin. In the passenger seat, Bobby Curran balanced his double latte, saving his tailor-made suit as the Lumina’s tires took a pothole.

“I tell you, Kay, no dealer’s gonna be dogging the streets this early in the morning.”

She ignored his comment. Kept scanning.

Two years as a deputized agent with the Redrum Unit—a special gang squad working with DEA—Bobby Curran knew a thing or two about the streets. But when it came to murders, Kay thought, the former Bostonian and the newest detective on her squad was a rookie.

“Trust me, he’ll show,” she said, turning onto Edmondson.

“Wasting a lot of time and gas for a dead drug dealer,” Bobby added. “Texaco was just another slinger. If Dante Toomey hadn’t put those .45 slugs in his brain, someone else would’ve. Welcome to the lifestyle of death.”

Bobby had a point: What was another dead dealer in Baltimore City? With convictions in drug murders no better than a coin toss, with witnesses too afraid to talk or, more often, taking the law into their own hands, with the system clogged, the result for a killer like Dante was usually a walk. At best, a plea. Why not let one dealer finish off another?

But for Kay, this one was different. Texaco, the dead dealer Bobby was referring to, had a kid brother. And she’d made that kid a promise.

Under a gunmetal sky, Baltimore’s Harlem Park was a bleak stretch of despair, owned by dealers at night, and haunted by crack-addicted ghosts during the day. Last night’s freak snowfall had blanketed the city with a pristine camouflage but now the streets were gray again.

Kay slowed the car, passing a couple homeboys, their hoods drawn up for warmth as they shivered next to a public bench. On the back of the bench, the rampant slogan “Baltimore: the city that reads”—a dying memory of the former mayor’s Literacy Campaign—had been altered with spray paint to read “the city that bleeds.”

She’d done patrol here in the Western a decade ago. Back when the neighborhood wasn’t so bold. When a shield meant something.

“Look, I know Dante’s crew,” Bobby went on, licking foamed milk from his lip. “They don’t crawl outta their cribs till noon.”

“Dante’s got murder warrants on his head. He’s hardly keeping dealer’s hours anymore.”

Kay had driven these streets a dozen times in the past three weeks, usually at night, the streets ripe with drug activity. She’d cruise them as if she were working a grid on a crime scene, while teenage dealers scowled at the unmarked and gave the “five-oh” to their hand-to-hand men on the corners to signal police.

“Well, if Dante is still around, then that dumb-ass must be filling his prescriptions for Stupid Pills at the Eckerd,” Bobby said.

Kay smiled. If nothing else, riding with Bobby Curran, babysitting the rookie through his first homicide, had replenished Kay’s stock of one-liners.

“It’s not about stupid, Bobby. It’s nature. When a homeboy like Dante’s feeling insecure, last place he’s headed is out of town.”

Just past Harlem Park Middle School three boys dragged their sneakers through the slush, fists jammed into their pockets. They knew she was police. In the rearview mirror, Kay saw one give her the finger.

“Dante needs to feel safe,” she said to Bobby. “Needs the security of his own turf. He’s here.”

“Then let Fugitive flush him. ’Sides, the longer Dante Toomey’s out here, the more chance someone else’ll pop a bullet in him.”

Kay steered north off Edmondson and spared Bobby a sideways glance.

“When exactly did you stop caring, Bobby?” she asked.

As he started to respond, Kay slowed the Lumina and pointed out the windshield. “Bingo.” And the first shot of adrenaline licked through her.

Kay spotted him two hundred feet down the block, shuffling past crumbling stoops and boarded-up doors in his $200 Nikes, and wearing the same Jamaican Rasta hat their witness had described.

“That ain’t Dante.” Bobby tipped his disposable cup at her target.

“No, Detective Curran, that’s Tyrel Squirl. And my daddy always says if you’re aiming to catch the big fish, sometimes you gotta follow the little ones.”

Kay tossed the police radio into Bobby’s lap. “Call it in.”

Then Tyrel Squirl turned. In the three seconds it took Dante Toomey’s main runner to case the situation, Kay slammed the car into park in the middle of the street and was out the door.

“Hey, Squirl!”

Squirl ran. And so did Kay.

At five foot eleven, Tyrel Squirl covered more ground in those flashy sneakers. Still, Kay gained on him, swallowing up the littered sidewalk behind him.

She heard Bobby behind her. But Kay’s eyes locked on Squirl’s back, his arms pumping in the oversize hoodie and those dreadlocks flapping wildly in the air behind him.

Her heart was beating fast, her senses jacked up. Twenty yards between them. Squirl’s sneakers smacked through the icy puddles.

Nineteen yards. Eighteen. Then Squirl skidded. She hoped he’d trip. Instead, he veered left, headlong into the side alley.

By the time she reached the alley, Kay’s hand was on the grip of her nine. Behind her Bobby dodged traffic.

She couldn’t wait.

Drawing a breath, she ducked around the corner, her eyes adjusting to the dark.

And then, through her halo of breath vapor, Kay spotted the hat. The red-and-yellow Rasta bobbed at the end of the alley, and there was the clash of chain-link as Squirl scaled the fence.

“Son of a bitch!” She was running again, negotiating trash cans and greasy pools of refuse. Kay threw herself at the fence, and when she hit the top, she swung over too fast. She landed hard, almost winded herself as she slipped on soaked cardboard boxes.

At the end of the alley he cut right, bounding into the light. When she hit the street, Squirl was zigzagging through traffic.

So close now she could hear his breath, smell his sweat on his slipstream. When Squirl ducked into the next alley, Kay didn’t enter as cautiously. And she regretted it the second she did.

Kay caught the flash of gold on Squirl’s wide, black fist and ducked. No time to draw her gun. Instead, with one sharp kick to his knee, the sole of her shoe met delicate cartilage. She heard his cry and wished she’d aimed higher.

He staggered, swore, almost went down, as Kay snagged a fistful of his hoodie and tried to wrestle him to the ground. But in a heartbeat Squirl wriggled out of the oversize shirt and turned. Too fast. His hands on her. Grabbing.

Kay brought her elbow up in a hard, well-aimed swing. Felt bone and saw a stream of blood and spit fly from Squirl’s mouth, spray red against the grime-slicked wall of the alley.

Rage flared in the runner’s eyes. “Crazy-ass bitch!”

And then there was Bobby. “What did you call her, Squirl?”

When Bobby spun him around, he followed the question with a smooth upward arch of his knee.

Squirl buckled, then faltered, one hand skidding along the sidewalk. And just when Kay thought he was at last going down, Tyrel Squirl kicked back. Pain knifed up her leg and she had to catch herself on the alley wall. Then Squirl was crawling, scurrying to get his feet under him, crab-walking toward the street.

He was almost vertical again when Bobby nailed him from behind, this time keeping the runner down while Kay unclipped the cuffs from her belt.

“Son of a bitch, Squirl!” She worked the cuffs around his thick wrists while Bobby pinned him. “When are you idiots gonna learn that when you put up a fight, you only go to jail tired?”

Together, she and Bobby hauled Tyrel Squirl to his feet. Only then did Kay spot the stain splashed across Bobby’s crisp linen shirt.

“Shit, Bobby. Sorry about your latte.”

“Dumb-ass ruined my best shirt.” He punctuated his anger by giving Squirl a shove.

The runner sucked silently at his split lip.

“All right, Squirl, how about you start by giving Detective Curran here an apology,” Kay said, “and then you can tell us nice where your dawg Dante’s laying his head these days, hmm?”

Squirl thrust his chin in the air, his mouth a tight, bloody line, when Kay’s cell went off.

Cleaning her palm on her pant leg, Kay answered on the second ring. “Delaney.”

“It’s Finn. You busy?”

“Not at all.”

“Good, cuz I need you on something.”

“You catch a case?”

“You could say that.”

“Where’s the body?” Kay asked.

“Well, that’s the freaky part: there isn’t one.”
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THE FIRST THING Detective Danny Finnerty had noticed when responding to the crime scene in Roland Park a half hour ago was the crows. A turf war had broken out over the narrow strip of woods bordering the west edge of the grounds. The trees were black with the squabbling, quasi-reptilian birds, and the air filled with their shrieks as they circled and dove, oblivious to the police tape and crime scene below.

The gray mid-April sky pressed down on the sports field of Langley Country School, and the unseasonable dusting of snow wasn’t melting fast. Finn warmed his hands in the pockets of his leather coat and watched the Mobile Crime Lab shoot the scene. What little there was.

“Watch those tracks there,” he warned the tech. “We need those.”

Other than their own, only one path in the snow ran east, from the school’s cul-de-sac to the crime scene at the base of a silver-barked sycamore. The rest of the white expanse was unmarred except for a trail that branched west, left by the witness who’d made the early-morning discovery.

Officer Michelle Luttrell had done well in preserving the scene, and Finn would make sure to have a letter entered into Luttrell’s personnel jacket by the end of the week, commending her professionalism on the scene.

Luttrell was young and blond, with a face that looked far too ingenuous for the job. She shivered slightly in her uniform jacket, made bulky from the Kevlar vest she wore underneath, and when she caught Finn’s stare, she dropped her gaze.

“So you think that came from a person?” she asked, gesturing toward the tree.

“I don’t know. ME’s investigator should be able to tell us.”

She nodded. “You need anything else, Detective?”

Finn glanced back at the school. Three patrol cars and the Crime Lab’s van lined the narrow drive in front of the columned portico of the main entrance. He shoved a thumb in the direction of the Northern District uniforms lingering by their vehicles. “Yeah. You can keep those knuckleheads off the snow. I don’t want my perp’s prints messed up. And tell your witness I need to talk to him.”

Luttrell headed back across the grounds, just as Kay pulled in. The young officer waved Kay’s unmarked to the side.

When Kay rounded the hood of the car, she straightened her jacket over the holster strapped to her small waist. At five-four, she looked tiny next to the uniforms. She said something to them, and one of the officers let loose a deep laugh. Then Finn heard a “Yes, ma’am” and they parted for her.

Finn caught her smile. Over the past year he’d seen Kay’s demons fade, but the memories lingered. There were still times, in the dead of night, when Finn held her sweat-slicked body until she found sleep again.

Some scars even time couldn’t heal.

As he watched her cross the field, the rookie Bobby Curran in tow, Finn noticed her slight limp and the grime on her suit.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

“Just brought in Dante Toomey’s main runner,” Kay said.

“Tyrel Squirl? I’m impressed.” He nodded at Bobby then and at the rookie’s stained shirt. “And who d’you arrest this morning, Slick? Your coffee cup?”

He only imagined the look Bobby shot him from behind the Oakley wire-framed sunglasses.

Finn motioned toward the tree and as Kay fell in step beside him he lowered his voice. “I missed you this morning.”

When he’d woken to the empty bed, Finn had wondered how Kay had managed to slip out before dawn. After a weeklong shift of midnights, they’d used their one day off yesterday to take the boat out onto the bay for the first sail of the season, not docking till well after dark.

“You get enough sleep?” he asked her.

“Sure. I don’t need my beauty rest.” She shot him a smile. “So, what have you got?”

“Whatever it is, it tops the scale of weird.” He stopped them several feet from the base of the sycamore. “I haven’t talked to the witness yet, but the responding officer says the guy saw someone dump this.”

“Holy Christ,” Finn heard Bobby behind him. “Is that…is that someone’s heart?”

“Very good, Slick. You were one of those brainiacs in science class, weren’t you?”

Kay squatted, visually examining the heart.

The fist-sized organ glistened dully. Smears of blood caked the exterior membrane and stained the snow around it, and where the aorta and arteries had been severed, the ragged edges appeared to be drying.

“What the hell?” Kay said under her breath, then scanned the open field, the school, and the tracks. When her gaze came back to the heart, she leaned in closer. “Look at the snow around it. It’s melted.”

“I know, like the heart was still warm when he dumped it,” Finn finished for her. “Christ, Kay, you ever see shit like this before? Is it some kind of cult thing?”

She shook her head, seemed a little pale as she stood.

“Maybe it’s from a transplant clinic or something,” Bobby suggested. “Or from some Johns Hopkins cadaver.”

“No,” Kay said. “Look at the cuts. They’re not surgical. This heart was butchered out of someone.”

“Well, maybe it’s not even human. Maybe it’s some pig’s heart from the school biology lab,” Bobby said.

“It’s not from a pig, Detectives.” The witness that accompanied Officer Luttrell was a small man with nervous eyes spaced too close together and set too deep. He pushed a pair of glasses farther up his nose and shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his suede deck shoes soaked from snow.

“This is Jonathan Durso,” Luttrell introduced.

“Dr. Durso. And that is not a pig’s,” he repeated, hugging himself from the cold. “In a porcine heart the left atrial appendage is of comparable size to the right. You can see that’s not the case with this one. Also, the shape is wrong. That, Detectives, is human.”

“Officer Luttrell says you saw the person who dumped it?” Finn asked.

Durso shrugged. “Not well from the distance I was at.” He pointed to the backyards of the neighboring houses. “And it was dark.”

“What time?” Kay asked.

“A little after five.”

“And what exactly did you see?”

“First just the flashlight’s beam across the grounds. Then a man squatting at the base of the tree. I didn’t know for sure it was a man until he stood and walked to the school.”

“Did he have a vehicle?”

“Not that I could see from my kitchen window. But there may have been headlights.”

“And what made you come and check it out?” Finn asked, sensing the doctor’s impatience even before the man checked his Rolex.

“It wasn’t until daybreak that I could see for certain something had been left. I became curious, Detective. My son attends Langley. Call me overprotective.”

“Thank you, Doctor. We appreciate your time.” Kay nodded toward the heart. “And your expertise. Officer Luttrell has your information?”

“Yes. Am I free to leave?”

“Absolutely.” But Kay stopped him once more. “Of course, Doctor, you know we’d appreciate discretion in this matter.”

A final nod, and Durso left them, making his way across the wet field to the back of his house.

“This is too freaky,” Bobby said, still staring at the heart. “How do you work a homicide with no body?”

“You work with what you’ve got,” Kay said, but Finn knew she was as spooked as the rest of them.

He watched as she waved a technician over.

“You have any dental stone?” she asked. “Can we cast those prints?”

The technician shook his head. “You won’t get anything from those. There’s not enough snow, and the ground isn’t muddy enough. You got tire tracks though. Looks like a vehicle came up on the lawn. Could be your perp’s.”

“Good. Get on that before we lose it.”

Finn could see the intensity brewing inside Kay.

“We need a cadaver dog out here,” she said. “And a team from the Academy. We have to grid this entire area and sweep the woods.”

“Man”—Bobby looked across the sprawl of Roland Park—“think there’s more body parts?”

“I hope to hell not. But it’s just as important to know what’s not on a scene as what is. Bobby, I need you to organize those uniforms, and search around the school. Dumpsters, garbage cans, any nook and cranny. We can secure the fields, but”—she checked her watch—“in less than an hour we’re going to be overrun by students.”

Taking one last, uneasy look at the excised organ, Bobby headed across the field.

Finn scanned the area again and wondered what kinds of horrors might await them in the woods.

“What kind of person carves a heart out of a body, and then leaves it in the middle of a play field?” he asked.

Kay shook her head.

He hadn’t really expected any answers. In a city where 90 percent of homicides were either gang- or drug-related, where it was Poopy shooting Stinky in a back alley over a $20 rock of crack, it was the weird cases that got to you. And Finn knew Kay wouldn’t admit it, but she too was disturbed by the thought of a body, somewhere, cut open and minus its heart.
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THE SCENE AT Roland Park had become a circus, replete with satellite vans and media. Students of the private school had started filtering in shortly after the ME’s investigator had carted off the heart in a small plastic cooler. Shiny Land Rovers, Acuras, and Lexuses drew up to the cul-de-sac, spewing out more students, until the onslaught of gawking teenagers became a barely manageable flood.

When the bell rang at nine, the team worked in relative privacy again, with only the media as a presence beyond the police tape. Kay had tried to be patient, but when it came to Jane Gallagher, WBAL’s chief investigative reporter, Kay had little control. It was almost three years ago when Joe Spencer, Kay’s partner, had been shot and killed with her duty weapon, and Kay had been left for dead at the hands of Bernard Eales. Gallagher had been far from gracious toward Kay in her coverage of the tragedy.

The reporter’s attempt at redemption came a year later when she covered Kay and Finn’s capture of a serial killer responsible for the brutal deaths of six women, even attending the BPD annual awards where they both received Bronze Stars for their work on the case. But the bad blood ran too deep for clemency. So, this morning, Finn had done his best to steer Kay away from Jane.

By noon the ME’s office had called, and Kay and Finn left the scene as a class of recruits from the Academy concluded a grid search and two K9 teams had cleared the woods. At first when the dogs had come up empty on the search, Kay had been relieved. It had been hard enough stomaching the excised heart; she hadn’t wanted to stand over any more body parts.

But now, parked outside Maryland’s Office of the Chief Medical Examiner at 111 Penn Street, Kay wished they had found more, because with nothing but the heart, there was little to go on. She reached for the fresh suit she’d taken from her 4Runner back at HQ and wondered what Eddie Jones, the assistant ME, could actually give them today.

“So do you and Slick have enough to hold Tyrel Squirl for a bit?” Finn asked.

“Not on our case,” Kay said, shedding the jacket of her ruined suit and tossing it in the rear seat, “but Narcotics has got some warrants on him.”

“Enough to negotiate with?”

“Won’t know till we interview him this afternoon,” she said, contorting within the tight confines of the car to change out of her shirt.

Finn had nudged the nose of the unmarked under the parking structure’s overhang, granting Kay a degree of privacy. He kept an eye out, she noticed, but at the same time watched her. He didn’t hide his appreciation, and Kay was flattered to see that after four years the sight of her body could still excite him.

“What we really need,” she said, “is for Squirl to flip on Dante. Clear a few murders.” Dante’s name wasn’t on just Texaco’s murder. He was wanted for three other homicides. And all three had shaky evidence and mute witnesses. It would take some pretty slick talking to convince Tyrel Squirl to give up his homeboy.

“If you can’t get him to flip,” Finn said, “all you’ve got is the testimony of a little street thug.”

Kay held up her hand to silence Finn. They’d been down that road before.

The “little street thug” was Antwon Washington, the brother of Jerome “Texaco” Washington. Texaco had been shot three times in the face with a .45 for cutting in on Dante’s territory by selling ten pieces of crack from a Dumpster behind a Texaco station on Mosher.

And twelve-year-old Antwon was the only witness, the only person in any of the charges against Dante willing to testify, and the only sure card in the prosecution’s hand. He was a streetwise kid with an IQ off the charts according to his teacher. But Antwon hung with the wrong crowd, asked too many questions, and Finn had wagered the kid’s prying into his brother’s murder would get him killed before the year was out. Kay had hoped to prove Finn wrong, to get Antwon off the corners, give the kid a chance at a real life.

But that didn’t look too promising now. Antwon had disappeared from the foster home she’d arranged for him out in Dundalk, and was last seen cutting classes from Patapsco High three days ago. She knew Antwon was back on the streets and all weekend Kay had prayed he’d call.

It wasn’t just about his testimony and that Dante Toomey could walk without it. Kay cared about Antwon. Too much.

“You hear from the kid yet?”

Kay shimmied into her slacks. “No.” She worked her belt through the loop of her hip holster.

“I warned you not to get your hopes up, Kay. You can’t save them all.”

“No?” She arranged her jacket’s collar and remembered the last witness she’d tried to help. She’d gotten the young girl off the streets, out of hooking, only to find her murdered before she could testify against Bernard Eales. “Well, I guess I’d like to save just one,” she said.

“So why Antwon? Why this kid?”

But Kay shook her head. She couldn’t put it into words, couldn’t describe the connection she felt with the kid, or the strange sort of symmetry they shared: existing on opposite sides of the same world yet living parallel lives in their need for justice, for themselves and for others. She’d recognized it from the moment she’d met Antwon Washington, three weeks ago, behind the Boys Center on Braddish.

“You listen to Rondall and his boys, and you’ll end up just like my brother. You want that, Midge? Huh?” Kay had overheard Antwon with another kid behind the Center. “You can’t go mixin’ with them guys and not git yourself killt, hear?”

She’d barely been able to make out Midge’s response. “But they gonna look out for me, know what I’m sayin’? They stick together.”

“Got that right. They stick together, Midge. You be nothin’ to Rondall and his crew. You think they care if you dead or alive?”

The kid nicknamed Midge had mumbled something then, and Kay had rounded the corner enough to see Antwon lean into him. “You need to start listenin’ to Ms. Latonya…”

Kay had eavesdropped on the rest of Antwon’s diatribe to his younger counterpart about the wisdom of staying off the corners, staying in school, and when Midge had finally slouched away he looked as if he’d just taken a parental browbeating.

“I heard what you told your friend,” Kay had said to Antwon after she’d introduced herself.

“Midge? Ain’t no friend o’ mine.”

“No? Sounds like you’re looking out for him.”

“I don’t look out for no one but me.”

But Kay had seen through the bravado. “Good advice you gave him about school.”

He’d shrugged off her attempt at praise.

“I talked to your teacher, Antwon. She says you haven’t been in school since your brother was shot.” Under his mop of short dreads she’d caught the mistrust in his brown eyes. She was just another cop to him. “Maybe you should take your own advice.”

She’d been met with a sneer as he kicked at the dirt. “Can’t,” he’d said.

“Why’s that?”

“It’s too late for me.” He’d left her then, but not before Kay had seen something in his hard look that she’d taken as hope, as the kid reaching out.

Now, three weeks later, with Antwon out on the streets again, Kay had started to wonder if she’d read the kid wrong from the start.

“Come on,” she said to Finn, opening the car door. “Let’s see what Jonesy’s got on this heart.”

But Finn caught her wrist. “Hey. I’m sorry the kid let you down.”

She nodded. And when he drew her across the seat, she let his kiss linger for a bit, accepting the comfort he offered. But the only thing that could truly ease her anxiety would be her cell ringing and Antwon on the other end.

“We’ll get a call in to the district,” Finn said, touching her cheek. “Ask them to keep an eye out.”

“Thanks.” And this time when she opened the car door, Finn followed her.

Inside the sterile foyer of the OCME, they signed in and took the elevator to the basement. Autopsies in the city of Baltimore were generally performed in the mornings, with two medical examiners on the floor and several interns handling anywhere from a dozen to two dozen cases a day.

Through the cloying stench of formaldehyde, Kay led the way to the cutting room. After fifteen years on the force and countless autopsies, Kay had developed the ability to block out certain aspects of the job, but the smell of viscera and death had never settled with her.

She and Finn moved past stainless-steel tables, some empty and gleaming, others with late-morning cases still waiting for the path assistants to sew them up, their innards bundled neatly in red plastic bags and returned to the abdominal cavity.

They found Eddie Jones perched on a tall stool at the back counter, hunched over a clipboard. His lab coat was stained and his clogs were worn.

“Good afternoon, Detectives,” he said without turning. “I’m missing a lunch date.”

“We appreciate this, Jonesy.” Kay softened the assistant ME with a smile she knew always worked on him.

A transplant from California, Jonesy was tall with beach-blond hair and a lean physique that went along with the surfboard she’d seen strapped to the roof of his Audi once. Last summer he’d asked her to join him one weekend in Ocean City. Promised he’d teach her how to surf. But Kay knew Jonesy’s intentions went beyond catching a few waves off High Point. She’d told him she was seeing someone, and he’d guessed it was Finn. He’d been good about keeping the relationship quiet.

Jonesy came off the stool and reached for a large, sealed jar.

The heart swam in formalin, the severed edges floating raggedly in the clear fluid.

“So you’re here about your girl?” he asked.

“It’s female?” Finn leaned in for a better look. “How can you tell?”

“Well, we can’t a hundred percent until you find us a body. But based on the weight and size, it’s a good bet you’re looking for a girl.”

“Young?”

“Most likely. There’s no coronary atherosclerosis, no presence of natural disease processes, or hypertensive changes that would indicate high blood pressure, so I’d say she’s at least under forty. Probably younger. And by all appearances, healthy.”

“Not too healthy now,” Finn mumbled.

“Anything else you can give us?” Kay asked.

“Not much. There are several slashes into the heart’s right ventricle, likely made as he was trying to carve it out of the thoracic cavity. And whatever he used wasn’t sharp, at least not surgically sharp.” Jonesy pointed to the cut vessels. “The edges of the cuts are relatively clean with only minor crushing of tissue. Still, there’s nothing that gives a definitive impression of the tool he used.”

“What about time of death?” she asked.

Jonesy shrugged. “Can’t give you one. Not based on the heart alone. But if she’d been dead any longer than eight hours, you’d see lividity. The blood will settle and pool in organs, not just the skin. There’s no lividity here.” He returned the jar to the counter.

“I sent a section to Toxicology,” he said, “and another is packed away in the freezer so when you do find me a body, we can run DNA. But you know the analysis takes weeks. Your best bet is to find me a body that’s minus its heart, and I can match it up to the cuts.”

“So that’s it then?” Finn asked. “We’re looking for a woman under the age of forty, murdered sometime last night. Nothing else?”

“Yeah, this is CSI: Baltimore,” Jonesy joked. “I’ll plug a blood sample into my supercomputer upstairs and get you a full DNA profile along with your victim’s name and astrological sign in three minutes flat. You got me a heart, Finn. Bring me the body.” Jonesy slipped out of his lab coat. “Until then, there’s not much else I can give you.”

Scooping up his clipboard, he walked them out. “Without the body you’ve got nothing but a mystery,” Jonesy said, punching the elevator button. “I see a lot of weird shit down here, including body parts. Just a couple months ago we had that human penis obviously lopped off at some funeral home. Still don’t know which internment is missing his privates. But this”—Jonesy shook his head as the elevator doors opened—“this one’s got spooky written all over it.”
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AT THREE THIRTY the halls of Langley Country School erupted into chaos. Finn had parked in the school’s cul-de-sac, and when he and Kay had stepped through the main doors, the final bell had blasted.

Now the two-hundred-year-old corridors were awash with uniformed students, the air electric with the secondhand hiss from MP3 players and the competing melodies of cell phones. Lockers slammed and the din amped up as more students spilled from high-ceilinged, wood-paneled classrooms.

Langley was top class. A college-preparatory school with annual tuition over fifteen grand per student, it served the elite of Baltimore, boasting a wide curriculum and advanced annex programs, all with the Quaker stamp of approval. The kind of school Finn only dreamed of sending his daughter to. But on a cop’s salary, with a mortgage on the house his ex-wife and daughter lived in, Finn could barely keep up with sixteen-year-old Maeve’s private tennis lessons.

They found Langley’s headmaster in her office. Jillian Somerville was a tiny woman with a man’s confident stride and an air of authority Finn doubted many students challenged. She greeted them with a firm handshake and introduced the school’s security supervisor, Gus Glazier. Somerville paced behind them as Glazier cued the surveillance tape.

“We’ve had these newer outdoor cameras two years now,” he told them. “Quality’s good, but the range is limited. I’ve already taken a look at the tape and there’s not much.”

With Kay seated next to him in front of the twenty-inch TV, Finn watched from the vantage point of the camera he’d spotted this morning, mounted high above the main entrance. The black-and-white footage covered the wide front steps and the top of the cul-de-sac, the nighttime scene washed in halogen floods. Snow slanted across the frame, caught in the cross glare of two floodlights and then in the low beams of a white panel van.

“Your perp pulls up here.” Glazier pointed on the screen, and Finn imagined the security supervisor had once harbored fantasies of being a cop. “Stops just out of range of the camera. Another couple feet and you’d have had his tag number.”

Finn leaned in, anticipating a glimpse of their suspect as he got out. But the driver circled behind the van and disappeared.

Glazier looped the tape back, played the driver’s exit again, only this time he freeze-framed it. The figure exiting the van seemed suspended in the white blur of snow. A jittering ghost in the night.

“Nothing distinguishing,” Glazier said. “Looks like work pants or jeans, some kind of a canvas field coat. Can’t make out anything else.”

“What about when he returns to the van?” Kay asked.

Glazier fast-forwarded the tape as the seconds ticked by in the corner of the display. “Right here.”

From the left of the screen the driver entered the frame again, hurrying but not running. He passed in front of the van this time, his legs scissoring across the headlights. But the man’s face was hidden, the beak of his ball cap pulled low.

And then he was gone. The van jostled, the door closed, a second passed, and then the grille and headlights backed out of the frame.

“He didn’t use the turnabout?” Finn asked.

Glazier shook his head.

Kay gestured for the remote, looped the tape back. “There.” She paused the tape. “See that? Just as he comes into frame, he pulls his cap down farther over his face. He knew the camera was there. Do the groundskeepers use white vans? Or maybe the janitorial staff ?”

“No.” Jillian Somerville’s mouth was pinched with tension, and the two lines marking her brow furrowed deeper.

“What about park maintenance?”

“They use green pickups.”

“We need the original of this tape,” Kay stated. “Are there any others? Cameras at the side of the building that might have caught the van farther down the drive?”

“No. I’ve run them all,” Glazier said.

“We’ll need them anyway. What about this guy? Anything about him seem familiar?”

The security supervisor shook his head.

“Ms. Somerville?”

“No, I’m sorry.” She lowered herself into the high-backed leather chair behind her desk. “What is this about, Detectives? There’s rumor that it was a…a body part?”

“That’s not information we can release right now,” Kay said.

“Ms. Somerville,” Finn said, “I have to ask, were all your students accounted for today?”

“Well, yes. You’re not thinking—”

“We’ll need that verified with attendance records. What about anything else going on in the school? Any suspensions? Threats? Vandalism? Anything stand out?”

“No. Only…” The headmaster turned her gaze out the tall windows. The snow had melted now and the grounds glistened green as clutches of students made their way along the paved paths that snaked parallel to the swatch of forest.

“Only what, Ms. Somerville?”

“Leslie Richter.” She searched her desk for a moment before producing a four-by-six school photo. Against the backdrop of the school’s stone facade, the girl smiled for the photographer: golden hair tossed over one shoulder, blue eyes riveted on the lens, and a smile wide enough to show off the kind of teeth only good money could buy.

“She was murdered two months ago.”

Kay took the photo. “This is the girl from Clipper Mill Road?”

“I believe that’s where they found her body, yes.”

“I remember this,” Kay said.

So did Finn. And unless there’d been progress they weren’t aware of, the case was still sitting open under Reggie Laubach’s name. Finn remembered the morning the girl had been discovered, he and Kay in bed, watching the early news on Channel 11. Lying next to him, Kay had made some comment about hoping there weren’t others.

“Leslie was one of our top students.” Somerville’s voice was distant. “She was even enrolled in our annex program with the Peabody Conservatory for gifted musicians.” When Somerville turned to Finn, there was a lost look on her face. “Help me understand, Detective, what kind of monster takes another life?”

Finn shook his head. There were no answers. And there were no monsters. Only human beings gone wrong. Terribly wrong in the case of a heart ripped out of a person and left in a school play field.

They left Somerville and Glazier in the headmaster’s office and took the main corridor. A handful of students lingered at their lockers, a few more sat in the sun on the front steps. They watched as he and Kay passed, curious whispers rippling in their wake.

The team had released the scene since Kay and Finn had left for the ME’s office, and now several students wandered within feet of where the heart had lain this morning. To their right, in a stone-paved plaza, a young girl danced for her friends to a tune off a boom box, no doubt mimicking some music video, her gyrations erotic and suggestive. She stopped suddenly when she caught Finn’s stare. The girl smiled. Carefree. Not like Maeve.

The Maeve Finn knew today was a sullen sixteen-year-old staring mutely out the passenger-side window as he drove her to tennis lessons. Somewhere along the way, or along the divorce, Maeve seemed to have lost her enthusiasm for life, or at least, her enthusiasm for her father.

Finn made a mental note to call Maeve tonight. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d spoken to his daughter.

“I didn’t know the Richter girl was from Langley,” Kay said at the car. A breeze ruffled her hair as her gaze followed a Beemer that spun out of the lot, its stereo cranked. Finn felt its bass vibrate in his feet.

“Well, I’m definitely interested in talking to Laubach. I hope to God this isn’t related to his case.”

“I hope not too, Finn. Otherwise we’ve got a goddamn serial killer on our hands.”
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THE MARINA ON the north side of the Hanover Street Basin was home to a mishmash of forgotten speedboats, fiberglass shells, and gutted vessels in various stages of refurbishment. No fancy yachts or catamarans. The millionaire boats were all docked at Fells Point or the upscale Inner Harbor marinas.

Here, sandwiched between the looming Locke Insulator Plant and the bridge’s concrete vaults, the view wasn’t nearly as glamorous. Still, the locale offered a peace that was worth the limited vista.

Clutching the Leslie Richter case files under one arm, Kay used her hip to close the door of her 4Runner. She felt the dull pain from the bruise she knew was forming there after her run-in with Tyrel Squirl this morning. Her muscles were sore, and her knee stiff as she crossed the graveled lot to the docks.

The Blue Angel, Finn’s forty-three-foot Slocum cutter, bobbed under a half-moon at the end of the east pier. The boat had been Finn’s primary residence for the past six years since his marriage ended, and the marina’s owner didn’t charge Finn docking fees on account of his liking a cop on the premises. An arrangement that worked for Kay as well. In spite of their feelings for each other, she and Finn still needed their own space from time to time.

Kay took to the planks. Riggings slapped dully along the masts, and water lapped against the hollow shells of boats. From the end of the pier she heard Finn’s stereo, a saxophone lilting out across the black surface of the basin.

Finn was in the galley, putting away dishes from the dry rack, when she came down the companionway steps. He greeted her with a kiss. There was comfort in coming home to Finn, to someone who knew the job, knew its effects. The violence that touched them every day set them apart from the rest of society. There were things—such as a ripped-out human heart—that Kay could never fully share with anyone else.

“I gotta get out of this suit.” She dropped the files on the galley table and headed to the aft cabin.

“How’d the interview go with Squirl?” Finn asked, standing in the doorway.

“Fine.”

“And how was Slick?”

“All right,” she lied. Truth was, Bobby had pushed too hard. And he’d let too much slip.

In the last precious minutes before Squirl had demanded his lawyer as a result of Bobby’s badgering, the rookie had taken it upon himself to inform Dante’s main runner that they had an eyewitness. Kay had been reluctant to play that detail so early, if at all. Because giving up that information had been the equivalent of giving up Antwon.

“Eyewitness?” Squirl had sucked at the cut along his bottom lip. “You ain’t got nobody seen nothin.”

“Sure do, Squirl. We got someone puts you standing right there alongside Dante when he buried those slugs in Texaco’s brain. And unless you give us Dante, you’re both going down for the murder. What do you say to that?”

“I say you’re a delusional motherfucker and you ain’t got shit for a witness. And if anyone says they seen anything, they’re lyin’.”

Bobby had leaned in close then, his voice a whisper. “Kid’s not lying, Squirl. He puts you there.”

“Kid? What fucking kid?” But behind Squirl’s squint realization had sparked. “Wait, you talkin’ ’bout Wattage?”

“Who?”

“Antwon. Cuz that little retard weren’t there.”

“So you admit you were there.”

Tyrel Squirl had demanded a lawyer then, but the damage was done. Even though Squirl could be held on narcotics charges, Kay knew word would filter back to the street, and Antwon would be a target.

“So Bobby gave up Antwon just like that?” Finn asked after she’d related the details of the interview. He was shaking his head.

“Bobby’s priority isn’t Antwon. He still thinks Antwon’s safe in Dundalk.”

“You haven’t told him the kid bailed?”

“I want to give him a couple more days, Finn. Bobby finds out, he’ll get an on-the-wing warrant for the kid from Vicki,” she said, referring to Assistant State’s Attorney Di Grazzio. “Antwon needs to come in without the color of the law.”

Finn seemed to accept her reasoning, even if he didn’t entirely agree.

He nodded at her outfit then—the oversize shirt she’d taken from his closet and a pair of his sweats with the cuffs rolled up. “You know,” he said then, “you could bring some of your own clothes over.”

“You don’t like me wearing your shirt?”

“I love you in my shirt.”

“So there’s no problem then.” She smiled and led him to the galley.

But Kay knew it bothered Finn that she had almost nothing of hers on his boat, especially when he’d filled an entire drawer at her apartment. Still, she had tried. During a session with her therapist last summer, Constance O’Donnell had challenged Kay on the issue of commitment, and Kay had finally stuffed a pair of shorts and a tee in one of Finn’s drawers. But in spite of her good intentions, it had been little more than a gesture.

“So what did you find on the Richter girl?” Finn handed Kay a soda and joined her at the table.

“Laubach’s off till Wednesday,” she said about the lead detective on the case. “I pulled the files, but haven’t had a chance to look at them yet.”

Finn opened the closest folder. Together they flipped through the investigative documentation held together with red pressboard covers, the city’s forty-second homicide of the year. Past the evidence reports, witness statements, and lab correspondence, Kay skipped to the crime-scene photos.

Leslie Richter had been found in a drainage ditch under a concrete overpass of the JFX—the Jones Falls Expressway, which ran south into the heart of the city—her nude body discarded amidst broken glass, winter-strewn trash, and a rusted shopping cart. According to Laubach’s reports, she’d been found by a dog walker on a bright Monday morning in mid-February.

She hadn’t been laid out long, and, if not by the dog walker, she could have easily been spotted by a passing motorist, her stark nudity glaring against the damp concrete and litter. In a couple of the five-by-seven shots, the Crime Lab’s photographer had captured Reggie Laubach on the scene, his fat hands on his hips, his gut spilling over the belt of his creased suit pants. And in another shot Kay spotted the dog walker, a young wan-faced woman with a leashed collie at her side. Behind them, the Falls Road off-ramp arched north, and the tops of the bare trees of Druid Hill Park rose like boney fingers reaching for the sky.

In death, Leslie Richter’s shining beauty and youth were gone. Her blond hair was matted, her slender limbs smeared with grime, her gold necklace tangled and one earring missing. She looked nothing like the girl in the photo that Langley’s headmaster had shown them this afternoon.

“Well, this was definitely a dump site,” Finn said. “No clothes. No personal belongings. He brought her here when he was done with her.”

Kay flipped to the photos taken at the ME’s office. “There’re brush-burn injuries on her buttocks and the backs of her legs and heels,” she pointed out.

“So he dragged her down there. Probably parked up on Clipper Mill Road. No primary crime scene?”

“No.”

“Laubach got any trace evidence?”

Kay scanned the report. “Not much. Carpet fibers. Glass fragments. A couple hairs. Nothing under her nails.”

“Any signs of rape?”

Kay found it on page two of the autopsy protocol. “No seminal fluid. No spermicide. But there was vaginal and cervical bruising.”

“So he probably used an object. Any indication what?”

“No.”

“Who was the ME?” Finn asked.

“Dixon.”

“Stated cause of death?”

“Asphyxiation…‘presence of petechial hemorrhages evident in the lateral aspect of both lower eyelids on the inner conjunctival surface,’ ” Kay read Sarah Dixon’s typed report, “ ‘as well as the upper eyelids bilaterally, consistent with suffocation.’ ”

“There’re no ligature marks.” Finn was still going through the photos of Richter.

“Duct tape.” Kay found the reference in the report. “There was glue residue on her neck. And look.” She slid the folder over. A close-up of Richter’s neck showed a swath of erratic pink marks across her throat, like creases in the pale skin.

“What’s that from?” Finn studied the photo. “A plastic bag?”

“That was Dixie’s guess. The killer must have pulled it tight around her throat, then secured it with the tape.” Kay tried not to think of the seventeen-year-old’s last moments.

“And what’s that?” Finn pointed to a purplish mark along the girl’s cheek.

Kay searched for a close-up. “Is that writing?” But the letters were blurred and looked backward. “It’s like some kind of residue,” she said. “Like maybe a sales receipt from the bag he used to suffocate her. The moisture must have transferred the ink onto her skin.” But deciphering the letters was impossible.

“What else?” Finn asked, and Kay read further.

“Urine tested positive for gamma hydroxybutyrate.”

“GHB. Well, that would explain the lack of any signs of a struggle,” Finn said. “Slipped her a little Georgia Home Boy, and she never knew what hit her.”

“Not necessarily.” Kay had the last of the ME’s photos and had to double-check to be sure they hadn’t been misfiled.

Kay pushed the folder toward him. “These were taken thirty-six hours after they brought her in.”

“Holy shit. That can’t be the same victim.”

The bruises that riddled Richter’s body in the later photos told a very different story. Often bruising and contusions didn’t reveal themselves until the next day or even longer, the extravasation of blood from the torn and crushed vessels into the surrounding tissue requiring time to settle since the heart no longer pumped.

“Someone beat the shit out of this girl,” Finn said.

“Only, he did it after she was dead.”

“What do you mean?”

“ ‘The bruising is artefactual,’ ” she read. “Finn, these were inflicted postmortem.”

“But you don’t bruise after you’re dead.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen it. As long as there’s fluid blood in the capillaries and veins, and if the blow is violent enough to crush the vessels, it will show as bruising. Even then a postmortem bruise is usually disproportionately small compared to the degree of force used.” But the bruises on Richter’s body weren’t small. “These were severe blows.”

In another photo, the path assistant had aimed the ME’s camera at an abrasion on Richter’s slender hip, the flesh over the ilium thin and the compression of tissue against bone more forcible. The mark looked like a boot heel.

“Grit found in this abrasion was consistent with the area,” she told Finn. “Which means the postmortem attack occurred at the dump site.” Kay remembered their serial case a year ago, how the killer had stomped in the skull of one of his dead victims during the disposal, directing his rage on to the body.

When Finn handed her a close-up of the girl’s throat taken thirty-six hours later, Kay saw the faint bruising that settled there.

“Dixie says in her report that the killer throttled Richter,” he said. “Like the beating, after she was already dead.

“And look at this, Kay.” Finn slid over the last photo. “That’s the handprint they got off her throat.”

Kay had to study the latent print for almost a minute, turning the photo several times, before she understood what she was looking at. The hand that had violently throttled Richter after death did not look human.
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PAUL SIGMUND GRAVES lived on Blucher Street in his uncle’s house.

He’d never actually met Uncle Roy on his mother’s side, but he’d gotten to know the hateful bastard through his belongings and the squalor of the two-bedroom bungalow he’d inherited.

It had taken Graves weeks to dispose of the old man’s legacy: bundles of Holocaust-denial literature from Ernst Zundel to shoddy, mimeographed pamphlets distributed by white-supremacist hate groups, Nazi regalia, and WWII memorabilia. All of it Graves had driven to the dump, loath to leave any of it at the curb. And through the entire process, Graves had felt no kinship with the man, had wondered how the same blood could course through his veins.

The old man had died a deservedly lonely death in the back bedroom, and Graves had kept the room closed up, a small part of him believing that evil lurked behind the paint-chipped door. Necessity, however, led people to undertake tasks they would otherwise not have dreamed possible. He’d already performed a few such tasks recently. Reclaiming the back room was only one of those.

He surveyed its dinginess now and tried not to think of the old man. As he angled the high-wattage work lamp and ferreted through his toolbox, Graves turned his attention to his divine mission.

His Angel.

He knew her name, but refused to use it. He hated the sound of it coming off the lips of the ogling boys at her school, or from her girlie friends who’d sunbathe in her backyard. From the first time he spied her through the slats of the fence, Graves had known she was special. He hadn’t been ashamed of the erection he’d gotten watching her that afternoon, or the countless afternoons following. His adoration for her went beyond the physical, beyond the infatuation of the sex-driven adolescents whose hungry gazes followed her everywhere. They didn’t know his Angel the way he did. They knew nothing of Destiny, of divine Providence, and were ignorant of the deeper connections possible between two people.

Connections that perhaps even his Angel was not yet aware of. But soon she would understand that their souls were entwined. And as Graves worked, he wondered if she knew the heart was for her, if she comprehended its symbolism.

Overhead, there was a rustling on the roof. Tiny nails scratching at the asphalt shingles.

Tick, tick, tick…

It was probably the cock, Graves thought. The pale-saddled Rafeno Pouter he’d named Freud. He’d spotted the homing pigeon circling yesterday, returning to the empty loft behind the house, searching for feed. Now the bird had taken to the roof, perhaps believing he could gain Graves’s attention.

Tick. Tick.

He thought he’d miss the birds. But now, whenever he passed the whitewashed cages in the backyard, the doors open, the roosts empty, Graves felt nothing. Gone was the nostalgia of having raised several generations in the loft, of watching them take to the sky, the air alive with their energy. No longer did he miss their calm cooing, or the feel of their warm bodies tucked between his palms.

He’d thought of his mother when he’d sold the birds, remembered her long-winded lessons on focus:by undertaking too many interests, one spread oneself too thin, and perfection became unattainable.

So when his new passion replaced his old, his mother’s teachings had forced him to disperse the flock. He resented her for it. But then he resented the harridan for many things.

From below, Graves heard the furnace rumble, then felt the heat begin to pour into the room as the fan forced the stale air up through the vents. Within minutes sweat dampened his shirt.

Still, he wouldn’t abandon his work to turn down the thermostat. Instead, Graves took up the power drill, secured the bit, and imagined his Angel’s eyes.
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Tuesday, April 18

WITHOUT A BODY there was no foundation. In any homicide investigation, the body was key. It was where all trails ended and without ends there was no tracking back to the beginning.

Like Jonesy had said, without a body, all you had was a mystery.

And that mystery had kept Kay awake all night. As the morning sun filtered into the cabin of The Blue Angel, Kay had stared at the teak ceiling, thinking about the heart, replaying the photos of Leslie Richter under the JFX, and wondering about the possible connection between the two.

By 9 a.m. she parked outside the OCME’s. Fueled by two large coffees, Kay took the elevator to the third floor and followed the corridor of closed doors. She found Dr. Sarah Dixon in her office.

“Dixie” was an overachiever. Rumor had it she’d finished med school by the age of twenty-two and completed her forensic pathology fellowship at twenty-five. She’d moved to Baltimore from her hometown of Atlanta and still spoke with a soft drawl. She was a fine-boned woman with slim features, a small mouth marked by a sober sincerity and wide, deliberate eyes that were always framed by one of several pairs of funky glasses. Under the white lab coat Kay suspected Dixie concealed a true fashion sense.

“The Richter case? Sure, what did you want to know?” Dixie perched on her desk, amidst a flood of files. With her blond hair drawn back into a ponytail, she looked more like an intern than a seasoned ME.

“The handprint,” Kay said.

“From the girl’s throat? That’s one for the books,” Dixie said, her smile boasting her pride. “You just don’t get that level of detail from cyanoacrylate fuming or a silver-transfer method. Often the prints blur or the ridge detail is ruined in transfer. With Richter, I used a newer technique, incorporating alpha-naphthoflavone with the traditional iodine fuming. Developed through Canada’s RCMP. Because we get a clear image of the print visually, there’s no need for transferring and the print doesn’t get all messed up.”

“So I wasn’t seeing it wrong, then?” Kay asked. “The fingers were…they’re fused or something?”

Dixie nodded. “Of course, from the print, it’s difficult to say whether the hand’s deformity is a simple or complex syndactyly involving the fusion of soft tissue or actual bone. But in layman’s terms, you’re talking about a mitten hand.”

“I don’t suppose that kind of deformity tells you anything else about our suspect?”

“Syndactyly is the expression of a recessive gene, sometimes reflecting an underlying genetic anomaly generally thought to be associated with Poland or Apert’s syndrome. But really, there are a half dozen different acrocephalosyndactyly syndromes that cause congenital hand anomalies like this.”

“And would any of these syndromes indicate other kinds of deformities?”

“Poland syndrome, besides extremity deformities, affects the muscles of the chest wall. With Apert’s you’re looking at craniofacial deformities.”

“So this could be someone with a deformed face?” Kay asked, not liking the image that was taking root in her mind.

“Not necessarily. Only five percent of congenital hand anomalies occur as part of a recognized syndrome. There’s no determining the extent of deformities based on just one handprint. He could have syndactyly in one or both hands, maybe even his feet.” Dixie pushed off her desk and retrieved her coffee from the top of a file cabinet. The mug bore a transferred photograph of Dixie standing next to her Harley Sportster parked on a beach.

“I’m surprised it hadn’t been corrected,” Dixie said over the lip of her cup.
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