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It’s do or die.



“We can’t let the media get this,” Kay said to Sergeant Savalas in front of the rest of the task force. “Not yet. I don’t know about anyone else in this room, but I’m not willing to write Micky off. Until I see her body for myself, I’m going to assume she’s alive.”

“I’m sorry, Detective.” Savalas’s voice tightened. “But these aren’t your decisions to make. A statement to the media might generate tips. We have a missing cop and—”

“And we’re going to have a dead cop,” Kay muttered.

Finn knew her anger wasn’t about her sergeant or about politics. This was about finding a missing cop. One of their own. And he had seen Kay’s determination firsthand too many times to think that anything, or anyone, was going to stand in her way.
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Prologue



DARYL EUGENE WARDELL wasn’t a smart man. Never claimed to be. After all, genius had never alighted on the branches of the Wardell family tree. Like him, his daddy never finished high school. And neither had his mother, who—according to Daryl senior—ran off when junior was barely out of diapers, taking up whoring to pay for her drug habit. But it was his brother who’d been the dumbest dumb-ass of the brainless lot, dead at age twelve after adopting the unexplained, overnight notion that he was Superman and could stop a speeding train along the Conemaugh & Blacklick Railroad just west of Wildcat Run.

Yes, the Wardell lineage was like a dip in the shallow end of a sun-bleached, kiddie-sized gene pool.

And so, Daryl Eugene Wardell lived by his strengths. His third-grade teacher had noted in his report card that young Daryl had a “keen sense for problem solving” and seemed more “mechanically inclined.” Of course, his daddy—with his limited literacy—interpreted the notation literally and assumed Ms. Agnew was suggesting junior become a mechanic. From that day forward, Daryl carried a wrench in the back pocket of his jeans, proud in the knowledge that he would follow in his daddy’s footsteps.

But genius and mechanical inclination aside, Daryl Eugene Wardell knew it didn’t take brains to recognize a good specimen when he saw one.

From behind the wheel of his 1965 Ford F-100, Daryl watched her negotiate the trash-littered sidewalk of Govans. He studied her form: the slope of her shoulders under the spaghetti straps of the hot-pink halter top, the roundness of her hips and rump under the latex miniskirt, and her long, lean calves made even longer by the three-inch pumps she wobbled on.

She didn’t look at home in the shoes. Or maybe she was just too pissed off to walk straight.

He’d first spotted her back on Edmondson where the rest of the hookers plied their trade to a thinning stream of late-night johns in the 2:00 a.m. heat. She’d stumbled out of a gray Cavalier idling at the curb, hurled a few choice words at the john, then slammed the car door and strutted off in those heels.

It was when she turned up the side street that Daryl recognized his opportunity.

He followed with the truck, saw the quick flame from a lighter when she lit up. A nasty habit. Cigarette smoke wafted through the open window of the pickup, and somewhere down the block he heard a corner dealer yelling out his wares: “Yellow-tops. Yellows. Got yellow-tops here,” as if he were selling fruit at some farmers’ market instead of crack cocaine.

The dealer’s call reminded Daryl of his junkie mother, but he pushed the hatred deeper. Focused on his mission.

He trailed her at a distance, past a burned-out store and deserted row houses, past a small clutch of jugglers heading down to the Edmondson corners to sell their dime bags of rock, until a block and a half in she finally glanced over her shoulder.

She eyed the truck. Shook her head. Then waved a dismissive hand at him as the end of her cigarette flared.

Daryl moved the truck up alongside her, his good Bridgestones rubbing the curb. Her small breasts jiggled with each step as she maintained her determined pace. When she finally glared at him through the open passenger window, her anger excited him.

“You still working?” he asked her over the truck’s idle.

“In your dreams, asshole.”

His laugh erupted before he could stop it.

“You think that’s funny, dickhead?”

But he didn’t answer, only laughed again as he gunned the 352 V-8 under the hood and left her there in the canyon of dark row houses.

In your dreams. He wondered if she’d think it was funny when he explained to her later the reason he’d laughed. Wondered if she’d believe him when he told her she had been in his dreams.

It wasn’t that Daryl Eugene Wardell entertained notions of psychic powers or ESP, and he didn’t believe in omens either. But sometimes…when he really needed them, answers came to him in his dreams.

Last night he’d had such a dream.

And the answer his dream had presented to him was now perfectly framed in the Ford’s rearview mirror.

Daryl Eugene Wardell’s smile faded. Sweat snaked down his back under his damp shirt as he watched her grow smaller in the mirror and finally disappear when he took a left two blocks up.

Circling back onto Harlem, he parked the pickup just past the mouth of a cluttered back alley, the hood bathed in the sodium glare of a streetlamp. He left the headlights on, grabbed his rope, and got out of the cab, then jogged across Govans. From one block down he could just make out the staccato of her heels striking the concrete.

He nudged back the beak of his cap and clenched the rope tighter. Pressing himself flat against the rough Formstone of the corner row house, he closed his eyes. Rehearsed the moves in his mind.

The clacking of her heels grew louder.

Anticipation bristled every hair, and a prickling heat climbed up between his shoulder blades and the back of his neck. Unbidden, the memory of his last girl seeped into his brain. The sweet smell of the shed. The feel of her pinned beneath him. The rhythmic slapping of his thighs against her rump. Her flesh between his teeth and her muffled squeals. And finally…finally, the taste of her blood, glorious and hot, filling his mouth when he exploded inside her.

And tonight a new one. New tastes. New opportunities.

Nestling his head back onto the paint-chipped windowsill, he felt his heart rate surge as adrenaline spilled into his bloodstream. His senses heightened.

She was so close. He imagined he could almost smell her now: her perfume, and beneath that her sweat. He could sense the warmth of her flesh, hear her blood coursing through her veins. And when she emerged at last around the corner of the row house, he wondered how she couldn’t hear his own predator’s heart hammering in his chest.

She stopped, her gaze swinging left to the pickup’s blazing headlights. He saw tension tighten the muscles along her bare back, then heard her mutter, “Fucking asshole.”

Daryl knew she couldn’t see inside the truck through the streetlamp’s glare across the windshield, knew she couldn’t tell if he sat behind the wheel or not.

She flicked her cigarette toward the gutter. It tumbled through the air, sparks flying from its tip when it hit the asphalt and rolled away. Every detail crackling in his brain, registering in slow motion as the hunt unfolded.

And when she finally turned, his heart roared in his ears.

A thin gasp of surprise barely escaped her lips when he stepped away from the house and took out her legs in one well-aimed kick. She went down like a sack of feed, one arm pinwheeling uselessly behind her.

She hit the sidewalk hard, the air coming out of her in a rush. Stunned. And he was on top of her. His training kicking in.

She was winded. Couldn’t scream. He threw her over, face into the concrete, his knee driving into the small of her back, pinning her as his hands expertly worked the rope.

The street was empty, but he had to be fast. Headlights whipped by a block west.

Daryl Eugene Wardell smiled as she struggled beneath him, her feeble desperation arousing him. And when she threatened to scream, he clamped one hand over her mouth.

His first error.

He swallowed his own scream when her teeth sank into the flesh of his hand, and the sharp, crushing pain coursed up his arm. With his good hand he grabbed her hair and slammed her forehead into the concrete. Once. Twice. And on the third blow his hand came free of her jaws at last.

She was still then. Knocked out, he guessed. He leaned in close, smelled her fear oozing from every pore, and he couldn’t help himself.

He slid his tongue along the back of her neck, greedy for the elixir of that fear. One taste. Tide him over.

Daryl Eugene Wardell realized his second error too late.

The pain blinded him before he’d even registered her tactic, her head snapping back, her skull connecting solidly with the softer bone and cartilage of his face. Searing, fucking pain like a knife driving into his forehead. Stars exploding behind his eyes.

This time he did scream.

His blood flowed, and he felt her squirm away. He expected to open his eyes and see her in full flight down the sidewalk.

But this one was full of surprises.

Kneeling on the gritty concrete, his bloodied nose cradled in one hand, he looked up. And she was there. Her mouth covered in his blood, and undiluted rage in her eyes as she glared down at him.

And then Daryl knew: this one was different.

“You low-life piece of shit!” she said. “You have no fucking clue who you’re dealing with, do you, motherfucker?”

He tried to see past the bloodred blur of the pain, tried to collect the scattered thoughts that stumbled through his brain. So scattered that Daryl Eugene Wardell didn’t immediately realize how lucky he was that she wore those three-inch pumps. Only later would he thank his maker for them, because when she raised her foot, determined to strike out at him, she teetered on one stiletto heel. It took little effort to bring her down then. Snatching her kick in midair, he clamped onto her small ankle and yanked hard.

This time when the whore came down, she stayed down.
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Sunday, July 29


“I HATE MIDNIGHT SHIFT.” Kay Delaney squinted against the blaze of morning sun off the rear window of a delivery van cruising in the westbound lane ahead of them. Working midnights for the past week, Kay felt as if she’d just spent a month underground, barely snatching glimpses of the sun between the office and her home, the curtains of her bedroom drawn tight each day so she could catch a few hours of sleep. And this morning, nursing a headache that had started sometime around 3 a.m., Kay wanted nothing more than to be home in that dark bedroom.

“Where did they say this was?” she asked Bobby.

“Govans.” At the wheel of the unmarked, Detective Bobby Curran studied the street signs along Edmondson. The former Bostonian wasn’t a rookie anymore, having ridden with Kay for the past year and a half in a loose partnership that had never quite been made official since her sergeant’s retirement. This morning he looked as tired as Kay felt, his tailored suit a little rumpled and his shirt creased. Behind his mirrored Oakley shades, Kay easily imagined the fatigue in his eyes. Still, the kid had stamina.

“And why’s Vice calling this one in?” he asked.

“They didn’t say.”

“Well, whatever it is, I sure as hell hope this one’s dead,” Bobby said. “I’m tired of running out to every OD and shooting. I want a victim. A dead one.”

It had been a frustrating week for Bobby. Kay had caught the first homicide of their midnight shift back on Monday: a drug shooting in the gang war that had turned east Baltimore into a war zone over the past month. But working secondary wasn’t Bobby’s game. He wanted his own case to sink his teeth into. For three nights now he’d responded to every call, with Kay in tow, and last night’s marathon had left Bobby particularly irritable. Four overdoses, two questionable deaths, and three shootings in just six hours. They’d been to Shock Trauma three times, only to find in each case that their victim had survived. “Almost too bad they patch ‘em up so good,” Bobby had said the last time they’d walked through the Medical Center’s sliding doors. “Spend all that energy fixin’ them up only to have them go out and put a bullet in someone else. Save us a whole lotta bother if these gangbangers would just do it right the first time.”

“There’s Govans.” Kay pointed to the side street, and when Bobby took the right, they could already see the two radio cars and a couple of unmarked. No EMS, no Mobile Crime Lab, no police tape.

“Doesn’t look like any crime scene to me.” Bobby parked the Lumina at the curb, reached for his Grande latte, and tipped the Starbucks cup toward the two unmarked units. “I thought Kojak went home.”

Past the two District unis and their radio cars, Sergeant Teodora Savalas stood at the hood of an electric blue Mustang along with Lieutenant Kennedy and Detective Jack Macklin from Vice. No one called Teodora Savalas “Kojak” to her face, but Kay guessed her new sergeant was well aware of the nickname whispered around the CIB offices. Kay also guessed that the ballbusting feminist probably liked it.

Barely two years after passing her sergeant’s exam, Savalas had been the surprise appointment to Homicide when Ed Gunderson’s heart attack and subsequent retirement had left a sudden vacancy. With no Homicide experience and only a few short years as an investigator with Narcotics, Savalas had a long road to prove herself to her squad. Some felt Savalas didn’t belong in the Criminal Investigations Bureau, that she was the token female sergeant and part-Hispanic to boot, answering two minority quotas in a single appointment. Others saw Savalas as merely Captain Gorman’s pawn, set up to fail and thus prove his unspoken, chauvinistic conviction that women didn’t belong in the higher ranks within the department. Still others rumored it was a quota in Deputy Commissioner Powell’s bed that Savalas had met to secure the post. But Kay felt otherwise. From what few glimpses she’d seen of Teodora Savalas behind the badge, Kojak was there to make a point. To herself. To her colleagues. To the world.

“So where’s my body?” Bobby asked as they left the Lumina and crossed toward Kojak.

In the shadow of the narrow street the morning was already heating up, and the stink from the trash in the neighboring alleyway was beyond ripe.

Savalas looked drawn, her black suit making her dark complexion seem as pale as the white shirt she wore under the creaseless jacket. Savalas had lost weight since coming to Homicide, Kay noted. Her expensive suits sagged on her lean frame, and in her black hair, tied into a tight ponytail, there were a few more traces of gray. The price you paid to prove a point, Kay thought.

Savalas broke away from the men.

“What’s going on, Sarge?” Kay didn’t like the feeling she was getting as she sensed the tension between Lieutenant Kennedy and Macklin behind Savalas.

“We’ve got a…situation.” There was a gravity in Savalas’s face that Kay couldn’t remember having seen in her eight months of working under the woman. She cleared her throat, worked furiously on a breath mint before tucking it into the side of her mouth. “Do you know Detective Luttrell?”

Kay nodded. “Yeah. Micky. She works Vice with Macklin.”

“She’s MIA.”

“What do you mean?”

“Her husband’s still downtown. Showed up an hour ago because Luttrell didn’t come home after last night’s shift.”

Behind Savalas, Jack Macklin pushed away from the Mustang. “That’s bullshit, Lieutenant, and you know it!”

Savalas nodded back to the Vice cop as he started to pace. “Macklin and Luttrell worked a prostitution sting last night. Washington Boulevard and Patapsco. Macklin says they had a couple rough collars so they ended shift early. Micky apparently wanted to walk home, so he dropped her off down the block.”

“Micky lives here?” Kay scanned the empty side street. Boarded-up doors, busted windows, graffiti and trash. A losing battle against the tide of drugs and violence.

“She and her husband have a house on Harlem. Couple blocks up.”

Jack Macklin made eye contact now. He seemed twitchy, Kay thought. She knew the Vice detective only in passing, but thought she recognized the weight of guilt that pulled at his features. He was a tall, athletic man. Blond and beautiful. A playboy and a heartbreaker, she’d thought the few times their paths had crossed in the CIB offices. But this morning Jack Macklin didn’t look as if he’d be capable of breaking any hearts. Worry had chewed him up and spit him out all before breakfast.

“If we’ve got a missing cop,” Savalas explained, “like anything else police-related, it gets bumped up. Homicide’s running this show. Look, Kay, I know you got that Ashland Boys shooting from Monday night, but I need you to back-burner it for now. I…I need your help on this one.” And Kay guessed it wasn’t easy for Savalas to ask, that this was probably as close as the sergeant would ever come to admitting she was out of her league.

“Come on.” Savalas gestured to the Mustang. “I’ll let Macklin fill you in.”

Jack Macklin looked rough. The black Harley T-shirt tucked into his jeans was wrinkled and he needed a shave. “Micky didn’t just take off, Lieutenant,” he was saying to Kennedy. “Goddamn it!”

“Hey, Mack.”

He turned when Kay approached, and in the anxious flash of his blue eyes she could tell he was desperate for an ally.

“Catch me up, Mack.” Leaning one hip against the fender of the Mustang she guessed was his, Kay spoke calmly, hoping to bring the Vice detective down a notch.

“Something bad’s happened to her, Kay.”

“What time did you drop Micky off?”

“Just after two this morning. We’d already made a whack of collars and had the arrest teams up to their asses in Central Booking by one a.m. Micky wanted to get home, so we figured on doing the runsheets and reports in the morning.”

“Sergeant Savalas said you guys had some rough collars?”

“Yeah. Yeah. Couple of johns got pissed off, one took us on a short chase with Micky still in the car. That’s when she said she’d had enough. She was fine though. More fed up than spooked, you know? So I said I’d drive her home.”

“But you dropped her down on Edmondson instead?”

“Christ, if I had it to do over—”

“Why didn’t you take her all the way to her door, Mack?”

“She said she needed air. I argued with her, but she wanted to walk.” Mack gestured angrily up Govans, then raked his fingers through his hair, digging at his scalp with his nails. “It’s only a couple blocks, dammit!”

Tension rippled off Macklin. She felt it in the mere connection of her hand to his elbow when she reached for him then. “Listen to me, Mack. You need to calm down. I need you clearheaded, okay?”

His eyes looked vacant.

“Okay?” she asked again.

“Two goddamn blocks, Kay.”

“We’ll find her.”

But Macklin shook his head. “Something bad’s happened, Kay.”

Behind her, Lieutenant Kennedy cleared his throat. “We don’t know that, Detective. There’s no sign of foul play.” Kennedy smelled of cheap cigar smoke. “And until we do, I’m not letting this turn into a three-ring circus. The Department doesn’t need the embarrassment, and I’m sure neither does Detective Luttrell. So let’s not make this into a red ball until we know for sure she ain’t shacked up somewhere or hungover at a girlfriend’s house, or a boyfriend for that matter—”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Mack turned on Kennedy. “Micky’s my partner. I think I know her well enough to say she hasn’t gone off on some bender. Trust me. You wanna bet I’m wishing she’s getting laid right now by some bronzed Adonis or got herself shit-faced down at J-Ray’s last night. That way I can personally beat the living shit out of her for pulling a stunt like this!”

“Mack.” Kay positioned herself between the Vice detective and his lieutenant. “What do you think happened?” she asked.

“I think Micky got picked up,” Mack said, finally pulling his glare off Kennedy. “There’s hookers all over this area that time of night, ‘specially down on Edmondson. They were still working when I let Micky out. Who’s to say some asshole didn’t follow her?”

“Did she have her gun?”

“Not on her,” he said, then answered Kay’s admonishing stare with “Look, we’ve done these stings dozens of times. She never packed. Said the guys could always tell. She had her shield though.”

Kay wondered how long Jack Macklin had been on the force. Four years? Maybe five? It was the young cops who harbored the crazy notion that a shield could somehow protect them, that it granted them respect on the streets.

“All right. This is my case?” she asked Savalas, and waited for her sergeant’s nod. “Then this is what I want. I want hospitals called.”

“Already done,” Kennedy said.

“I want the ME’s office notified.” Kay hated to suggest it. “We need to be sure there haven’t been any Jane Does wheeled in from one of the counties. I want uniforms down here. A class from the Academy if we have to, and a K9 unit if we don’t come up with something in the next hour. I want every inch from here to Micky’s house swept. If she did get snatched, she could have been dragged into any one of these alleys or abandoned houses.”

“What about a canvass?” Bobby asked.

Kay scanned the vacant buildings, some boarded up, others crumbling and used as a neighborhood dump. “Wherever there are residents, I want them questioned.”

Next to her, Savalas clutched a police radio in one hand, her fine-boned knuckles white around its rubber grip. “I’ll make some calls,” she told Kay.

“And while we’re waiting for more manpower,” Kay said to Bobby and Mack, “I want to retrace Micky’s steps. Both sides of the street.”

Kay removed her jacket as she crossed to the Lumina.

Bobby was right behind her. “What are you thinking, Kay?”

“I’m trying not to,” she said, tossing her jacket in the backseat. “I don’t want to think the worst here, but…Tell me, wasn’t Luttrell pregnant not too long ago?”

“Yeah, I think she came off a maternity leave in the spring.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Why?”

“Well, I guess I’m having trouble imagining a mother with a newborn waiting at home going off on some bender as Kennedy suggests, or shacking up with someone. Come on.” With Savalas and Kennedy behind them radioing for more uniforms, Kay led Bobby and Mack up the cracked concrete of Govans. Step by step. Ducking briefly into the first tight alleyway, searching past mounds of trash, discarded appliances, an old mattress and box spring. No sign of Micky. And on the other side, a maze of low, rusted chain-link fences that had once defined shallow backyards.

Side by side, spread across the now closed-off street, they worked their way up to Harlem. As they did, Kay noted Mack’s tension and tried to keep her own fears at bay as the image of Luttrell’s fresh, young face refused to leave her mind.

It was almost fifteen minutes later that they finally hit Harlem.

“Micky’s house is down this way.” Mack directed them east just as Kay saw the first dark smears in the gutter on the west side of the street.

She’d almost missed it. Brown streaks stained the littered sidewalk. Light directional spatter. Whole drops of blood. Then drag marks.

She was aware of Bobby crossing the street to join her. “What is it, Kay?”

Kay stared at the dried blood. Prayed it wasn’t Micky Luttrell’s and said, “I think we’ve got a crime scene.”
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DETECTIVE DANNY FINNERTY sympathized with Andy Luttrell. The man had sat for almost two hours in the Vice offices down the hall from Homicide, no doubt forgotten in the back interview room during the shift change. When he’d emerged during Vice’s roll call and gone in search of a washroom, he’d found Finn instead.

“I gotta get home,” he’d explained, after telling Finn why he’d come to HQ. “My neighbor’s watching the baby, and she’s gotta get to work.”

Sergeant Spurlock had agreed to let Finn drive Micky Luttrell’s distraught husband home just after nine, and now, in the passenger seat of the unmarked, Luttrell seemed lost in his worry. As the man’s knee bounced and he rubbed the plastic head of his car key with his thumb, Finn wondered if the man’s imagination was screening nightmare scenarios of what might have happened to his wife.

“I can get your car out of the parking garage if you want,” Finn offered. “Have someone drive it over.” Luttrell had already explained how he and his wife shared one vehicle, and that she’d taken it last night to go to work.

Andy Luttrell nodded then and worked at removing the key from his chain, his hands shaking as his fingers fumbled with the tight split ring.

“This’ll all get sorted out,” Finn told him, doubting Luttrell took any comfort in the words. “We’ll find her.”

But when Finn steered the Impala onto Harlem Avenue, it wasn’t looking good.

“What’s all that?” Luttrell sat straighter in his seat. Past the windshield, Harlem was barricaded with a radio car, and a uniform directed cars south to Edmondson. What concerned Finn more was the presence of the Mobile Crime Lab’s van.

“Look, Andy, why don’t I drop you at your house and I’ll check this out. Let you know if—”

“No. This is about Micky. I need to see.”

There was no arguing with him. With a cop for a wife, Luttrell knew this kind of police presence could only mean something big.

Finn parked the Impala just outside the barricade of radio units. “You should stay here, Andy.” But Luttrell was already out the door, the officers letting him past when they saw Finn’s shield.

“Andy,” Finn called after the man, but there was no stopping him. “Andy!”

“I want to see my wife. Micky. Micky!”

And then there was Kay. Finn didn’t spot her until she stepped from behind the Crime Lab’s van, calmly intercepting Luttrell.

She caught his arm. “Mr. Luttrell?”

He nodded slowly, mumbled, “Andy,” and searched past her shoulder to where the crime scene technicians worked.

“Andy, I’m Detective Delaney. You shouldn’t be here.”

“I want to see my wife. If something’s happened to her—”

“Micky isn’t here.”

“Then why’s the street blocked off? Why’s the Crime Lab here?” He started to push past her, and this time Finn helped Kay keep Luttrell back.

“Sorry,” Finn mumbled to Kay, and he wished it didn’t suddenly feel so good to see her.

“It’s all right,” she said. “Listen, Andy—”

“What have you found?” Luttrell pointed across the street to where the Crime Lab technicians had set up yellow plastic placards marking evidence being photographed, while brown paper evidence bags sat along the curb like a collection of lunches. “Where’s my wife?”

“I already told you, Micky’s not here.” Kay forcibly turned Luttrell from the scene then. “We haven’t found her. We’re still searching. I can fill you in on everything when I know more. I promise.”

“But what did you find? The lab wouldn’t be down here unless—”

“We’re just processing what we’ve got. I’ll come by the house just as soon as we wrap up here, all right?”

She waited for Andy Luttrell’s slow nod, then started to escort him off the crime scene. But at the hood of the nearest Western District radio car, Luttrell stopped suddenly. Finn followed his gaze. On the other side of Harlem, hovering over one of the Crime Lab technicians, Jack Macklin had caught Luttrell’s stare. The Vice detective held it for a moment, then turned his back. Finn wasn’t sure how to interpret the silent exchange between the two men.

“I’ll be by soon,” Kay promised again, and urged Luttrell.

Together they watched him walk back down the block to his house, until Finn was too aware of Kay at his side. He tried to remember the last time he’d really spoken to her. Not just the clumsy greetings if they passed in the corridors of the CIB offices when their shifts overlapped. But actually talked.

It had been Gunderson’s retirement party late last fall at The Admiral down in Fells Point. He’d gone out to the terrace, spotted her at the railing, and almost left. But he’d been drawn to her, just like the first time they’d met on the eighth-floor terrace at Headquarters five years ago.

Kay had asked him how he was. And he’d lied. Finn suspected she lied as well when she told him things were great. They’d laughed, but it was awkward. He’d wanted to ask so many things. He’d wanted to tell her the truth. But the silence had taken over, and then her date had joined them. Some metrosexual from New York. A flaming narcissist, with his highlighted hair gelled into perfection, wearing some pretentious designer suit. Kyle was an artist, Kay had mentioned quickly, almost nervously. And as Finn had watched them walk back inside, arm in arm, he kept thinking that they just didn’t look right together.

Finn wondered now if Kay was still seeing the meathead, then pushed the thought out of his mind.

“So what’s going on?” he asked her now, turning onto the crime scene, needing to put some distance between them.

“So far we haven’t found a body,” she said, following.

“Is that blood?” On the opposite sidewalk a crime scene technician took samples.

Kay nodded. “Most of it’s here.” She indicated the curb west of Govans, the stains appearing more startling as they approached. “But there’s blood on the other side too, like maybe he jumped her when she turned the corner.” Kay walked Finn back along the trail of placarded bloodstains, across Govans, to the source. “We’ve got some medium-velocity spatter here at what looks like the initial contact. And a fair bit of it.”

The blood was drying in the morning sun, some of it in clearly defined drops, some sprayed back across the concrete. One small pool actually ridged up from the sidewalk, having coagulated against the gritty concrete sometime in the early-morning hours.

“This kind of spatter usually indicates a struggle. Or beating,” Kay went on. “Then these.”

Finn followed her back again.

“See here?” She pointed out the dozen or so drops, some small, some as large as a dime. “This is forward spatter. These elongated drops indicate the direction of travel this way. She was either walking or being carried.”

“Not running?”

“No. The trajectory of the drops and the low satellite spatter indicate a slower rate of travel.”

“What’d you do, take a course?” But Kay didn’t catch his smile.

“Actually, Bobby and I had that beating in Guilford two months ago. Had a blood-spatter analyst up from Quantico. Learned more about spatter than I ever wanted to know.” She stepped around one section of stained sidewalk where a technician used fingerprint tape to lift a sample from one dried blood smear. “There’s some contact bleeding here,” Kay went on, “like maybe he set her down, then these swipe patterns, probably from dragging her through her own blood. And then, nothing.”

“So, he stuffed her into a vehicle?”

Kay nodded solemnly. “Most likely. There’s no more blood past this point, and we’ve searched these immediate houses and the alley.”

“Do we even know yet if this is Micky Luttrell’s blood?” Finn asked.

Kay shook her head, but still the image of the young detective flashed into Finn’s mind. He remembered the morning he’d first met Micky Luttrell a year and a half ago, still in uniform, hugging herself from the cold as they stood over an excised human heart dumped outside a private high school. A pretty girl with an innocent face and quick, blue eyes. He’d entered a letter of commendation into her personnel jacket for her preservation of the crime scene as the responding officer, and he remembered her eager smile when she’d come up to the offices several weeks later to thank him.

Finn didn’t want to believe the blood was hers. “And we’re sure this wasn’t just some street fight?”

Kay shook her head, then gestured toward the largest of the evidence bags next to the MCL’s van. As she led him to it and fished a pair of fresh latex gloves from her suit jacket, Finn finally allowed himself a full stare.

Kay looked good. Too good. She’d let her hair grow out a bit, but the blunt cut was still short, black, and gleaming in the sun as it framed her face. She looked a little pale, and Finn chalked it up to her and Bobby’s working midnights all week. Still, if he had to, he’d say she looked better than he’d ever seen her. Confident, strong, at peace, even though he could see the implication of this morning’s scene tugging at her features and her cool, gray eyes as she opened the bag.

“We found this just here in the gutter.” She lifted a short denim jacket from the bag and held it up for him to see.

“It’s hers?”

“Yeah. Macklin confirmed it. And her shield was in the pocket.”

“What else?” Finn asked as Kay returned the jacket to the evidence bag. “Any witnesses?” He scanned the decaying stretch of Harlem Avenue. The block behind him where the Luttrells lived struggled at the edge of a wide strip of forgotten row homes. Bright red graffitied warnings decorated the heavy plywood used to secure the doors and windows of ruined houses—DEATH BEFORE DISHONOR and GANG BANG IS REAL—and the once white marble stoops were grimy and banked with litter.

Kay shook her head. “Nothing so far. Uniforms are still banging on doors down Govans, checking empty houses. I want to hit the streets tonight, down on Edmondson, talk to some of the ladies while they’re working. Maybe someone saw Micky.”

“There’s gotta be something to go on.”

“Well, there’s this.” She opened another evidence bag. “Bobby found it up against the stoop of that corner house.” Kay withdrew a ball cap. It was frayed, the bill lopsided and the camo pattern faded and stained. “There’s blood on it.” She showed him the spots. “And since there was no other blood found by the stoop, it’s my guess Micky’s attacker lost it in a struggle. Looks like it came off forcibly. We found hairs.” She pointed to the back snap-closure, torn open. “Three of them. About eight inches. Blond. Roots intact.”

“Her abductor’s?”

“We can only hope.”

“What’s with the patch?” Finn looked closer at the threadbare embroidered patch sewn to the crown of the cap. The words MORGAN HUNT AND FISH CLUB. formed a three-quarter circle around an image of two crossed long-rifles, and at the bottom of the insignia were the initials MCM.

Not wearing his own gloves, Finn took hold of Kay’s wrist and had her bring the hat closer. “What is that MCM? Roman numerals?” he asked.

“Nineteen hundred?”

“We need to find out about this hunt club. Not much else to go on, huh?”

Kay returned the filthy hat to the bag, then nodded back to where she’d calculated the initial attack had occurred. “I’m hoping that some of that blood back there is her attacker’s. There’s a lot of it, and the way it’s spattered…it can’t all be hers. I’ve asked the techs to run it back at the lab, see if we’ve got two different blood types. My suspicion, and my hope, is that Micky put up one hell of a fight before he took her.”

Again, unbidden, the image of Micky Luttrell’s pretty face came into Finn’s mind. She was just a girl.

“Christ, Kay. So we’ve got a cop abduction?” Finn wondered if she felt sick to her stomach as well.

Her nod was slow coming. And then: “Unless we find a body, that’s what it’s looking like.”
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THE LOT OF THE MCDONALD’S along U.S. Route 40 was barely half-full, the drive-through lineup a trickle of cars. In the cab of his pickup, parked in the most southern corner of the lot, Daryl Eugene Wardell watched the flow of westbound traffic and the eighteen-wheelers thundering past.

On the bench seat next to him, the Double Quarter Pounder with cheese was growing soggy in its box, the fries turning limp in their own steam. But now that he’d ordered the Value Meal, he wasn’t sure he was hungry.

Oddly enough, he’d slept soundly last night. But when the sun had pierced through the curtains and into his brain, bringing with it consciousness and the pain from last night’s ordeal, Daryl had dragged himself from the sweat-dampened sheets to wash down several Advil with warm juice.

Still, the headache throbbed behind his eyes, stemming from the bridge of his nose. Last night he’d worried the bitch had broken it. Faint bruising had started under his left eye, along with some minor swelling around the fresh scab.

The girl at the drive-through window had stared at him when he’d paid for his food, then smiled nervously while he’d imagined smashing his fist through her face, ramming her designer braces down into her throat.

Daryl angled the rearview mirror to inspect the angry scab. The hooker had got him good last night. Definitely more fight in her than any of the others.

The scream of air brakes startled Daryl and set his heart squirming in his chest. The sound always had that effect. He watched, eyes narrowed against the morning sun, as a big rig pulled off the Pike. His hand went to the keys in the Ford’s ignition, ready to leave if the trucker turned his rig toward the McDonald’s. But the semi continued west on the service road.

Too many memories. If he were well-to-do, he’d probably have had therapy to sort out those memories from that influential time in his life. Then again, Daryl would never have been able to tell a shrink, or anyone, what he’d done to that fag trucker almost twenty-two years ago.

At seventeen, finally growing enough hair on his balls to run away from his daddy, Daryl had hitched his way south. Elroy was his name, the trucker who’d picked him up just past the Virginia state line, but Daryl would always remember him as “that fag trucker.”

That fag trucker, with his groping hands. After twenty minutes of barreling south through the dark, he’d propositioned young Daryl with a smirk. “Git us a motel room, you and me?” And even at seventeen Daryl knew when he was out of his league, when it was in his best interest to play along. But even as that fag trucker fondled Daryl’s crotch through his jeans, Daryl swore it would be the last time any man would touch him, ever again.

A half hour later, in a motel room with shag carpeting and a vibrating bed, Daryl Eugene Wardell had brandished his gutting knife and carved a neat swath across the throat of that fag trucker. Never knew a man could bleed that much, or that it would take him so long to die. And the whole time, Daryl had smiled.

He was still smiling after that fag trucker was dead and he castrated the son of a bitch. He wore the fag trucker’s leather gloves when he did it, because the thought of actually touching the chicken hawk’s privates almost made him throw up. And when he was done, he jammed that hacked-off cock into the fag trucker’s mouth, calmly washed up in the bathroom, cleaned out the pervert’s wallet, and walked off into the night.

Now, Daryl pushed the memory aside, but not before taking a sense of power from it. The smell of the cheeseburger and fries was strong in the Ford’s cab. Still, Daryl could smell traces of her.

He eyed the bloodstained rope in the passenger-side footwell and remembered the whore’s small, mewling sounds as he’d driven last night. He also remembered how pissed off he’d been when he realized he’d lost his hat. Must have come off when she’d fought with him. Her fault. And as he’d driven, he’d punched her a few times in the ribs for the loss of the cap.

Still, the mission had been satisfactory. No real hitches. And the objective had been met. Nothing to be but proud.

And as he at last opened his Value Meal and plunged into the cooling cheeseburger, Daryl Eugene Wardell felt great promise in the day.
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THE SECOND FLOOR of the Luttrells’ narrow row house was cramped and hot. An AC unit sat idle in one window of the bedroom overlooking Harlem Avenue, and Kay wondered if Andy had forgotten to switch it on or if the Luttrells were trying to conserve on their BG&E bills.

She and Finn had rooted through the upstairs for twenty minutes now, concentrating on the bathroom and the master bedroom. They worked in the watery light, the lace curtains drawn against the midday sun that baked the cracked asphalt outside, searching for anything that seemed out of the ordinary. Kay hated her intrusion, ferreting through Micky Luttrell’s belongings, her dresser drawers, and her nightstand. But it was a necessary evil. Working Homicide almost nine years now, Kay had learned that victims of violence maintained few secrets after their parting. Bad enough their body was cut open, prodded, and examined on a cold, stainless-steel slab at the medical examiner’s office downtown in front of a flock of interns, but then their entire personal life—belongings, secrets, relationships—was laid out and scrutinized.

In death, nothing was private.

Kay checked herself mentally. Micky Luttrell wasn’t dead. She had to believe that.

Still, they had to go through Micky’s belongings, just as Bobby was going through her locker back at Headquarters. They needed to get a sense of her life, search for anything that might give them a clue as to why she’d been so violently snatched off the street thirteen hours ago. But so far, Kay and Finn were batting zero.

Across the room, Finn stood over a corner desk with an old-model PC. As he leafed through bills and paperwork, Kay wondered how he was.

An hour ago, when Savalas had returned to the scene, she’d pulled Finn aside. “I talked to your sergeant, and he’s agreed to give you to me for this while Scooby covers your cases,” she’d said, referring to his partner, Wayne Scobee. “We need our most experienced detectives on this. I understand you and Kay were partnered before, right?”

Finn had nodded, and Kay doubted Savalas knew there was a reason they’d requested to work on different squads.

“Good. So I’ll leave you two to it,” Savalas had said, and ever since Kay had considered the potential awkwardness of working side by side with Finn again.

Yes, they had been partners in the past. Much more than that, until Kay had turned down Finn’s marriage proposal, then balked at the idea of moving in with him a year and a half ago. She’d never once blamed Finn for going back to his ex-wife.

As Kay watched him at Micky Luttrell’s desk, she wondered how he and Angie were doing. She’d sensed Finn’s lie eight months ago at Gunderson’s retirement bash when he’d said he was great.

Even now, she couldn’t put her finger on it, but something seemed different. He looked good though, his six-foot frame lean and his shoulders well-defined beneath the crisp cotton shirt. He still kept his sleek black hair long enough to be pulled back into a short, neat ponytail, and with his tan features Finn always looked more like a Colombian mafioso instead of the Black Irish murder cop that he was, born and raised in Baltimore.

Remarried life appeared to suit Finn.

“You two just about through?” Andy Luttrell stood in the doorway. He was young, too young, Kay kept thinking, and in the thin light those youthful features seemed to sag. His dun-colored curls didn’t sit right on his head, sticking up as though he’d been caught in a sudden gale. Kay guessed he hadn’t showered because of the baby’s colic that he’d said had started just last week.

“Yeah, we’re done here,” Kay said.

Andy pointed to the two evidence bags in Kay’s hand. “What’s that?”

She held them up. “Samples.” She wished he hadn’t seen them. Hairs from Micky’s brush in one, and her toothbrush in the other. “Is this Micky’s?” Kay asked about the toothbrush she’d found on what was clearly Micky’s side of the bathroom vanity.

Andy nodded. “You’re gonna compare her DNA to the blood you found, right?”

“Yes.”

“Hm.” Andy chewed on the inside of his cheek. He looked shaky.

They’d already filled him in on everything they’d found even though Finn had questioned the wisdom of giving Andy Luttrell all the details. But Kay had been determined. “If it was you missing, and this was Angie I was going to talk to,” she’d said when they’d stood on the Luttrell stoop a half hour ago, “she’d want to know everything, wouldn’t she?”

So Finn had conceded. Andy Luttrell had taken it all in rather well, considering. The details of the blood, the jacket, Micky’s shield. But now, seeing Kay with the samples that would be used to confirm his wife’s blood, Luttrell appeared suddenly struck with the reality of the situation.

“Andy, what about family?” Kay asked. “Is there someone who can come and be with you?”

“My family’s all in Georgia.”

“And Micky’s?”

He shook his head, and as Kay joined him in the doorway, she saw the beads of perspiration along his forehead. He leaned back against the doorjamb, and Kay guessed Andy Luttrell was barely holding it together.

“Micky’s got no family,” he said finally. “She grew up in foster homes. Never knew her dad, and she was only two when her mom killed herself. Then, when she was twelve, her adoptive parents were murdered during a break-and-enter. Micky says that’s when she decided she wanted to be a cop. Even with the shit she sees every day, she loves it. If she’s got any family besides me and Emma, it’s the Department. Come on”—he gestured to the stairs—”it’s hot up here. I got some iced tea downstairs.”

They followed him into the coolness of the kitchen, where Andy poured them tea.

“Maybe we could get someone to help you out here,” Kay said. “With the baby and all.”

Andy shook his head. “I’ll be fine. I don’t have…I’m not working.” He seemed embarrassed. “Got laid off. That’s why Micky went back to work, pulling in overtime with Vice and these damn sting operations. Just when we were thinking we had enough to move out of this shithole neighborhood.”

He’d poured himself some tea but it sat untouched. “Only reason we bought this house was because it qualified under HUD’s Officer Next Door Program. We got it at half the asking price.”

Kay had often considered buying for that very reason: the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development offered great incentives to officers to buy within the city, with huge breaks on properties situated at the edge of crime.

“But the violence just keeps coming on down the street, block by block. You can see it every month, getting closer. First the graffiti. Then the hookers and the junkies. The crack houses and the dealers. They talk about ‘white flight,’ but now it’s even ‘black flight.’ No one can live in this.”

The baby monitor crackled to life just then and the baby’s restlessness carried from the upstairs nursery. Even as Andy excused himself, Kay could hear the infant cranking up to a wail.

In Andy’s absence, Kay scanned the narrow kitchen. The Luttrells had clearly tried their best with random renovations, but the sad truth of it was, the old Formstone row house would probably never see the full reno it begged for and would end up just like the rest of the properties down by Govans, boarded up and mothballed with the faint hope of an upturn in the neighborhood’s fortunes sometime in the future.

The crying from upstairs eased, and when Andy joined them again, he bounced Emma in his arms, soothing her with the gentle movement. A pacifier moved feverishly in the baby’s mouth, and her round face was red, her blue eyes wide, as she took in the two strangers in her kitchen. Kay felt an unexpected pang, a wrenching sensation deep inside her, when she gazed at the infant.

“We gotta get out of this neighborhood,” Andy said, sitting with his daughter and jostling her calmly. He nodded to the front window where more lace curtains blurred the view beyond. “We can’t have our daughter growing up here. All this crime. Can you believe we got eight churches within three square blocks of here? Eight. And there’s candlelight vigils on the street every other week, and rallies to stop the violence. Like it does any good.”

The infant spat out her pacifier and began to squirm. Andy cooed to her, then expertly popped the rubber nipple back into her mouth before she could start screaming.

“That’s what this is probably about, you know? Micky missing. It’s the dealers down the street.”

“They know Micky’s a cop?”

“Course they do. Fucking dealers. If you ask me, they should just put a damn fence around them all and let them finish each other off. Let the junkies OD, let the dealers shoot each other, the hookers—”

“Andy.” Kay stopped his rant. “Were there ever any incidents?”

“You mean with Micky? Course. She’d gone out there and kicked the kids off the corners, the prostitutes back down to Edmondson. And when the dealers started migrating up this way, she had words with them too.”

“So you think her disappearance could be connected?” Kay asked.

“What else could it be?”

Kay shrugged. She didn’t want to be the one to suggest that Micky could have been picked up by some sexual predator targeting hookers.

“We’re going to find her, Andy. Sergeant Savalas is putting together a task force right now. State and county police have all been notified, and we have every available resource at our disposal for this one. I promise, we’ll find Micky,” she said, and hated making the promise.

But Andy Luttrell needed it. He closed his eyes, nodded quietly, then placed a kiss on his infant daughter’s downy head.

“Listen, Andy—” Kay pulled out one of the wooden chairs at the table and sat across from him, the sweet smell of talc and milk strong from the baby. “I have to ask, how are things…between you and Micky?”

A sigh. He knew why she was asking, and she hoped he’d forgive her.

“What do you think? I’m jobless. Micky’s working too many hours. We live in a neighborhood of prostitutes and dealers. And we’ve got a newborn. Things are tough. Are you asking if we fought? Hell, yeah. You gonna ask me for a fucking alibi next, Detective?”

“Come on, Andy,” Finn said now. “You know we have to ask.”

“I have a colicky baby. I was home, Detectives. All night. Micky had the car, remember? So how the hell am I supposed to have done something to my own wife, huh?”

“I’m sorry, Andy,” Kay said, and meant it.

He shook his head, his eyes going to the baby in his arms as though seeking solace in the bright, glassy eyes gazing up at him. “Look, I know the way this works. You gotta grill the husband. But I’m telling…no, I’m begging you, don’t waste your time looking at me as a suspect, okay, Detective Delaney? Just find my wife. Find Emma’s mother.”
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FINN COULD FEEL KAY’S FRUSTRATION. For two hours now they’d beaten the strip of steaming asphalt along Edmondson—Kay, Bobby, and Finn—speaking with the hookers, who flaunted their bare midriffs and exposed thighs in the late-night heat to a steady flow of customers, regardless of the presence of three Homicide cops.

Taking a break on the white marble stoop of an abandoned corner row house, Kay ran one hand through her short hair. In the other she held a copy of the photo of Micky they’d gotten from Andy Luttrell. Kay looked drained, and when she met Finn’s stare, she gave him a quick smile. He wished that smile didn’t have such an effect on him.

It had been a long day for everyone working the case. After leaving the Luttrell house midafternoon, the baby screaming in the background, Kay had gone home. She’d seemed upset, and Finn guessed that seeing Andy’s despair had simply been too much. When she rejoined them at Headquarters a couple of hours later, her hair was still damp from a shower and she wore a fresh suit.

Savalas had already set up the boardroom and gathered them all together: Finn, Kay, Bobby, and Purnell and Mitchell, two other detectives from Kay’s squad. The six of them sitting around the main table, all looking a little shell-shocked that one of their own was missing. Savalas had offered a breakdown of what action had already been taken on the case, but it was minimal.

It was Kay who’d suggested—based on Andy Luttrell’s suspicion of the dealers in the area—that they should bring in the Western District. “We need a profile of the sector,” Kay had advised. “Find out who the major players are, what kinds of retaliations there have been down there, who’s getting busted and who’s getting squeezed by the District. We should talk to Redrum as well.” Kay had directed her last comment to Bobby, who’d worked in the DEA-affiliated task force for a couple of years before Homicide, investigating gang and drug violence throughout the city and using the federal clout to gain harder sentences.

With no other direction, Savalas had agreed, and by 7:00 p.m. three sergeants from the Western and two of Bobby’s former fellow deputized Redrum detectives walked them through a who’s who in the crime wave befalling Edmondson and Harlem avenues. But in the end Finn had agreed with Kay: even a dumb-ass dealer would know better than to draw attention to his neighborhood by messing with a cop.

Kay had seemed at a loss, but Finn sensed she had her own theories brewing. Theories she wouldn’t voice until she was ready.

“You should go home,” Finn told her now, joining her on the marble stoop.

“I know.”

“You get anything?”

“Not much.” She shoved her thumb at a long-legged hooker in fishnet stockings. “Barbie over there thinks she saw her. Says she thought Micky was one of Puddy’s—pimp who runs his girls down around Mulberry. And she saw the same red pickup Bobby’s witness spotted turning up Govans after Micky.”

“Anyone else see the truck or the driver?”

Kay shook her head.

The night was heavy with heat.

Silence fell between them as they watched the girls. In the blue-green glow of the old mercury-vapor lamps they looked sallow, almost bloodless. Like walking cadavers, Finn thought.

“You think she’s alive?” he asked then.

Kay shrugged. “I don’t know. But if I let myself think otherwise, then there’s no hope, is there?”

A distant siren wailed somewhere to the east of them, then a second, and a couple blocks down the bass of a car stereo vibrated through the night’s humidity.

“You doing okay?” he asked, watching with her as a young girl slid out of the passenger side of a john’s ride only thirty feet down the block.

“Sure,” Kay said, but he didn’t believe her.

The hooker stood at the curb, righting the strap of her halter top and straightening her tight skirt. Finn didn’t want to imagine what the girl had just put herself through behind the sedan’s tinted windows to earn the few bills she tucked into her bra now.

When she turned, her young gaze settled on Finn and Kay. Finn waved her over.

Her name was Velvet, or so she said as she braced the heel of one red pump on the bottom step and jutted out her hip. Her navel was pierced and the tip of a tattoo peeked out from under the short top. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen. His daughter’s age.

“Never seen her before in my life,” Velvet said, and tried to hand Micky’s photo back.

But Finn pushed it at her again. “Take another look.”

“Hey, man, I can look at it all night if you pay me, but it ain’t gonna change things. I never seen her.”

“Did you see a red pickup truck?”

“Last night? Fuck yeah.”

“Did it have mud on it?” Finn asked, based on the description another hooker had given them.

“Mud. And shit too, probably. Why? Did that creep do something to someone?”

“You talked to him?” Kay came off the stoop.

“Only as many words as it took to get through to the slimeball that I wasn’t interested.”

“He was a customer then?”

“Not one of mine. No way. Any girl got into that truck with him, they’re just asking for trouble. And last night, it wasn’t gonna be me. You gonna tell me that asswipe hurt one of these girls down here?”
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