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PROLOGUE

HEART POUNDING, I CRAWLED TOWARD the brick angling down to form the edge of the recess. Craned out.

More footfalls. Then heavy boots appeared at the top of the stairs, beside them a pair of small feet, one bare, the other in a platform pump.

The feet started to descend, the small ones wobbly, their owner somehow impaired. The lower legs angled oddly, suggesting the knees bore little weight.

Anger burned hot in my chest. The woman was drugged. The bastard was dragging her.

Four treads lower, the man and woman crossed an arrow of moonlight. Not a woman, a girl. Her hair was long, her arms and legs refugee thin. I could see a triangle of white tee below the man’s chin. A pistol grip jutting from his waistband.

The pair again passed into darkness. Their tightly pressed bodies formed a two-headed black silhouette.

Stepping from the bottom tread, the man started muscling the girl toward the loading-dock door, pushing her, a hand clamping her neck. She stumbled. He yanked her up. Her head flopped like a Bobblehead doll’s.

The girl took a few more staggering steps. Then her chin lifted and her body bucked. A cry broke the stillness, animal shrill.

The man’s free arm shot out. The silhouette recongealed. I heard a scream of pain, then the girl pitched forward onto the concrete.

The man dropped to one knee. His elbow pumped as he pummeled the inert little body.

“Fight me, you little bitch?”

The man punched and punched until his breath grew ragged.

Rage flamed white-hot in my brain, overriding any instinct for personal safety.

I scuttled over and grabbed the Beretta. Checked the safety, thankful for the practice I’d put in at the range.

Satisfied with the gun, I reached for my phone. It wasn’t with the flashlight.

I searched my other pocket. No phone.

Had I dropped it? In my frenzied dash, had I left it at home?

The panic was almost overwhelming. I was off the grid. What to do?

A tiny voice advised caution. Remain hidden. Wait. Slidell knows where you are.

“You are so dead.” The voice boomed, cruel and malicious.

I whipped around.

The man was wrenching the girl up by her hair.

Holding the Beretta two-handed in front of me, I darted from the alcove. The man froze at the sound of movement. I stopped five yards from him. Using a pillar for cover, I spread my feet and leveled the barrel.

“Let her go.” My shout reverberated off brick and concrete.

The man maintained his grasp on the girl’s hair. His back was to me.

“Hands up.”

He let go and straightened. His palms slowly rose to the level of his ears.

“Turn around.”

As the man rotated, another fragment of light caught him. For a second I saw his face with total clarity.

On spotting his foe, the man’s hands dipped slightly. Sensing he could see me better than I could see him, I squeezed further behind the pillar.

“The fucking slut lives.”

You’ll die, too, fucking slut.

“Takes balls to send threats by e-mail.” My voice sounded much more confident than I felt. “To bully defenseless little girls.”

“Debt to pay? You know the rules.”

“Your debt-collecting days are over, you sick sonofabitch.”

“Says who?”

“Says a dozen cops racing here now.”

The man cupped an upraised hand to one ear. “I don’t hear no sirens.”

“Move away from the girl,” I ordered.

He took a token step.

“Move,” I snarled. The guy’s fuck-you attitude was making me want to smash the Beretta across his skull.

“Or what? You’re gonna shoot me?”

“Yeah.” Cold steel. “I’m gonna shoot you.”

Would I? I’d never fired at a human being.

Where the hell was Slidell? I knew my bluff was being sustained by coffee and adrenaline. Knew both would eventually wear off.

The girl groaned.

In that split second I lost the advantage that might have allowed him to live.

I looked down.

He lunged.

Fresh adrenaline blasted through me.

I raised the gun.

He closed in.

I sighted on the white triangle.

Fired.

The explosion echoed brutally loud. The concussion knocked my hands up, but I held position.

The man dropped.

In the murky gloom I saw the triangle go dark. Knew crimson was spreading across it. A perfect hit. The Triangle of Death.

Silence, but for my own rasping breath.

Then my higher centers caught up with my brain stem.

I’d killed a man.

My hands shook. Bile filled my throat.

I swallowed. Steadied the gun and stole forward.

The girl lay motionless. I crouched and placed trembling fingers on her throat. Felt a pulse, faint but steady.

I swiveled. Gazed at the man’s mute, malevolent eyes.

Suddenly I was exhausted. Revolted by what I’d just done.

I wondered. In my state, could I make good decisions? Carry through? My phone was back at the house.

I wanted to sit, hold my head in my hands, and let the tears flow.

Instead I drew a few steadying breaths, rose, and crossed what seemed a thousand miles of darkness. Climbed the stairs on rubbery legs.

A single passage cut right at the top. I followed it to the only closed door.

Gun tight in one clammy hand, I reached out and turned the knob with the other.

The door swung in.

I stared into pure horror.



PART ONE
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I’VE BEEN HELD PRISONER BEFORE. In a basement, a morgue cooler, an underground crypt. It’s always frightening and intense. But this captivity exceeded all others for pure physical pain.

The jurors’ lounge in the Mecklenburg County Courthouse is as good as such facilities get—Wi-Fi, workstations, pool tables, movies, popcorn. I could have applied for a waiver. Didn’t. The judicial system called, I came. Good citizen Brennan. Besides, given my line of work, I knew I’d be excused from actually serving. When I’d planned today’s schedule I’d slotted sixty, ninety minutes max, cooling my heels.

Heels. Follow my leap here. In my business exciting footwear is Gore-Tex hikers that breathe, maybe wellies that don’t land you on your ass. Buying, much less wearing, murderous high heels is about as likely for me as finding Giganotosaurus remains behind Bad Daddy’s Burgers.

My sister Harry had talked me into the three-inch Christian Louboutin pumps. Harry, from Texas, land of big hair and mile-high stilettos. You’ll look professional, she’d said. In charge. Plus they’re marked down 60 percent.

I had to admit, the burnished leather and snazzy stitchwork did look great on my feet. Feel great? Not after three hours of waiting. When the bailiff finally called our group, I near-tottered into the courtroom, then into the jury box when my number was called.

“Please state your full name.” Chelsea Jett, six minutes out of law school, four-hundred-dollar suit, pricey pearl choker, heels that left mine in the dust. A new prosecutor, Jett was cloaking a case of nerves with brusqueness.

“Temperance Daessee Brennan.” Make it easy on both of us. Excuse me pronto.

“Please state your address.”

I did. “That’s at Sharon Hall,” I added, just to be affable. Nineteenth-century manor, red brick, white pillars, magnolias. My unit is the annex to the carriage house. Can’t get more Old South than that. I offered none of that.

“How long have you resided in Charlotte?”

“Since I was eight.”

“Does anyone live at that address with you?”

“My adult daughter has at times, but not now.” The bracelet Katy gave me hung loose on my wrist, a delicate silver band engraved MOM ROCKS.

“Your marital status?”

“Separated.” Complicated. I definitely didn’t add that.

“Are you employed?”

“Yes.”

“Please state your employer.”

“State of North Carolina.” Keep it simple.

“Your occupation?”

“Forensic anthropologist.”

“What is the educational requirement for that profession?” Stiff.

“I hold a PhD and am certified by the American Board of Forensic Anthropology.”

“So you perform autopsies.”

“You’re thinking of a forensic pathologist. Common mistake.”

Jett stiffened.

I offered a smile. The counselor didn’t.

“Forensic anthropologists work with the dead for whom normal autopsies are impossible—the skeletal, mummified, decomposed, dismembered, burned, or mutilated. We’re consulted on many issues, all of which are answered through analysis of the bones. For example, are the remains in question human or animal?”

“That requires an expert?” Restrained skepticism.

“Some human and animal bones are deceptively similar.” I pictured the mummified sets awaiting me at the MCME. “Fragmentary remains can be especially difficult to assess. Are they from one individual, several, humans, animals, both?” The bundles I was not examining because I was sitting here, feet bloating like corpses in water.

Jett flicked a manicured hand, impatient for me to continue.

“If the remains are human, I look for indicators of age, sex, race, height, illness, deformity, or anomaly—anything that might be of use in establishing ID. I analyze trauma to determine manner of death. I estimate how long the victim has been dead. I consider postmortem body treatment.”

Jett raised one questioning brow.

“Decapitation, dismemberment, burial, submersion—”

“I think that covers it.”

Jett’s gaze dropped to her scribbled questions. A long, long list.

My eyes found my watch, then wandered to the unfortunates still waiting to be grilled. I’d dressed to look respectful, to project the image expected of a representative of the Mecklenburg County Medical Examiner’s Office. Tan linen pantsuit, silk turtleneck. Such was not the case for all my fellow captives. My personal favorite was the young woman in a tight sleeveless turtleneck, jeans, and sandals.

Not haute couture, but I suspected her feet felt better than mine. I tried to wiggle my toes inside the torturous pumps. Failed.

Ms. Jett took a deep breath. Where was she headed? I didn’t wait to find out.

“As forensic anthropologist for the state, I’m under contract to both UNC Charlotte—I teach an upper-level seminar there—and to the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner in Chapel Hill and the Mecklenburg County Medical Examiner here in Charlotte. I also provide expertise to the Laboratoire de sciences judiciaries et de médecine légale in Montreal.” Read: I am busy. I consult to police agencies, the FBI, the military, coroners, and medical examiners. You know the defense attorney will excuse me if you don’t.

“Do I understand correctly? You work regularly in two countries?”

“It’s not as odd as it sounds. In most jurisdictions, forensic anthropologists function as specialty consultants. As I’ve stated, my colleagues and I are only called in on cases where there’s insufficient flesh for an autopsy, or the remains—”

“Right.”

Jett finger-scanned the endless lineup on her yellow pad.

I stretched—tried to stretch—my unhappy phalanges.

“In the course of your work with the medical examiner’s office, do you come into contact with police officers?”

Finally. Thank you.

“Yes. Often.”

“Prosecuting or defense attorneys?”

“Both. And my ex-husband is a lawyer.” Sort of ex.

“Do you personally know anyone involved in this litigation, the defendant, his family, the police investigators, the attorneys, the judge—”

“Yes.”

And I was excused.

Ignoring my protesting pedal digits, I hobble-bolted from the courtroom, across the lobby, and out the double glass doors. My Mazda was at the farthest corner of the parking deck. Arriving ten minutes past the eight A.M. hour demanded on the summons, I’d grabbed the first space I could find, halfway to Kansas.

After a fast limp across a traffic lane, I rounded a row of vehicles and found my car closely flanked by a humongous SUV on the driver’s side and even more closely wedged on the passenger side. Sweat glands pumping, I wriggled between the two sets of handles and rearview mirrors, butt and chest skimming the grimy doors and side panels squeezing my torso. My classy tan linen now looked like I’d taken a roll in a landfill.

As I wedged the door open and squeezed behind the wheel, something clinked at my feet. A sensible citizen—that is, a citizen in sensible footwear—would have stopped to identify whatever automotive adornment had been dislodged. I focused on my escape, fingers searching for keys in the zipper pouch of my purse.

Feet aflame, I jammed the keys into the ignition and bent sideways to tug at my right shoe. The thing gripped as though grafted onto my flesh.

I tugged harder.

My foot exploded from its casing. With much twisting and maneuvering, I repeated the process on the left.

Settling against the seatback, I eyeballed a pair of spectacular blisters. Then the hated Louboutins in my hand.

My hand.

My wrist.

My bare wrist!

Katy.

A familiar stab of fear pierced my chest.

I pushed it away.

Focus. The bracelet had been in place in the jury lounge, in the jury box.

The clink. The little silver band must have caught on something during my slither along the SUV.

Cursing, I squeezed back out and slammed the car door.

The human brain is a switching station that operates on two levels. As a reflex order fired to my hand, a neural connection was already taking place in my cerebellum. Before the door hit home, I knew I was screwed. Pointlessly, I tried the handle, then checked the position of all four lock buttons.

Cursing even more colorfully, I reached for my purse. Which was lying on the passenger seat.

Shit.

And the keys? Dangling from the ignition.

I stood a moment, pant cuffs waterfalling over my bare feet, suit streaked with dirt, underarms soggy with sweat. And wondered.

Could this day get any worse?

A muted voice floated from inside the car. Andy Grammer singing “Keep Your Head Up,” announcing an incoming call on my iPhone. I almost laughed. Almost.

I’d told my boss, Tim Larabee, that I’d be at the lab before noon. In the jury lounge, I’d phoned to update my ETA to 1:00 P.M. My watch now said 2:00. Larabee would be wondering about the mummified remains awaiting my evaluation.

Maybe it wasn’t Larabee.

Hell. So now what? There was no one I wanted to tell I was standing shoeless on a parking deck, locked out of my car.

But you gotta keep your head up . . .

Right.

I scanned the lot. Full of vehicles. Devoid of people.

Break the car window? With what? Frustrated, I glared at the glass. It countered with an image of an angry woman with really bad hair. Clever.

But it was. My eyes took in the glass that no longer snugged tight to the frame. A worn or missing tooth in the window regulator, Jimmy, my mechanic, had said. Dangerous. Enough gap for some kid to drop a wire and be halfway to Georgia before you realize your car’s been boosted.

Seriously? I’d said. A ten-year-old Mazda?

Parts, he’d said solemnly.

Was a coat hanger too much to ask? I scanned the detritus collected where the deck’s pavement met its back wall. Pebbles, cellophane wrappers, aluminum cans. Nothing likely to get me into the car.

I moved along the wall, gingerly positioning my feet. Though the blisters now looked like patches of ground beef, I soldiered on, cuffs dragging on the filthy concrete.

Mummified bones at the lab growing older by the minute.

Given all the delays, I’d be at the ME office until well into the evening. Then home to a cranky cat. Microwaving whatever was left in the freezer.

But you gotta keep your . . .

Can it.

Then I spotted a glint in the debris two yards ahead. Hopeful, I inched toward it.

My prize was a two-foot segment of wire, perhaps once part of a jerry-rigged arrangement such as the one I envisioned.

After a fast hobble back to the Mazda, I created a small loop at one end and fed the wire through Jimmy’s gap.

Working two-handed, face flat to the window, I tried to drop the loop over the button. Each time the gizmo seemed well positioned, I pulled up sharply.

I was on my zillionth loop-and-yank when a voice boomed at my back.

“Step away from the vehicle.”

Shit.

Clutching the wire firmly in one hand, I turned.

A uniformed parking attendant stood three yards from me, feet spread, palms up and pointed my way. His expression was one of nervous excitement.

I smiled what I hoped was a disarming smile. Or at least calming.

The attendant did not smile back.

“Step away from the vehicle.” The guy’s hair was blond, his face flushed a shade of red just a tick down from that of my blisters. I guessed his age at maybe eighteen.

I beamed a “silly me” charmer. “I’ve locked myself out of my car.”

“I’ll need to see ID and registration.”

“My purse is inside. The keys are in the ignition.”

“Step away from the vehicle.”

“If I can manage to catch the lock I can show you—”

“Step away from the vehicle.” Blondie had quite the repertoire.

I did as ordered, still holding on to the wire. Blondie gestured me further back.

Eyes rolling, I increased the distance. Let go. The wire slid inside onto the car seat.

Irritation overcame my resolve to be pleasant.

“Look, it’s my car. I’ve just left jury duty. My registration and license are inside. I need to get to work. At the medical examiner’s office.”

If I hoped the last reference would do it, I was wrong. Blondie’s expression said dirty barefoot woman with burglary tool. Dangerous?

“Call the ME office,” I snapped.

A beat. Then, “Wait here.”

Like I was a flight risk with no shoes and no wheels.

Blondie hurried off.

I leaned against the Mazda, fuming, shifting from damaged foot to damaged foot, alternating between checking my watch and scanning the pavement for my bracelet. I began to pace the parking lot. Finally I heard the sound of an engine.

Seconds later, a white Ford Taurus rolled up the ramp.

Could this day get any worse?

It just had.
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PULLING CLOSE, ERSKINE “SKINNY” SLIDELL removed his knock-off Ray-Bans, lowered his window, and eyed my flopping pant legs, devastated feet, and disheveled hair. A smile lifted one corner of his mouth. Though the Charlotte-Mecklenburg PD Felony Investigative Bureau/Homicide Unit has more than two dozen detectives, somehow I always end up with Skinny. And the pairing is always a test of my fortitude.

It’s not that Slidell’s a bad investigator. Quite the opposite. But Skinny views himself as “old-school.” In his mind that means Dirty Harry Callahan, Popeye Doyle, and Sergeant Friday. I’ve seen Slidell question witnesses. Always expect “just the facts, ma’am.” But Skinny’s not a “sir” and “ma’am” kind of guy.

Several years back, Slidell’s partner, Eddie Rinaldi, was killed in a sidewalk shoot-out. No one blamed Slidell. Except Slidell. Thinking Skinny could use some diversity awareness, the department partnered him with a Latina lesbian named Theresa Madrid. To the surprise of all, the two got along.

Recently, Madrid and her partner had adopted a Korean infant, and Madrid had taken maternity leave. Slidell was temporarily working solo. Which he liked.

“Whoo-hee.” The dolt actually said that.

“Detective—”

“You piss someone off?”

Later I might have chuckled about this episode. At that moment, I saw nothing but lousy choices. Argue with the parking twerp. Hike to a phone, then wait for AAA. Deal with Slidell.

“How did you know I was here?” Cool.

“I was with Doc Larabee when he got a call.” Slidell leaned over and opened the passenger-side door. “Get in.”

Drawing a lungful of fresh air, I slid into the seat.

“Lord in heaven, doc. Don’t know I’ve seen anyone that ratty in years.”

“You should get out more.”

“What the hell were you—”

“Mud wrestling. Pull over there.” I pointed to where my car was.

“Hate to see the other guy.”

“I’ll post a video on YouTube.” I jabbed an impatient finger in the direction of the big SUV.

Slidell proceeded as directed.

“Stop!” My hand came up. “No, up behind that van.”

“I know what happened. Some dude tuned you up for trying to boost his car.”

“If I could boost a car, I wouldn’t be here.” I hopped out. The blisters looked like two red eyes staring up at my face.

If the bracelet hadn’t been a gift from Katy, I’d have cut my losses and split. Someday I’d tell her about this. Then we’d laugh. Maybe.

I slid between my car and the blue mammoth, eyes on the pavement. Bingo. The bracelet lay beneath the two abutting mirrors, in the least accessible spot possible.

Sucking in my gut, I wedged between the door handles and down into a squat. Shoulders twisted sideways as far as they would, I reached out and snagged the bracelet. Then, careful not to set off alarms, I hauled myself up and made for the Taurus.

Slidell watched my performance without comment. Apparently I’d crossed the line from amusing to pitiable.

I got in and slammed the door.

“Where to?”

“The ME office.” Snapping the bracelet onto my wrist.

“Happy to swing by your crib.”

“My house key is in my purse. In my car.”

“Shoe store?”

“No, thank you.” Curt.

“No problemo. I’m headed back there anyway.”

I could have asked why. Instead I sat facing the side window, attention focused on blocking the olfactory record of Slidell’s passion for the deep-fried and overgreased. Of coffee supporting white colonies of mold. Of sweaty sneakers and oil-stained caps. Of stale smoke. Of Skinny himself.

But I wasn’t exactly aromatic either.

Slidell exited the deck, kinked over to East Trade, and hung a left.

Several minutes passed in silence. Then, “Who snuffed Fluffy, eh?”

I had no idea what that meant.

“Who popped the pooch?”

Great. Slidell knew about my mummy bundles. More grist for the comedy mill.

“Who capped the—”

“I’ve been asked to examine four sets of remains to verify that they are nonhuman. Should that be the case, archaeologists will date, authenticate, and send the materials on to . . . somewhere.”

“Why’s this litter of dead Chihuahuas—”

“The bundles are from Peru, not Mexico.”

“Yeah, sure. So, how come these pooches get the ME treatment?”

“Customs officials snagged them at the airport. Some bonehead’s been accused of smuggling them into the country. The illegal import of antiquities is a crime, you know.”

“Ee-yuh.” We rode a few more moments without talking. Then, “Ol’ Dom Rockett got lassoed by the feds.”

Though curious, I waited, knowing Slidell would expound.

“Dom Rockett, king of folksy shit from around the world.”

“The whole world?” I couldn’t help myself.

“South America, mostly. Our amigos down there got enough shit for the world.”

Slidell is definitely fair-trade offensive.

“Junk bracelets, rings, crap to loop around your neck. Llama-mama shawls, wall hangings. Fleas from overseas.”

“You’re a poet, detective.”

“Word is ICE thinks Rockett’s expanding his horizons, maybe branching out to include real antiques.” Slidell was referring to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement. “Unreported ones.”

I said nothing.

“Wouldn’t surprise me. The guy’s pond scum.”

“You know him?”

“I know of him. Scum knows scum.”

I didn’t ask what that meant.

“Can you turn up the air?”

“Feet won’t get cold?” Deadpan.

I shot Slidell a don’t-go-there look. Which was pointless, since the Ray-Bans were fixed on the road.

Slidell reached out and flipped a button, then hammered the dash with the heel of one hand. A blue light flickered and tepid air oozed from the vents.

“If what you say is true, Rockett might have thought he could sell the mummy bundles to a museum,” I said. “Maybe a private collector.”

“I’m sure ICE will be querying his ambitions. Turd will roll on whoever he’s dealing with.”

Past I-77, West Trade swung west, then cut east again. Slidell took the curve fast, shooting paper bags and carry-out cartons across the floor in back. My mind threw up images of foodstuffs long gone. Fried chicken? Barbecue? Scavenged roadkill?

Finally, curiosity won out.

“What were you up to with Larabee?” I asked.

“Hit and run came in this morning. Female. No ID.”

“Age?”

“Old enough.”

“Meaning?” Sharper than I’d intended.

“Mid to late teens.”

“Race?”

“Wetback. You can take that to the bank.”

“No name, but magically you know the girl’s Latina, and therefore undocumented?”

“She’s moving with no ID and no keys.”

Rather like I was, I thought, but didn’t say it.

Seconds passed.

“Where was she found?” I asked.

“Intersection of Rountree and Old Pineville roads, just south of Woodlawn. Doc Larabee’s putting time of death somewhere between midnight and dawn.”

“What was she doing out there?” Mulling aloud.

“What d’you think?”

I was thinking Old Pineville was one deserted stretch in daytime, let alone in the middle of the night. There was a smattering of small businesses, but none that would attract a teenage girl.

“Any witnesses?”

Slidell shook his head. “I’ll do some canvassing once I’m done with Doc Larabee. My guess, she was out working.”

“Really.”

Slidell shrugged one beefy shoulder.

“Unidentified teenage girl, that’s what you know. But you’ve got her down as an illegal turning tricks. That speed detecting?”

He mumbled something.

I blocked him out. After years of practice, I’ve gotten better at it.

My gray cells offered a collage of images. A young girl alone in the dark on an empty two-lane. Headlights. The impact of a bumper.

“—Story?”

“What?”

“Do you remember John-Henry Story?”

The change of topic confused me. “The fire death last April?”

Six months back I’d examined fragmentary remains found in the aftermath of a flea market explosion and fire. I’d determined the victim was white, male, forty-five to sixty years of age. The bio profile fit John-Henry Story, the owner of the property. Story had told witnesses he was going to that location and had not been heard from thereafter. Personal items were found with the bones. A cell phone? Wallet? Watch? I couldn’t remember details.

Though the ID was circumstantial, the ME had decided it was enough. Arson investigators had probed and tested, but the barn was so old, the destruction so total, an exact cause for the blaze was never determined.

Story’s death had been big news. Prominent businessman burned to death in a building with inadequate alarm and sprinkler systems. The media had jumped on the issue of public safety at under-regulated markets and gun shows. Eventually the press turned to something else, the furor fizzled, and Story’s flea market reopened elsewhere.

“Ee-yuh.” Skinny’s favorite utterance. It drove me nuts.

For years the Mecklenburg County Medical Examiner was located at Tenth and College, in a redbrick box that was once a Sears Garden Center. For years the city fathers had talked of relocation. For years nothing had happened. Then, miraculously, the plan moved forward.

At a cost of eight million smackers, a replacement facility was built on government land in an industrial area northwest of uptown. Boasting seventeen thousand square feet, the new building is four times the size of the old. Epoxy floors, Corian walls, miles of stainless steel. Instead of only two, pathologists can now perform four simultaneous autopsies. The new setup includes a pair of rooms for analyses requiring special handling due to decomposition or potential contamination.

The stinkers. My kind of cases.

And the spanking-new building is conscientiously green. Sophisticated energy recovery systems. HVAC with air ducts up to forty inches wide. Though all the action takes place on the first floor, parts of the building had to be two stories to accommodate it all.

Yet the atmosphere is reasonably peaceful. The office and public areas are done in soft blues and earth tones. The windows are large and solar shades and light shelves maximize daylight intake and minimize glare.

In other words, our new digs are the bomb.

I waited as Slidell pulled through the black security fence, circled the flagpoles, and slipped into a parking spot. Killing the engine, he threw an arm over the seatback and a wave of odor my way. Then he shifted to face me.

“John-Henry Story had holdings all over Mecklenburg and Gaston counties. Story Motors. Story Storage—”

Store your stuff with Story. The slogan popped into my brain unbidden. It had been an annoying but effective ad campaign.

“—John-Henry’s Tavern. The list is longer than my coon dog’s tail.”

“You have a dog?”

“You want to hear this?”

“Story’s death was ruled accidental. Why are you bringing him up now?”

Slidell fixed me with a dramatic stare while reaching inside his jacket. Which was mustard and brown. With one deft move he pulled a Ziploc from the pocket of his shirt. Which was a shade of orange probably called melon.

Forcing my eyes not to roll, I leaned sideways to examine the contents of the baggie.

And felt my brows lift in surprise.
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SUN GLINTED OFF THE PLASTIC dangling between Slidell’s thumb and forefinger.

I waited for his explanation.

“Vic had a purse. Screeching pink, size of a burger, hooker strap.”

“I carry a shoulder bag.” Slidell’s sarcasm was, as usual, turning me surly. As was his jump to the conclusion that the hit-and-run victim was a prostitute.

“Hot pink? Shaped like a freakin’ cartoon cat?”

“You’re sure it was hers?”

“Thing was lying in the weeds, three yards from the body. Hadn’t been there long. We’re checking for prints. But, yeah, I’m sure it’s hers.”

“This was in the purse?” I indicated the object enclosed in the Ziploc.

“Along with one tube of come-fuck-me red lipstick.”

“Cash?”

“A ten and two ones. Forty-six cents. Loose. Like she just jammed it in.”

“Anything else?”

“Nada . . . except—” He waggled the baggie. The Amazing Slidell, Magician of Mecklenburg.

I took the bag and studied the plastic rectangle inside, certain I’d misread the tiny black letters on its surface.

I hadn’t.

“What the flip?”

“Thought it might interest you.”

The yellow-and-brown US Airways club card had an expiration date of February of the upcoming year. The account was in the name of John-Henry Story.

“She had John-Henry Story’s airline club pass?”

Slidell nodded.

“How?”

“Insightful question, doc. And here’s another. Story crisped six months back. Where’s his plastic been in the meantime?”

This wasn’t making sense.

“What we got here is Story dies, but his card lives on. Or goes into suspended animation,” Slidell said. “I checked. Last time he used the lounge was six weeks before the fire.”

“Where was he going?”

“I’m working on that.”

“Was anyone with him?”

“One guest.”

“The girl?”

“They don’t enter that information.”

Slidell drew another Ziploc from his pocket. “And this was also in her purse.”

I examined the slip of paper through the plastic. On it was scribbled: Las clases de Inglés. Saint Vincent de Paul Catholic Church.

I looked at Slidell. He looked at me and shrugged.

I moved to gather my belongings before exiting the Taurus, but, of course, I had no belongings. No shoes, no purse, no house or car keys, no phone, no cash, no cards.

Another time I could have called Katy for the spare key she keeps for my place.

Oh, God. Katy.

“Listen, thanks for swinging by for me. I—”

“—owe me one? Don’t worry about it now.”

Now? Great.

I hiked up my pants, eased from the Taurus, and hurried to the vestibule door. Stepping up onto the smooth concrete floor was as close to pleasure as I’d come all day. I paused a moment, taking relief from the cooling stone.

Waiting in my office were scrubs and sensible shoes. Soon I’d be reasonably presentable.

As with Slidell, my appearance wouldn’t shock so much as amuse those inside. I’d arrived looking, and smelling, worse.

Except for Mrs. Flowers. She would signal disapproval by the briefest narrowing of the eyes, by a flurry of rearrangement of her already meticulously ordered desk.

I nodded at Mrs. Flowers through the reception window. After buzzing me in, she motioned me over with a finger waggle.

Though Mrs. Flowers has a first name—Eunice—to my knowledge she’s never been addressed as anything other than Mrs. Flowers. The name so suits her I’ve wondered at times what she’d be called if she’d married a suitor named Smith or Gaspard. She is a peony of a woman, full-bodied, with pale pink skin that must have seen pampering since the stroller. The perfect complexion’s one flaw? Mrs. Flowers colors in the presence of the opposite gender.

Blusher or not, Mrs. Flowers has the skill and motivation to keep every document filed and accessible, every report typed, proofed, and delivered promptly, all while answering the phone and triaging members of the public who show up at her window. Given a staff of three pathologists, numerous death investigators, the occasional specialty consultant, and myself, it’s quite a feat.

“My word.” Mrs. Flowers’s upraised hand dropped to her yellow silk blouse.

“It’s a long story,” I said. Don’t ask, I meant.

One carefully plucked brow arched slightly, but she let it go.

“Dr. Larabee wishes to see you.” Southern as Tara. “He’s in the main autopsy room.”

“Thanks.”

Two small hallways, called biovestibules by those who designed them, connect the administrative and public sectors of the building with the autopsy area. I passed through one, pausing briefly to check the erasable board.

Four new cases. A single-vehicle accident near Optimist Park on North Davidson, elderly male driver DOA at Carolinas Medical Center. A sixteen-year-old female with a gunshot wound to the head, found beside a Dumpster on Shamrock Drive. The Peruvian mummified remains awaiting my assessment. And the teenage hit-and-run victim from Old Pineville Road.

Slidell’s Jane Doe.

I beelined for the ladies’ and did what I could with my hair and dirt-crusted face, then shifted to the locker room to change into scrubs. Last stop, my office for Band-Aids, antiseptic, and the spare Nikes I keep under the coat tree. Ten minutes after arriving, I was ready to roll.

When I pushed open the door of the large autopsy room, Tim Larabee was standing beside one of the two stainless steel tables. He wasn’t cutting or weighing, not dictating, not even looking down at the remains.

Shielding her from me? From Slidell? From the many who would probe and photograph and analyze and dissect her?

Odd thought. But true. The cold process had begun. And I would take part.

X-rays glowed from light boxes mounted along one wall. Cranials. A full-body series.

A pair of boots sat on one counter. Tan vinyl, with high heels and red and blue flowers running up the sides. Soles caked with mud. Cheap.

And small. Maybe size five. Tiny feet striding in very big-girl boots.

Clothing hung from a drying rack. A red blouse. A denim miniskirt. A white cotton bra. White cotton panties with pale blue dots.

Slidell stood by the rack, feet spread, hands clasped and V-ing down over his genitals. He wasn’t assessing the clothes or the body. He didn’t acknowledge my entrance.

I felt a new wave of irritation, squelched it as I kicked into scientist mode. First rule: block mind-set. Don’t suspect, don’t fear, don’t hope for any outcome. Observe, weigh, measure, and record.

Second rule: block emotion. Leave sorrow, pity, and outrage for later. Anger or grief can lead to error and misjudgment. Mistakes do your victim no good.

Nevertheless.

I looked at the bruised and distorted young face, and for a moment pictured the girl alive, slinging her pink kitty purse onto her shoulder. The strap slipping because the meager contents provided no ballast.

A dark stretch of road.

A hammering heart.

Headlights.

White cotton panties with pale blue dots. The kind Katy favored throughout middle school.

“Slidell give you a rundown?”

Larabee’s question snapped me back.

“Hit and run. Not yet identified.”

“Take a look.” Larabee crossed to the X-rays. His face looked drawn and gaunt, even for him, an obsessive long-distance runner with no body fat and hollows in his cheeks the depth of ocean trenches.

I joined him. He slipped a ballpoint out of the breast pocket of his scrubs and pointed at a defect located approximately mid-shaft in the left clavicle.

At the third and fourth ribs inferior to it.

Stepping to the next film, he ran the pen down the arm, over the humerus, the radius, the ulna. The hand.

“Yes,” I said to his unspoken question.

I followed as he moved on, to a posterior angle of the pelvis. He didn’t have to point.

“Yes,” I repeated.

To an anterior-posterior view of the skull. A lateral view.

A cold fist started closing on my gut.

Wordlessly, I returned to the body.

The girl lay on her back. Larabee hadn’t yet made his Y-incision, and, except for the bruises, abrasions, and distortion due to fractures, she might have been sleeping. The hair haloing her head was long and blond, one clump held high with a plastic barrette shaped like a cat. Pink. The kind little girls love.

Focus.

I gloved and examined the ravaged flesh, ghostly pale and cold to the touch. I palpated the arm, the shoulder, the hand, the abdomen, felt the underlying damage evident on the X-rays in glowing black-and-white.

“Can we turn her over, please?” My voice broke the stillness.

Larabee stepped to my side. Together we tucked the slender arms tight to the body and rolled it by the shoulders and hips.

My eyes traveled the delicate spine and small buttocks. Took in the tread marks imprinted on the flesh of the painfully thin thighs.

The fist tightened.

“What’s this?” I ran one finger over a discoloration on the girl’s right shoulder. Maybe five inches long, the bruise appeared as a series of dashes.

“Hematoma,” Larabee said.

“It’s a patterned injury,” I said. “Any idea what made it?”

Larabee shook his head.

I looked at Slidell. He looked back but said nothing.

“May I see the CSU photos?” Stripping off and tossing, not so gently, my latex gloves.

Larabee collected a stack of five-by-sevens from the counter and handed them to me. Frame by frame I viewed the desolate spot where the girl had lived her last moments.

The photos told the same story.

It was no accident.

The girl had been murdered.
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“MURDERED?” SLIDELL’S BARK RICOCHETED OFF the stainless steel and glass surrounding us.

“Legally that would imply intent,” Larabee said.

“Screw legal definitions.” I jammed a finger at the devastated body. “Some bastard killed this kid.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Slidell was shifting surprised eyes between Larabee and me.

I gestured Slidell to the X-ray showing the left arm bones. Larabee joined us and offered his pen. I took it and pointed to the humeral shaft, four inches below the shoulder joint.

“See this dark line?”

“A broken arm don’t mean the kid was capped.” Slidell was peering at the gray-and-white image, doubt crimping his already dubious expression.

“No, detective. It doesn’t.” I shifted to indicate the hand. “Note the medial and distal phalanges.”

“Don’t go all jargony on me, doc.”

“The finger bones.”

Slidell leaned in and studied the illuminated fragments at the tip of my pen.

“The middle phalanges should look like small tubes, the distal ones like tiny arrowheads. They underlie the fingertips.”

“Looks like wood shavings.”

“The bones have been crushed.”

Slidell made a noise in his throat I chose not to interpret.

I moved on to the cranial X-ray.

“There are no skull fractures. But note the mandible, especially the mental eminence.” I would leave discussion of soft-tissue injuries to Larabee.

Slidell pooched air through his lips.

“The chin,” I explained.

“How come it’s called mental when the brain’s up top?”

“Some people think with their mouths.”

Larabee smiled. Almost. My sarcasm was lost on Skinny.

“Fine.” Slidell’s skepticism was turning his tone gruff. “Her chin’s broken, her arm’s broken, and her fingers are smashed. How’s that add up to murder?”

“The tread marks on her thighs tell us this is a vehicular death. But it’s no regular hit and run. The victim wasn’t standing along the side of the road. Not hitchhiking. Not waiting on the shoulder for a ride from a friend. She was hit square in the back.”

Larabee nodded in confirmation of the conclusion he too had reached but had yet to voice.

Slidell continued staring at the film.

“Picture this,” I said. “She’s walking, maybe running. A car comes at her from behind. Maybe she tries to escape. Maybe not. Either way, the car plows into the backs of her legs.”

Slidell said nothing. Larabee kept nodding.

“She goes down hard, arms outstretched. Her chin impacts the pavement. She’s forced beneath the chassis. The left tires roll over her left hand, crushing her fingers.”

“You sure about this?”

I gestured an upturned palm at Larabee.

“Typically, a pedestrian hit by a vehicle is slammed onto the windshield or thrown sideways and outward, receiving injuries to the head, upper torso, or legs,” he said. “This victim has no cranial or thoracic trauma consistent with a windshield impact or rapid deceleration angled to the left or right.”

Slidell still looked unconvinced.

I snatched up the crime-scene photos, chose two, and handed them to him. He studied both, then slowly exhaled through his nose.

“No skid marks.”

“Exactly. The driver never hit the brakes.”

“Sonofabitch.”

I turned to Larabee.

“You’re putting PMI at seven to ten hours?” I was asking about postmortem interval.

“To be safe. The body arrived here shortly after nine this morning. Air temp last night dropped to forty-eight. I observed lividity, but still got blanching. Rigor—”

“Whoa, whoa. Back it up, doc.” Slidell pulled a pen and small spiral from his pocket and began taking notes.

Larabee indicated the body. “Notice the purple mottling on her belly, the fronts of her thighs, the undersides of her arms, and the right half of her face?”

Slidell glanced up, resumed scribbling.

“That discoloration is called lividity. It’s due to the settling of blood in the body’s downside once the heart stops beating. When I pressed a thumb to her flesh, the vessels were pushed aside, leaving an area of pallor.”

Slidell twisted his mouth to one side.

“A white mark,” Larabee simplified. “After about ten hours the red blood cells and capillaries would have decomposed sufficiently so blanching wouldn’t have occurred.”

“And rigor’s when the stiff gets stiff.” Slidell pronounced it rigger.

Larabee nodded. “When the body arrived, rigor was complete in the small muscles, but not in the largest ones. Her jaws were locked, but I could still bend her knees and elbows.”

“So she died more than seven hours before she got here, but less than ten.” Slidell did the math in his head. It took a while. “Sometime between eleven and two.”

“It’s not a precise science,” Larabee said.

“What about stomach contents? Once you get her open?”

“Ninety-eight percent of her last meal would have left her stomach within six to eight hours of ingestion. With luck I might find some fragments, corn, maybe tomato skin, in a rugal fold in the gastric mucosa. I’ll let you know.”

“What about vitreous?” I was asking about fluid drawn from the eye. “Can you test for potassium?”

“I took a sample, but it won’t really narrow the range.”

“How close was she to the light rail?” I asked Slidell.

“She was on the shoulder, on the side opposite the railway.”

“How often do trains pass during those hours?”

“Last one runs by there just after one A.M. The next isn’t until five A.M.”

“What about metallic spray?” I asked Larabee. “Or oil. Did you find any deposits on her skin or hair?
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“KILL THE LIGHTS, PLEASE.”

Slidell clumped to the wall, back to the table.

Larabee clicked on a small UV light and directed it toward the girl’s inner left thigh.

A scatter glowed blue-white on her skin.

Semen.

As Larabee slowly moved the beam, some stains fluoresced more intensely than others.

“Multiple donors?” I asked.

“We’ll need DNA to confirm,” Larabee said. “But that’s my impression.”

“We talking rape?” Slidell’s mouth was right at my ear.

“I found no vaginal tearing or abrasions. No sign of anal entry.”

“So we’re back to my first guess.” I heard Slidell straighten. “The kid was on the stroll.”

I bit back a response.

Larabee thumbed off his flash. “Get the switch?”

Slidell did.

“Think you can narrow the age estimate?” Larabee spoke to me as the fluorescents buzzed to life.

“Has Joe taken dentals?” I was referring to Joe Hawkins, most senior of the lab’s autopsy techs.

Larabee indicated a brown envelope lying on a countertop light box.

I crossed to it and poured the small black squares onto the box’s viewing plate. After pushing the on button, I arranged the films anatomically and studied the illuminated dentition.

“All four second molars are in occlusion, with the roots fully formed down to the tips. That puts her, minimally, above twelve. The third molars are unerupted and show little root development. I’m not an odontologist, but, dentally, I’d say she’s in the range of thirteen to seventeen.”

The men waited as I continued to study the X-rays.

“Left first molar’s got a mean abscess. Lots of caries, but not a single restoration.”

“No evidence she ever saw a dentist.” Larabee got my meaning.

“So I don’t bust my ass chasing dental records.” Slidell parked his hands on his hips. “An abscess. Wouldn’t that hurt like a sonofabitch?”

“People have different thresholds for pain,” Larabee said. “But yes, probably. What are you thinking?”

“Maybe she went to one of those free clinics. You know, looking for drugs or something.”

“Good idea, detective.”

Like a mail-order toy, the human skeleton comes with assembly required. Most bones are present at birth but lack the knobs, bumps, and borders that make them complete. Throughout infancy and adolescence, these fiddly bits, called epiphyses, appear and fuse to the shafts or main bony elements. The fusion takes place with age predictability.

I shifted my attention to the skeletal X-rays. More than a decade of working with me had made Joe Hawkins savvy to the exact views I needed. As usual, he’d nailed them.

I started with a plate showing the girl’s hand and arm bones. Slidell’s insistence she was a hooker had my nerves on edge. Knowing it would annoy him, I went all “jargony.” Petty, but I did.

“The distal radial epiphysis is in the process of fusion, the distal ulnar epiphysis has recently fused. The rest of the hand bones are complete.”

I moved to a film showing the shoulder and left arm.

“The acromial epiphyses are present on both scapulae, but remain unfused.”

I pointed to the broken humerus.

“The medial epicondyle and the distal composite and proximal epiphyses are in the process of fusing.”

On to the pelvis.

“The iliac crest is present but still separate.” I was referring to a sliver of bone that would eventually form the superior border of the hip bone.

The upper leg.

“The femoral head and trochanter are fused. The distal epiphysis is in the process of fusing.”

Lower leg.

“The proximal and distal epiphyses of the tibiae and fibulae are in the process of fusing.”

The foot.

“The proximal phalanges—”

“So what’s it all mean?” Slidell cut me off.

“She was fourteen to fifteen years old when she died.”

Far too young to catch a hint of what life had to offer. Fifteen years. She should have had eighty.

Rotten teeth. Needle tracks. Semen stains. Fifteen crappy years.

For a full minute the only sounds in the room were the fluorescents overhead and the air whistling in and out of Slidell’s nose.

“Might be I could work the clothing, track down where it was sold.” Slidell shoved his notepad into his jacket. “Boots might be a goer.”

My mind had moved from how to who. Who had left this kid facedown on the asphalt? A drunk too impaired to see her in the dark? Too callous to stop? Or a killer fully intending the result?

“Anything else?” Barely trusting my voice.

Larabee gave a tight shake of his head.

Nodding to Slidell, I returned to my office. Sat at my desk. Antsy. Uneasy.

Slidell was a good cop. But he had a habit of falling captive to defeatist mind-sets. Convinced the girl was undocumented, a prostitute, and a junkie, would he devote sufficient energy to finding her killer?
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