







Static crackled over the line.
“Are you there, Kay?” Sarge asked.

“Yeah.” She lowered herself to the bed again. “What’ve you got?”

“A murder down here in Canton. Twelve hundred block of Luther. Body’s burned up pretty bad. Found it in an abandoned warehouse. We don’t have a positive on the body yet, but …” More static, only this time it sounded like Sarge fumbling with the cell phone. “Thing is, we could get some heat on this. From the media. And the brass. A real red ball.”

Kay took another sip of warm beer, enough to wet her throat. “What is it?”

There was a burst of interference, then voices in the background. And finally Sarge whispered, “I think it’s your girl, Kay. Your witness.”
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SHE KNEW THIS PLACE.

Wet asphalt glistened under sodium-vapor lights. Soaked trash clogged storm drains and gutters swelled. For ten minutes they’d waited in the unmarked car, watching the corner row house as the blue flicker of a television pulsed behind a sheet tacked over the first-floor window.

They didn’t need backup, she told Spencer. Her case. Her call.

As she crossed the dead-end street, the rain against her skin was a relief from the hot July night. A dog barked, high-pitched and frenetic. She imagined its eyes, bulging from behind one of the darkened windows next door. Spence offered a wordless nod, then jogged around the east side of the house. As the silence swelled, she gave him time to go up the alley, get to the back door and into position.

She followed the walkway to the porch. Took the three steps. Brushed back the edge of her jacket and unbuttoned the safety strap of her holster. Exhaled. Steadied herself, and lifted her fist to the door.

“Hey, Bernard! Baltimore police.”

She waited. Nothing.

“Come on, Bernard. Open up! Police.”

The night took another silent breath.

Then it erupted. And he was there—Bernard Eales. All six-foot-four of him, flinging open the front door. He filled the opening. Barging onto the dark porch. Massive. Smelling of booze.

In his eyes, she saw something flare. Wild and primal. Meaty lips parted in a malignant smile, revealing overlapped teeth.

She drew her Glock, the nine clearing leather fast even as the rubber grip slipped once in her wet hand. “Just back up, Bernard.”

But her voice faltered.

And Eales grinned. In a million dreams she would never forget that evil smile. Or the lightning-speed jab that cracked her wrist.

She swore at him. His next strike smashed the words back into her mouth, instantly filling it with hot blood. She swung hard, her closed fist connecting with the soft cavity of his temple.

His startled cry came out in a belch of fetid breath.

And then the beating started. One blow after the next. In the cramped and shadowed porch, there was no telling what was fist and what was Eales’s heavy, leather boot. She lost count after a half dozen, after her throat gagged against the blood, and her lungs clutched for air.

The world around her lurched out of focus. She thrashed at him, desperate to find a weakness. Another punch took her square in the stomach and she buckled, a burst of air and blood rushing out of her as she tumbled off the porch.

Disoriented, she searched the dark lawn for Spence.

But Eales wasn’t finished. Lumbering down the steps, he came after her. She braced herself. Dredging a final burst of energy, she rolled and hooked her leg around his.

Eales teetered. For a second she envisioned two-hundred-plus pounds of Baltimore billy-boy dropping on her. But he caught himself. One beefy hand skidded across the sidewalk inches from her face. He cursed, righted himself, and this time she heard the deep crack of bone when his boot tore into her side.

Against her cheek, the cement was cold. Her own blood warmed it as she felt her body go weak. And here, on this filthy piece of pavement, in a grime-slicked puddle, she was ready to give up. Close her eyes. Surrender.

Not again.

This time when she reached for the holster at her hip, the Glock was there. She drew it. Fast and fluid.

Eales never knew what hit him. There was the white-orange flash at the nine’s muzzle. The satisfying kick of the weapon in her hands. The plume of burned gunpowder. And the hollow-point spiraled from the barrel, twisting through the air in slow motion and driving into solid flesh. In the pallid light, a mist of blood sprayed from the exit wound.

The second shot followed the path of the first. A dark stain bloomed across Eales’s chest even before his knees caved beneath him. This time when Spencer charged around the corner of the house, Eales was at her feet.

It wasn’t the nightmare gunshot that woke Kay Delaney lately, but instead a quiet gasp. From sweat-soaked sheets, she stared at the dark ceiling. The light from the streetlamp below her third-story bedroom fractured through the rain-smeared window and danced overhead.

She drew in several long breaths, trying to calm the drumming of her heart. If only that night had gone down the way it did in her dreams now. If only it were Eales who’d bled out on his front lawn fourteen months ago instead of Spence.

Pushing back the sheet, she dragged herself to the bed’s edge, looked at the clock. One a.m. A low pain throbbed at her temples. Kay found the bottle of aspirin in her night-stand drawer and shook out three. A mouthful of warm beer from the bottle she’d brought to bed earlier helped wash them down.

When she tossed the container back into the drawer, the pills clattered, the plastic striking the metal slide of the Glock.

The 9mm in the shallow drawer lay in shadow. It was more her knowledge of its presence that delineated the square contours of the heavy, Austrian-tooled sidearm. It wasn’t loaded. But then, she didn’t keep it by her bed for protection. For that she had the .38, tucked in its leather holster, hanging from her bedpost. She’d bought the Chief’s Special months ago, a heavy snub-nosed revolver with a Pachmayr grip and a smooth, clean trigger pull. And she’d kept it by her bed ever since. A by-product of the fear Eales had implanted.

Kay hated the fear that lived in her now. Resented that Eales had taken up permanent residence in her head.

She shoved the drawer shut. No, the 9mm was there for only one reason. To remind her.

Spencer charging around the side of the house, the look of disbelief on his face when he took the bullet, the way he seemed suspended for a moment in the thick night air before crumpling to the wet grass less than thirty feet away, his mouth gaping like a fish drowning on air, its rhythm keeping tempo with his slowing heart, and then his eyes. He’d stared at her well beyond his last breath.

The Glock in her nightstand kept the images alive. Her Glock. The one Eales had smashed from her hand the second he came out the door. The one he’d used to gun down Spencer.

She imagined the fine layer of dust dulling the nine’s once-buffed surface. She hadn’t touched it since the day Ballistics had finished their testing, and the technician had casually slid the gun across the counter. She could still remember the strange weight of it in her hand. She’d never holstered the gun again, reverting to the off-duty, subcompact nine that she had qualified to carry. And the departmental-issue stayed in the drawer.

Kay moved to the window, its bottom pane propped open with her Koga, the protection stick’s handle firmly wedged against the low frame. The night air sucked at the curtain, heaving the sheer material out, then in again, caressing her naked, sweat-slicked skin.

Below, Hamburg Street dead-ended at Federal Hill, empty except for parked cars. Over the neighbor’s roof, she could make out the top of the hill, and past it the lights of the city across the Inner Harbor. The bass of an overamped car stereo pulsed through the damp streets. Then the wail of a distant siren.

Kay shivered, but didn’t move from the window. She embraced the bite of reality the chill offered and wondered what her shrink, Constance O’Donnell, would think of this latest slant on the same old dream.

When the phone rang seconds later, it made Kay jump.

“Delaney here.”

“Kay? It’s Sarge. Sorry to wake you.” Sergeant Ed Gunderson cleared the smoker’s phlegm from his throat. “But we got a situation. I think you’ll wanna be in on this one.”

Static crackled over the line.

“Are you there, Kay?”

“Yeah.” She lowered herself to the bed again. “What’ve you got?”

“A murder down here in Canton. Twelve hundred block of Luther. Body’s burned up pretty bad. Found it in an abandoned warehouse. We don’t have a positive on the body yet, but …” More static, only this time it sounded like Sarge fumbling with the cell phone. “Thing is, we could get some heat on this. From the media. And the brass. A real red ball.”

Kay took another sip of warm beer, enough to wet her throat. “What is it?”

There was a burst of interference, then voices in the background. And finally Sarge whispered, “I think it’s your girl, Kay. Your witness. Valerie Regester.”
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THE RAIN HAD COOLED the September night air, but had little effect on the charred remains of the former Dutton Mannequin warehouse in Canton. Heat radiated from the concrete floor where ashes and soot swirled in greasy pools of water.

Detective Danny Finnerty sidestepped a scorched mannequin, its head a mass of boiled fiberglass, its blackened arms reaching out. Wearing rubber boots, he sloshed through the debris and sludge, passing the torched delivery-bay door. Outside, another fire truck backed away from the curb, its beeper piercing the silence of the gutted building. A radio car’s siren blurted once, then there was only the drumming of water from the rafters overhead.

Finn ignored the residual sting of smoke in his eyes and trained his gaze back to the body. Arson detectives had almost missed her, initially mistaking her for one of the destroyed mannequins.

With Arson scouring the rest of the warehouse, it was Ed Gunderson who kept watch over the body. The toll of thirty years on the job was visible in the big man’s posture; under the rumpled tan trench coat his shoulders sagged inward as though he carried the weight of his entire squad on them. And his receding hairline seemed directly proportional to the receding clearance rate of cases within the unit.

In one gloved hand, Gunderson held a purse. He looked decidedly uncomfortable, like a dutiful husband gripping his wife’s handbag at the mall. Gesturing to one of the Mobile Crime Lab technicians, he unloaded the scorched purse before turning to Niles Fischer, the medical examiner’s investigator.

In the glare of the portable halogens, Fischer’s pristine white coveralls and matching hair glared in stark contrast to the burned wreckage around them. He squatted next to the remains, gnarled, latex-encased hands planted firmly on each knee until he lifted his wrist to check his watch.

Finn navigated a path toward them, keeping his breathing shallow. A three-year stint with Arson years ago had taught him a trick or two.

“Give her another ten minutes,” Gunderson instructed Fischer. “She’s on her way. In the meantime, nothing gets moved.” The sergeant’s voice had an edginess that Finn doubted was entirely due to the late-night hit of caffeine they’d picked up on the way over.

Fischer stood, sidestepped the body, and started for the exit. “I’ll be out in the van having a smoke.”

When Gunderson turned his gaze, Finn saw more starkly the exhaustion in the man’s pocked face. Well past his eligible retirement, Ed Gunderson was an anchor in the unit. Homicide was the man’s life. What he knew best. And the way Gunderson saw it, Finn guessed, leaving would be tantamount to picking out his own headstone and calling it quits.

“Thanks for coming along, Finn,” Gunderson told him. “I know you were on your way home. If you gotta go—”

“No. I’ll stay.” Fact was, he hadn’t been on his way home when the call had come in to Homicide almost an hour ago. At the end of night shift he’d had his jacket on and one foot out the squadroom door. But it was O’Reilly’s bar he’d been headed to. Last place an alcoholic should frequent. Still, when the desire for a drink was strong, sometimes a familiar setting helped the most, even if he only ever ordered a soda.

“So did you get anything from Arson?” Gunderson asked.

“They’ll be a while still. Fire was definitely deliberate though. Perp tossed the gasoline can on his way out. Most of the damage is back here. Luckily there weren’t as many flammables in the rest of the place, otherwise it might have taken out the whole building.”

“And she’s the reason.” Gunderson nodded to the body.

Finn followed the sergeant’s gaze. It didn’t matter how many fire deaths he’d seen while working Arson—the sight of blistered and seared skin, of fabric melted into flesh, was never an easy image to stomach. Harder still was the eerie yet familiar posture of a victim’s burned body: the intense heat of the blaze causing tendons and muscles to contract, drawing the limbs of the victim into what the texts referred to as a pugilistic attitude. To Finn, the position had always resembled a boxer caught in a defensive stance, as if the victim might have been alive in the fire, fighting the flames. But it was almost never the case. The heat and smoke usually killed them first.

“So Kay’s coming?” he asked Gunderson.

Gunderson nodded, his gaze never leaving the body in the shallow pool of grimy water.

“Does she know it’s her witness?”

“Yeah.”

“And this was on the Eales case, right?” Finn asked.

“Hm-hmm.”

Bernard Eales. Finn hadn’t heard the name spoken aloud in months. Not many dared around the offices. Mostly out of respect for Kay, Finn liked to think. But also because of what Eales represented: every cop’s worst nightmare.

And it wasn’t just Joe Spencer’s death, or Kay’s close brush herself, that had made the incident a year ago so horrifying. It was that even with six seasoned detectives working the murders of three prostitutes over the span of several months, no one had recognized the potential of Eales as a suspect. Finn, though, had always wondered if Kay had.

The media had been all over the story. Like hounds on fresh blood they’d covered the manhunt as every cop— uniformed or otherwise—took to the streets. Finn suspected it was actually the pressure of the media coverage and the citywide alert that had forced Eales to call in and surrender three days later. They’d picked him up at a junkie friend’s house several doors down from his own, still holding Kay’s 9mm.

The story had gone national after that for a brief time. But Kay had borne the brunt of the local coverage. For weeks. And Finn could do little but sit at the sidelines and watch.

It had been a fleeting moment of redemption when— only a week out of the hospital and still recovering—Kay had convinced Valerie Regester to come forward, positively identifying Eales as the man she’d seen dump one of the women’s bodies down a slope in Leakin Park.

“So you’re giving Kay the investigation?” Finn wondered if Gunderson was aware of the personal interest Kay had vested in Regester since the girl had agreed to testify, if he knew about Kay convincing her to get off the streets.

“I’m not sure,” Gunderson answered.

“You think she’s ready for the street?”

“She’s been out there.”

Finn hadn’t heard. He’d stopped keeping tabs a few months ago.

“Sent her out on a couple slam dunks. Easy cases. This one though …” Gunderson looked past the glare of the crime-scene lights. “I think I’ll let Kay decide if she’s ready. She deserves a real case. How would you feel about working it with her?”

“Me?”

“I can clear it with your sergeant. This case needs experience, Finn. And Kay needs a partner. Someone to ground her.”

Someone like Joe Spencer, Finn imagined Gunderson wanted to add.

Finn had seen how much Kay invested in each case, never giving up, leaving no stone unturned, and often taking directions others wouldn’t even have considered. Spencer had been a good fit for her. An old-school, by-the-book cop who maintained perspective on the case while Kay chased her intuition.

“She won’t stand to have her hand held,” Finn said.

“I know.” Gunderson nodded to the bay doors. “She’s here.”

She was lit from behind by the strobe of cruisers outside as she stepped over the scattered debris. Still, there was no mistaking her. Or the tension that stiffened her stance when one of the uniforms pointed her toward him and Gunderson.

Finn watched her pick her way around oily puddles toward the circle of lights. She’d cut her hair, and Finn realized then that he couldn’t remember when he’d seen her last. Weeks or months?

The cut was short. The kind that gave an air of confidence that might turn most men off but looked damn sexy to Finn. The suit, however, bordered on masculine. He’d seen her wear it before, only now it looked different. The material drew tight at her shoulders, while the rest hung loose off her thin frame. And when she finally met Finn’s gaze, the year of wanting her hit him like a ton of bricks.

“Sorry I dragged you out, Kay.” Gunderson offered her a hand as she straddled the blackened beam, then he gestured to Finn. “I asked Finn to tag along. With his Arson stint, I figured he could give us some insight.”

Kay nodded. Her cool gray eyes caught his, and her fleeting smile seemed little more than professional courtesy. What had he expected?

“So it’s Valley?” she asked.

“We found her purse just through the door there. It fared better than she did. ID in the purse is all Regester’s. Thirty-two dollars and change still in the wallet. No car ownership or insurance cards. Not even a Maryland driver’s license.”

“Any vehicle outside?”

“Not in the immediate vicinity.”

“So her killer drove her here.”

“Unless she walked.” Gunderson nodded to where the halogens flooded Regester’s body behind him. “You ready to see her?”

“Yeah.”

Sarge stepped aside then, allowing Kay to take in Valerie Regester’s twisted remains.

“Christ,” she whispered, her voice suddenly shaky. “Are you sure that’s her?”



3


THE SMELL ALMOST KNOCKED HER OVER. The stench of burned meat. Cooked organs and singed hair.

Kay worked her fingers into a pair of gloves as she moved past Sarge. She brought her hand to her nose, welcoming the usually objectionable odor of latex.

Water rippled in the wake of Kay’s duty shoes, washing against the soaked and blackened remnants of the victim’s clothing. Squatting, Kay swallowed hard, her breath clutching against the acrid stench. In her mind, Valley’s rare smile flashed.

“She was half under this beam.” Gunderson gave the alligatored surface a tap with his shoe, letting loose a burst of charcoal shards. “Finn figures the killer counted on it helping with the burning. Old, dried wood fires up better than a fresh body.”

Kay shifted, allowing full illumination from the crime-scene lamps. Along the victim’s throat she could just make out the braided pattern of a chain. She reached for it, plucking the necklace out of the blistered flesh and sliding her fingers along its length behind the neck. Searching. Then finding what she’d prayed she wouldn’t.

From the heat-tarnished chain dangled a medallion. St. Michael. Patron saint of police officers. A medal of protection.

Kay felt sick. She let the pendant drop. “Can we roll her?”

When Gunderson’s cell went off, the sergeant retreated to take the call.

“I’ll help,” Finn offered.

The bitterness of beer and bile rose to the top of her throat. Through the thin latex gloves Kay felt the residual warmth of the remains. Warmth from the flames, not life.

There was a low, sucking sound when they rolled her, as though an air pocket had been created between her back and the concrete. Black water swirled in to fill the place where Valley had lain. With his hand still on one charred shoulder, Finn propped her.

“Amazing,” he said, “how resilient the human body is, huh?”

In the glare of the lamps Valley’s hands were white, untouched by the flames that had consumed the exposed areas of her body. A yellow cord bound her wrists, and some of her clothing had also been protected: remnants of a pink leather skirt and a pale blouse. She wore no rings, no other jewelry, but her nails were long, sculpted, and polished by a salon, with glittering decals on each.

“The hands look good,” Finn said. “You’ll get prints to compare to her past prostitution record.”

Kay sat back on her heels. “It’s her.”

“How do you know?”

“The nails. Valley always had them done. She liked them long. Said they protected her on the street.”

Hell of a lot of good they did tied behind her back, Kay thought.

“And there’s this.” Kay caught the St. Michael’s medallion between her fingers again, angled it for Finn to see.

“That hers?”

“I gave it to her.”

A beat of silence, then: “I’m sorry about this, Kay.”

Finn’s discomfort radiated off him like the heat from Valley’s body. Kay had forgotten the awkwardness that came over him when confronted by genuine emotion.

Behind them, Gunderson jammed his cell into his coat pocket. “I gotta get back,” he said. “You two good here?”

Kay stood as Finn released the body. “What do you mean, ‘us two’?”

“I’m giving you this one, Kay. But like I said, this here’s a red ball, so you’re working with Finn.”

Kay caught the look that passed between the two men and knew arguing was pointless. The decision had been made before she’d ever set foot on the scene.

“Take it or leave it, Kay.”

Six years working under Ed Gunderson had taught Kay just how far she could push the man. She got further than most of her peers when it came to Sarge, but Spencer’s death had taken the wind out of their relationship. Even though Sarge had fought for her when people needed someone to blame, when the brass needed to make an example of her, Kay would never forget the disappointment she’d seen in his eyes when he’d stood at her hospital bedside.

“I lost one good cop, Delaney,” he’d said when she’d tried to hand in her shield. “Don’t make it two.”

Kay had always wondered if there was more behind his hanging on to her. As though, in the midst of the calloused cynicism that came with working murders, she was Ed Gunderson’s last link to humanity.

She nodded.

“All right then,” he said, snapping the collar of his trench coat. “I’ll see you downtown later.”

Watching him navigate the debris, Kay knew she should be grateful. A month ago he wouldn’t have let her anywhere near the case.

She caught Finn studying her. “So, you’re the arson expert,” she said. “Tell me about this fire.” She bit down on the sarcasm too late and looked past the circle of light to the far reaches of the wrecked interior.

“Well, she was probably dead before the fire was lit.”

“And you can tell that how?”

“This scene’s got all the signs of someone trying to destroy evidence. And you can smell it.”

She took in a breath and immediately regretted it. “What exactly am I supposed to be smelling?”

“Gasoline. There’s traces of it just under everything else. He used it as an accelerant.” Finn circled to her, closing the comfortable distance between them, and pointed out the blacker areas around the body. “Our boy splashed gas here. And here across the beam. But mostly over the body. The fire characteristically spread up from there. You can follow the path. From anywhere in the building I can show you how the fire originated from this one spot. See the V patterns?” He motioned to the wall next to Valley’s body.

“These show you the fire’s point of origin. And here, where the burning is deepest, you can almost make out the trail of gas he laid. Arson’ll talk to the owner, find out if there was fuel on the premises. If not, we can assume our boy came prepared.”

“A professional job?”

“Not likely. This guy didn’t try to conceal the fact that he was setting a fire. Now that doesn’t mean he didn’t know what he was doing. See, either this guy was incredibly stupid, thinking he could destroy a body with fire, or he’s got a different motive for the arson.”

Finn seemed to scan the darker recesses of the burned shell. “I’m betting he torched this place to destroy evidence. An arson scene is an entirely different ball game than anything you’ve investigated. Often you’re looking at minimal or no trace evidence. You’ve got temps of a thousand degrees ripping through here. Flames and smoke, falling debris. And then you’ve got your fire crews trampling every last square inch of the place. Doesn’t leave much chance for solid evidence. I’m guessing our guy knew that.”

“But why not make it really tough on us then?” she asked. “Why did the son of a bitch just leave her purse like that?”

“Because it’s not her identity he’s trying to conceal with the fire, Kay. It’s his own.”
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KAY SCANNED THE DESTRUCTION AGAIN. Finn was right. It was unlike any other scene she’d worked. It was foreign. Nothing here spoke to her. Nothing cried out with answers.

Her gaze stopped on Finn. It was the first time in months she’d really seen him. He looked rumpled. It wasn’t just the creased and smudged suit that his dry cleaner on Broadway would curse him for bringing in. His eyes looked tired and he needed a shave. Between his Latin complexion and his sleek, black hair pulled into the usual ponytail, he looked more like a hit man for a Colombian drug cartel than a forty-year-old, black-Irish murder cop from Baltimore.

She regretted shutting Finn out, Kay realized then. Regretted not letting him be there for her. Of everyone, Finn understood what it was like to lose someone, and to feel responsible for that death.

Kay averted her gaze when he caught her stare.

“Any thoughts on whether this could be related to Eales?” he asked her. “With his trial starting in the next couple weeks …”

Kay shook her head. “I just don’t see it. Eales doesn’t have the money or the brains to arrange something like this.”

Kay looked to the body. Valley. Almost a year ago the girl had finally agreed to meet with Kay. Out on Calvert Street, just down from the glitz and squalor of The Block, the young hooker had shivered in a halo of breath vapor as she accepted Kay’s own scarf and gloves. How many times had Kay told the girl she was doing the right thing by testifying? Assured her she’d be safe?

“Then maybe it’s random,” Finn said. “She could have been hooking again and got picked up by the wrong john.”

Kay didn’t want to believe it.

“When was the last time you talked to her?” he asked.

“Couple months, I guess. I got her a job in the State’s Attorney’s Office. Filing. Answering phones.”

“Well, hooking certainly pays better than a city wage.”

Kay hoped he wasn’t right.

“What about family?” he asked.

“There isn’t any. Mom bailed, and father died when Valley was six.”

“Adoptive parents?”

“No. She was in and out of foster homes.” Kay shook her head. “Damn it, Finn, this girl pulled her life together.”

“Detective Delaney, at long last.” Niles Fischer sloshed toward them, his assistant carrying a litter. They stopped within the circle of light, and Fischer cracked her a dry smile.

“How are you doing, Niles?”

“Complaining never got me nowhere. Seen everything you need to see?”

“Pretty much. Can you tell me anything about her?”

The ME’s investigator shrugged. “Not much. Victim was probably deceased before the fire started. Not sure how though.”

“What is that, you figure?” Kay pointed to the four-inch gash along the top right side of Valley’s skull. The thin layer of flesh beneath glared pink against the seared skin. “Is that a laceration from a blow?”

“Could be. More likely a heat rupture though. With temperatures this intense, the soft tissue splits. Especially tissue close to bone.” Fischer arranged the heavy plastic sheet around the body. “They’ll x-ray her, look for corresponding fractures. But there’s no telling for sure till you let us get this girl downtown.”

“All right, then, she’s all yours. But bag her hands.” I hope you took a piece of the bastard with you, Valley. Kay turned to Finn. “Gunderson said they found her purse?”

“Yeah, over here.”

He led her through the flame-licked doorway and into the main area of the warehouse. Finn trained his police-issue Maglite across the concrete floor, stopping when its beam caught a slightly charred Coca-Cola can and what might have been foil gum wrappers. It was amazing to Kay how some areas of the building appeared almost untouched by the devastation.

“Right here.” Finn pointed. “We already bagged the purse. Looked like it had been gone through. Could get lucky and get a print.”

“Yeah, and you could win the Big Game jackpot tomorrow too.” Behind them, from the back room, the sound of the zipper on Valley’s body bag ripped the silence. Kay hated the sound.

“Face it, Kay. What we got here is a stone-fucking whodunit.”
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WITH THE FIRE DEPARTMENT’S pumpers gone, Luther Street was clogging with press vehicles and TV-satellite trucks. Kay tried to ignore the small crush of media. Several officers monitored the border of crime-scene ribbon that snapped in the breeze. Inside the taped-off corral, more uniforms scanned the ground, systematically working a grid up the side alley and the back.

“Anything?” Kay asked the closest patrol.

He shook his head, kept his eyes to the ground. She saw the end of his cigarette flare as he sucked on it.

“Hey, Slick.” She waved him over, snatched the fizzling butt from his lips, and flicked it past the yellow tape. “Don’t smoke on my crime scene, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am. Detective.”

In his exhale, Kay savored the traces of nicotine that hung in the damp air. It had been a year since she’d last lit up. She had Bernard Eales to thank for that. He’d put her in the hospital for a week, and during that time it had required too much effort to drag herself to the elevator, ride the car down, and limp to the main doors for a smoke. Later on, it seemed senseless to start up again.

Besides, when you’d faced death that closely, when you’d smelled its breath, there was no way the experience didn’t change you. It was natural, her shrink had told her, to want to alter things about your life after something like that. And Kay had. Smoking wasn’t the only habit she’d given up since the beatdown.

She looked at Finn, his shoulders hunched against the steady drizzle. The harsh blue strobe of a radio car’s light-bar washed his face in erratic pulses. Kay wondered how he’d been in the past few months. Seeing the outline of his body beneath the damp jacket and the creased slacks made it hard to forget what they’d shared before that nightmare on Eales’s porch, before Kay had pushed everyone away. Especially Finn.

In many ways, she missed him. But it was better like this. She didn’t want anyone counting on her again. Ever. It was good that he’d given up leaving messages on her answering machine.

“We’re not going to find any eyewitnesses,” Finn said. “There’s nothing down here.” He nodded to the dark windows of the neighboring warehouses, broken panes, and boarded-up frames.

He was right. Luther was a narrow, potholed side street T-ing north off Boston, the main drag that swept out of Fells Point and along the eastern shore. An industrial wasteland.

Finn followed as Kay ducked under the police ribbon and crossed the street. Directly opposite lay a fenced-in lot. Twelve feet of rusted chain-link circled a graveyard of parked trailers and flatbeds, junkers and random piles of sheet metal. Kay felt an involuntary shudder as her eyes searched the murky maze of skids. Her heart skipped when metal clanged and she spotted movement back in the farther reaches. A stray dog, most likely. Nothing more.

The dark made her uneasy now. Made her think thoughts no cop on the street could afford to think. Used to be she was the first one through the door in any situation. Now she didn’t know if she could do it. Didn’t know if she’d freeze up. And she hated not knowing, hated not trusting herself. Mostly she hated Bernard Eales for stealing her courage.

She turned to study the Dutton warehouse. The three-story, crumbling structure looked hollow. Flames had licked up the east wall through the first-floor windows, blackening the brick.

“So why did he choose this place?” she thought aloud. “Was it convenient or significant?”

“It was empty. And it was isolated.”

“Yeah, and so are half the warehouses down here. Why this one?” She pointed to the alley alongside the Dutton building. “You can’t see the side entrance from the street. He had to have known it was there. That it was open.”

“Lucky guess?”

“No. The building means something. He was familiar with it.”

“Come on, Kay, we’re getting soaked. We’ll come back in the daylight. Rattle some doors. By then Arson will have something for us. We may as well get started on the paperwork.”

Kay started to follow him, then stopped. “No. I want to go to Valley’s apartment first.”

“Now?”

“Yeah. You said her purse had been gone through. This guy has her address. It wouldn’t be the first time a perp made a house call after the fact. Besides, we have to check the place anyway.”

“Fine. But we gotta get through that.” He nodded to the media personnel, each jockeying for a better position along the yellow tape. One broke from the pack. “Here comes Jane,” Finn warned.

Jane Gallagher, WBAL’s crime reporter, zeroed in, her cameraman scrambling to keep up.

“Detective Delaney, can you tell us if there’s been a positive identification on the body?”

“No comment.” The red operating light on the camera glowed, and Kay clamped down on a dozen other words she’d rather use.

“Has it been ruled a homicide?”

The microphone bobbled in Kay’s face. “No comment.”

“What about the fire? Has it been classified an arson?”

There was a time Kay had been civil to Gallagher. Actually liked her. She’d used the reporter herself a couple times on cases. But that had ended fourteen months ago. Paramedics had barely scraped Kay’s battered body off Eales’s walkway when the reporter had pounced. The next morning, and for several days after, the image of Kay’s bloodied and swollen face had flashed across Channel 11’s monitors.

But it had been Gallagher’s ongoing commentary on the incident that had been the most defamatory: citing bad judgment, a disregard for policy, and a lack of departmental defensive training as the cause of the brutal attack on the two detectives. Kay never knew why Gallagher had such an obsession for the case, but Kay suspected Jane’s feelings for Spencer had gone beyond professional, despite his wedding ring. And that Gallagher, like many others, blamed Kay for his death.

“Detective Delaney, are you working the case? Is this your first investigation since—”

Before Gallagher could execute any defensive move, Kay had the mike in one hand. With the other she snatched the lens of the shoulder-mounted camera. The reporter’s thin lips stretched into a smile, and Kay despised the amusement she saw in the woman’s face.

“Don’t go there, Jane. Don’t go anywhere near there. You are the last person who’s getting anything on this, you hear?”

“Wait, is that a departmental position or a personal one?”

“You need to ask?”

“I’m just doing my job, Detective.”

“Yeah? Then let me do mine or you’re going to find this mike so far up your rectum you’re going to need a fucking nuclear enema to get it out.” Kay gave the microphone a final shove before turning.

Behind her, Gallagher mumbled something indiscernible, then Kay heard Finn’s voice: “… not like you don’t deserve it, Janey. Besides, you know the drill. Talk to the spokesperson. Like everyone else.”

Kay couldn’t make out the words after that, but when Finn caught up with her, his silence said it all. He’d just run damage control for her, and he didn’t like it.
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VALERIE REGESTER’S APARTMENT was up in Hampden, a predominantly white, working-class enclave in the Northern District. Here there were fewer steel grates over store windows and doors, and the trash sat neatly at the curbs waiting for morning pickup. The four-story walk-up smelled of cooked onions and cat piss, and the humidity from the day still hung in the tight stairwell. It was even hotter on the top-floor landing outside the girl’s apartment.

Kay remembered Valley’s excitement the day she’d first brought the girl to see the rental. The promise in Valley’s eyes was one of those images, those life snapshots, that would stay with Kay forever. But as she envisioned it now, Kay saw her burned remains. And she saw Bernard Eales. Could he have arranged the girl’s murder?

Kay watched as Finn snapped on a fresh latex glove and tried the knob of Valley’s door.

“Locked,” he said. “Doesn’t look like our boy was here. Does she have a roommate?”

“No.”

“You wanna wake the super?”

But Kay didn’t have to answer. From the opposite door on the landing there was the slide of a chain, then a dead bolt being thrown back. When the door opened a crack, Kay badged the tenant.

“It’s Valerie, isn’t it?” Valley’s neighbor looked to be in her early twenties. She clutched a silk kimono around her and twisted a lock of blond hair around one finger. Behind her, through the open door, Kay saw the snow-filled television screen of a station gone off the air.

“I’m Detective Delaney. This is Detective Finnerty.”

“Kathleen Koch.” Her hand was slim and cool in Kay’s. “You’re that cop. Valerie’s friend, aren’t you? I recognize you from the picture in the paper.”

“Yeah,” Kay said. The same picture everyone else in Baltimore City and twenty-three counties from Worcester to Garrett had seen. “Ms. Koch, do you know if anyone’s been here tonight?”

“No. I would have heard. I’ve been keeping an ear out, waiting for Valerie to come home from class.”

“Class?”

“Yeah. She’s taking a drawing class at Notre Dame. It’s done at ten and she should have been home hours ago. She’s got work tomorrow.”

“Does she get a ride with someone? Take Mass Transit?”

“Sometimes she catches the Light Rail. Tonight she had my car.”

“Would she have driven anyone home?”

“No.”

“Does Valerie have a boyfriend?” Kay asked.

“No. Not Valerie. She’s had it with guys. That’s why she’s at Notre Dame,” Koch said, referring to the all-women’s campus.

“You don’t have a key to her apartment, do you, Kathy?” Finn asked.

“Sure.” Koch groped the wall just inside the door and produced a key chain.

“Can you tell us what Valley was wearing tonight?” Kay asked.

“Oh, God, what’s happened to her?” The first waver of panic gripped the girl’s voice and her knuckles whitened around the spare key. “Tell me she’s all right.”

Kay shook her head. Looked to Finn. In her partnership with Spencer she’d always been the one consoling, the one carefully choosing words for the victim’s survivors. Spence used to tell her she was good at it. But Kay had figured out early on that it was just his way of avoiding the wailing mothers, the weeping spouses, and the hysterical family and friends.

“She borrowed my leather miniskirt.” Koch handed Kay the key, her hand suddenly shaking. “It’s pink. And a white top, I think. What’s happened to her?”

Kay unlocked the door and stepped into the foyer of Valley’s apartment. Tonight, she couldn’t be the one delivering the news. After what she’d seen back at the warehouse, there was no comfort left in her.

Behind her she heard Finn’s muted tones, then Kathleen Koch’s sobs. The place smelled of scented candles or some kind of flowery air-freshener. A cheap box fan in one window slapped the heavy night air through the small apartment. The carpeting was worn, but Valley had had it cleaned. She’d painted as well. Kay remembered the nicotine-yellowed walls.

Nowhere in the apartment were there signs of a struggle or foul play. Nothing to indicate Valley had been abducted from her home. Still, Kay pulled a pair of gloves from her jacket pocket.

In the bedroom, the wall switch worked a small lamp on the nightstand. A faded kerchief with a Florentine pattern was draped over the shade, muting the light. The bed was made, pillows carefully arranged. Another fan was propped in the bedroom window, its breeze rustling the leaves of a hanging spider plant and the brittle pages of newsprint tacked to the wall—pages from Valley’s sketchbook. Life-drawings, nudes, portraits in broad, bold strokes of charcoal. Kay recognized several of Kathleen Koch.

A paint-chipped dresser with lopsided drawers had been angled into the corner, the top cluttered with costume jewelry, knockoff imitation scents in quaint perfume bottles, and nail polish from Wal-Mart. Tucked in the corner of the clouded mirror was a photo-booth snap of her and Koch. Both laughing.

There were no other photos. No family shots. No childhood memories caught on celluloid. Kay remembered the sound of the zipper on Valley’s body bag. Who would bury the girl?

Kay tamped down the threat of emotion. The time to grieve was later, after Valley’s killer had been caught. Right now she couldn’t afford to dwell on the girl’s loss.

Crossing to the bed, Kay pulled open the nightstand drawer: a dog-eared Chicken Soup book and a half-used pack of matches from Donna’s in Mount Vernon. She’d taken Valley there for lunch months ago, had jotted her new cell number inside the matchbook. A bottle of NyQuil and two prescription bottles rattled in the drawer when Kay pulled it open farther. She picked them up, turning each into the light: Xanax and doxycycline.

Taking one last look around the bedroom, Kay knew Valley hadn’t been hooking again. She shouldn’t have been so quick to lose faith in the girl. This was the apartment of someone starting over, someone living on a city wage, leaving a lifetime on the streets behind her. She’d turned her life around, and watching her do it had been one of the few glimpses of humanity Kay had found since that night on Eales’s porch. It had given her hope.

In the living room, Kathleen Koch had gotten ahold of herself. Finn looked huge sitting on the couch next to her, cradling a tissue box while she wiped her eyes.

“Do you know why Valley was taking Xanax?” Kay asked her.

Koch looked up with swollen eyes. “She was having panic attacks. Mild ones.”

“About the upcoming trial?”

Koch nodded. Blew her nose. “She was having nightmares too.”

That explained the NyQuil.

“And do you know what the doxycycline was for?”

“I don’t know what that is.”

A shared glance with Finn told Kay he’d gotten everything he was going to from the girl. Kay motioned to the door, and Finn guided Koch to the foyer and out onto the stairwell.

“You’ve got my number if you think of anything or need to talk,” Finn told her, returning Valley’s key.

The girl sniffed again. “Thank you, Detective.”

“One more thing, Kathleen.” Kay stopped her before she could close her apartment door. “You said Valley used your car tonight?”

“Yeah. It’s a Nova. Gray.” She gave them the tag number.

“Valley had her license then?”

“Of course. We went to the MVA just last week to get the photo renewed. It was her birthday.”

Kay mentally kicked herself. She shouldn’t have forgotten.

“And she carried it with her, right? The license?”

“Always.”

“Thanks, Kathleen. Now lock up, okay?”

They heard the dead bolt slide home, then the chain, as they headed down the stairs. Wordlessly they left the building and crossed the street to the unmarked. The sound of Finn’s hard-soled brogues against the asphalt echoed through the wet dark of morning.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky on the wallet after all,” Kay said over the Lumina’s buzzer as she opened the passenger door.

“You’re thinking the killer took Regester’s driver’s license? But why, when he didn’t take the money?”

“Because the money’s just money.” She met Finn’s gaze over the roof of the car. “Her license has her picture on it.”

“Yeah. And?”

“And, it’s his souvenir.”
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THEY FOUND KATHLEEN KOCH’S Chevy behind Fourier Hall at Notre Dame College. Dawn had started to lighten the sky over the Chesapeake some fifteen miles east as Kay and Finn scanned the manicured campus and the empty lot, working their way to the rundown Nova.

From a distance nothing was visibly suspicious about the little car: no awkward tilt from a flat tire, no smashed window, and certainly no note on the dash begging the campus parking division not to tow.

The lot’s lamps still burned, their yellow glow shimmering off beaded rain across the Nova’s windshield.

“Both doors are locked,” Kay noted as she approached the passenger side. “Her stuff’s inside though.” On the passenger seat lay a sketch pad and a small wooden box bearing the name of an art supplies store. A red rain jacket had been tossed in the backseat.

“Maybe it wouldn’t start,” Finn suggested. “Could be she went for the Light Rail and he grabbed her there. Maybe even grabbed her up in Hampden after she’d gotten off.”

“No. Ten o’clock at night, I think she would have called her friend. Gone back inside to use the phone.”

“Building might have been locked up already.”

Kay circled the car. The paint had oxidized years ago in the blistering Baltimore sun. The bumper’s chrome was peeling and the Maryland plates had started to rust. When she came around to the driver’s-side door, Kay knew the feeling in her gut was valid. Glass ground beneath the heavy soles of her shoes.

Finn heard it as well. “What the hell’s that?”

At her feet, thick shards peppered the wet asphalt, glittering like jewels. Several more glinted along the Nova’s roof.

Kay looked up. “The son of a bitch took out the light.”

Twenty feet above them the glass-bowl diffuser had been shattered. It had been a good shot. Or maybe it had taken several.

“He targeted her. Knew what car she was driving, where she’d parked,” Kay said.

But why was her sketchbook already in the car? Unless Finn was right. Unless she’d gotten in and the car wouldn’t start.

“Can you get under the hood without access to the inside?” Kay asked.

Finn had already snapped on a pair of gloves and was prodding through the top of the grill. There was a faint pop and the hood came up.

“External latch,” he said, propping the hood, then pointing. “There. Spark-plug cables were pulled.”

The rubber ends dangled uselessly next to the distributor cap.

“Son of a bitch.” Kay stepped back from the oil-stained engine.

“If this girl is as street-smart as you say, Kay, how’d he get her into his car?”

“She wouldn’t have caught a ride with a stranger. He took her by force. Or …” Kay scanned the deserted grounds again, grasping for a scenario that felt right. “Or she knew the scumbag. We better get Mobile out here to dust the car,” she said, even though she doubted they’d find much. If Valley’s killer had put such orchestration into her abduction, he’d hardly leave prints.

They waited twenty minutes for a Mobile Crime Lab unit, sitting together on the hood of the Lumina, first exchanging awkward small talk, then sharing silence. They watched the white Crime Lab van circle a couple times before locating the lot behind Fourier Hall. Leaving the tech to dust the Nova, they headed downtown. Kay let Finn drive, enjoying the rare luxury of being chauffeured through the streets that usually passed her in a blur.

Baltimore wasn’t her city. From its glittering tourist-infested Inner Harbor to the crumbling projects where heroin and cocaine perpetuated the decay, from boarded-up row houses to the gluttony of Guilford and Roland Park with their private schools and stately shingled homes, all of it felt foreign to Kay.

There had been no rhyme or reason to her coming here thirteen years ago. Out of college, needing a job and knowing there was no future for her back home in Jonesport, Maine, she’d followed a friend to Maryland on a whim, with two hundred bucks in her wallet and a suitcase in the trunk of her Honda. And when the Department advertised for recruits, the money and benefits looked better than any other prospects at the time.

Thirteen years … Another eight and she could retire from the force. If she actually made it to retirement. Eight years could seem like a life sentence when the passing of weeks and months was counted by the number of murders up on the board, by the endless list of victims, and the plea bargains for lesser sentences granted by the state simply to keep the system from clogging. Even at the best of times, murder was a thankless business.

Still, she made a difference. It wasn’t a view shared by many in her squad, but it was the one thing Kay clung to over the years: the notion that what she did helped people, even if in the end it was only a handful. As a murder cop, she was entrusted with the pursuit of the worst possible crime—the taking of a human life. She spoke for the dead. And for the survivors.

Even so, after her twenty were up, she’d retire. She’d made a vow to herself: no drop program, no tempting departmental bribes to stay on board just a few more years with the promise of a tidy bonus at the end. She wouldn’t let the stress eat what little soul was left. When her day came, she’d be gone. Maybe she’d go back home to Maine. Back to the fishing-village atmosphere, untouched by the plague of violence she saw drugs exert on the city. Away from the crack holes and seedy side streets, from the hot spots where crime seemed to incubate and spread like some terminal disease.

Studying Finn’s profile now, Kay remembered a time when the city hadn’t seemed so bleak.

“So, have you had lunch with Jimmy Carter lately?” he asked, perhaps sensing her eyes on him.

“No. You?”

Finn shook his head. Smiled.

Together they’d worked with the Habitat for Humanity organization within Baltimore, helping to restore vacant row houses for low-income families. They’d seen several projects through completion in the Northeast District and even took part in a lunch with the former president as part of the groundbreaking ceremonies.

Kay missed the camaraderie of the crew, missed the hard labor and the sense of accomplishment, and she missed sharing something outside the job with Finn.

“You gonna be okay with this?” Finn focused on the traffic congesting along Greenmount. “You and me working together?”

“Sure. You?”

He shrugged. “I don’t have a problem. As long as you do the typing.”

It wouldn’t have been the first time Finn had solicited her writing skills. Before Spencer’s death, they’d often found themselves in the Homicide offices together. One or the other working overtime, their hours deliberately overlapping in spite of their alternating shifts. These days, though, Kay did her best to be out of the offices before Finn’s squad came in, avoiding him when she could. Obviously Finn had been doing the same.

“Tell you what,” she said. “I’ll do the typing if you don’t babysit me through this entire investigation.”

“Deal.” And in his voice she sensed she’d been right about why Sarge had put Finn on the case. Finn was Sarge’s safety net, his way of ensuring that she didn’t screw up, that she didn’t get someone else killed.

He accelerated through the amber light at Biddle. “Listen, I don’t know what you’re feeling about this girl, Kay, but if you want to sit out the autopsy this morning—”

“I’ll be there. Thanks for the concern though,” she added.

As they crossed Eager Street, Kay felt the familiar tightening of her spine. It had started two blocks away, but now, with Maryland’s State Pen to her right, the tension twisted in her empty gut.

The rough-hewn granite of the Transition Center loomed beyond the twenty-foot Cyclone fence topped with accordion coils of shining razor ribbon. Kay wondered if other cops looked at the Pen as they passed it. If they thought about the men they’d put there.

As the Lumina shot past the cluster of buildings, there was only one man Kay thought of.
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DAY 403.

Bernard Eales felt his feet first. Arches pressed against the cold iron bar at the end of his low cot. The bunk was too small. With no room to roll over, he generally woke in the same position he lay down in when lights went out each night in A Block, the starched sheet still pulled to his chin.

From the farther reaches of the cellblock he heard the echoes of catcalls, distant slammings, even muffled cries. Nothing in particular defined mornings in his corner of the State Pen. No sun. No alarm clocks. But Bernard always recognized morning in his gray double cell: his bladder was bursting and his mouth was stale.

With effort, he hauled himself up. Shambling barefoot across the cement pad to the stainless-steel urinal, he loosened the drawstring of his prison trousers and groped for his cock.

From the top bunk, Darnell Brown whimpered. One month in and the crack-selling street tough still cried for his mama. Especially in his dreams.

Bernard checked his watch, then remembered he’d traded it for smokes last week. He’d ask Patricia for a new one. Nothing pricey. And some more Marlboros. He hated bartering. Always got the shit end of the stick.

Not that it mattered much when he had Patsy, he thought, his urine at last striking the steel bowl. She took care of him. Two visits a week. More, if they’d let her. And always with a little something. All he had to do was smile, nod while she talked about her cats, and pucker a few blown kisses from behind the visitation-booth Plexiglas before she left.

Patsy and her fucking cats … If he ever got out, the first thing he’d do would be to get rid of the fucking cats. He kicked the flush with his heel. Darnell stopped whimpering.

Bernard turned within the twelve-by-fourteen cell to the narrow window. Like all the cell windows in the Pen, it was welded shut, its frame painted a bright orange. They did that so the guards could see if you fucked with it.

Next to it hung a calendar, stuck up with shreds of masking tape. Patsy had given it to him, from the garage her old man took the Beemer to. Photos of classic cars. Nothing that turned him on though. Nothing as sweet as his ’59 StratoChief. He wondered where the Strat was now. Still in police impound probably. The gleaming black paint job dulling in the glaring sun. The white walls drying out and flat. The battery dead. Sons of bitches.

On the calendar, Darnell had been crossing off the days with bold red X’s. Bernard let him. It was Thursday. In his left-handed chicken-scratch Bernard had made a notation to remind him of today’s meeting with Grogan. With the trial starting in two weeks, the defense attorney was itching to talk strategy, jury selection, and witnesses.

All a waste of time. Even if Grogan did manage to convince a jury he’d shot the cop in self-defense, that he hadn’t known they were police at his door that night, and he’d been protecting his home against presumed intruders, even then that ball-busting, blond state’s attorney bitch was going to have his nuts on a platter for the hookers’ murders.

Bernard returned to his bottom bunk, flopped down onto the sweat-dampened sheet. He kicked at the top mattress when Darnell started whimpering again. Then he closed his eyes, rooted a booger out of one nostril, and flicked it across the cell while he imagined himself behind the wheel of his shiny black StratoChief.
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