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PROLOGUE

The sun had set long, long ago.

The streets of Seattle became a very different place when it was dark. Let’s be honest, even during the day, things had a tendency to be a bit bleak in the Pacific Northwest. But after dark, things got downright creepy.

A light drizzle, nothing more than a clear late summer night for anyone who had grown up here, weighed down Abby’s bleach-blonde hair. She had not grown up here. For her, this much precipitation was the rough equivalent of a downpour. Phoenix, Arizona wasn’t known for its abundant annual rainfall.

How she had ended up here she knew very well, but couldn’t believe to this day. A guy. It was always a guy, wasn’t it? A boy and his band, wanting to test the waters in a bigger city, but without the balls to head to Vegas or L.A. She should’ve known then.

Now, a year and a half later, the band had broken up, and the boyfriend had headed out somewhere for parts unknown. And Abby? Abby was stuck in a lease with a job that paid just well enough that she didn’t want to leave it, but not well enough for her to ever really get ahead.

Tonight was the first night she had gone out on her own since the breakup three months ago. She’d grabbed a couple of the girls from work and jetted down to the Foundation Nightclub, a local hotspot just a couple of blocks away from Pike Place Market. 

It was a little touristy, sure, but Abby was still new enough to Seattle that being a tourist was okay by her. The drinks were expensive, but she didn’t normally have to worry too much about that. And the guys there were a bit more upscale than her grungy ex.

But after both of her friends had gotten picked up and it had started getting late, Abby had decided to head home. Drinking alone in a bar just felt way too pathetic.

The problem with that? Abby couldn’t remember where she had parked. Maybe that last cosmopolitan had been a bad idea. She would’ve hailed a cab and come back for her VW bug tomorrow, but in looking for the parking lot where she’d left it, she’d entered into some much narrower streets that were pretty quiet, even for this area. There wasn’t a cab anywhere in sight.

She pulled off her heels, feeling the wet cool of the sidewalk soothe her aching feet. Going out on a Friday after work always sounded like such a great idea, but man, was she beat. Next time she planned an outing with the girls, it would be on a Saturday. And the girls would be ones who wouldn’t abandon her at the first sign of a smile from a cute guy.

Whatever. She was over it.

Now that the clatter of her own heels wasn’t ringing in her ears, Abby could’ve sworn she heard something. She stopped for a moment, but whatever it was had dissipated into the surrounding mist.

How many times had she thought she was being followed late at night, only to realize it was her over-active imagination? Abby chuckled to herself and started walking again. Time to fish her phone out of the bag she called her purse and figure out where the hell she was.

Rummaging through the accumulated crap of at least three years—once Abby found a purse she liked, she used it until it disintegrated—she finally got her fingers around her smartphone and swiped down the screen to wake it up. 

No reception. Sonofa…if she hadn’t signed a two-year contract with this idiotic company before moving out here, she would’ve ditched them a long time ago. There were more holes in her coverage here than in a fine piece of Swiss cheese.

Glancing around, Abby looked for any street sign that might look even remotely familiar. As she spun around in a circle, she saw a dark blur move into the shadows cast by a building that blocked the hazy light from a nearby streetlamp. Was that the direction from which she had heard that sound earlier? Hard to tell in the dark, with all the drizzle.

She was being ridiculous. It was just some person, or maybe even a stray animal trying to hug the sides of the businesses to take advantage of their canopies to keep the moisture off. No one was following her. Of course not.

But somehow, as she started walking again, her steps were more purposeful, more rapid, less likely to veer to one side or another. That wasn’t being paranoid. She was just tired of being stuck out in the rain. Time to get home.

As she teetered somewhere between a walk and a trot, she heard the distinct sound of footsteps on pavement. That couldn’t have been her imagination, could it? Just because every other time it had ended up being her own fears didn’t mean it would every time, right? And honestly, who was she afraid of seeing her panic? It’s not like there was anyone there to laugh at her.

Except the one who was actually following her.

Screw it. She was running.

Picking up speed fueled by fear and adrenaline, she rounded a corner, then ducked into an alley, hoping to lose her pursuer with a few twists and turns. Maybe a serious chase would deter her pursuer.

But with every step she took, it seemed, her shadow gained ground. The footsteps were clearer, more resonant. She could hear every footfall, every echo ringing back from the walls on either side. There was something unusual about the sound, but she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was.

The almost absolute darkness of this area was pierced as she rounded yet another corner. The warm yellow glow of an open business beckoned. What kind of business would be open at 1:30 in the morning gave her very little pause. Right now, an open door and light was just the kind of safe haven she was looking for.

She whipped through the door, pushing the swinging glass in front of her, heedless of the force she put into it. The door slammed into the wall, ricocheting closed with the combined momentum of the spring-loaded action and the reversed inertia of her initial push.

Safely inside, Abby took a deep, shuddering breath. Whether or not she had imagined the whole episode, that had been one of the scariest things she had ever experienced. She lifted her head to see where it was that she had landed.

It was a Laundromat. The ambient warmth from the never-ceasing action of the industrial-sized driers against one wall mingled with the moisture of the Seattle air to create a muggy swamp of an atmosphere. She dropped her heels to the floor and slipped them back onto her feet.

Several of the dryers spun with clothes inside, but there was no one around, as far as Abby could see. Probably left to grab a coffee at some 24-hour café. Or just a coffee shop. It was Seattle. There shouldn’t be a lack of coffee shops.

Abby would’ve preferred some company at this point, but the heat and light were doing wonders to slow her beating pulse down to non-life-threatening levels. She wandered up one of the aisles of washing machines, playing with the old quarter feeder slots on the tops of the machines. This Laundromat was old.

As she was about to get to the end of the aisle she was moving down, Abby heard the front door open. Her pulse ratcheted up once more, even though she tried to convince herself that no would-be rapist would try anything in a public place. Especially one so well lit. With glass doors, for crying out loud.

She continued telling herself that until the lights went off.

In spite of herself, she let out a muffled whimper of terror. This was so much worse than any horror film she’d ever seen. There was someone in here with her. And that someone had flipped off the lights. That was not the act of a person who was just here to pick up his dry clothes.

She stifled the sound of her breath as best she could, wishing that she hadn’t put her heels back on. Moving as silently as possible, Abby groped along the tops of the machines, looking for anything she might be able to use to defend herself. Nothing. She guided herself by the dim glow of the indicator lights on the tops of the machines, the only lights that shone here, in this death trap.

Was there a back exit? She had no idea. But she sure as hell wasn’t going back up to the front of the store, with whomever it was lurking there.

Stepping carefully, doing everything she could to keep her heels from clacking on the cracked tile floor, Abby made her way to the back of the Laundromat, trying in vain to remember the brief glimpse she had had of the layout of the place before the lights went out. Just when she was about to collapse from the overwhelming tension, she saw one of the most welcome sights of her life.

As she moved beyond the end of the aisle, there, just beyond the old wooden folding table in front of her, was a dimly glowing EXIT sign. There was a back door. Abby could slip out quietly and get to a more public place. She wasn’t out of the woods yet, but she could see the way there.

She moved around the table, running her finger along the tabletop as she went. Her hand came into contact with what felt like a box of powder detergent, a theory confirmed in the low light from the sign. As she rounded the corner, she discerned duct tape holding up one of the legs of the dilapidated table.

Hurrying toward the beckoning light, Abby was completely unprepared for the elbow that seemed to come from out of nowhere to land squarely against her jaw. 

White lights starred in front of her vision. Her perception rocked back and forth, spinning with the force of the blow. She clawed upward blindly with her nails, scoring a track along what felt like the person’s forearm. There was a low grunt in response.

Her attacker was somehow in front of her, blocking her access to the door. Abby scrabbled her way backward, coming up against the folding table. Her grappling hands found the box of detergent. She swung the box around, spreading the powder in a large arc where she guessed the assailant was.

A muttered curse confirmed at least partial contact.

It wasn’t enough. She knew it wasn’t enough. Abby moved back around the table, feeling the tape under her hands. Wait. She grabbed beneath the table, gripping the leg in both hands as she twisted.

Luckily, whoever had done the jury-rigging on the table leg hadn’t done a very thorough job. The leg came free, the tape parting and tearing from the force of her desperation. The table wobbled for a moment before stabilizing itself on its remaining three legs.

Feeling along the length of the wooden leg, Abby could feel the jutting nails at its top. She couldn’t have asked for a better weapon with which to fight off her attacker.

She watched as a dark lump separated itself from the darker corner of the folding area, where the light from the sign couldn’t reach. There was something strange about the shape. Something about the way the form moved…

There was no time for assessment. The shape was moving fast. Abby swung her table leg as hard and as fast as she could, landing a blow on the shadow’s shoulder. Another grunt and a slight ripping sound as she pulled her makeshift club back proved the efficacy of her weapon.

But before Abby could land another blow, her assailant closed the gap between them and landed another blow to the other side of her face, snapping her head to the side. A hand scrabbled for the table leg, ripping it out of Abby’s hand as if she weren’t gripping it at all. Abby was left defenseless.

“Please,” she begged, looking into the shadows of the person’s face. The head lifted slightly at her plea, the faint glow from the EXIT sign limning the harsh lines and angles of the nose and cheekbones.

Abby gasped at what she saw, but the gasp was hampered by the cloth her attacker had placed over her mouth and nose. The cloth that smelled of chemicals.

Nothingness reached up to embrace Abby and dragged her down into its fuzzy embrace.


CHAPTER 1

The leg was sticking out of the dryer, leaving the foot, ankle and part of the calf exposed. Well, the foot wasn’t exposed. It had a shoe covering it. A shoe with a three-and-a-half-inch heel, along with a slight platform at the toe. Fuchsia. The leg formed a forty-seven degree angle with the rest of the machine, that angle drifting up from the picture in front of him and entering Detective Robi Darcmel’s mind as a glowing cipher of information that joined with the others already arranging themselves in a shimmering line.

Shining a penlight into the dark recesses of the dryer’s drum, Darc attempted to catch a glimpse of the head. If it were shaved… But the angle of the body obscured his view. There was nothing further to be gained by using the flashlight.

Darc had been on the scene for seven minutes and twenty-one seconds already. He had gleaned all the facts from the rest of the Laundromat and was now at an impasse. Not an impasse of logic, which would have made sense to him, but an impasse of rules.

According to the Code of Criminal Procedure, Darc was not allowed to move the body. Only the ME could do so. By Darc’s calculations, the coroner would not be at the crime scene for another eight minutes, at a minimum. That was eight minutes of wasted time in Darc’s investigation.

Debating the merits of disregarding the regulations, Darc attempted to peer into the inside of the dryer through the crack in the door held open by the angled limb. As he suspected, there was not enough light for him to be able to see much of anything. One more reason that was tipping the scale in favor of him moving the body.

As Darc moved his hand up to the dryer door, a voice rang out in the Laundromat. A deep, booming voice. Darc’s superior officer, Captain Merle.

“Don’t even think about it, Darc.” 

“It has already been thought of, Captain. The thought was also processed and fully reasoned out. I was in the implementation phase when you arrived.” The captain had a penchant for non-specific language that Darc found troubling in one who was meant to be his superior officer. Darc did what he could to correct the failing, although his efforts did not seem to be fully appreciated.

The captain wiped his hand across his face, pulling his skin down in a way that exaggerated his jowls. From an aesthetic viewpoint, that was less than pleasing. It was not personally troubling to Darc, but it might be worth mentioning to him at some future point in time. Captain Merle heaved a big sigh, then looked around the Laundromat.

“Where’s your partner?”

“McGarren is headed to New Mexico. I need to move the body. Now.” The urgency here was plain, if Captain Merle would simply think things through completely. With every minute that passed without gleaning the information that only the body could tell them, the killer put more and more distance between them.

“Wait. What?” The captain seemed confused. Perhaps Darc had spoken too quickly. That often happened when he was communicating with other members of the department. “McGarren’s in New Mexico? When did that happen?”

“Yesterday at lunch. He had the pastrami on rye and a Diet Coke. And he is not in New Mexico. He is traveling to New Mexico.” Darc spoke slowly and enunciated carefully. Perhaps that would help with the evident communication issue with which the captain was struggling. McGarren had often told Darc that he went too quickly. Well, what he had actually said contained multiple expletives, but that had been the salient point he had taken from the conversation.

The captain had not said anything in response, so Darc inferred from his silence that the topic had concluded. He moved closer to the dryer. “Once again, it is imperative that I move the body.”

“So, let me get this straight. McGarren up and left yesterday at lunch. For New Mexico. For no reason?”

This process of communication was inefficient. Speaking more slowly had not seemed to help. Perhaps Darc had not taken the exercise far enough. Another attempt seemed to be in order. Using all of his articulators and resonators to their fullest effect, Darc continued at half the speed of the last time.

“McGarren had a reason. He said, ‘I can’t take this any more. I’m moving to New Mexico.’ Now, in regards to the body—”

“Where is he now?” The captain seemed to be fixated upon McGarren’s location. It might be that if Darc could clarify that with more detail, he could then remain focused on the important matter of Darc moving the body before the M.E. arrived.

The logic streams of information inside Darc’s mind glowed the blue-green that indicated near certainty. “It is 1,437 miles from Seattle to Albuquerque. Accounting for standard speed limits along Interstate 5, it would take 22.1 hours total. Readjusting for McGarren’s innate indolence, that would put him somewhere close to the border between Idaho and Utah.”

Captain Merle shook his head while rubbing his palm against his forehead. “McGarren gone. This is a nightmare. I’m having a nightmare.”

“With all due respect, Captain, McGarren was not of much help during the vast majority of our investigations. He was very skilled at ordering coffee, but had little to offer at a crime scene.” Seeing that the issue now finally seemed to be resolved, Darc made another attempt at redirecting the distracted captain back to the matter at hand. “Captain. I need to move the body.”

The captain waved his hand vaguely. “No. You can’t move the body until the M.E. gets here. You know that.”

That response was… troubling. “Captain, without moving the body, I cannot ascertain enough about this murder to proceed. Every moment that passes increases the percentage of possibility that the perpetrator will escape my reach.”

“Please, Darc. No perp is beyond your reach. You’ll just have to wait for the M.E. like everyone else does.” The captain moved closer to the foot that was sticking out of the dryer, apparently examining the shoe.

“The regulation stating that the body must not be moved until the medical examiner is present is outdated,” Darc explained. “It comes from a time when the local Sheriff was more than likely also the town butcher. I have the training and knowledge base to be able to move the body without tampering with or destroying any forensic evidence.”

“You do?” Captain Merle raised one thick eyebrow, an expression that could be interpreted as questioning, disdain or a nervous twitch. This was the gray area of non-logical emotions, and Darc had no frame of reference for this particular instance.

“I have memorized the manual.”

“Well, memorized or not, you aren’t touching the body.” The captain held up a finger as Darc began to protest. “Ah, ah! No. I said ‘no’.”

“Perhaps if I were to obtain permission from the M.E.?” At this juncture, the examiner should arrive within five-and-a-half minutes, so that, when combined with the captain’s clear intransigence, made the point largely moot for this particular crime scene. However, Darc wanted to assure himself that this never occurred again.

The captain stifled a laugh. “Fine. If you can convince Dr. Murray to give you permission, then go for it.”

Darc could see nothing amusing about this situation at all, but he now had a clear pathway toward his goal of better efficiency at a crime scene. That was the salient fact at this particular moment.

A disturbance at the entrance to the Laundromat pulled Darc’s attention away from the body for a moment.  A scruffy-looking man in a hoodie ducked under the police tape and flashed a badge at the uniformed policeman manning the entrance. Interesting. The man did not look like a police officer. If Darc had to guess, he would have said drug dealer. Or pimp.

As the man approached, Captain Merle spoke to Darc in a low voice, “This is Officer Trey Keane from vice. I called him down to see if the victim was a prostitute and this was just a date gone bad. It’s the right area for it. Otherwise…”

Otherwise, the strong possibility was that this was one of Hairless Harry’s victims. Seattle had suffered a string of bizarre killings, all with the same M.O.—the hair of the bodies was completely shaved, with the Roman numeral “XIII” carved into their sternums.

Of course, if the captain would simply allow for the body’s removal, they would know immediately whether or not this was one of their serial killer’s victims. One more reason why logic should take precedence over regulations.

As the vice cop ambled his way down the aisle toward the row of dryers where Darc and Merle awaited, he checked each of the machines, seemingly checking for quarters. He waved at the two of them, a grin plastered on his face. Nodding at the corpse’s leg, Keane clapped his hands together and rubbed them in mock enthusiasm.

“So, we got a 187, extra fluffy?”


CHAPTER 2

Trey wasn’t normally up this early. One of the nice things about working vice was that the hours were a little more… flexible, shall we say? But if he had to be up at dawn, he was going to make the most of it. Like by attempting to get this crusty captain and his frowning sidekick to crack a grin.

It looked like a challenge, but Trey was pretty sure he was up for it—although his best smile hadn’t even made a dent in the serious faces he saw in front of him.

The detective at the captain’s side stepped forward, his eyes two diamond-tipped awls ready to punch holes in Trey’s leather. He was tall, with a shaved head and a close-cropped beard, his eyes heavily lidded but with an intensity to them that was off-putting.

“The code for homicide is 010 in Seattle. One-eighty-seven is for California.”

Okay, so maybe this was going to be a tougher nut to crack than Trey had originally thought. “Dude. Not cool.”

The detective’s face registered almost nothing, but his tone was quizzical. “Cool? What does correcting your error have to do with the temperature?”

“Wow.” Trey glanced at the captain, a large man with a heavy brow, who was currently rubbing with vigor at a spot on his forehead. “So that… that is a response.”

“Officer Keane.” The captain reached out a large hand to shake Trey’s. “Thank you for coming in.” He gestured to the bald detective at this side. “This is Officer Darcmel. You can call him Darc; everyone does. We wanted you to take a look at our Vic to see if it was someone you recognized from your beat.”

“Oh, I can tell you right now that this one isn’t one of mine. She’s not a working girl. At least not one who works the streets. High-end escort, possibly.”

“That is impossible to tell without moving the body,” Darc replied, his tone flat. “All we can see is part of her leg and one shoe… a Jimmy Choo knock-off. That fits with what we might expect in terms of a prostitute’s typical attire.”

“Oh, those aren’t knock-offs,” Trey corrected the detective. As he spoke, he watched the man’s spine stiffen. Whatever this guy’s deal was, he didn’t like to be contradicted. “Check out the soles. It says JIMMY CHOO in all caps along the length of the sole, with “London” right underneath. It has “MADE IN ITALY” stamped right above the shoe size. Now, this sole looks like real leather. It should have the words “VERO CUOIO” stamped there, as well. Go ahead. Take a peek. If those are knock-offs, I’ll buy a round of drinks for everyone here.”

Both the captain and Darc perused the sole of the shoe. The captain was satisfied after mere moments, but the bald wonder continued his examination for much longer. Probably looking for something to trip Trey up with. What was Darc’s problem here? It seemed to go beyond simple professional competition. Maybe his blood sugar was low.

“Dude,” Trey said, looking at Darc. “You had breakfast? Most important meal of the day.”

The detective didn’t turn from his examination of the shoe, but Captain Merle did.

“Thank you, Officer Keane,” The captain said, shaking Trey’s hand once more. “You’ve been a great help. We can now rule this out as a John losing it on a streetwalker.”

“So. This one of Harry’s?” Trey asked. When the captain showed some surprise, Trey continued. “Come on. You can’t turn on the TV without hearing about Seattle’s favorite serial killer. What is it, like five now?”

“Six and counting. If this one turns out to be another, the total will come to seven.” The captain rubbed the same spot on his forehead and turned back to face the dryer and the body within. “We should know pretty quickly once the M.E. shows up.”

“We would know right now if you would simply allow me to move the body,” Darc chimed in, his inspection of the shoe complete.

“Dude. I’m vice, and even I know not to touch the body.” Once again, the bald detective completely ignored what he had to say. Trey was more than a tad surprised by Darc’s statement. For someone who seemed like such a tight-ass, moving a Vic without the examiner present seemed like it was way outside standard procedure. 

Maybe there was more to this guy than was evident at first glance. But whatever that “more” might be, Trey just couldn’t bring himself to care all that much. He’d done his job here. Time to get back to bed.

“All right, guys.” Trey nodded to the two in front of him. “I’m out. Let me know if there’s ever anything more vice can do for you gents.” He tipped an imaginary hat at the captain, whose lips twitched slightly in an upward direction. Okay, so one out of two wasn’t so bad.

Although the thoughtful look the captain was giving Trey as he turned on his heel to leave was more than a little disconcerting.

* * *

The annoying vice cop was gone. The manner in which Officer Keane had ascertained the veracity of the brand of shoe had been mildly impressive, but upon further reflection, Darc assessed that the possibility of needing that kind of expertise in a future homicide was less than 1%. Statistically, not of extreme importance.

Darc turned to the captain, ready to press his case on the merits of early body removal, when more noise came from the front of the Laundromat. It was the C.S.I. team, including the M.E., making their way through the glass door with all of their equipment. The examiner’s assistant, Billy, was looking around the area, a large grin plastered on his face. The medical examiner himself had surpassed Darc’s estimate by two full minutes, which indicated that Dr. Murray had more than likely exceeded the posted speed limit. By quite a large margin.

Considering the nature of the request Darc was about to make of him, it might be advisable not to bring that bit of intelligence to bear in his conversation with the examiner. This was another of those murky gray areas for Darc, but it seemed that one of his previous partners had mentioned something along those lines. If only Darc could get a codified system of rules for social interaction, the whole process could be streamlined.

“What have we got?” Dr. Murray called out as he moved toward the back of the Laundromat. Darc started to respond that they had no idea what they had because they had, as yet, been unable to move the body, when the captain spoke in his stead.

“Looks like it may be one of our Hairless Harry Vics.”

“Well, let’s get in there and see, shall we?”

Darc assumed that Dr. Murray’s use of the plural pronoun was not literal, as he had already been blocked once from touching the body, or even the door to the dryer. The C.S.I. team swarmed over the area, snapping pictures, taking swabs, lifting fingerprints. This was the other difficulty with having to wait for the M.E. There were always delays above and beyond the simple wait for the man to arrive. 

While he was waiting, Darc pulled one of the investigators aside and put in a request for the team to pull video footage from all the traffic cameras in the area. While not probable, they might be able to track the killer by his license plate number.

The captain spoke to Dr. Murray, his tone respectful. “Doctor, if the body shows the other markers, make sure to take samples from under the fingernails. The one DNA sample we have so far showed the perp to be male, but was too badly degraded for any further analysis. I’m hoping we can get something useable here.”

The examiner nodded, his attention fully riveted to the body now emerging from its mechanical cocoon. Moving toward the body, the doctor pulled on his latex gloves, prepping for his initial inspection. His assistant was jabbering away at the doctor’s side.

“I hope this is one of Harry’s. That would be awesome. Have you noticed the consistency of the size of the Roman numerals? Almost like it was stenciled on before he made the cuts. And how he managed to shave them down while they were still alive, get their clothes back on them and still escape? This guy’s the real deal.”

“Billy, please,” the M.E. muttered. “Could you maybe ratchet the enthusiasm down a notch? It’s a little creepy.”

The assistant did seem to know quite a lot about the case. Darc wondered if perhaps Billy had been assisting on the other autopsies. If not, the amount of detail indicated some intensive research on the part of the young man. Curious. The M.E. and his assistant arrived next to the dryer and prepared to extract the corpse of the young lady.

Realizing that once the M.E. was fully engaged with the body he might not get another chance, Darc moved in closer to the doctor. When it was necessary to gain someone’s attention, there was a protocol. The mechanics of that protocol seemed straightforward, so far as Darc could ascertain, although this was moving into gray territory. It involved making a noise that could be interpreted as involuntary but that would elicit a response to the auditory stimulus.

Darc sneezed.

Dr. Murray started, spinning around on his heel to face Darc. The protocol had been successful.

“Detective Darcmel. Are you getting sick?” the examiner asked.

“No. It was a ruse performed to gain your focus momentarily.” As Darc replied, the doctor’s expression changed. His lips tightened into a straight line and his jaw clenched. Irritation or nausea. Nausea was a not-uncommon response to dead bodies, although a medical examiner should be well beyond such kneejerk reactions at this stage.

“What can I do for you, Detective?”

“I need your permission to be able to move bodies before you arrive.”

The examiner snorted, a smile pulling his lips upward. Once again, Darc was left baffled by the gray world of emotional responses. First the captain, and now this doctor. What about his request had been amusing? Dr. Murray dug around in his equipment, looking for some sort of tool to help him in his examination. He spoke over his shoulder.

“Hey, there are days where I feel like I could use all the help I can get.”

Finally, a response that made some logical sense. Darc turned to see if Captain Merle had been listening in on their conversation, when his attention was drawn to the front entrance. 

Officer Keane was back, carrying a brown paper sack and a drink holder in one hand, and holding the door open with the other. He was leaning against the doorframe, chatting with an attractive woman in a sharp suit and a turtleneck. Something about her attire, combined with the precision of her hairstyling and speech, caused several glowing lines of logic to separate themselves from the conversation and wind their way inside of Darc’s mind. As the lines began to coalesce, Darc saw the pattern just as Captain Merle moved toward the entrance.

“Is that Officer Keane over there chatting with a reporter?” he growled.

The gleaming lines confirmed the fact that the woman with whom Keane was speaking was, in all probability, a reporter. Darc followed the captain up to the front of the Laundromat.

The reporter had long, flowing dark hair, and blue eyes that had been accentuated by makeup with an expert’s touch. She appeared to be wearing false eyelashes, as well. Her figure was full through her torso, slim through the hips and legs. Calculating the circumference of her chest, Darc assessed that she wore a size 36D bra. The woman was an almost exaggerated version of the feminine ideal. It was no wonder the vice cop seemed entranced by her.

Something about the way the captain approached must have alerted the woman, as she smoothly detached herself from the conversation and turned her attention to the new threat. The reporter extended her hand in greeting.

“You look like you’re in charge here,” the reporter oozed, turning up the wattage on her smile. The captain ignored the hand, but the smile only flickered for a moment. “My name’s Tracy Hendricks. I was just about to ask this gentleman if he knew whether or not we have a confirmed Hairless Harry attack here.”

“You’ll have to wait for that information, just like we will. I hope you can understand that discussing the details of a case can keep us from closing it. I trust that keeping the citizens of Seattle safe is as much a priority for you as it is for us.” The coolness of the captain’s tone belied the meaning of his words.

“Certainly,” Tracy demurred. “I wouldn’t want to stand in the way of your investigation.”

“Then if you wouldn’t mind staying back from the entrance to the crime scene…” the captain tossed over his shoulder as he turned to walk back into the Laundromat. “Keane, I need to talk with you.”

“Uh, sure,” the vice cop gave the reporter a half smile and slid the card she offered him into the pocket of his hoodie before joining the captain at the back. “Oh, hey,” Keane said, holding out the bag in his hand towards Darc. “This is for you.”

Darc took the bag and opened it up. Inside the bag was something wrapped up in brown paper. “What’s this?”

“Breakfast, dude. Remember, most important meal of the day? You’re looking a little low on blood sugar, so I got you a bagel with cream cheese and lox. I’m personally more of a breakfast meat kinda guy, but it was a kosher deli, so… no delicious pork, ya know? Oh, and a beverage to wash it down with.” He held out a plastic cup filled with what looked like fresh squeezed orange juice.

Curious. Casting his mind back, Darc realized that he had not eaten since lunch yesterday, when Detective McGarren had left. And while Darc’s mental capacity at his weakest surpassed others’ at their finest, there was no reason not to be functioning at the highest level possible. 

He took the cup from Keane, placed the straw in his mouth and took a long pull. The flood of fructose from the juice immediately jolted his mental functioning to a higher level, and the acidic wash of the orange was… pleasant.

“Oh, and here.” Keane handed the captain the other cup from the cardboard drink holder, a paper cup with a lid. “You look like the kind of guy who takes his coffee black.”

“Ah, yes. Yes, I do,” the captain replied, a strange look on his face. It was the look of a man who seemed to be making up his mind about something. “Thank you.”

“Sure thing, Cap. So… what’s up? You wanted to talk to me?”

“Hm. Right.” The captain took a pull at his coffee, then continued. “I have to ask… don’t they teach you in vice not to talk to the press in the middle of an investigation?” Captain Merle’s brow was furrowed, casting a shadow over his eyes.

“Yeah. Of course,” Keane answered, a confused look on his face.

“Then what was all that about?”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about the investigation. I was talking about Downton Abbey.” The vice cop must have seen the look of non-comprehension on the captain’s face, so he continued. “You know, the British series? Masterpiece Theatre? Airs on PBS?” 

“But I heard you,” the captain continued, his face turning a bit red. “You said something about ‘the case’.”

“Yeah. Bates. You know, from the show. It’s totally a weak case. Completely circumstantial. Man, I love me a good English drama. And I guess the reporter’s a fan too,” he said, glancing over his shoulder, apparently to catch another glimpse of the reporter. “‘Sides, you have to admit she’s smokin’ hot.”

“Well, steer clear of her from here on out, no matter how ‘hot’ she is. We need to keep a lid on things until you’ve finished up this case.”

“Sure thing,” Keane replied, then stopped. “Wait. What? What do you mean, ‘until you’ve finished up this case’?”

“You’re going to be working this case with Darc. I have a phone call to make to your superior officer, but I’m certain he’ll release you to me. This case is important enough, and we go way back.”

That, without doubt, was the most ridiculous idea Darc had ever heard in his life. 


CHAPTER 3

Trey was… well, Trey was pissed. And flattered. But mostly pissed.

“You want me to work a homicide?” Trey asked, trying to keep his voice from going up an entire octave. When his voice got into the stratosphere like that, it had a tendency to crack, and he sounded like a kid going through puberty. Not exactly manly. “You know I’m not even a detective, right?”

“This is a temporary arrangement, just for this case. Let’s call it a trial run,” the captain replied. “Although, if it goes well, I may be requesting a permanent shift. Pending the result of your detective’s exam, that is.”

“What are you talking about? You’ve known me for like—what?—five minutes? All due respect, sir, but are you smoking something?” Trey couldn’t believe what was happening here. It was like he had stepped into some kind of alternate reality. Maybe he was getting punked.

He looked at the captain. No, there was no way that face was joking. Ever.

“Keane, you’re doing this. It’s either you or me, and it’s not going to be me. Detective Darcmel’s a certified genius.” The captain nodded in Darc’s direction. The bald man inclined his head, apparently taking the praise as nothing more than his due. “He’s also a pain in the ass. He’s had five partners in just the last year. No one can get along with him. Sorry, Darc, but it’s true.”

“There is no need to apologize, although I don’t understand the reference to buttocks. The level of irrational behavior amongst those professing to be detectives is abysmal.” Darc stopped for a moment, then continued. “Although your statement was not completely factual. I have had five partners, but it was over the course of exactly eleven months and five days.” Darc then turned on his heel and stalked over to where the M.E. was working on the body.

“And there it is in a nutshell.” The captain leaned in and spoke in a more quiet tone. “He’s got Asperger’s.”

“Ass who?” Trey had no idea what was going on here.

“Asperger’s Syndrome.” The captain sighed. “Google it, Keane. Look, there’s not a chance I’m going to end up watching over him. You’re on this case. Time to start working it.” He turned to walk toward the entrance.

“Wait. So I’m basically here to be his babysitter?” Trey called after him.

Captain Merle turned back and gave him a long look, a slight twinkle in his eye. “Pretty much, son.”

And then he was gone.

Well, it was official. Today officially sucked. And it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. Trey wasn’t normally even awake by now.

And, apparently, it was about to get even better. Darc stepped forward and gazed at what seemed to be Trey’s right eyebrow. It made Trey feel like he was about three feet tall. Trey didn’t like feeling three feet tall. He didn’t like feeling five feet seven inches tall, which was his actual height, so feeling even less than that was not okay. Darc’s tone managed to be as impersonal and nonspecific as his eye line.

“It will be important for the success of this case for you to stay out of my way as much as possible.”

“Um, yeah. No problem, dude. You heard the captain. I’m basically here to babysit you, not interfere with your mojo.” The thought of actually engaging on a homicide case was giving Trey hives. No need to get more caught up in this thing than he needed to be. Besides, the thought of dead bodies made him queasy.

“We need to go now.” Before he had even finished speaking, Darc was moving toward the exit. He spoke over his shoulder at Trey. “You will drive.”

“Where are we going?” Trey asked, but there was no response from the detective as he stepped out of the Laundromat and into the street, causing at least one car to slam on its brakes to keep from hitting him. Trey rushed out, holding his hands up in an apology to the irate driver who had failed to get Darc’s attention with his swearing. “Sorry, dude! Working a case!” Trey flashed his badge.

Okay. Apparently, babysitting included bodyguard and chauffeur services, as well. Whatever. Trey would take care of the brainiac until this case was over, then he’d hightail it back to vice, no matter what that crazy captain had to say about it.

He’d pick drug dealers and strippers over this any day of the week.

* * *

Darc had not said a word to Officer Keane since they got in the car. On the inside of Darc’s mind, the glowing paths of light were overlaid atop a map of Seattle, telling Darc where he needed to go. When the lines indicated they were to turn left, Darc pointed left and Keane dutifully turned the wheel.

The fact that Darc was not speaking had not kept Officer Keane from emitting a steady stream of words. Darc was beginning to believe that his temporary partner might have some sort of disorder. So far, the man had touched on baseball, bacon, the original Star Wars trilogy and his thoughts on plastic surgery. But now it seemed that Keane had turned his attention back to the case at hand.

“So… are you going to tell me where we’re going and what we’re doing there?”

“There should be no need to inform you of our destination,” Darc replied, breaking his silence. “A good detective would know without asking.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not a detective, am I?” For a man who was in the middle of driving, Officer Keane used his hands more than seemed prudent. “Besides, this is my first homicide. I don’t know what freaky stuff you guys do. Give me meth labs and sleazy C.I.s. They make sense. Serial killers don’t.”

The glowing lines of logic flashed red, violated by Keane’s statement. “That is not accurate,” Darc corrected the vice cop. “The consumption of mind-altering chemicals causes those involved in that industry to be highly volatile. In contrast, with serial killers, once their modus operandi is identified, much can be known about them with little to no contact.”

“Seriously?” Keane turned in his seat and looked directly at Darc. The vice cop appeared unconcerned with basic driving safety. “That doesn’t seem right. I mean, what do we know about Hairless Harry? He’s got a thing for trimmers and he’s like the only guy who understands Roman numbers. That’s not a ton to go off, dude.”

Darc could see no benefit from continuing this conversation. “I have no desire to explain profiling to an officer who works vice.”

“Oh, I know profiling. Last time I checked, we’re not supposed to do it. Racist, dude. Totally racist.” Trey looked over at Darc and grinned, apparently reacting to Darc’s scowl. “Kidding. Man, you’ve gotta lighten up.”

Pointing left down another street they needed to turn down, Darc refrained from commenting. As they made the turn onto the brick street, Darc could feel the texture of the road change underneath the wheels of the car. They were entering into Pioneer Square, an older area of Seattle that boasted beautiful architecture, creative personalities, and a colorful collection of homeless denizens.

As they pulled up to the address of the victim’s apartment complex, which the M.E. had found in the wallet in her purse, Keane stopped the car and locked the doors to the car before Darc could get out. The glowing lines were urging Darc up and out of the car, toward the old and shabby building in front of them, but it was clear that Keane had another idea.

“Okay, here’s the deal, dude. You don’t want me here. I get it.” The vice cop raised his hand to stop Darc before he could interrupt. “I’m not so sure I want to be here either, but I am, so I at least want to know what’s going on.”

“The likelihood that you could assist me in this investigation is minimal. I calculate the percentage as somewhere between five and seven percent.” They were wasting time here. The gleaming tracks of light in his mind beckoned to Darc, coaxing him out of the car.

“Yeah, I get that. But according to your captain, it’s either me or him, and I’m pretty sure it’s not going to be as easy for you to walk all over Merle.” Keane shrugged, his face complacent. “Your call, dude. You fill me in, or you deal with mister big-and-beefy-boss-dude.”

The logic strands swirled, assimilating the new data. It did not take long for a pattern to emerge. “Understood. The victim’s name is Abigail Lockwood. She lived here, in this apartment complex. Time of death was determined to be between 1:30 and 2:00 am. The M.E. found skin under her fingernails and is processing it for DNA. She showed all the other markers of Hairless Harry’s M.O.”

“And what’s the profile we’re looking for?” Officer Keane asked, surprising Darc. The glistening ciphers representing the vice cop’s chances of contributing to the case rose from between five and seven percent to between ten and twelve.

“Male, 25-30, intelligent, with a background in history, literature or languages. Someone detail oriented and well organized.”

Keane nodded his head. “Cool. Let’s go.” He unlocked the door to the car, and the two of them headed up to the apartment complex’s entrance. Darc noted the aging lettering of the sign outside that proclaimed there were units available for rent. It was not an upscale residence.

Glancing at the call box, Darc found the button for the manager and pushed, leaving his finger there for several long seconds. Moments later, a voice blared from the ancient speaker, distorted and cracking. “Yeah?”

“Seattle PD. We need to talk.”

* * *

Trey watched as the greasy-haired man with the bad comb-over jangled his way through the mess of keys he held clutched in his fist. The manager, Mike, had appeared forty to Trey when he’d first seen him, but looking closer, he was probably closer to his early thirties. The balding thing aged him.

“So… did you know Abigail?” Trey asked, hoping to glean some additional information about their victim. Or at least break the silence that had reigned since they had met the taciturn manager.

The man grunted, shaking his head. Apparently, Mike wasn’t much for chit-chat. He found the right key, turned it in the lock and pushed the door of the apartment open. Trey entered after Darc, looking over his shoulder at the manager, who was looking around the apartment, seemingly rapt. Weird.

Trey turned his attention to the apartment. It was somewhat sparse, with a couch and loveseat set that looked like it had seen some use surrounding a flat-screen television in the main living space. There were some posters plastered on the walls for what looked like local Seattle bands. Some blank spaces interspersed amongst them indicated places where several had been taken down.

The bedroom off to the side was about the same. A nice bedroom set that was at least five or six years old. A frilly coverlet that was starting to fray at the edges. The entire apartment spoke of someone who was not poor, but who was not swimming in money by any means. Trey opened up one of the dresser drawers.

“Darc. Take a look.”

As Darc moved to Trey’s side, Trey pulled out the photos he had found scattered in the drawer. There were pictures of groups of girls out drinking, at what looked like an office party, several dressed up for Halloween. But the ones that had grabbed Trey’s attention were of a blonde girl and a guy, where the guy had been scratched or marked out in every single one.

“An ex-boyfriend?” Trey asked.

“He was a jerk.” The voice jolted Trey, causing him to spin around to face the manager, who was looking over his shoulder at the photos. His eyes were distant, and his face was a mask of anger.

“Wait. I thought you said you didn’t know her.”

His eyes darted up to Trey’s, an expression of what looked like fear crossing over his features. “I didn’t. I don’t.” The manager backed away a step. “I would just see them talking in the halls sometimes. He wasn’t very… nice.”

“There are no male toiletries in the bathroom,” Darc said, joining in the conversation. “If he lived here before, he no longer does.”

“Moved out. Two or three months ago,” Mike growled, his tone accusatory.

“Any idea where he moved to?” Trey probed.

“No. Sometimes I see mail for him on the box downstairs. No forwarding address.”

Trey turned to Darc. “We could track down where he is.”

“There is no need. The probability that the boyfriend is involved is statistically negligible.” Darc had already turned to focus on a stack of mail on the kitchen table.

“Fine. I’ll keep checking through the bedroom.”

As Trey moved around to the side of the bed to get a look at what might be underneath, he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. The manager, still standing next to the dresser, jerked his hand out of one of the drawers that had remained open from Trey’s search. A flash of something white that was quickly hidden.

“Hey!” Trey came upright in a heartbeat. “What have you got there?”

The manager blanched, his face slack. “N…nothing.”

“You just pulled something out of that drawer and put it in your pocket.”

“No… no, I…” the man stammered.

Trey sighed. “Look, dude. Are you going to show me what it was, or am I gonna have to pat you down? ‘Cause that won’t be fun for me or for you.”

Mike looked from side to side, looking like he wanted nothing more than a way out of the conversation. Finally, when Trey moved toward him, the manager backed up and put a hand into his pocket. It came out clutching a pair of white panties.

“Um, Darc?” Trey called out. “I think we might want to take this guy down to the station for a little talk.”


CHAPTER 4

Darc looked through the one-way window at the suspect. Michael Jensen, age 32, former Latin teacher at Seattle Prep, a private Jesuit high school. He had been dismissed for “inappropriate behavior” with a student. His sheet contained three charges of peeping and one of public exposure. There had also been a charge of stalking that had been dropped.

He fit the profile perfectly.

Not only had the manager known the victim, but upon a search of his rooms, they had turned up photos of Abigail that she clearly hadn’t known the suspect had been taking. And all of the killings so far had taken place within a twenty minute walk of his apartment complex.

Something was troubling Darc, however. The lines of logic in his mind refused to come together completely. It was a near thing, but one of the strands was refusing to cooperate. Without the lock on those threads of reasoning, Darc could not be certain that they had the right person.

Opening the door into the interrogation room, Darc was surprised to find Officer Keane pushing in behind him. “I do not need you for this,” Darc intoned.

“Dude. Partner, remember?” Keane said as he plopped himself down across the table from Michael Jensen. The suspect lifted his head to look at the two lawmen now in the room with him, his demeanor both sullen and nervous. Or that could be boredom. So difficult to tell with gray emotion.

That was part of the issue here. Their killer was organized, intelligent, savvy. Michael Jensen seemed to be none of these things, but Darc could not be sure. The lines inside of Darc’s mind sparked and spat, snaking away from him as he tried to grapple them together.

“Michael Jensen,” Darc began, opening up the man’s file. “You were dismissed from Seattle Prep for unbecoming conduct. Would you like to tell me what happened?”

“Idiot nuns. They thought they were so superior.” The manager spat his words out. “Refused to even listen to what Megan had to say.”

Trey held up a hand, cutting off Darc’s next question. “Dude. You like football or baseball?”

“Um. Football.”

“Huh. Chinese or Italian?”

“Italian, I guess.” The manager was clearly confused by the vice cop’s line of questioning. No more so than Darc.

“About the stalking charge against you that was dismissed, who was that?” Darc redirected the man’s attention to the file in front of them.

“One of the residents at an apartment I managed before this last one.” Michael shrugged, his expression pinched. Irritation, or thirst? “I took a picture of her. She freaked.”

Keane leaned in toward the suspect once more. “Sushi, tapas or dim sum?”

“I don’t know,” the manager answered, a frown on his face. “I’ve never had any of those.”

“Right. You like summer or winter better?”

“Summer.”

“Game of Thrones or Twilight?” Keane pressed.

“Twilight, I suppose.”

The vice cop sank back into his chair, seemingly satisfied. Darc stared at him for a moment, waiting to make sure he wouldn’t interrupt again. When Keane just smiled up at him, Darc continued.

“Can you tell us where you were last night between one—”

“Market and 5th,” Keane blurted out.

The manager started, causing his metal chair to scrape across the tile. His jaw hung open. Either the man was shocked, or he was suffering a stroke. Darc swiveled around to face the vice cop. “What did you say?”

“That’s where he picks up his prostitutes. Along the Track.” When Officer Keane saw the look on Darc’s face, he pointed at their suspect. “Look at him. He’s got ‘John’ written all over him. And not just every once in a while. My guess is he’s a regular.”

As Darc redirected his attention to the man across the table, he could see that the manager’s gaze was darting about wildly. Beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead. He waved his hands in dismissal of what Officer Keane had said.

“I… I don’t use hookers,” the man protested.

“Yeah, dude. Whatever.” Keane dismissed him, then spoke to Darc. “Hey. I’m gonna call my C.I. She works that strip. She might know our guy here.” He pulled out his cell phone and hit one of the speed dial numbers. After a moment, he spoke into the receiver. “Hey, Sugar! It’s Trey.” He held his hand over the phone and whispered, “That’s not her real name.”

Darc was completely baffled by what was happening here. Moments earlier he had been interrogating a suspect, when his temporary partner began spewing out nonsense questions and was now talking to a streetwalker. The lines of logic in his head were swirling about, all akimbo, as off kilter as he himself was.

“So, yeah, I need a favor, baby.” Keane continued talking to his informant, ignoring Darc and the suspect once again. “Have you seen a guy named Mike down your way? Yeah. Nasty hair. Mostly bald.” He paused for a moment, listening. “Ten bucks, next time I see you. Okay, okay, twenty.” More listening, then he frowned. “Thanks, Sugar!” Keane closed his cell phone with a snap.

“Soooo…” Keane said, looking at the manager. “You’ve been a busy, busy boy. Almost every night down there. That explains the nasty furniture in your apartment.” He turned back to Darc. “Can I speak to you outside for a sec?”

As Darc stepped out into the hallway, the sounds and smells of the nearby bullpen asserted themselves. Someone had ordered an early lunch. The scents of garlic and oregano suggested something Italian in origin. A uniformed cop passed by, nodding at Keane as the vice cop shut the door behind him. Keane nodded back, then turned to Darc and blurted out, “He’s not our guy. Sugar says he always looks for the cheapest prostitutes he can find. She saw him pick one up early this morning at around 1:30. She was back working the streets at 2.”

“That account seems to be much more specific than a prostitute would typically be,” Darc responded. “How certain are you that her recollection is accurate?”

“That’s the thing about Sugar. She’s got like a photographic memory. I’ve never seen her get anything wrong.”

“Eidetic,” Darc replied.

“What?”

“The proper term is ‘eidetic’ memory, not photographic.”

Trey waved his hands. “Whatever, dude. She remembers stuff. She’s good. We can trust her.”

From the way that the lines of logic had settled as Trey was speaking, Darc knew he was correct. This was not their man. He turned to walk back to his office.

“Um, Darc?” Trey called out after him. Darc kept walking. After a moment, the vice cop caught up to him. “What about our manager guy back there?”

“What about him?” Darc was no longer thinking about Michael Jensen. He was now analyzing the tracks of color within his mind, looking for the next fragment to follow. The manager was an irrelevance.

“Dude. We can’t just leave him there. He’s innocent.”

“Innocent of murder, yes. He’s guilty of hiring a prostitute. You work in vice. Arrest him, Officer Keane.” The matter was of little importance. In fact, Darc was frustrated that they were still talking about it.

“I’m not going to arrest him. We’re working a homicide. With a serial killer. That guy’s just a perv.”

“Then let him go. I do not care.”

“Hey!” Keane moved in front of Darc and came to a halt, stopping Darc’s forward progress back toward the bullpen. “Hold on a second.” The vice cop ticked off numbers on his fingers as he spoke. “First thing, stop calling me Officer Keane. At least as long as we’re working together. I’m Trey.”

What Darc called this man was also of little importance. He nodded his head.

“Second thing. Stop moving so fast. You’re like one of those speed walkers.”

“Walking slowly is inefficient.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Trey waved his hands, brushing away the comment. “Third. Treat me like a freaking partner, dude.”

Curious. “Was I not treating you as a partner?” Darc asked. The question was sincere. Out of the five partners he’d had in the last eleven months and five days, three of them had said something to the same effect. That was statistically significant.

“No! Not even close.”

There was information here that could be helpful to Darc. It was knowledge that was tinged in gray, covered over with emotions. Territory that Darc could not traverse. But, possibly, Trey could.

“How should I treat a partner?”

Trey sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “You could start by asking me something about myself. You know. At least pretend that you’re interested in my life and how I’m doing.”

“But I am not.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Trey slapped his hands against his thighs. “But when you pretend to be, it makes people feel good.”

“Why do I need to make people feel good? That seems to be an inefficient use of time that could be used on investigation.” The emotional landscape they were trekking through felt like a gray cloud that was beginning to threaten Darc’s glowing ribbons of light. It left him feeling anxious.

“You make people feel good so they don’t fight you.” Trey held up a hand as Darc started to question. “When they don’t fight you, you work faster. And sometimes, just sometimes, they might even help you out.”

“I do not understand.”

“You don’t have to understand. Just remember to pretend to be interested.”

Darc mulled that over in his mind, turning it about in order to see it from all angles. Once again, he lamented the lack of some codified system for interpersonal relations. While this still felt like a gray fog expanding to snuff out the logic within him, he could see that what Trey had said had its own form of reason to it. Pretending to be interested did not have to take long, but could end up saving time. That satisfied logic.

“Why are you not yet a detective?” Darc asked.

“What?” Trey’s tone went up in pitch by half of an octave. That was an indicator of surprise, anger or injury to the testes. Considering the fact that Trey had not been struck, it was more than likely one of the other two options.

“I asked why you have not yet earned the title of detective. I went through your file as you were taking the manager into the interrogation room. You have the highest conviction rate in vice.”

“Yeah, well…  Wait a sec. You went through my file?” Trey demanded.

“I needed to know with whom I was working. You were an unknown quantity to me. I rectified that.” 

“Okay, we’ll leave that one alone for a second. But why are you up in my grill all of a sudden?” Trey stopped for a moment and he seemed to see the look of blank incomprehension in Darc’s face, then rephrased. “Sorry. Too much slang. Why are you asking me all of these questions?” 

“Does this not fall within the parameters of pretending to be interested?”

“Oh. Oh! Right.” Trey frowned up at Darc. “Man, we need to work on your people skills. Okay. The detective thing.” Trey sighed, then spread his hands. “I just like to help people, you know? Catch bad guys, keep the streets safe.”

“And as a detective, the power to do that increases.” Darc did not understand Trey’s issue. There was an essential piece of the vice cop’s thought process that did not seem to be connecting.

“Yeah, and so does the responsibility. The consequences if you screw up.” Trey heaved a large sigh. “I screw up as an officer in vice and maybe a drug dealer goes free. Working a homicide? People die, dude. I can’t take that kind of pressure.”

“Good.”

“Good?” Trey’s face scrunched up. The look could indicate confusion. Or that he was looking into a bright light. “Why the hell would that be good?”

“Because I do not want you to take any responsibility. Any and all pressure falls on me. Not only am I willing to take it, but I will not have it any other way. This was something none of my previous partners could grasp.”

“Hold the phone,” Keane responded, as he held up his hands in apparent disbelief. “I don’t have to be accountable? For anything?”

“Not as far as I am concerned,” Darc responded.

One of the C.S.I. team members who had been on site at the Laundromat turned the corner from the bullpen and skidded to a halt in front of Keane and Darc. He looked up at the two of them and did a double-take.

“Hey, Darc, I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Do you ever answer your phone? We got that list of car owners from the license plates captured on the traffic cams around the crime scene.” He held out a sheet of paper for Darc and then disappeared back around the corner once Darc took it.

The images on the page lifted up off the paper and glimmered, winking at Darc, promising information that could lead to the capture of a killer. Darc welcomed them into the lightless recesses of his mind, basking in their glow.

* * *

Trey floated through the hallway after Darc, moving toward the tall detective’s desk to go over some list, or whatever. That was all fine, but right this second, Trey wanted to just bask in the glory of not having to shoulder any responsibility. None.

It was fantastic.

Ever since Captain Merle had put him on this case, Trey’s stomach had been doing not just somersaults, but full-on gymnastic routines. Olympic gymnastic routines. Gold-medal-winning ones.

Ever since he’d been a little kid, Trey had wanted to be in law enforcement. While other classmates were talking about becoming pilots or astronauts, Trey’s childhood answer to the age-old question had always been, I want to be a cop. And then, as he got older, I want to be a detective.

Then reality hit, in the form of his grades. Trey wasn’t dumb, by any stretch of the imagination. Understanding concepts in school wasn’t that big of an issue, at least not when he was paying attention. He just got distracted. By people and their problems. And occasionally, shiny objects. But mostly, people and their problems.

So when the time came to figure out what he was going to do with his life, Trey still picked law enforcement, but he picked the area where he felt like he would be working with people. And where his tendency to get preoccupied wouldn’t cost lives.

But to have the opportunity to be working in homicide, as a detective? Without any of the stress of screwing up? Right now, Trey was just waiting for the other shoe to drop. Unfortunately, Trey knew shoes all too well, and this one was no exception. He even knew its size and shape. This particular shoe was tall, had a shaved head, and was prone to cryptic utterances.

Because as much as Darc seemed willing to go along with Trey as a temporary partner, there was no way he was going to be on board with a more permanent arrangement. Trey knew the score here. His contribution to the case so far was fetching the dude a bagel. Oh, and a call to Trey’s C.I.

Darc didn’t need him. Darc probably didn’t need anyone. Well, not anyone who would be something more than a glorified assistant, making sure that Darc’s nose hairs were properly trimmed. Speaking of which… Trey caught up to the tall detective and looked over at his nose in profile. Nope. All good.

The two of them arrived at Darc’s desk, which was pretty much as Trey had imagined it to be. Utilitarian to the point of being Spartan, well organized, and about as cold as ice. No personal pictures, no unfinished paperwork, no “notes to self” reminding him to pick up a loaf of bread on the way home.

Who was this guy? Did he even have a life outside the office?

Darc took a seat, leaving Trey to fend for himself. Not shocking. Honestly, Trey didn’t much care, but this was something he could maybe work on with the big guy. Help him out with his people skills. That might be an area where Trey could be of some benefit. The problem would be getting Darc to recognize it as a real issue needing attention.

As Darc scanned down the document, Trey read it idly over his shoulder. Terrible etiquette, but Trey was pretty confident that Darc wouldn’t even notice.

Almost halfway down the list, Trey stumbled across a name that sounded familiar. William Packer. William. Will. Bill. Billy?

Wait. Wasn’t that the name of the M.E.’s assistant?

“Hey, Darc. Isn’t that guy the one who was helping out the examiner at the crime scene?” Trey pointed to the name on the list.

Darc glanced at the name, then looked up at the far wall, his face devoid of any expression whatsoever. He blinked once, twice, three times. Then he swiveled around in his chair and came to his feet. Moving with a speed and precision that was almost frightening, Darc stalked toward the entrance to the bullpen.

It all happened so fast, Trey was caught off-guard and had to sprint to gain Darc’s side before the door swung shut behind the bald man. “Dude. Where are you going?”

“You do not know? It was you who pointed out the name of the young assistant. We are going to his place of residence. There are some questions that he will need to answer.” Darc rotated his head to look at Trey for a moment. The detective’s eyes were hard and sharp, like diamond blades poised to cut through metal.

Maybe Trey was overreacting, but he was really glad he wasn’t Billy right about now.


CHAPTER 5

Watching Trey navigate traffic while simultaneously talking and gesticulating was troubling, Darc had decided. While it was true that Darc himself was able to multitask on a mental level, often working on as many as five different problems at once while still doing a physical task, he was an exception to many rules. Also, flexing one’s mental muscles was a different thing than using one’s hands to gesture when they should be firmly placed on the steering wheel at ten and two o’clock. Much different.

Darc watched the cars around them, each one tracing a separate color track in the back of his mind. Their own ribbon of light approached but never collided with the others around them. Darc discovered himself hoping that would remain true.

Fascinating.

“So,” Trey continued, “that’s how I ended up with scar tissue on the back of my earlobe. True story.” He glanced over at Darc and raised his eyebrows, which typically indicated surprise… or a question. “Why is it that we’re going over to Billy’s place? How do we know he’s not at work right now?”

“William is not scheduled to work right now.”

Trey did a double take. “Did you check? I didn’t see that happen.”

Darc shrugged his shoulders, a calculated gesture intended to demonstrate nonchalance. “I have the departmental rosters memorized. William is only scheduled to work Mondays, Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays, with an alternating rotation on Saturday and Sunday mornings.”

“You…” Trey swallowed, then tried again. “You have everybody’s schedules… memorized?”

“Yes. It is often necessary to know precisely where a particular law enforcement employee might be. Looking up schedules or calling multiple departments is inefficient.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Trey looked back at the road, his hands for once tightly gripping the steering wheel. “I can see how that might be tough.”

Darc pointed at the next right, which was the street on which William Packer lived. Pulling up alongside the curb, Trey put the car into park and the two of them exited the vehicle. Trey started toward the front door, but Darc moved around to the side.

“Um, doorbell’s over here.” Trey indicated up the steps to the front porch.

“William lives in a basement apartment. If we were to try the front door, his mother would answer. That could give William a chance to escape undetected.”

“Billy lives with his mom? That sucks. Wait. How did you know that?” Trey lifted up an index finger. “Let me guess. Memorized the personnel files?”

Darc did not bother to respond as he moved toward the entrance to the basement apartment. The lines snaked and narrowed in on the door, the colors mostly green with some yellow and a touch of blue. A solid lead.

Trey held up his hand as he adjusted his gun in his holster. “You know… can’t be too careful, dude.” He waved at Darc to knock as he took a wider stance.

The door opened up a small crack and the tousled head of William Parker, assistant to the medical examiner, appeared framed within the narrow space. “Wha…? Hey. Detective Darcmel? Is that you? What’re you doing here?” The young man glanced around, suddenly nervous. “Shit. Did I get the day wrong again? They didn’t need to send you guys out…” His voice trailed off as he pulled out his phone and looked at the display. From what Darc could tell, the assistant was not wearing any pants.

“You are a suspect in the—” Darc began.

“Hey, Billy!” Trey stepped in. “Officer Keane here. I was at the crime scene this morning.” William nodded at Keane, distracted. “We just wanted to talk to you for a sec.”

“Oh, yeah. Cool.” The young man looked behind him, then back at Trey and Darc. “This isn’t a great time, though. Any chance we can do this later? Or you could call me. Totally. Yeah, that’d be better. Gimme a call, ‘kay?” He started to shut the door.

Darc placed his shoulder against the door and pushed back, knocking William off balance. “Our need to speak with you is urgent,” Darc uttered.

“Totally. Yeah. I get that,” William responded, his motions more and more abrupt. “It’s just that I… well… I’ve got a girl here, you know?”

“Do not be concerned. We do not need to speak with her,” Darc replied, moving into the apartment. Trey followed in on his heels.

As they both cleared the doorframe, Trey inhaled, the sound sharp in the sudden stillness. On every spare scrap of wall, there were newspaper clippings, crime scene photographs, and notes. Every one of them related to the Hairless Harry killings.

“Oh, man,” Trey murmured to the young assistant. “I think it’s time for you to get dressed and come with us.”

Darc pressed the point further. “Why were you down in the area of the crime scene last night at around two o’clock in the morning?”

“Wait. You think… No! No! Listen. It’s not that,” William cried out. “I was out with my girlfriend last night.”

“The traffic camera picture showed only you in the car.”

“What? Oh… right.” The young man ran a hand through his hair, messing it up even more. “She was passed out in the back seat. That’s why she’s been crashed here since then. Sleeping it off, you know?”

“Dude.” Trey entered the conversation once more. “That doesn’t even come close to explaining all of this.” He swept his hand around the room.

“Yeah, yeah, I get that. It’s just really interesting, you know? My first major serial killer.” William looked back and forth from Trey to Darc. “You must know what that’s like, right?”

“More than you have any idea, there, Billy. That still doesn’t cover your little perv palace here.”

“What’s going on? Babe, who are these guys?” A young woman, her face puffy and her hair looking like several rodents had nested within its tresses, stood in the doorway of the bedroom. Observing the underlying bone structure, Darc assessed that the girl had an attractive face under normal circumstances. Now was clearly not one of those normal circumstances.

“Hey, ‘Nessa,” William responded, moving to her side and urging her back into the bedroom. “These are just some guys from work. Had to talk to me about a case and stuff. No biggie. Go back to sleep.”

“You will need to come with us back to the station,” Darc told the young man. Whatever he was telling his female companion, they were not here to simply talk.

At that moment, the theme song to Mission Impossible played through the small apartment space. Trey fumbled in his pocket for his phone before getting it out and opening it up. 

“Officer Keane here.” There was a pause as Keane shrugged what looked like an apology to the room. “Yeah, okay, but why are you calling me?” Trey glanced at Darc, then away. “He wasn’t answering his phone? Fine, fine. I’m on it. I’ll get us over there ASAP.” He flipped the phone shut with a snap. “There’s another murder. Dispatch is texting me the address as we speak.” 

William stood in the middle of the apartment, looking like he was excited, but trying to hide it. For the first time, Darc noticed that he was wearing red and blue underwear which had a large star framed by a circle on them.

Trey turned to look at William. “Dude. You better get on some pants. We’re going for a ride. And those Captain America briefs just aren’t cutting it.”

“Cool!” The young man yelped, then took a breath and spoke in a more quiet voice. “I mean… yeah, I can do that. Oh,” he added, tilting his head toward the girl who was shambling back to the bedroom. “And could we maybe not tell my mom about this?”

* * *

“This address has to be right next to where we were this morning,” Trey said to Darc as he weaved his way through the traffic. “Call from dispatch said the units are reporting it as a possible Hairless Harry.”

“Yes! Man, I was hoping…” came a voice from the back of the car. William lifted up his hands in an apology as Trey glared at him in the rearview mirror. “Sorry. Sorry. I’ll shut up.”

“You, my young friend, are not smart,” Trey muttered to the assistant. Stepping on the gas, Trey took another corner at a much faster speed than was probably a good idea. Darc held on to the handle above the passenger side door. William, on the other hand, careened into the far side of the car, cursing as he hit his head on the window.

It was nice to know where the hell he was going. The last two times he’d been in the car with Darc, it had been like pulling teeth to figure out where they were headed.

As the car pulled up to the address Trey had gotten on his cell, he felt his heart sink into his stomach. The address was the deli where he’d gotten the bagel for Darc this morning. He’d also gotten one for himself, and had been craving another one ever since. Nothing would ever replace his love of breakfast meats, but that lox was coming in a very close second.

“Okay,” Trey called over the seat to the kid in the back. “Gimme your hand.”

William stretched his arm over the seat and Trey clapped one end of his handcuffs around the young man’s wrist. He then attached the other end to the door.

“Stay here.”

“Aw, man! Can’t I come in and take a look? I know this guy’s M.O. like nobody.”

Trey sighed and shook his head. “You’re a suspect. I’m not taking you into a crime scene that we think might be yours. Grab a clue.”

“Right. Right.” William sat back in his seat. “I’ll just stay here, then. No prob.”

As Trey walked into the restaurant behind Darc, it took his eyes a moment to adjust to the low light in the tiny space they had entered. It was nothing more than a small standing area for the customers, separated off by a counter and deli cases.

When his eyes had cleared, Trey groaned. There, behind the counter, was the deli owner who had helped Trey that very morning.

“Seriously? Where am I gonna get that amazing lox now? This guy cured it special himself. It was awesome.”

While Trey was speaking, Darc had opened up the door that led to the back area and was kneeling down close to the body. He reached out his hands to…

“Hey!” Trey yelled. “Darc! What are you doing over there?”

Darc looked back at Trey, his face expressionless. “I am moving the body.”

“You can’t move the body. Remember what the captain said this morning?”

Nodding his head, Darc grabbed the corpse by its shoulders and slid the body up a couple of feet. “The captain said I needed permission from the M.E. I obtained that permission. I can now move bodies.”

“Um, I’m pretty sure that doesn’t sound right,” Trey pressed, as he moved through the swinging door to get to the victim.

Darc was scanning the clothes and exposed skin of the victim. Trey noticed in passing that the man’s head and beard had been shaved. There were a few tiny nicks that had bled, the trail of red leading down the head and face to the floor. Pre-mortem. Looked like their guy, all right.

“Darc.” Trey pointed to the shaving wounds. “This couldn’t have been Billy. Check out the blood on this guy’s cheek. It’s still wet. There’s no way he could’ve gotten home and been asleep by the time we got to his place.”

“He might have been faking his tiredness,” Darc responded, his tone flat.

“Sure, possibly, but I’m telling you, dude, if he was acting, the guy’s like Academy Award material.”

Darc seemed to ignore Trey’s assessments as he continued processing the body. Whatever. Trey moved around to view the rest of the space behind the counter. Looking into one of the corners of the shop, he stopped moving. He wasn’t even sure for a second that he was still breathing.

“Darc?”

“Yes.”

“I think I got a footprint.” Trey moved closer. There was a scattering of what looked like flour or cornstarch that had been spilled in the area. Right in the middle of it was a footprint. But there was something weird here…

The footprint was made by a woman’s shoe.

Darc was by his side in a heartbeat. Man, that guy could move fast when he wanted to. He peered down at the print.

“That is certainly an important clue, but it could have been made by another worker here.”

“No, it couldn’t have,” Trey responded. “While I was waiting for your bagel, I chatted with the owner for a while. He runs the place himself. No help.”

Darc was doing that thousand-mile-stare thing again, looking at the print, no expression on his face, saying nothing. It was a little creepy. Finally, he seemed to come out of it.

“The killer is male.”

“Yeah, okay, I get that,” Trey countered. “But this is a solid lead.”

“It is a footprint, nothing more. It can tell us little.”

“It can tell us more than a little.” Trey pointed out the print. “Check this out. In the print you can see where the logo left a mark. See the puckered lips? That’s Betsey Johnson’s logo.”

“How does that assist us?” Darc’s tone was flat, but he was still asking questions, so that had to be a good thing, right?

“These prints were made by a size 12. That’s huge for a woman. Special order huge.” Trey dug in his pocket for his cell phone. “You can’t even get those from Zappos. There’s only one shop in Seattle that would carry that size.” He dialed information and waited.

Darc was staring at him, an odd expression on his face. If Trey hadn’t known better, he would have said it was… respect.

That couldn’t be right, could it?


CHAPTER 6

The man from the C.S.I. team was livid. His veins were bulging out of his forehead, his voice was raised to extreme decibels, and his face was red.

Or he was feverish and had hearing loss. These emotional landscapes were so difficult for Darc to navigate.

“What the hell were you thinking, moving the body like that?” the man screamed.

“I have permission from the medical examiner,” Darc responded, looking around the man to attempt to catch a glimpse of Trey. Officer Keane was currently tracking down their best lead, and Darc needed to know what was happening as soon as possible.

“Dr. Murray would never give permission for someone to move a body,” the C.S.I. team member cried. “That’s impossible.”

“Perhaps implausible, but hardly impossible,” Darc said, moving around the man to join Trey on the sidewalk outside of the deli. “Especially considering the fact that Dr. Murray did, indeed, grant me that power.”

Behind him, Darc heard the man sputtering, several curse words making their way out of his mouth. It was possible the man had Tourette’s syndrome. Darc should report that possibility to his superior when he had a spare moment.

Trey turned around, shutting the cell phone. “Okay, I got a hit, but it’s a weird one.” He tapped his pencil against the pad, where he had jotted something down. “There were only two people in the last three months that 	bought size 12 Betsey Johnsons. One was a drag queen by the name of Devine Devilish. The other…” He held out the pad for Darc to read the name there.

“Tracy Hendricks,” Darc read.

“Yeah. The hot reporter from this morning.” Trey paused for a moment and got a distant look on his face. “Those’re pretty big feet. I can’t decide if that makes her hotter or not.” He shook his head. “Anyway, I managed to call the station she reports for. They said she’s not in today. When I asked where she might be, they gave me the address of an old abandoned studio she’s been renovating. Something about some web venture she’s working on.”

Logic trails shimmered in front of Darc’s eyes. Things were lining up, but there was one significant thread that refused to fall into place.

Their killer was a man.

This last murder could be a copycat, but, although the hair had been shaved off of the victim in a more hurried fashion than it had with the previous victims, the Roman numeral XIII had been carved into the man’s sternum. That was a detail that had not been released to the public.

Something here was not making sense.

The theme song to The Odd Couple interrupted Darc’s line of reasoning. Glancing over at Trey, he saw the vice cop shrug and grin.

“I changed it. Seemed appropriate, y’ know?”

He answered his phone. “Keane. Yeah, yeah… couldn’t get a hold of Darc. Got it.” Trey looked up at Darc and pursed his lips. “The DNA results? Yeah, okay. Whatcha got?” Suddenly, Trey’s face went completely white. He closed the cell phone.

The glowing lines in Darc’s mind quivered, waiting for the information. They could somehow sense the news was significant.

“What did they have to say?” Darc queried.

“Um. DNA’s male.”

“Yes. We already knew that.”

Trey licked his lips. “Yep. But there’s something else we didn’t know. They found high levels of estrogen and progesterone in the blood.”

As Keane spoke, the glimmering strands aligned in Darc’s mind. Their killer was Tracy Hendricks. Tracy Hendricks, the reporter. Tracy Hendricks, the Hairless Harry.

Tracy Hendricks, the transsexual.

* * *

Trey was freaking out.

That was really the only way to describe it. He wasn’t proud of that fact, but there it was.

You couldn’t be a vice cop and not run into all types of people. Strippers, prostitutes, gay men, gay women, transsexuals, you pretty much saw it all. There was, however, a distinct difference between seeing… and flirting with.

Not that Trey had an issue with transsexuals. Quite the contrary. In his encounters in the past, he’d had mostly good experiences. There had been that one guy—woman?—who had tried to kick him in his family jewels while getting cuffed. But on the whole? Nothing but positive feelings.

He’d just never met one quite so hot before.

Or one who was, you know, a serial killer. That should more than likely be the important qualifier here, but Trey couldn’t quite convince himself of that.

“Okay, okay,” he muttered to himself. “This isn’t weird. Well, it isn’t that weird. Right? Right. Is it weird?” Trey turned to Darc, who was opening up the back door to the car.

Darc didn’t give him a response, which left Trey unsure of what to think. Darc held out his hand toward Trey. Okay, now that was weird.

“What?” Trey asked. Then he noticed Billy in the back, still handcuffed to the door. “Oh, right.” He handed the keys over to Darc, who leaned in and released the hapless assistant.

Billy clambered out of the car, rubbing his wrists. “So, I’m free to go?”

“Yes,” Darc responded. “But make certain you stay within easy contact with the precinct.”

“Yeah, totally.” Billy looked to his right, then to his left. “Hey. You guys think you could drop me by my house?”

Darc just stared at him.

“No, yeah, right. I get it.” The young man looked around once more, seemed to pick what he thought was a likely direction, and waved at them. “Let me know if you need any help with the case. Seriously.” He gave Trey a significant look, then moved off, and from what Trey could tell, it was in the wrong direction.

“Okay,” Trey said, rubbing his hands together. “Off to the abandoned studio to catch a transsexual sociopath.”

“One who likely knows that we are coming,” Darc added.

“Wait. What?” This was news to Trey, and not welcome news at that.

“This killer has been nothing but efficient, precise and organized. There have been very few details she has missed.” Darc moved to the passenger side door, opened it, and got inside.

When Trey joined him, Darc let one more tidbit fall from his mouth. “That footprint was left on purpose.”

Well, that was just great, wasn’t it? Trey started the car, but didn’t shift it into gear. All of a sudden he had no desire to come face to face with Tracy Hendricks.

This wasn’t the same thing as being afraid of a girl beating him up, right?

Right?

* * *

As they pulled up to the entrance of the old studio space, Darc traced the lines of logic as they swirled about, all pointing toward this place. Blue for certainty. She was the one. She was here.

The ride over had been unusually silent. There had not been the typical jabbering from Trey to interrupt the pure flow of reason that guided Darc’s actions. That should have been helpful, yet somehow it had left him feeling… hollow. Darc found this shift in his attitude disturbing.

They exited the vehicle and moved toward the entrance. There was a metal chain holding the double doors closed, but the lock securing it had been left open. Blue strands of light flooded up from the chain.

Trey looked at Darc, his eyebrows up and asking the question. In answer, Darc slid the lock out of the chain and allowed the length of metal to slide to the ground in a rattle of links. The noise echoed off the walls of the surrounding buildings.

“I guess we go in?” Trey asked. He stifled a cough as his voice quavered and caught for a moment.

Darc swung the door open, the metal scraping against the concrete flooring inside. The grinding was a screech of desperation, of fear and loathing. The sound fell, dead and dampened, on the soundproofed walls of the darkened studio within.

Trey stepped off to the side, flipping switches that looked like they controlled the lighting within. The darkness continued unenlightened.

“Well, guess that clears up the question of whether or not she’s expecting us,” Trey grumbled. He returned to Darc’s side, a flashlight in one hand, his gun in the other.

The beam of his light swept from one side of the studio to the other, catching on random objects within. A tattered backdrop. A decrepit tripod leaning against a wall. A camera that looked large enough to take out a fair sized tank in a collision. Remnants of a better, more prosperous era, when the studio was still up and running.

Darc heard a slight scuffing noise above them. He shoved Trey to the side at the same time that he leapt in the opposite direction. A large studio light crashed to the ground right where they had been standing.

Trey got up and brushed himself off. “You missed!” he called up toward the ceiling.

“Did I?” A lilting laugh floated down from the lighting grid above, the series of catwalks that crisscrossed the entire area. “Or was I just firing a warning shot over the bow?”

“That was a warning shot? Hate to see you go in for the kill, babe,” Trey responded.

“Aw. Officer Keane. So cute and charming.” Tracy’s voice purred, silky and smooth and rough and raspy all at once. “You know, you were one small step from getting me to go home with you this morning.”

Trey cleared his throat. “Yeah. That’s what all the gender-switching hotties say to me.”

The voice above fell silent. Sounds of movement filtered down, but the directionality of the sounds was hard to determine. Strands of light removed themselves from the noises, forming a matrix in Darc’s mind. He needed additional data to determine her location.

“The shaving… a way to remove the sex of your victims?” Darc probed. The answer was unimportant. Ascertaining her position was not.

“Sure. Let’s call it that.” A slight chuckle. Another light crashed down right next to Darc, the glass from the lens shattering. A piece of the glass sliced across Darc’s cheek, drawing blood. She made a tsking sound with her lips and tongue. “Detective Darcmel. You really should be more careful.”

“Careful. Like you were careful. The precision with which you removed the hair, the detail of the Roman numerals—so refined. Exact.” Another shifting sound. More light strands descended to join the others in Darc’s mind.

“Don’t flatter me, Detective. I know you don’t mean it. Although I will say I’m a sucker for a man who truly appreciates art.”

A wrench flew down from above, catching Trey on the side of his head. He crumpled to the ground with a grunt.

“One down. One to go,” the killer called down.

From the floor, Trey’s voice drifted up. “I’m not down, baby.” He tried to get up, then let out a groan as he fell back. “Okay, I’m down, but I’m not out. Maybe. Not sure.”

To draw attention away from the downed vice cop, Darc started his conversation back up. “The Roman numerals themselves. XIII. Thirteen. That must have some significance.”

“Detective, please. With all the gender dichotomies, you can’t figure out my symbol? You strike me as smarter than that.”

The lines of logic rearranged themselves, falling into a pattern and ejecting a gleaming symbol. “The positioning of the number. The choice of thirteen. It refers to the mythical thirteenth pair of ribs that Adam possessed before God removed it to create Eve.”

“See?” Her voice caught for a moment. “Not so hard, was it? The proto-gender. Before male and female came along and ripped us all apart. Before all the pain.”

“You seek a return to some sort of sexless existence?” Darc was zeroing in on the woman’s location, the lines coalescing, condensing, narrowing their focus.

“No!” Her tone hardened, became razor-sharp. “Not sex-less. Sex-full. Complete. Fulfilled. Rather than in constant conflict.” The voice moved once more, but Darc’s threads of logic followed, tracking and pinpointing her location in real time. “You see all this? Look around you, Detective. It was finally happening. I was going to be the first transsexual celebrity. My own web show to gather in all the outcasts like me. They would have come. I know they would have. I would have sacrificed all that I had to know I wasn’t alone.

“But my investor didn’t understand. He offered to back me thinking of me only as the attractive reporter from News 2. When he discovered who I really was…”

Darc thought back to the first victim. An older man of means, known for investing in new technologies and innovative ideas. “He became your first victim.”

“He deserved it!” she screamed down. The woman took a deep breath, then restated in a much more reflective tone. “He deserved it.”

Darc had her. He lifted his gun, sighted along the lines of glowing color and fired. The sound of the shot rang in his ears, followed by an exclamation of pain from above, and a clattering.

The bullet had struck her, possibly even incapacitated her, but it hadn’t killed her.

The studio had fallen silent once more. There was no rustle of movement, no ragged breath to lead him forward. Darc strained his ears, listening for the smallest indicator of where the reporter might be.

And then he heard her. Her voice rang out… from the ground floor. She had somehow made her way down to his same level. He flashed his light toward the sound, catching her full on in its beam. She was holding Trey up, a gun held to his head.

“That was a good shot, Detective. Took me off guard.” She shoved the muzzle of the gun into Trey’s temple, causing him to wince. “But the question is, what shall we do now?” She smiled, showing all of her very white teeth. “I have an idea. You place your gun on the floor, and I leave unharmed.”

“Why would I relinquish my weapon?” Darc responded.

“So that I don’t kill your partner,” the reporter barked, her tone uncertain.

“Darc! Don’t do it,” Trey begged him.

“He’s not my partner. At least not permanently. He was assigned to babysit me.” Darc watched the lines carefully, sighting along them.

“Hey!” Trey protested.

“I don’t care!” the woman snarled. “He’s a person, and no matter what your issues, you don’t want to see someone killed right in front of you.”

Darc held up a hand and lifted the muzzle of his weapon up so that it pointed at the ceiling. “Stop. You are correct. I do not wish to have him killed.” He began to stoop over, moving the gun down.

Midway through the motion, Darc repositioned the gun, pointing it at the nexus of the glowing lines. He fired twice in rapid succession, hitting the woman in the middle of the forehead both times.

The reporter staggered back and crashed into one of the cameras, knocking it over as she fell atop it, dead. Her eyes stared up at the ceiling, blank and lifeless.

“Dude! Nice shot,” Trey gushed. He moved up to Darc and clapped him on the shoulder. “Now please promise me you’ll never do that again.” His knees suddenly dropped out on him and he grabbed onto Darc’s jacket for support. “Okay. Medical attention might be a good idea.”

Darc helped him back to standing and walked him out toward the rare Seattle sunset that was glowing on the other side of the studio door.


EPILOGUE

Trey’s head throbbed in time with his heartbeat. Thud, thud. Thud, thud. It was annoying, but at least it told him he was going to be okay. At least that’s what he thought it meant.

“Hey, medic guy,” Trey called out to the paramedic who had bandaged his head wound. “You sure I’m gonna be all right?”

“You’ll be fine. No concussion that we could find. It was more of a graze. Just a slight bruise—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Trey cut him off. No need to have that information get out there. Not with Captain Merle wandering around. Trey might be a wuss, but he had no desire to look like one.

“I can get you some more pain meds if you’re hurting, Officer.” The paramedic rustled about in the ambulance for a moment, coming out with a promising-looking syringe.

“That’s what I’m talking about. Gimme the drugs!”

“Hm. That seems a tad inappropriate, coming from one of our finest in vice,” a voice rumbled behind Trey. Spinning around, Trey grabbed at his head, which had blossomed into a blaze of pain the moment he moved.

“Ow.”

Captain Merle, the owner of the rumbling voice, laughed. Trey wasn’t positive, but it seemed like that might be a first for the guy.

“Take it easy, son. You’ve got quite the lump there.” He peered at the bandage wrapped around Trey’s head, then refocused on the vice cop’s eyes. “You did good today.”

“Yeah… I dunno. Darc was the one who figured all the stuff out.” Trey was many things, but he was not someone that would take credit for another man’s collar.

“Really?” The captain’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s not what he says.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that he credits you for figuring out the clue that led you to that reporter. Said something about the probability being less than one percent. Sometimes I have no idea what he’s talking about.”

Trey grinned at him. “I know what you mean. I don’t understand half of what comes out of his mouth.”

The captain chuckled, then sobered. “Seriously, Keane, he’s never said a positive word about any of his other partners.” He held up a finger to forestall Trey’s next statement. “Any of them. You want the spot, it’s yours.”

“You’re giving me a choice?” Trey asked, his tone wry.

“I don’t want to. But yeah, it’s your call. I want you on board because you want to be.”

“I’m not so sure Darc feels the same way. I mean, he seemed totally willing to sacrifice me for the killer.”

Captain Merle sighed. “That’s just Darc. Would’ve done the same thing if it’d been his mother.” He broke off for a moment, looking over at the bald detective, who was in a heated conversation with the medical examiner. “You need to know, he’ll never be like other partners. Ever.”

“Yeah. I got that,” Trey replied. “Let me sleep on it?”

“Sure thing. Just make sure and wake up,” the captain said, pointing at Trey’s head injury. He moved away, his gait heavy and slow.

Trey watched him go until a body in front of him blocked his view.

It was Darc.

“Hey, dude.”

Darc nodded at him.

“So.” Trey had to know. “Seriously, no qualms about risking my life back there?”

Darc stared at Trey’s left eyebrow. “I knew I wouldn’t miss.”

“Yep. Sounds about right.” Trey groaned and lay back on the stretcher. Darc stayed motionless for a moment, then turned to go. Trey reached out a hand to stop him. “Hey, hold on a sec.”

Darc turned back around, his face expressionless. Trey looked into that face, wondering if he’d ever get used to seeing so little emotion from the man that he’d be trusting with his life, day in and day out.

“I made you something.” Trey held up a paper towel he’d begged off the paramedics. “I wrote down some stuff for you. Let’s call them Trey’s Rules. First one, we’ve already gone over… pretend to be interested. But I wanted to read the second one to you, make sure you actually got it.”

Darc folded his arms and held Trey’s gaze, his face impassive. Good enough for Trey. He cleared his throat and continued.

“Okay, second rule: Never, ever, ever shoot a perp when he or she is holding a gun to your partner’s head.”

At that, something crazy happened. Darc’s lips quirked upward. It wasn’t much more than a twitch, but Trey would have sworn on his life that he hadn’t imagined it.

“Anyway, I wrote down twenty of them.” Darc took the scrap of paper from Trey’s hands, his face more thoughtful than Trey had ever seen it before. If he didn’t know better, he’d say Darc was experiencing some kind of emotion. “I don’t want you to think that’s the end of them. I have a feeling there will be more where those came from. Lots more.”

Darc nodded, then turned on his heel to head back to the crime scene. Trey watched him go, studying the back of his head, the motion of his torso as his arms swung freely at his side.

He was getting to know his new partner.


DECEIVED – Another prequel short story to 9th Circle
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PROLOGUE

As Trish—her name was Trish, wasn’t it? —bounced up and down above him, Robert thought to himself that he really was a lucky bastard. Every man in the office had been looking to make something happen with the hot new temp. Every man… and more than a few of the women.

But here she was with him, in his car, grinding away on top of him like he was a rough slab of wood and she was sandpaper. Okay, all of their clothes were on, but it was only a matter of minutes before that changed.

The widows were steamed up completely, so Robert couldn’t see outside the window. Not really a problem, as they were parked underneath an overpass in an area that got no traffic. No one came out here unless they were coming to do exactly what Robert and Trish were doing. 

Dammit. 

It was Trish, right? There hadn’t been a lot of the screaming out of names up to this point, but Robert didn’t want to rule it out completely.

Whatever her name was, she placed the palm of her hand against the window, sliding it down, the moisture from the window making little rivulets of water running down the glass. It was like something straight out of Titanic.

Then Trish gave an extra enthusiastic thrust that threw her off kilter. Her elbow caught against the door lock, popping all of the locks in the car up in an unexpected burst. Robert hoped that wasn’t a foreshadowing of what would be happening to him. He wanted this to last a very long time. Long enough to create some good fantasies for him to replay later on, when things got dull.

As if his thought had conjured it, his cell phone, resting on the dash of the car, rang out the tones to Social Distortion’s “Ball and Chain.” Jill. 

His wife.

Both Robert and Trish went still for a very long moment. Trish craned her neck around to glance at the screen of the smartphone. When she turned around, she arched an eyebrow at Robert, her lips parting just a bit.

“That’s her, isn’t it?” Trish breathed. “Answer it.”

Oh, so she was like that, was she? Robert had heard that the crazy ones were usually the best in bed. So far, his experience with Trish was bearing that out. And the possibility of getting caught somehow made it all that much hotter.

Robert grabbed the phone and slid the bar on the screen over, trying to soften his heavy breathing as he did so. Trish gave him a wicked smile and pressed up against him just as he went to say hello, causing an inadvertent groan to escape his lips. He turned the sound into a cough and sputtered out a choked greeting.

“Hello?”

“Bobby?” Jill’s voice was like nails on a chalkboard right at this moment, and her using that stupid nickname wasn’t making it any better. She knew he hated to be called Bobby. It was a kid’s name. Not the name of a successful marketing guru for a Fortune 500 company. Her voice continued to drone on in his ear, a mosquito that wanted nothing more than to suck the life out of him. “What’s wrong? You’re breathing hard, and you made a weird noise.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, babe.” Robert was trying to think through the red haze of lust that matched the hair of the sweet young thing astride him. An idea blossomed. “Left my phone on my desk when I went to the restroom. Heard your ringtone and ran down the hall to grab it, but then I stubbed my toe just as I was answering.”

There was a moment’s silence, long enough to make Robert start to sweat. Maybe getting caught wasn’t such a turn-on after all.

“Oh, sweetie, you didn’t have to run,” his wife comforted him. “I just wanted to see what time you were going to be home.”

“Late, I’m afraid. We’ve got to get the plans for the website redesign to the web designers tonight or else we’re screwed.” Trish slid a hand down in between herself and Robert, causing Robert to gasp.

“Honey, are you okay?” Jill asked, her tone concerned.

“Yeah, yeah. Just my foot again. It really hurts,” Robert assured her. Trish was laughing into her unoccupied hand, her body shaking with mirth. That wasn’t helping matters any for Robert, considering how the vibrations were pressing her up against his body in all kinds of distracting ways. And now he was going to have to take a hammer to his toe before he got home to really sell this whole thing.

“Well, I’m sorry… and I’ll miss you tonight. Want me to leave dinner out for you?” Jill cooed. Man, she could be so irritating when she was being all accommodating.

“No, no… I’ll grab something. Don’t worry about me.”

“Well, okay. I won’t wait up for you.”

And then Trish’s hand was over his, pressing the hang up button.

“I think that conversation had gone on more than long enough, don’t you?”

Why, yes. Yes he did, actually. He’d probably have hell to pay later for hanging up on his wife, but maybe he could convince her that it had just been a bad connection. Play stupid or something. That usually worked. She thought it already, so it wasn’t much of a stretch of the imagination for her.

All thoughts of Jill went out of his head as Trish started unbuttoning her blouse. Her skin was pale, with a smattering of freckles across her breasts that somehow made her even hotter.

Robert was reaching up to touch the vision of loveliness in front of him when the driver’s side door was wrenched open. A gloved hand darted in between Robert and Trish, a reflection of light glistening off of something gripped in the fingers.

Robert opened his mouth to yell at the intruder, but found it filled with something warm, wet, and salty. Red gushed from Trish’s throat, spilling over the white flesh of her chest, covering Robert’s white starched shirt with crimson.

A random thought ran through Robert’s mind—how in the hell was he going to explain this stain to his wife? There was no way out of this one.

Another flash of the hand, and Robert felt a band of heat across his own throat, and a second wash of wet warmth flooded down his torso. As his vision began to tunnel, Robert thought he saw a shimmer of a reflection through the open door of his car.

It looked like the lens of a video camera. Someone was recording this.

And then the last scene of his life faded to black.

 


CHAPTER 1

Detective Robi Darcmel sat in his room, the strands of logic lighting a twisted path around the space where the bed had been. It was Maggie’s bed, so of course it would go with her, but the negative space it had left when it was moved formed a glowing symbol in Darc’s mind that spun about without settling into a pattern. Other than the obvious one, of course. 

The pattern that spoke of his wife leaving him.

His Asperger’s caused his emotional world to be interpreted as shades of gray on a flat but broken landscape. And now, that landscape was beyond broken. There was a gaping pit of blackness right in the center of it that threatened to swallow Darc whole.

And yet, the hole made no more sense to him than the rest of the bleak interior landscape. Perhaps if it did, he would be able to repair the damage, make right what was so wrong. Or at least avoid falling back into that pit of cold emptiness every time something reminded him of Maggie.

He pushed himself up off of the chair, the only remaining item now occupying space in what had been Maggie’s and his bedroom. The seat creaked, the springs inside moving back into their normal shape. It was his chair, but it was not formed to his body. Darc spent little time at home, and less of that sitting down.

Dragging the chair behind him, he listened as the legs scraped along the hardwood floor. Maggie had wanted hardwood. It had been important to her for some reason. Darc enjoyed the feel of carpeting under his feet, but in the end had not cared enough to countermand his wife. He knew of his empathetic weakness. Compromise had been a conscious choice regarding this conflict.

The door creaked as he pulled it shut. The entire habitation was old. The floors squeaked. The windows would not open. Every hinge on every door found in the apartment made a noise specific to itself, but based on a range of frequencies designed to maximize irritation to the auditory system.

And then there was the music. Maggie was constantly listening to music. It didn’t seem to matter what it was, although she had a penchant for classic rock. Supertramp. The Beatles. Queen. But then there were Bach and Beethoven and Brahms. The Dixie Chicks. The Spice Girls. There was rarely a moment that Maggie was home that there wasn’t some kind of music blasting through the apartment.

Darc’s hearing was superb. Superhuman, even. Where most others would filter out familiar sounds, Darc heard them all, even when they overlapped. This place was a constant source of overstimulation for him.

And yet, the thought of leaving it was unthinkable.

Not illogical, although that certainly played into the decision-making process here. But when Darc was being honest with himself, he was not leaving because every time he tried to think of starting the process, his thoughts would simply… end.

For someone like Darc, for whom thinking was a solace, the end of thoughts was a terrifying place. Therefore, Darc would stay.

His phone, resting on the card table he had set up in lieu of the solid oak table that had left with the bed, chimed with the distinctive tone of a text. Trey.

Detective Trey Keane was now the only person who had a reason to text him.

He moved through the room to stand over the phone. An unreasoning desire to ignore the message suddenly possessed him. It would be something work related, and Darc felt a lethargy invade his limbs, urging him to give in to inertia.

But then he glanced around the apartment, the empty spaces forming swirling symbols that created a clear pattern that Darc did not want to see. The silence of the space spoke of a lack of human habitation. While Maggie was here, the noise was constant.

Regardless of what the work issue was, it should be an improvement over staying here in this apartment by himself. He calculated the probability at 92 percent.

To escape the black pit awaiting him within the gray landscape, he would have gone with much lower odds.

* * *

Yeah, this one was weird.

Trey was going over the file that Captain Merle had just handed him while trying to keep the car headed in the right direction. That, and rocking out to Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody.” Maybe not the safest way to do things, but that was how he rolled. It was a case file from years ago, one that had gone dead as a doornail. Well, up until tonight.

The guy’d been dubbed the Kupid Killer, thanks to some journalist with a gift for alliteration and misspellings, but it had been at least five years since he’d been active. The M.O. was pretty ugly, which was one of the reasons it had gotten as much press as it had. The killer would track down unfaithful lovers or spouses and cut them down right in the heat of the moment, so to speak. He was always the most active right around Valentine’s Day, and guess what? Valentine’s Day was the day after tomorrow.

The method of killing hadn’t changed much from incident to incident, and there had been a lot of incidents over the twenty years they’d been tracking this guy. The killer would wait until the couple was right in the heat of the moment, then would slit both of their throats and let them bleed out. 

And apparently, he had almost gotten caught at one point because C.S.I. had found a dropped video camera at the scene with two of the murders recorded on it. Taping his crime to get off on it later. At least that’s what the shrinks had to say about it.

There’d even been a suspect. A Mr. Ronald Doherty, an entrepreneur who had his fingers in just about every successful start-up that had ever come out of Seattle. The guy had been up and down more than a jack-in-the-box. More ups than downs. The guy was stinkin’ rich. The guys on the case back then had traced the camcorder back to Doherty, but he’d reported the camera stolen a full year earlier and there hadn’t been enough other evidence to bring the sucker to trial.

And now he’d started back up again.

Trey pulled up to the curb in front of Darc’s apartment, which was on the way to the crime scene. Darc was standing outside, apparently oblivious to the ever-present light rain that was falling in Seattle.

There was something about his stance, though, that spoke of something different. A slight hunch in his shoulders? Maybe a harder set to his face? There wasn’t typically much variance to Darc’s facial expressions. His Asperger’s made it difficult for him to communicate or understand much along the emotional spectrum. But as the light from Trey’s Land Rover reflected off the wet, shaved head of his partner, Trey could tell that something was wrong. 

The stubble of the detective’s beard seemed darker, harsher. Darc was tall, and tended toward the lean side, but now he seemed almost gaunt, his cheeks hollowed out, his eyes more sunken and bleak.

As Darc opened the passenger side door and started to get in, Trey reached around to the backseat, grabbed a towel, and thrust it at his partner. He yelled over the music that had now switched to David Bowie. “Seriously, dude. It’s like you’ve never heard of an umbrella. You’re just determined to get sick.”

“Exposure to cold and moisture does not cause disease,” Darc croaked, then added, “and could you please turn off that music?” Trey didn’t turn if off, but did turn it down a little bit, if only to allow for easier speech. Darc frowned at that, but duly first scrubbed at his head, then passed the towel along the length of his body, spreading drops every time he moved. Trey sighed. More water stains on the leather. Par for the course with Darc, but hey… that was part of the package.

The other part was his partner’s uncanny ability to see and interpret patterns in a case. Well, that and to keep track of huge numbers in his head, all at the same time. But since Trey had never taken Darc to Vegas, there hadn’t been as much use for that particular skill set.

Yet.

Once Darc was mostly dry, Trey tossed the file over onto his partner’s lap. “This one’s similar to the unsub that killed all those cheating couples before. Case’s been cold for like five or six years, but this looks like the same guy. Same M.O., anyway.” Looking at the windshield, Trey could see that the rain was picking up. “Man, sometimes I think I should move to California. At least we’re going to be under an overpass. It’s only a couple of minutes away from here.”

Darc said nothing, and just continued to look through the file. Trey wasn’t sure why. He’d probably read every single file for every single murder case that had occurred in Seattle over the course of the last fifteen years. And once Darc read something, that information wasn’t going anywhere.

Trey knew his partner did it because other detectives had complained to him about it. They’d come to Trey, complaining about their cases getting turned on end, and all Trey could think was that he was glad Darc was his partner. All Trey had to do was put up with him. Which was no easy task, granted… but Trey would take it over the alternative any day of the week. He glanced over at his partner, whose only words so far had been to contradict Trey. Okay, maybe most days of the week.

They were moving into a sketchier part of town. Not that either Trey or Darc could afford to live in the swanky part of Seattle, but they at least knew the parts to actively avoid. Like this one, as an example. Right where I-90 and I-5 met. Most of the people who came to this area weren’t up to much good.

Trey heaved a sigh and decided to wade into the deep end. “Okay, Darc. What’s up?”

Darc looked up from the file and fixed his gaze on Trey. “I do not understand what you are asking.”

Yeah, well, that wasn’t all that unusual. Darc very rarely understood everything that Trey said.

“You just seem… off. Like you’re not yourself.”

“Who else would I be?” Darc responded, his tone flat.

Okay, he had to be kidding, right? Except that Darc didn’t kid. Back when they’d started working together, there had been so many times that Trey had thought that Darc was doing it all on purpose, just to get to him. Sometimes he still felt that way.

Like right now.

“You know what I mean, Darc. You seem… I dunno… upset. Did something happen?” Trey pressed.

“Yes. There was a double homicide, and you picked me up.”

Trey took another deep breath and let it out on a ten count. “I know that. I’m talking about something else. Something personal, maybe?” Trey paused for a second, realizing that he had to be more specific if he wanted anything out of his partner. “Okay, let me rephrase. Has anything personal happened within the last twenty-four hours?”

“Yes.”

Holding back a scream that felt like it was pushing at the back of his throat, ready to rip itself out at a moment’s notice, Trey continued. “Great. Want to share, maybe?”

“Maggie left me.” 

“What?!” Trey turned completely toward Darc, but the car began to swerve, so he had to put his attention back on the road.

“Maggie removed her belongings from our domicile this afternoon,” Darc said, his tone sounding as if he were discussing the weather. He then turned back to the file. Trey was beginning to suspect that this might be an avoidance tactic.

“Wow. Wow. Man, I’m so sorry,” Trey murmured, not sure how to handle this. It was emotional territory, which was right up Trey’s alley. Usually, he’d know exactly what to do. But this was Darc. How did you talk about feelings with a guy who barely acknowledged that they even existed?

“Why are you sorry? You did nothing wrong.”

Trey felt a pang of guilt. It was true. He hadn’t done anything wrong. Not a word, not a gesture, not even a look. Well, maybe a look or two. Or three. But nothing more. What Trey felt for Darc’s wife was something that he’d been dealing with ever since the two of them started dating. But he’d kept it to himself. Totally.

Well, he was pretty sure he had, anyway.

“I know I didn’t do anything wrong, Darc. I am just saying sorry that you have to go through this. I know it’s gotta be tough.”

Darc shrugged his shoulders, still buried in the file. Yep. Total avoidance. Trey couldn’t blame the guy. He didn’t have enough empathy to recognize when a kid was crying, much less to understand his own pain after his wife left him.

And this put Trey in a weird place. His attraction to Maggie was something that had been haunting him for years. Now that she and Darc were no longer together, there was a feeling of almost elation that she was available. But the more practical side of Trey realized the fact that she wouldn’t be around nearly as much now. And, more importantly, how could Trey betray his partner that way?

Pulling into a narrow side street that went under I-90, Trey could see the crime scene up ahead. Cop cars with their red and blue lights flashing blocked off the entire area. There were a couple of uniformed policemen posted to direct the infrequent traffic away from the site. 

Trey parked the Land Rover, the gravel on the side of the road crunching under his tires. As the two detectives clambered out of the vehicle, one of the uniforms came to greet them.

“The M.E. is on-site, but nothing’s been touched yet. Wanted to make sure that Detective Darcmel had a chance to look at everything first.” The young cop was eager and fresh faced. Man, had Trey ever looked that young and earnest? He nodded at the officer, since Darc had walked past the guy without even acknowledging his existence. Maybe Trey should write up a list of rules for Darc. Just to help him get through the day without pissing off every single person around him.

“Thanks, man.” Trey nodded up at the retreating back of his partner. “Don’t worry about it. He’s just really focused.”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s okay. He’s incredible.” The guy got a look on his face that Trey had seen before. The worshipper face. “It must be amazing to be his partner.”

“You have no idea,” Trey muttered, moving into the crime scene before the guy could question him further about his experience with the savant detective. But as Trey was walking in, he almost ran into Darc, who was going in the opposite direction. “Um, dude. The crime scene’s that way.”

“There is nothing there of interest,” Darc intoned. “I have gleaned all the information from the scene that there is to obtain.” He stalked off in the direction of the Land Rover.

“In just two seconds?” Trey called after him.

“Yes,” Darc spoke over his shoulder.

Trey glanced at the young cop and gave a half-smile. “I’m telling you. No idea.”

* * *

Sleep was a territory off limits to Darc. Every time he closed his eyes, the lack of another presence beside him was a brightly glowing shape that invaded his mind, robbing him of the solace of repose.

There was no breathing at his side. No shifting of weight on the mattress. No mattress, for that matter. Maggie had taken the bed. Darc had fixed himself a pallet on the floor in the other room. Everything was different, even though the sounds and smells of the apartment were largely the same.

So now Darc sat at his desk at the precinct, one of the first to arrive that morning, waiting for Trey to arrive so that they could go and question the victims’ coworkers. After ascertaining the identities of each of the victims, Darc had spent the previous evening tracking their recent activities, looking for commonalities. He hadn’t needed to look far.

Robert Jergesen was the Vice President of Marketing for an online dating service called Birds of a Feather. The other victim, Trisha Blake, had started there as a temp three weeks ago. The lighted pathways of Darc’s inner vision pointed to the company as the first and best place to look. Logic took shape within Darc’s mind, his savant abilities tracking the information that flooded into his mind, creating shapes and images of the data, lines and roadmaps, guiding Darc every time he worked a case. 

From around the corner, down the hallway at the entrance to the precinct building, Darc could hear his partner’s voice. He greeted the custodian, the receptionist, and another policeman before he rounded the corner. The reasons for all of this nonsensical conversation escaped Darc. He could not comprehend why Trey wasted so much of his time and energy on inanities such as the weather and how certain sports franchises were doing in some competition or other.

“Darc, what’ve we got?” Trey called out once he could see that Darc was sitting at his desk. It took a moment for the lines of logic to sort through the idioms to register that Trey was asking him about the case.

“We need to go to Birds of a Feather,” Darc responded.

“Wait. Is that the online dating thingy?” Trey sat down at his own desk, which faced Darc’s. “Sounds a little weird for us to go together, but whatever. You sure you’re ready to get back out there?”

Another moment to process the idioms and the misinterpretations, and then Darc was ready to reply. “We are not going there for me. Both of the victims worked there.”

Trey snapped his fingers. “Right. Okay. So, if this fits the M.O., the killer had to know that they were cheating somehow. Might have been someone at the company.”

Rather than respond to a statement as obvious as that one, Darc stood up in preparation to leave. As he was doing so, another form appeared in the hallway. One that was as familiar to Darc as his own visage.

Maggie.

She looked tired and somewhat worn and was carrying a paper bag. She was also humming some tune in what seemed to be an absentminded way. As she entered the space, Trey perked up and muttered, “That’s ‘Sunshine of Your Love.’ Cream. Love that band.” He then followed Darc’s gaze and turned around to see her.

“Maggie?” The detective’s spiky brown hair seemed to quiver as Trey turned to view first Maggie, then Darc. “Hey… what are you…? I mean… do you…?” He stopped, shook his head and muttered, “Hi. I’m going to go… grab a cup of coffee or something.”

“No, Trey,” Maggie answered. “Stay right here. I just wanted to bring by some food.” She held up the bag. “My guess is that you haven’t eaten anything since yesterday at breakfast. Right, Darc?”

Darc had no response to that question other than to shake his head. He had not eaten anything. It had not seemed important.

“Yeah. I thought so.” Maggie held out the bag to Trey, who inexplicably did not seem to want to meet Maggie’s gaze. 

He reached for the food, and when their hands touched, Trey’s eyes darted up, his pupils dilating. Perhaps Maggie had built up an electric charge as she entered the building. It seemed unlikely, as the relative humidity was high enough in Seattle to typically avoid static discharge, but what else could explain Trey’s reaction? The lines of logic snaked around, offering up another solution, but Darc pushed them away.

Maggie backed away suddenly, reinforcing the static discharge theory. “Um. Make sure he eats it, okay?” she asked Trey. “There’s something in there for you, too.”

“Hey, thanks,” Trey muttered. He watched Maggie leave with a wave to both of them before turning back to Darc. “Darc, go after her.”

“Why?”

Trey ran his hand through his hair, making it stick up even more. “Because she still cares about you. She brought you food, for hell’s sake.”

“I know she cares. She told me as much when she left. It changes nothing.”

“Whatever.” Trey reached inside the bag, pulling out a sandwich and handing it to Darc. “But you’re going to eat this.”

Darc took the food, noting that it was made up of fried eggs and cheese on toasted white bread. It was Darc’s favorite breakfast, at least for those times he had to eat while traveling. Otherwise, it was simply fried eggs and toast with orange juice.

The gray landscape of his emotions rose up within him, threatening the precision of the clean lines of light that pointed his path forward. Darc pushed down the gray, taking a bite of the sandwich. It surprised him to note that he was, indeed, hungry.

“That’s better.” Trey fished around inside of the bag once again, pulling out another sandwich. “Bacon and sausage and egg sandwich. Man, I love me my breakfast meats.” He looked over his shoulder in the direction that Maggie had left, perhaps to thank her for the meal.

These meals were designed to be eaten on the move, so Darc began moving. He would have alerted Trey to that fact, but his mouth was full and it should be readily apparent to his partner what was happening as soon as he turned back around.

“Hey! Darc! Where are you going?” Trey yelled out, running to catch up.

Alas, Darc always managed to overestimate his partner’s deductive abilities.

 


CHAPTER 2

The building that housed Birds of a Feather was new and glitzy. Trey had heard about the site before, of course. It was kinda infamous for starting out as a Christian dating service that quickly devolved into a no-holds-barred booty call website. 

The C.E.O. was some young buck that seemed to have nothing in the way of morals. Trey had heard through the grapevine that the guy had been linked to every socialite in Seattle at one point or another. 

Apparently he was a huge thrill seeker, too. Liked to bungee-cord dive, scuba with sharks, that kind of thing. Trey shuddered. Risking your life for your job was one thing. Choosing to do it on your off time? Two steps away from crazy as a cuckoo clock.

The automatic doors in the lobby swished open as Trey and Darc approached. The receptionist, a young brunette who looked like she probably modeled in her off-time, gave them a huge smile as they approached.

“Can I help you?” The girl had dimples, too. She’d probably been handpicked out of hundreds of applicants for that very reason. And for a cushy job at a huge company that seemed to be doing nothing but going up? Trey couldn’t blame her.

He flashed his badge at her, and the girl’s smile diminished by a couple of watts. Yeah. Happened all the time.

“We need to talk to someone in charge here.”

The receptionist seemed a bit flustered at that. “Well, our C.E.O.’s not in quite yet, but I believe his mother is.”

“His mother?” Trey was incredulous. “His mother works…” He waved his hand around, indicating all the pictures of gorgeous men and women scantily clothed, some together in more-than-friendly embraces. “…here?”

“Yes. She’s very involved in the day-to-day operations.”

“Well then, yes. We’d love to talk with her.” 

The receptionist pressed a button on the console, then smiled at Trey once more. “She’s on her way. Why don’t you have a seat over there?” She pointed to a lounge area with couches. As he went to sit down, Trey leaned in closer to Darc and muttered under his breath, “Okay, that’s weird.” 

Darc just looked at him with a flat expression. Right. Why would it be weird to have a mother and son working on what amounted to a sex website together? Nothing strange going on here, folks. One more indicator of the fact that Darc saw the world differently than the rest of the human population.

Before Trey could go far, however, a young woman with an angry expression on her face stalked toward the receptionist’s desk. Trey hung back to listen. One, because he was curious. Two, because you never knew what kind of interesting information you could get when people were pissed off.

“Angela, is he here yet?” the angry woman barked.

“No, he’s not. Gail, you know he doesn’t usually get in until at least 10 or 11,” the receptionist answered in a consoling tone. Trey guessed that Gail must either be a friend of Angela or someone important, if the receptionist let her talk to her that way.

“Yeah. That’s only one of the hundreds of problems I have with this place,” Gail groused. She wasn’t nearly as attractive as Angela, but Trey figured that at least half of that was the fact that she was dressed in a baggy flannel shirt, low-rise jeans, and Converse. In addition, her auburn hair was disheveled, and she appeared to be wearing no makeup. Granola hipster? Or tech? From the seeming lack of social skills, Trey was inclined to think tech.

“Sorry,” the young brunette murmured. “I’ll let you know the moment he arrives.”

“You know what? Don’t bother.” Gail stalked off in the opposite direction from where she came from. Trey approached the desk.

“Hey,” he said, and the receptionist jumped. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s okay. I just thought you were over there with your partner.”

“Yeah, I just wanted to know where the nearest bathroom was,” Trey improvised. “Angela, was it?”

The young woman glanced up at him, surprised. “How did you… Oh, you heard me talking to Gail, didn’t you?”

Trey shrugged. “Yeah. Wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. Couldn’t help hearing her.”

“Right?” Angela lowered her voice a bit. “She gets a little loud when she’s mad.”

Nodding his head, Trey smiled back. “My captain’s like that, too. She works for the company, I’m guessing?”

“Yeah. The head of website design. Came on when the whole thing was just starting. Actually, that’s probably why…” Angela stopped, seemed to think better of what she was saying, and pointed down the hall. “The restrooms are right down there on the left. That’s what you asked me for, right?” 

Trey was usually good about feeling his way around a tricky conversation. She may have stopped whatever it was that she was about to say, but the smile still seemed genuine. Trey decided to push just a little further with the conversation.

“Thanks.” He turned to head off to the restroom, then paused, as if he had just had a thought. “Can you tell me something before I go?”

“Possibly.”

“Well, it seemed like Gail wasn’t too happy. Can you tell me why?” Angela stiffened up and her eyes darted around the lobby, apparently looking for anyone that might overhear the conversation. “I wouldn’t ask, but it might help in our investigation.”

“Oh, you’re investigating something? I mean, of course you are, why else would you be here?” She seemed to realize what she had just said and blushed. “I mean—”

 “Don’t worry about it.” Trey grinned at her. “But what do you think? Can you help me out?”

Angela seemed to think about it for a moment, but then shrugged. “I guess so. Can’t see what it would hurt.” She looked off in the direction that Gail had gone. “From what I’ve heard, she’s been pretty mad since the website changed.”

“Oh, you mean from when…?”

“Yeah, she’s like a Super-Christian or something. Hates everything the company’s become. She’s not shy about saying it, either.” Angela wrinkled up her nose.

“So, why’d she stay?” Trey asked. Didn’t make sense. If she was so morally opposed to the whole thing, why stick around to watch it go down the proverbial toilet?

Once more, Angela scanned the lobby for listeners. “Well, I think she’s in love with the C.E.O. They knew each other from college, and she sort of followed him around from thing to thing. She says it’s about insurance or whatever, but… that’s what I think. She’s like obsessed with him.”

The click of high heels on the polished black marble floors behind her caused Angela’s entire persona to change. She straightened up her shoulders, put back on her professional reserve, and began speaking to Trey in a clipped tone. If Trey hadn’t known any better, he would have sworn she was a completely different person altogether.

“Detective, I will check on the whereabouts of Mrs. Doherty for you if you will give me just a moment.” She moved as if to once more press the button. Trey started at the name. It was familiar to him. What was it about that name?

“That won’t be needed, Angela. I’m here.” The voice was a vibrant alto, and the woman attached to it was striking. Her graying shoulder-length hair swept back from a high forehead to reveal piercing steel blue eyes. Her lips were strong but thin, with an aristocratic sweep to them as they traveled from the nose out to the cheek. Right now, they were pressed into a warm smile that lit up her entire face.

There weren’t many times that Trey felt outclassed. He often was outclassed, but he rarely felt it. 

He did right now.

“Hello, Mrs. Doherty. My name’s Detective Keane. My partner over there is Detective Darcmel.” Trey waved a nervous hand at Darc, who was making his way over.

“A pleasure to meet you both. I’m Candice Doherty. What can I do for you?”

“Well,” Trey started, “two of your employees ended up dead last night. Together.”

Mrs. Doherty reached out a hand to steady herself on the reception desk. “Oh. Oh, my.” She passed a hand across her face. “Who, may I ask?”

“Robert Jergesen and Trisha Blake,” Darc responded. Mrs. Doherty moved her gaze to the bald detective before responding.

“Robert I know, of course. He headed up our marketing. Brilliant man. But who is…?” She waved her hand, asking the question with her body as much as she did with her words.

“Um, she was a temp, Mrs. Doherty,” Angela stepped in. “We brought her in from Apple One. She’d only been here a couple of weeks or so. She was working for Robert, actually.”

“I see.” The woman’s tone hardened almost imperceptibly. “And what were they doing together?”

“I’m afraid I can’t talk about that, ma’am,” Trey said with deference. “We just need a list of your employees, if you would be willing to provide it.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Mrs. Doherty tapped Angela on the shoulder. “Contact H.R. and make sure they get a copy of that list over to these detectives at once.” She turned her attention back to Trey, her smile still warm, even if it was a bit distracted. “We want to do everything we can to help, Detective… Keane, was it?”

Trey nodded, surprised. People in power typically ignored those they found beneath them, but this woman had gone to the trouble to remember his name. He was impressed.

The entranceway doors behind them slammed open, and a loud clatter caused Trey to turn around. Just inside the doors was a sharply dressed young man wearing sunglasses. He was scooping up a set of keys that he had dropped. As he stood, he swayed a bit before moving forward.

“Hello, everyone! I’m here, I’m here.” The man tipped an imaginary hat to the receptionist, making a kissing noise to the young woman, who blushed furiously. Mrs. Doherty made a sour face.

“Caden, where have you been?” Her tone was less than pleased.

“Mother, I was just…” He swayed a bit as he refocused on the now stern woman. “I was out late last night—”

“Again,” she interrupted.

“Yes, again,” Caden replied, sweeping an unsteady bow. “I’m young and rich, mother. I’m supposed to stay out late. It’s practically a job requirement.”

“You’re the C.E.O. of this company. You’re supposed…” She broke off, seeming to realize that there were two detectives present. “Never mind. We’ll discuss this later.”

Trey stepped forward, presenting his hand. “Caden Doherty, I’m guessing?”

Caden tipped up the sunglasses, peering with bloodshot eyes at Trey. “Yes, I am. Who the hell are you?”

“Caden!” his mother hissed. “This is Detective Keane. He and his partner are investigating a murder. Robert and that temp girl.”

“Robert? Marketing Robert? Pshhh!” The young man flapped his hand, dismissing his former employee. “He was an ass. A dinosaur. Just wanted to put boobs in everything.” He grinned at Trey, his attitude doing a one-eighty. “Don’t get me wrong, boobs are great, but you’ve got to have more going on than that. Right, Angela?” He leered at the receptionist, who once again blushed a deep red. “But it’s too bad about the temp. She was kinda hot.” Angela’s lips pressed together at that, her color returning to a more normal hue.

“Mr. Doherty, would you mind telling me where you were last night between 6 and 10 pm?” Trey asked.

Caden clapped a hand on Trey’s shoulder with a little too much vigor. “Sure thing. Me and some friends went to Canlis for dinner, then we headed over to Re-Bar for some dancing and adult libations.” He grinned back at his mother, whose lips almost disappeared, they were pressed so tightly together. “Had to check it out for our event next month, you know? Just to make sure?” He laughed at what he clearly thought was his own very funny joke.

“You had to check it out for the fifth time this week?” Mrs. Doherty chided.

“Hey, can’t be too careful, Mommy. Sex and alcohol… kinda my business, don’t cha think?” Caden turned back to the two detectives. “We’ve had a whole bunch of events leading up to Valentine’s Day. Rented out the entire Hotel 1000 for the big day tomorrow. All the rooms and everything.”

“Oh, didn’t want to go with the Four Seasons?” Trey asked, being careful to keep his tone respectful. This guy was a douche.

“That dump?” The young man snickered. “That’s where youth goes to die. Hotel 1000’s deck.”

“Deck?”

“Yeah. Deck.” Caden lifted his sunglasses again and looked more closely at Trey. “You know what? Four Seasons is probably more your speed.”

Wow. Not just a douche. A d-bag of the highest order. 

“Yeah, okay.” Trey turned from Caden to nod at Mrs. Doherty. He then reached out to tap Darc on the arm to let him know it was time to go. “I think we have everything we need for the moment. Thank you for your help.”

The woman nodded, clearly distracted by her son.

Checking out Caden’s alibi had just become Trey’s first priority. He might not have done it, but right now Trey really found himself hoping that maybe he had.

* * *

Darc listened as Trey muttered to himself. He was either angry or having a manic episode. The bands of light in Darc’s mind had the percentages at about fifty-fifty.

“It’s just… I mean… He was so condescending.” Trey waved his hands around, almost striking Darc in the face. Darc began to experience some concerns regarding Trey’s ability to navigate the vehicle in his present state of agitation.

“We will double-check his alibi, but my calculations suggest that there is less than a 35 percent probability that he committed the murders,” Darc responded. He found that the stating of facts often had the unintended result of calming his partner down.

“Really?” Trey pounded his fist on the steering wheel. “Shit. I kinda wanted it to be him.”

“It may still be, but there is someone else that merits more immediate consideration.” The glowing tracks of logic wrapped themselves together, forming a symbol that spoke of greater certainty. The green of likely, not the blue of near-certainty.

“Oh, yeah. Right. The website chick?”

The streams of logic formed a partial image of infant chickens that was immediately discarded in favor of a young human female. Darc detested idiomatic speech. But Trey’s reference was unexpected.

“Why do you suspect the website designer?” Darc may have been over on the couch at that point, but he had heard everything. The ins and outs of that particular conversation seemed wrapped up in the gray of emotional interference.

“Well, she’s a pissed off Super-Christian who’s in love with her douchebag of a boss. Seems like she’d be someone who would want to knock off a few philanderers while bringing shame on the company, y’ know?”

“That is not the person to whom I was referring.”

Trey swerved around a slow-moving vehicle, then turned his head to peer at Darc. “Okay then. Spill it. Who?”

More idioms. Darc wrapped a tendril of information around the gleaming streams of logic, then decided to answer Trey, once the meaning became clear.

“The original suspect in the killings more than five years ago. Ronald Doherty.”

Trey slammed his fist against the steering wheel again, causing the Land Rover to swerve to the left several feet. “Dammit! That’s what I couldn’t think of. I knew the name Doherty was familiar. Just couldn’t remember where I’d heard it before.”

Trey might have been seeking some sort of solace in that confession, but Darc did not understand his partner’s dilemma. Not in the slightest. Darc had no conception of what it would feel like to not recall random bits of data and then to be unable to fit those bits together to form a cohesive whole. The thought of living in that manner caused Darc to mentally recoil.

Trey continued with little regard to Darc’s lack of response. “We’re close, so we can just swing by the station to get the address. Matter of fact, I’ll just jet in real fast. You can stay in the car.”

That suited Darc. For some reason, the talk of the website designer that suffered from unrequited love for her boss had stirred up clouds of gray inside of Darc’s mind. Perhaps the moments of quiet by himself would help to settle the emotional flotsam. If not, it would simply mean additional moments of silence.

Darc found that he was starting to get used to them.

 


CHAPTER 3

It had only taken Trey a couple of seconds to snatch the address he needed from the file. It was, of course, in Magnolia, one of the swankier areas in Seattle. Time to get a move on. If the killer’s pattern now was anything like it was before, there would be another killing tonight, and then possibly several tomorrow. 

Apparently Valentine’s Day was like crack to their little lovebird. Trey found himself wondering what had made their guy so hostile against cheaters. Not that Trey was a huge fan, but man… Going on a killing spree seemed a bit excessive. 

As Trey turned to head back out of the precinct building, he almost collided with a familiar figure. Red hair flew everywhere as the lithe form darted a few steps backward to avoid the collision.

It was Maggie.

She was holding another bag and seemed to be searching around the building for something. Or someone. Trey mentally smacked himself in the forehead. Of course she was looking for someone. She was looking for Darc.

Holding up the bag with one hand, Maggie pushed the hair out of her face with the other. “I brought you guys some more food. You know…”

“For Darc?” Trey said, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice. Man, he had it bad. This whole situation was not okay on so many levels. “I’ll make sure he eats, Maggie. I promise. You don’t have to keep coming down here to feed him. It’s got to be tough for you.”

Maggie shrugged. “It’s not so tough. I still care about him, you know. I just…”

“Yeah,” Trey stepped in. “I get it.”

“Do you?” Maggie asked suddenly, her eyes piercing. “I’m not sure about that, Trey.”

He shook his head. “You’re probably right. What do I know about any of it? Just that I’m sure your feelings for him are complicated. That you’re conflicted.”

Chuckling, Maggie handed him the bag of food she was holding. “Nope. Not conflicted. Not about Darc, anyway.”

“Then what?” Trey asked, baffled. He felt like Maggie was trying to tell him something, but that he just wasn’t smart enough to pick up on it.

She sighed. “Trey. I know you’ll take care of Darc. You have for years now. I’m not worried about him.”

“Then why—?”

“Why am I here?” Maggie completed his sentence. “Well, I’m not here for Darc.” She leveled her gaze at him once more. Man, she was gorgeous. Trey felt his heart beat in his fingers. Throb, throb.

Trey wracked his brain, trying to figure out what it was that Maggie was trying to get through to him. He couldn’t figure it out.

“I… I got nothing.”

A bark of laughter burst out of Maggie. “You know, for a detective, you’re remarkably dim.” 

“Tell me about it,” Trey groused.

She smiled at that, then pointed at the bag that Trey was now clutching. “Eat your sandwich. I made it for you.” Whipping her hair around her head, Maggie turned to leave. She called back over her shoulder, “Oh, and there’s something in there for Darc, too.”

Trey reached into the bag and pulled out the sandwich with his name on it. It was a BLT. The woman had managed to make him lunch out of breakfast meat. He loved her so much.

And then, like a sudden clap of thunder, Trey realized. He loved Maggie. Really. This wasn’t just an awkward crush. He’d gotten to know her over the course of her entire relationship with Darc, and Trey had fallen in love with her. He hadn’t wanted to. Hadn’t even fully admitted to himself until now that it was true.

But it was.

What’s more, he was pretty sure she felt the same way. Matter of fact, now that his eyes were open, he was sure of it. Maggie was right. He had to be the dumbest detective on the planet.

There was a sensation in his gut, a feeling of… what? Kinda like he wanted to vomit, actually. Okay, so Trey wasn’t much of a words guy. Whatever it was, it felt both amazing and overwhelming at the same time.

Then he looked into the bag and saw the other sandwich. It had gotten squished underneath his, and it looked mangled and mushy. Broken.

Trey began to walk back out to the car to join his partner, who was waiting for him. His partner with whom he had worked for almost the entirety of the last decade. Trey felt the balloon within him shrivel and his stomach drop to somewhere in the vicinity of his shoes. Like he wanted to vomit, but in a very different way than just a second ago.

Love sucked.

* * *

The house was a gray three-story colonial with white trim and a red door. Around the center window of the second story, a widow’s walk broke up the otherwise simple façade of the house.

The dimensions of the home swirled with incandescent light, the data accumulating, adding to the other pieces of information, forming symbols that coalesced, then faded into the background, a tacit acknowledgement of their relative insignificance. Darc retained the knowledge at his fingertips, but not all information received the same weight of attention. That way lay madness.

Darc observed as Trey rang the doorbell, a sonorous gong that echoed through the inside of the house. Within moments, an attractive young Latina approached the door, seen through the windows on either side of the scarlet entrance.

“Can I help you?” the woman inquired in heavily accented English.

“We’re here to see Mr. Doherty,” Trey answered, taking out his detective’s shield to lend urgency to the request.

“One moment.”

As the woman began to shut the door, a figure appeared from around the corner. An older man hunched in a wheelchair peered at the two detectives and cleared his throat loudly. The woman started, then glanced back at her employer.

“Oh, Señor Doherty. Que susto. You scared me.”

“Dolores, let our two guests in, please.” Roland Doherty’s voice was a strong tenor, comfortable in command. He waved the two detectives in, backing his wheelchair into a sitting room as he did so.

The streams of logic flowed around the man’s swollen and distorted fingers, and took in the painful angle of his arms, the splay of his legs. Rheumatoid arthritis.

Roland Doherty was not their killer.

And yet the strands of probability continued to weave themselves about this wizened figure. There were too many apparent coincidences to be ignored. The chance of Doherty’s involvement, however peripheral, was high.

Darc and Trey sat down on high-backed chairs that faced their host. Mr. Doherty maneuvered his chair to face them both, his eyebrows rising. Inquiry? Or surprise? The differences were a gray wash to Darc. This was the main reason for Trey taking point on all interrogations that happened outside of the precinct building. Any time social graces were called for, Trey led.

“Mr. Doherty, we need to ask you some uncomfortable questions,” Trey began.

“About the two murders that happened last night?” Mr. Doherty stepped in. 

Trey shifted in his seat. “Ah, yes. How—?”

“Detective,” the man chided. “I’m not an idiot. I watch the news. They’re calling it the return of the Kupid Killer. And I remember when the last duo came to put me to the question. And now you’re here. Doesn’t take much to put two and two together.”

“Yes, well—” Trey began.

“Please, do we have to do this?” the gentleman begged. He gestured at his legs. “It’s clear that I had nothing to do with it. In fact, I’m glad you two came. I’ve lived with the knowledge that I was under suspicion for more than eight years now.”

“Mr. Doherty, there are a few too many things that seem to connect you to this case,” Trey pressed. “For one thing, the two people who were killed were in your son’s employ.”

“I have nothing to do with his business. From the time I had to take to my wheelchair, I decided to sell off all of my business ventures. Can’t really keep track the way I need to when I can’t walk. Or type.” He lifted one of his crippled hands.

“When did you retire?” Darc stepped in, the strands of light probing.

“Five years ago.”

“That is the approximate time the killings ended, as well,” Darc continued.

Roland Doherty blew out a long breath. “If you were here to arrest me for those killings, I would be in handcuffs right now.” He chuckled suddenly. “Well, if you could figure out how to put them on me without wrenching my arms out of their sockets.” Doherty directed his chair over to the doorway. “I had hoped my condition would put your fears to rest. It seems that is not the case. I’m not sure we have anything else to say to each other.”

Trey brushed his hands against his legs and stood up. “You’re right. Don’t have anything on you at all. Nothing concrete, anyway.” Trey looked down at the man in the wheelchair, seeming to pin the man with his gaze. “Answer me one question? Hypothetically?”

Doherty gave Trey a wan smile. “Ah, hypotheticals. Lovely.”

“Why would someone do something like this? Kill unfaithful couples.”

Roland looked down at his lap and was silent for a long moment. Darc had just decided that the man would not answer and was starting to walk out when the man lifted his head back up.

“Maybe he was trying to keep from doing something worse.”

“Worse than murder? What’s worse than murder?” Trey asked, his tone rising in pitch. Surprise? Outrage? Puberty? Darc could not tell, although puberty seemed unlikely at this point in Trey’s physical development.

“Hey, just a guess. You know. Hypothetically.”

Darc followed Trey as his partner walked around the man in the wheelchair on his way to the front door. There was nothing more to do here.

And yet the strands of logic continued to point back to the man hunched over in a wheelchair, incapable of movement. It was strange.

Darc did not like strange. Especially in connection with a murder investigation. Strange had a tendency to develop into deadly.

* * *

It was late and Trey was stumped. What was worse, Darc seemed to be stumped, as well. They’d come back to the station and were going through old files, trying to figure out where to go next. There was a connection to the Doherty’s' and Birds of a Feather. There had to be. But so far, they hadn’t figured it out.

They had gone after Caden’s alibis, but everything had checked out. The guy had not only been out with a gang of his friends, but they’d been accompanied by enough hot girls that everyone at Re-Bar and at the restaurant had remembered them. Well. His entire timeline for that evening was accounted for.

As for Gail, the website designer, she was a possibility, but had no criminal record or history of mental problems. There was nothing there that pointed to her other than her being pissed off. That and a partial conversation with a co-worker who thought she might be obsessed with the C.E.O.

And it was Valentine’s Day. There would be another killing today, if their guy… or girl… stayed true to form. Knowing that was going to happen without any way of stopping it was making Trey more than a little nuts.

“Nothing. We’ve got nothing.”

Darc said nothing. The bald detective was perusing the list of employees from Birds of a Feather. He had gone over it three times already. Trey knew how Darc’s mind worked. If he hadn’t seen something the first time, it likely wasn’t there.

The phone on Trey’s desk rang and he grabbed it up.

It was dispatch. “Detective Keane? We’ve got another two. Outside the Alibi Room down on Pike Street.”

“I know it. On our way.” Trey grabbed his jacket and threw it on. “Maybe the Doherty’s have nothing to do with this one. Unless there’s another event happening at the Alibi Room that Caden didn’t mention.”

Darc said nothing. He just scooped up his own jacket and followed. Trey hated it when Darc went all quiet. It might just be that he was calculating stuff in that gigantic brain of his, but it always felt a little bit like judgment to Trey.

In minutes they were on their way down to Pike Place Market. It was Valentine’s, so of course the traffic was horrendous, but a siren stuck on top of the Land Rover helped them get through some of the worst of it.

The area around Pike Place Market was one of Trey’s favorites, and the Alibi Room was a bar Trey had been to more than once. It was opposite the Gum Wall, which was exactly what it sounded like, and the street in that area was paved with cobblestones. It almost felt like you had stepped back in time.

But when Darc and Trey finally managed to press through the Valentine’s Day crowds who had gathered to gawk and stood in front of the murdered couple, it felt all too much like the present. Trey swore to himself. One more favorite spot of his, tainted by his job. He should make a list of places that dispatch wasn’t allowed to send him.

The couple looked like they had just taken a moment to slip behind a pillar for some touchy-feely playtime. They were in the underground corner just around the bend from the bar. Both of their throats had been slit, the blood spilling out to drench their amorous counterpart from head to toe before they fell to the ground.

“Well, this puts a damper on the whole Doherty angle. This doesn’t seem to have any connection with them whatsoever,” Trey muttered. He called out to one of the uniforms. “Find anything? I.D.? Purse? Wallet?”

The uni trotted over, carrying a blood-covered purse in his gloved hands. “This was right beside them. Looks like it belongs to her.”

Trey grabbed a glove and a pencil from the uni, and used the writing instrument to pull open up the purse, holding the other side of the opening using the glove. Inside were the typical contents of a woman’s handbag—lipstick, a wallet, change, gum… and a folded-up piece of paper.

“Hey, Darc. Take a look at this.” Trey pulled the glove on over his hand at this point, reaching in to take out the page and unfold it. It was a printout of a profile page.

From Birds of a Feather.

* * *

Darc ran down 1st Avenue, Trey stumbling along behind him. The pathways of logic had crystallized immediately upon seeing the printout from the victim’s purse. The killing had been intended to throw them off the trail, at least long enough for the killer to strike with impunity.

Hotel 1000 was only four and a half blocks away from the bar, so the glowing streams guided Darc on foot. Fighting the traffic would have taken longer than running to the location, although the calculations had not taken into account Trey’s leg cramp.

“Go, go! I’ll catch up!” Trey urged Darc in between gulps of air from farther down the street. The threads of information concurred, and Darc increased his speed. The remaining distance to the hotel was less than a block.

The building itself was bathed in deep-blue neon lighting, giving the edifice an otherworldly feel. Men and women poured into and out of the hotel. Most going in were alone. Most coming out were not. A large banner overhead proclaimed, Birds of a Feather Flock Here on Valentine’s.

As Darc entered the spacious lobby, he noted the enormous ice sculpture of Cupid, his bow and arrow pointed toward the ceiling, which was several stories up. There were railed balconies peering down from above, where couples huddled in whatever dark corners they could find. 

Darc approached the registration table as Trey wheezed up next to him. “I’m here.” He put his head in between his legs and panted for a moment. “Sort of.” He waved Darc on toward the long table, which was manned by three women—one blonde, one brunette, one redhead.

The closest woman to Darc, the redhead, looked him up and down, a smile on her face. That seemed to be a relatively straightforward sexual approach, but Darc was unsure. It could also be a humiliation tactic. It would be wasted on him, but the woman would not know that.

“Can I help you?” the redhead purred.

“I need to know if Gail Atherson is attending this party,” Darc replied.

“You mean the website girl? Yeah. She’s here. Never seen her dressed like that, either. Skimpy red dress. I thought it was weird, especially for her, but—”

“I need to know her location.”

The woman pursed her lips. “Last time I saw her, she was headed to the bar. Caden’s in there, too. He should be able to help.”

As he moved in the direction indicated by the woman, Darc felt Trey’s hand on his shoulder. “You think it’s the website designer?”

“I believe it is a good place to start. She had access to the information fed through their server, and therefore could have read the messages to and from the couple at the bar.”

Trey wiped at the sweat on his forehead. “Are we even positive that it matched the M.O. of our killer? I mean, we don’t even know if they were cheating.”

“The man’s profile indicated ‘discreet relationships,’” Darc responded in a flat tone.

“Well, okay, that’s pretty clear.” Trey straightened out his shirt, tucking it back into his pants. “But still—”

“This is our best lead,” Darc cut him off as he moved to speak with the bartender behind the bar. Once again, the décor in the bar was ultra modern. Deep neon-colored lights, bizarre metal sculptures, sharp lines everywhere. The entire atmosphere was cultivated for a young crowd.

The bartender, a young man with spiked hair that was bleached blond at the tips, looked up as they approached. “Can I get you guys anything?”

“We were told that the C.E.O. of the company was in here with his website designer,” Trey told the bartender, his voice finally back under his control.

“I’m just work the bar, but if you’re talking about the asshole that’s going around pretending that he owns the place, he was following this couple that went over that way.” He pointed to a stairwell. “Figured they were looking for someplace private, you know?”

Darc was moving before the man stopped speaking. He hurled himself toward the stairwell in pursuit of the glowing blue lines of light that steered him up the stairs toward the second level. He heard Trey swear below him as his partner looked up at the expanse of stairs in front of him.

“Stairs. Why is it always stairs?”

As Darc rounded the corner that led to the second story landing, he came across a scene that stopped him cold. Caden was pressed against a wall, his arm outstretched.

He was sobbing.

On the opposite side of the landing, there was a man slumped down in a puddle of blood, his throat slit. To his side was Gail. With a knife held to her throat.

The person holding the knife was Caden’s mother.

“Mother! Please, don’t!” Caden begged.

“Oh, come on, Caden. She’s a total hypocrite. Yelling all the time about how much she loves Jesus, and then she’s cheating on you? She deserves it.” Candice Doherty chided her son, pressing the knife against Gail’s neck. A drop of blood seeped up from under the blade and began to drip down her neck and along her collarbone.

Darc drew his gun, but there was no clear shot, as Candice moved even further behind her human shield. Gail’s eyes were wide and staring, her breath coming in deep gasps. She opened her mouth to speak.

“I wasn’t cheating, Mrs. Doherty. I never would. I’m not that kind of girl.”

“Fess up, you slut,” Candice laughed, pushing the blade into the skin even more. “I saw you. He saw you, too.”

“I was just trying to make him jealous. Please—”

“I think I’ve heard enough of your jabbering, little lady.” Caden’s mother stopped Gail’s pleas short with another push of the blade. Candice’s eyes darted around and landed on Darc. Her eyes narrowed.

“Detective. I didn’t expect to see you here. At least not yet.” She looked to the doorway of the stairwell, moving toward the exit to the second-story balcony. “You shoot, she dies. You know that, right?” She edged her way through the door.

Darc followed, keeping enough distance between them to keep the woman from panicking. Candice continued to back along the balcony, moving toward the lobby and the stairwell down to the parking garage. Lovers scattered in her path, screaming in fear and running as far and as fast as they could.

“Why?” Darc asked. Keeping the woman distracted and talking would allow Darc time to formulate a plan to extract Gail from the situation.

“Why?” Mrs. Doherty gasped with a breathy laugh. “Because it was a turn-on, Detective. Surely you can understand that. It made him burn so bright, it was like he was searing my skin off. He did it all to control himself, but I was the one that got the benefit of it all.”

“Your husband,” Darc stated, the pattern falling into place. “He would kill in order to satisfy his darker desires. In order to remain faithful to you.”

“Then that shitty arthritis had to ruin it all. I figured, hey… It had been so long for him, and he’d been trying so hard. But I saw the way he was looking at that maid of ours. She was only there to help, he said. Maybe. But better safe than sorry, right?” She chuckled. “And then, when I tried it, I understood. I got why he did it. And it brought the magic back, in spite of his… condition.”

From the other side of the balcony, Darc saw his partner Trey sneaking up behind Mrs. Doherty. How he had gotten there, Darc was not positive, but he could see what Trey’s plan would be. He would attempt to grab the woman’s hand and wrench away the knife.

Darc could also see that it would not succeed.

Trey lunged, pinning Candice’s knife hand with his own. The woman shrieked, spinning around while pulling her hand out of Trey’s. She lashed out, catching Trey across the chest, a deep gash opening up his shirt and coating it in red.

There was only one available option. Darc took it.

Flinging his body at the crazed woman, Darc tackled her, pushing her up and over the railing of the second story balcony. For a moment, Candice hung suspended in the air, her arms waving. Then she toppled down, a cry escaping her lips.

Darc rushed to the balcony and peered down. The wife of the Kupid Killer had been impaled on the arrow of the ice sculpture in the lobby. The point of the arrow protruded through her sternum as she stared with glassy eyes up at the ceiling. Blood poured down the statue, pooling in the bowl designed to catch the melted water runoff.

Turning to face his partner, Darc took stock of Trey’s wound. It was bleeding profusely, but seemed relatively shallow. Darc arched an eyebrow, asking the question.

Trey shrugged, wincing when the movement pulled on his wound. “I was tired. I took the elevator.”

* * *

It was after midnight.

Trey was bandaged up, Gail and Caden were in each other’s arms answering questions from the police, and papa Doherty was in custody. Darc had gone home to his empty apartment after Trey had made sure he’d eaten some dinner. He couldn’t force his partner to eat all the time, but Trey’d make sure he was extra vigilant over the course of the next few weeks. Darc wouldn’t starve, at least.

And now Trey was staring at the door to Maggie’s apartment.

He shouldn’t be here. He knew he shouldn’t be here. If there was one takeaway lesson from this whole case, it should be that cheaters end up with their throats slit.

And yet…

And yet, somehow, what Trey was taking away from it was that life was short. Way too short. And that people deserved to be able to find happiness wherever they could. Right?

He sighed, and turned to go. He wanted nothing more than to stay, but he was going to go anyway. That’s what a good partner would do.

And he would have. Totally. Except for one thing.

Maggie opened up the door.

Trey stood there motionless for a moment. “Hey,” he finally said.

“Hey.”

“How did you know I was here?” Trey asked.

“Saw your Land Rover parked on the street.” Maggie was wearing sweats, and her hair was pulled into a loose ponytail. Trey thought she had never been sexier. “Waited for you to ring the doorbell. Then, after twenty minutes of watching you through the peephole, I figured I’d give you a little nudge.”

“I made you a mix tape.” Trey held up a cassette, with a homemade collage covering the paper insert. “A bunch of songs from the year you were born. ‘Bicycle Race.’ ‘Come Back Jonee.’ ‘Come Sail Away.’”

Maggie took the tape from him and turned it over in her hands. “I love all of these. But they came out in 1978. I’m only 28.”

Trey just looked at her and raised an eyebrow. Maggie managed to hold out for almost an entire minute before they both broke down in laughter. They laughed for a good long while about that, and then the mirth started to subside as they both realized what they were doing. Trey cleared his throat.

“We probably shouldn’t do this,” Trey murmured.

“Yeah.” Maggie scratched at her cheek. “Probably not. But come in anyway.”

“You sure?”

“No, I’m not.” She sighed, then smiled at him. “C’mon. I’ll make you a BLT.”

Breakfast meats. Trey could never say no to breakfast meats.
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PROLOGUE

Henry whistled as he crossed the street toward the slaughterhouse. For most of the men working there, it was just a job, and not a great one. They made their way through the shifts bitching the whole time about how miserable their lives were. They made Henry laugh. Not a set of stones between ‘em.

The building was not all that much to look at. Okay it was downright ugly. Down in the warehouse district, not a lot of time or effort was put toward curb appeal. The real action always happened inside. And inside this building there was more action than anyone could ever hope for.

Walking in the front door past the office, Henry gave his daily greeting to the old lady who manned the phones. It was something between a grunt and a hello, but he didn’t even know why he bothered. She rarely looked up from what she was doing to even glance his way. And when she did, the look she gave was what you made when you smelled something bad.

Whatever. She wasn’t long for this world anyway. He moved past her and around the corner and opened the door into the main floor, where they did most of the final prep before sending the carcasses out. The smell hit him like a strong jab to the face. He inhaled deeply, taking in the scent. It was a heady mix of decaying flesh and iron, and it was part of what Henry loved about his job.

One of the day-shift guys, Carl, was poking around, apparently trying to do as little as possible. He looked up from the cutting table in front of him and gave Henry a mock glare.

“Man, late again. I was starting to imagine this was you here on the table. I got my lady to get home to, and she don’t like it when I take too long.”

“What can I say? Busy life.”

Carl huffed, blowing out his cheeks like a chipmunk. “Whatever. We had a banner day and left it all for you to clean up.”

“Cool.”

Henry moved toward the gutting room, pushing the door open in front of him. If the scent out in the main room was strong, this was enough to kill a horse.

The scene in front of him was right out of a slasher flick. Puddles of blood with bits of viscera floating about covered the floor, with gobbets of flesh dripping red down the walls around him. Henry started whistling again.

Carl poked his head in and wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Dude, how can you stand that smell?”

“You get used to it.” Henry looked back and Carl and gave him a wide grin. Carl did a double take, then shook his head in disbelief.

“You are one sick puppy, dude.”

“Yeah, ain’t we all?”

Carl retreated out the door, rubbing at his nose. Henry went back to his survey of the room, before grabbing the high-pressure hose and turning it on. The water mixed with the blood and began to swirl in pink clouds toward the drain. Henry was sure he had never seen anything quite so pretty.

Man, he loved his job.

 


CHAPTER 1

Bang.

Detective Trey Keane’s hand flew to his weapon. Okay, so his hand was shaking and maybe it only jerked upward, but it still got to his gun pretty quickly. Of course his “partner,” Detective Robi Darcmel, didn’t even blink. Maybe Darc had chalked the noise up to a car’s backfire and not a gunshot. In this neighborhood, though? The odds favored a shot.

Or maybe Darc was so deep in his head that he didn’t even register the loud sound. They could have been in the middle of the O.K. Corral, the Kevin Costner version with full Dolby surround sound, and Darc wouldn’t have care. Not with a child’s life on the line.

As the sun dipped down on another gorgeously drippy Northwestern day, Trey scanned their surroundings, trying to shake off the jitters. The decaying apartment complex did little to calm his fears. The building sat squat in the middle of South Park, which didn’t resemble the Comedy Central show one bit. Nope, this South Park—the locals called it SP—was pretty much the only Latino barrio in Seattle. The sound from a soccer match spilled out from an open window on the front side of the complex, the voice screaming in an extended “Goooooaaaaaal!”

Latinos weren’t necessarily the first thing you thought of about Emerald City, but here you could often find quinceañeras and Cinco de Mayo celebrations with banda music pumping out into the street when the doors opened for a new visitor.

There was none of that now. Not as night approached and families headed inside and locked their doors when the more criminal elements in their ranks took over the streets. As an example, the only music playing right now came from an El Camino with souped-up suspension blaring reggaeton as it bounced past. The bandanna-clad driver eyed the two white detectives suspiciously as he settled farther back into his already nearly horizontal seat.

The peeling paint and sagging walls of this particular housing tenement declared to anybody foolhardy enough to come into the area in the first place that this was not the residence they were looking for. As they approached the building’s entrance, Trey could tell that Darc wasn’t picking up what this building was laying down, but Trey was. Totally.

But that was just Darc’s style. A complete and utter obliviousness to his own personal safety. Oh, and that of his partner, of course. Darc was very equal opportunity about his endangerment policies. Trey tried to remember any time Darc had actually taken basic precautions. Yep, Trey came up with a big fat zero. Ah, well. C’est la vie.

As another “backfire” sounded in the distance, Trey caught up with his partner. “Remind me again why we’re checking out this part of town?”

Darc, of course, didn’t answer. You’d think that Trey would have gotten used to that, given Darc’s Asperger’s syndrome, but he hadn’t. After four years, it still felt as if Darc was being rude on purpose. That wasn’t the case. Trey knew that intellectually. He knew that only if his partner saw a need to share would he do so. If he didn’t…well, you were just out of luck.

In Darc’s world, answering was completely optional.

Which left Trey to try and fill in the missing pieces. The only problem with that? Um, he wasn’t very good at it, even on the best of days. And on this one? On this case? None of it made a lick of sense. All of the other victims had been found in environments very similar to their homes. Which were upper-middle income to filthy rich. So far the abductions had taken place in areas like Bellevue, Mercer Island, West Seattle. You know, the kinds of places where Bill Gates hung out. Nowhere near the south end of Duwamish. The kids were Caucasian, snatched from predominately upper-income streets and dumped in upscale neighborhoods.

Nothing in the case pointed south.

That is, until they found the cab. The one with the bodies. Just like the other three cabs they’d found over the past few months. Dead parents. Missing child. In each of those cases they had found the child, only hours too late.

Would this time be any different? Sure, the killer had left another clue. Actually, another set of clues. Latin symbols or maybe Norse runes or something else ancient were scrawled all over the cab’s windows. He really wasn’t sure, since they all looked Greek to Trey.

This time, though, it was like Darc was hit by lightning or a thunderbolt or some other electrifying force that never got close to Trey. Something in those symbols sent Darc heading straight to SP. Which, again, made no sense, since it didn’t come anywhere close to the pattern the killer had set up so far.

Taking the few steps up to the door, Trey tried to give prudence another go. You know, just for kicks. “Guess you’re not feeling the need to call for backup?”

Darc grabbed the handle of the door and pulled. There was no resistance as it swung open.

“Guess that’s a big fat no?” Trey responded. Darc didn’t even look his way.

Trey could always call for backup on his own, but what, exactly, would he tell the dispatcher? “A bandannaed man looked at me sideways?” “Oh no, I’m scared?” Trey was not making that call. Not again. He didn’t mind a little heckling around the bullpen, but getting called Scaredy-Cat Keane for a whole month was a bit much.

As Darc charged down the hallway, Trey cowboyed up and followed. The one unbroken fluorescent light flickered, casting crazy shadows in front of them. Trey glanced at his partner, seeing Darc’s jaw tense. Okay, if Mr. Nothing Fazes Me was stressed, this was some serious shiz up ahead.

Darc moved without hesitation, seeming to know exactly where he was going, although Trey knew they had never been here before. His partner made a beeline for the stairwell, bypassing the elevator without even glancing at the Out of Order sign falling off of its door.

They ran up two flights of stairs, Trey trying to clear the corners as his partner continued, heedless of any lurking danger. His intent solely on the clues left by the killer. As they exited the stairwell on the third floor, Darc turned to the right, following the numbers until he got to apartment 333.

Even though this hallway looked like nearly every other run-down urban hallway in the city, something felt wrong. Horribly wrong.

Trey gulped. He’d felt this way before. The last time they had found a child. Dead. The room riddled with booby traps set up for the first responders.

“One more time, Darc,” Trey pleaded. “Can we call for backup? Please?”

In answer, Darc placed his hand on the doorknob.

“Yeah, yeah. I got it,” Trey conceded. Traps or no, imminent danger or no, Darc was going in. Which meant Trey was going in. “Just give me a sec, okay?” He rolled his neck from side to side, cracking the vertebrae, before taking a wider stance and lifting his gun to eye level. Trey nodded his readiness.

Darc turned the knob, opening the door on blackness. He turned to Trey, his gaze intent. Forewarning. But of what? With Darc, you never quite knew. The ball of tension in Trey’s gut, already snarled and tangled into a Gordian knot, clamped down.

Taking out his flashlight and flipping it on, Darc pierced the darkness with its beam. The light scythed back and forth across the walls of the empty apartment. Not quite empty.

Blood covered the floor.

Swaths of red crisscrossed the walls and ceiling. It dripped from above. It streamed down the walls, tracking around and across the symbols traced in crimson there.

And then the smell hit Trey.

“Sonofa…ah, oh.” Trey covered his mouth, trying not to empty the contents of his stomach. This was bad enough without his contaminating the crime scene.

He pulled out his cell phone and flipped it open. “Yeah, dispatch, this is badge number 4421. We are definitely going to need backup.”

And then his partner walked right into the middle of the room.

* * *

Darc heard his partner’s protests like a quiet buzzing in his ear.

“Darc, don’t!” Trey exclaimed. “Your shoes!”

The line of Darc’s logic created a visual in his mind, a literal line that he could follow. It sat bright in his vision, glowing with a blue intensity. Blue for certainty. This was the place. Not the final place. The next place.

He followed the blue line to the middle of the blood-soaked room. As he neared the center, the light expanded, welcoming him into its embrace. He pivoted on his heel, feeling the blood squelch beneath him. The chatter of Trey’s speech continued in the background.

“You know how Crime Scene hates it when you—aw, man. Your cuffs!”

The walls were covered in symbols, an amalgamation of different societies. The Latin letters were easy enough to follow, but others, in ancient Aramaic and nontraditional Incan, made the equations challenging. Yet each was traced in the stark maroon of coagulating life blood. Not the glowing red of uncertainty. That would matter. This blood red did not. Only the symbols. The symbols mattered. Each took on a green aura as it circled and spun in Darc’s mind.

In the doorway, his partner barked into his cell phone, “We are going to need at least two tech units. Make that three.” Trey pointed at Darc’s clothes. “Those pants are done. Gone.” He turned his attention abruptly back to the phone. “Yes, it is definitely a crime scene. Jeez. Seriously.”

Pushing his partner’s incessant chatter to the deep recesses of his mind, Darc called the symbols to him. They radiated outward, then spun inward again, rearranging themselves in a never-ending dance of light, color, and not-sound. The spaces where the symbols would land began to beckon to the ciphers, calling them to their rightful places. The symbols flitted madly, fighting the process, loving the freedom of the dance more than the solidity of the answer that awaited them.

Darc coaxed, soothing their fears, following them down to where they belonged and encouraging them to stay. He nurtured their wild spirits, finding in them the echo of his own unspoken yearnings.

Beyond the doorway, a crowd had gathered. Their strident speech agitated the symbols, causing them to spiral up once more, away from their designated places.

“Why you marrónes always up in our barrio?” a large tattoed man shouted, as if Darc might care for anything but the puzzle before him.

“Tryin’ to catch us ridin’ dirty,” another said, spitting.

“Move along,” Trey said. “Nothing to see here.”

Despite his partner’s efforts, one of the men pushed past.

“What is that shit?” the man demanded. “Yo, is that blood? That’s sick, ese! Sangre. Que chingadera.”

“Okay, there’s something to see,” his partner conceded, quite correctly. “But we’ve got it under control,” Trey said, then turned to Darc. “Right?”

Nothing was under control. Not in this room and certainly not in Darc’s mind.

Especially with so much mollifying gray antilight coming from the hallway. The raw, churning emotion of the complex’s residents was anathema to the pure, glowing lines of logic. Darc knew that most humans felt emotions were bright and colorful. Green for envy. Red for anger. Black for hatred. Yet Darc saw them as a single bland, amorphous mass. A grey cloud that other humans hugged to themselves like a blanket on a subzero night.

There was nothing important nor informative about this cloud. Its sole purpose seemed to Darc to function as a pacifier. To make humans feel secure in a vastly insecure world.

He looked to the large man, tattooed from head to toe. His lips curled up in what Darc knew to be rage. Darc had no intrinsic understanding of facial expressions; they all seemed vaguely the same to him. Instead, he had spent time studying the various emotions and memorizing them. The man’s brows were furrowed together, his lips contorted. It was either rage or sorrow.

Normally, he found, people in great sadness did not use terms like pendejo. So rage it was. What Darc did find fascinating was that for such an aggressive emotion as rage, fear, blatant fear, was its base. This man’s strutting and preening in front of his counterparts was all a mask for the panic he felt underneath. For all the time spent analyzing and researching human emotion, they might as well go study baboons in the wild. That was how far human emotion had gotten them.

But Darc did not state his observations. Trey had taught him that emotional humans became even more emotional when told their emotions were useless. As a matter of fact, Trey had written down a list of subjects that Darc should avoid in order to smooth his interactions with other humans. The list was in Darc’s chest pocket. He had it laminated.

And number four on the list was, do not ever compare human behavior to animal behavior. And, dude, never talk about a person’s skin color, especially if they are darker than you. Never.

Which, of course, went against every grain of logic. To not acknowledge that the man pressing to get inside the room was seven degrees darker, based on the standardized broca skin-tone scale, was simply idiotic. Evolutionarily speaking, Darc’s skin was only lighter due to the fact that his ancestors had moved into the northern hemisphere, where UV light was not as abundant. In order to produce the vitamin D needed to properly calcify their bones, their skin tone had lightened.

The only reason Darc might mention the Latinos’ skin color would be to suggest they take a vitamin D supplement, due to the latitude and heavy cloud cover of Seattle.

Alas, Darc did not think a discussion of rickets prevention would calm the residents. The grey fog they created with their obscenities billowed into the room, threatening to scatter the symbols.

Darc put aside the scene at the door, cutting off the flow of grey noise. Trey would have to find a way to take care of himself. Although even now, at the front of the maelstrom, his partner was wooing the crowd. Using his own grey cloud to calm the others. Darc did not have to worry that he would be disturbed by the men.

Darc could now turn his full attention to the dancing letters and herd them back to their assigned places. The agitated puzzle pieces darted about erratically, radiating fear and distrust. Darc isolated and gentled each one, soothing and encouraging them toward their home. The symbols began to settle, finding their respective positions. As they locked into place, they left a space between them.

The space glowed blue.

 


CHAPTER 2

“What?” Trey asked the guy trying to horn in past him. “You’ve got a CSI degree I don’t know about? You’re gonna analyze the blood and tell me whodunit?”

The inked man seemed to chuckle despite himself. Darc may have had the brains, but Trey had the charm.

“All right, then—avoid a huge therapy bill and take a step back, please,” Trey asked. This time the crowd grumbled a bit, which was a vast improvement over the full-blown verbal berating of a minute ago.

One of the men stood on his tiptoes, raising his cell phone far over his head, snapping pictures.

“Seriously,” Trey scolded. “What are you going to do with that? Make it your wallpaper?”

“Hey,” another said. “What’s the suit doing?”

Trey glanced over his shoulder to find Darc facing the exit. And he had that look in his eye. Trey had seen it way too often.

“Oh, crap,” Trey exclaimed, urging people to the side. “Get out of his way!”

One of the vatos, tattoos creating the sleeves that his wife-beater didn’t, shot back, “Or what?”

Darc burst out of the apartment, a force of nature, knocking the men back like bowling pins.

“Or that, dude,” Trey stated as he got up. He turned to the biggest of the men, who was still peeling himself off the floor. Trey pointed to the apartment as he rushed after Darc. “Don’t let anyone in there!”

He really should stay to protect the crime scene, but Trey knew a kid’s life was on the line. The crime scene could wait. He was just about to catch up to his partner, when Darc opened the stairwell once more and sprinted up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

“Darc! Wait, will ya?”

The tall detective made no indication he had heard or cared as he expanded the distance between them. Trey picked up the pace while flipping his phone open and punching the speed dial for dispatch.

He didn’t bother to identify his badge number. The shrillness of his voice should identify him clearly enough. “Darc is on the move in an unsecured environment. We need that freakin’ backup! Now!”

Trey had almost caught up to his partner, at great sacrifice to his ability to breathe, when Darc jerked open the sixth-floor stairwell door and raced out into the hall. Trey yelled into his phone, gasping to get enough air into his burning lungs to make his voice work, “We are on the sixth floor!”

“What apartment are you headed toward?”

“How the eff would I know what apartment?” Trey responded. These people really expected too much. “Listen, I swear on all that’s holy, if I don’t hear sirens—”

And then Trey was backpedaling to avoid running into Darc’s back. His partner had stopped with no warning and was facing an apartment door. The number read 666.

Trey groaned. “Of freaking course.”

The voice on the other end persisted. “What? Do you have a location?”

“Affirmative,” Trey stated. “We are at apartment six-six-six.”

“Seriously?”

This was Darc. Of course Trey was serious. He didn’t bother to tell the dispatcher that, though. He just snapped the cell shut. In the distance, sirens wailed. Their backup was almost here. But in spite of the welcome sound, Darc reached for the doorknob.

“I really think we should wait for—”

Darc shook off Trey’s grip and turned the knob. Locked.

“See?” Trey said, never more grateful for a locked door. “Maybe this isn’t even—”

His partner backed up a step and thrust out with his leg. Hard. The door shook but held. Darc eyed the door, then reared back again even harder. The door remained intact.

“C’mon, Darc. We don’t even have a search warrant for—”

A third time, Darc lashed out with his foot against the obstacle of the door. This time, the wood of the doorframe splintered and the door slapped with all the force of the kick against the wall. It rebounded, almost closing again, before Darc’s shoulder pushed it back and out of the way.

Trey followed on Darc’s heels to find the last thing he expected.

The apartment was completely white.

There was nothing else in the brightly lit room other than the painfully white walls. No furniture. No windows. No doors. Just the stark white walls. And the strong smell of fresh paint.

“Man, the fumes are almost as bad as that effing blood soup downstairs,” Trey complained.

But Darc just stepped out into the middle of the room, staring at each of the walls in turn. His gaze was intense, appearing to look beyond the walls, not at them. Trey had seen this before.

“Darc. Don’t. You. Dare.”

Robi Darcmel swiveled his head to glance at Trey for a brief moment of non-recognition before returning his attention to the walls. Trey might as well not be there. Once more, par for the course.

This was not okay.

“C’mon, Darc,” Trey said, backing away from his partner. “You know the walls are booby-trapped.”

Given the fact that Darc’s facial expressions were nearly nonexistent, Trey had gotten to know Darc’s “tells.” His partner was displaying pretty much all of them right now. The thousand-yard stare. The retreat away from discernible reality. The abruptness of his movements. All pointed to some upcoming act that Trey was positive he wasn’t going to like. The only balm for Trey’s rising panic was that Darc hadn’t cocked his head.

A frown crossed Darc’s face as he stared at the wall to the left. His eyes traced something undetectable to those not gifted with his brand of insight. Or those who weren’t clinically insane. Tomato. To-mah-to.

Darc directed his attention to the right wall. His fist clenched tight against his thigh. It was another one of his classic tells. This was going to be bad.

Trey opened up his cell again, punching through to dispatch.

“I need an effing bomb squad and a hazmat team…” Trey wasn’t finished. “And maybe animal control.”

“Animal Control?” the dispatcher asked. “Why would you need animal—”

“I don’t know—just send them, send everyone! I need them all now. Effing now!”

The crowd of Latinos must have tired of the blood show downstairs, because they were once more crowding in around the apartment door. If they were the cats, this was the curiosity that could kill them.

“Stay back,” Trey pleaded. The last thing they needed was for civilians to get blown up. “C’mon, people, give us some room here!”

Trey glanced over at Darc and saw him turn his eyes to the back wall. And then Darc cocked his head.

“No!” Trey cried. He wasn’t ready to die.

Darc’s fist punched through the freshly painted drywall. Trey winced, but nothing exploded. For now. Darc wasn’t done, though. He punched and tore and broke through the wall. Guess if was going to blow, it would have blown by now. Trey joined his partner, and together they tore out a large hole in the wall.

Behind the Sheetrock was a metal barrel, rusted so thoroughly that just touching it caused flakes of metal to drift to the ground. Trey flinched at that first touch, but, seeing how no blast sent him hurtling back out of the apartment, he got his hands behind the barrel and helped Darc to walk it forward through the gaping hole. It was enormously heavy.

As they got the barrel to the edge of the hole, the bottom edge of the container caught against the lip and the barrel tipped over onto its side. The lid flew off, sending the contents spewing forth in a gush of crimson.

The barrel was filled to the brim with blood.

As the foul fluid gushed out, it delivered a small package with it. A young girl, her hair and dress matted with coagulating blood, sprawled out onto the surface of the linoleum. Trey felt words spilling out of him along with the contents of the barrel.

“Oh, dear Mary, mother of god.”

Before Trey could finish his litany, Darc was on his knees and delivering CPR to the girl. Blood spilled out of her mouth, mixing with the growing puddle around them.

Trey punched the button for dispatch. “I need an ambulance. A bus. Now! For the love of all that’s holy, now!”

Darc leaned back from the girl for a moment, revealing her non-responsive form. There was no movement, no sign of breath. If he could have disregarded the gore, the scene would almost have struck Trey as peaceful. Only it wasn’t. They were too late. Again.

“Sorry,” Trey said into the phone. “Make that a coroner’s wagon.”

Darc’s form slumped in defeat over the lifeless form of the little girl. It was the closest that Trey had ever seen to any kind of expressed emotion from his partner. Yet Darc didn’t give up. He went back to pounding on the girl’s chest, turning her on her side, shaking the blood from her lungs.

“Come on, Darc,” Trey begged.

Then the girl’s body convulsed. She coughed and spit out copious amounts of blood.

“Mary and Joseph! Get the paramedics up here!” Trey yelled into his cell.

Darc leaned in over the girl once more. Trey thought it was to continue CPR, but his partner grabbed the girl by both of her shoulders and shook her once to gain her attention. The girl’s eyes widened as they looked into Darc’s.

“Did you see him?” his partner demanded.

“Darc!” Trey stated, not believing even Darc would go so far. “Seriously, what are you doing?” Trey stepped in, trying to distract his partner.

Without even a glance, Darc continued interrogating the girl. “How did the killer get you here?”

That was it. Trey grabbed his partner’s arm, jerking him upward, away from the girl.

“Look at her, Darc!” Trey took his jacket off and wrapped around the shivering girl. “She’s in no shape for questioning. C’mon, man.”

Darc slowly straightened, standing above the two of them, his face a blank slate. At the least, he wasn’t berating a traumatized little girl anymore. Then his partner turned.

“Darc, where do you think you’re…” Trey’s voice trailed off as he watched several of the largest men in the group outside the door move to block Darc’s path.

“Don’t even care about a white chica that ain’t your own, do you, cabrón?” one of the more testosterone-laden men asked.

“Yeah, where’s your gun, puerco?” another challenged.

Darc stood in the doorway, locking gazes with the leader of the pack.

“Try me,” his partner intoned.

Something in Darc’s gaze convinced the huge chulo that he really didn’t want to test Darc. The inked man moved to the side, allowing Darc to pass, just as footsteps sounded down the hallway.

“Police!”

That was all the bystanders needed to hear, as they scattered into the night. The beat cops rushed into the room, then stumbled back a step.

“What the fuck?” one sputtered.

Trey tucked the girl’s head against his shoulder. “Tell me about it.”

* * *

Darc exited the building, feeling the cool mist of evening on his face. As he walked, Darc felt a grey flicker of some foreign emotion. Guilt? Responsibility? He wasn’t positive. The grey threatened the strands of logic, so the detective pushed it down without hesitation. Trey would take care of the talking. He always took care of the talking. He could not seem to stop talking. Trey would take care of it.

Pausing, Darc assessed the risk of taking his partner’s Rover. Darc did not have the keys, and going back to ask for them would create additional problems. Those problems were drenched in grey. That wasn’t an option.

He could hotwire the ignition. This presented some attractive positives. It would allow him real-world testing of what up until now had been theoretical knowledge. It would afford him the familiarity of a known environment. He would also get there much faster.

However, in testing his untried skills, he might damage the vehicle, rendering it incapable of movement. That would waste time not only for him, but for his partner, once Trey was able to leave the crime scene. Darc would also have to explain what he had done to Trey’s car to him at some point. For some unfathomable reason, that option was also tinged grey. So, no hotwiring. Perhaps another time.

Darc moved away from the apartment complex and began walking south on Fourteenth Avenue. The majority of the lines of logic were pointing northwest toward Seattle Children’s Hospital. There were emergency rooms closer, but the lines encircling the girl had spoken to her medical stability. She was in need of medical attention, but she could travel without risk. They would take her to the best pediatric intensive care unit in Seattle.

The strongest and bluest of the lines was the path that Darc now trod. A map of Seattle overlaid the glowing lines in his head, transit routes marked in a glistening yellow-orange. He strode toward the intersection of Fourteenth Avenue and Henderson Street. There was a bus stop just south of that intersection. He could pick up the 8:05 bus or hail a taxi on the busier thoroughfare of Henderson.

The alternatives laid themselves out in front of him, symbols and pictures forming a dancing pattern in his mind. Taking a bus would require a greater expenditure of time. The taxi ride would be shorter by a factor of three but would require human interaction. The taxicab was a choice, once more tainted with grey. Strangely, the grey did not interfere with or obscure the line Darc followed. He would take the taxi.

Decision made, he picked up his pace. Moving under a streetlamp, Darc noticed the bright red stain across his shirt. The rest of his suit was dark enough to mask the blood. This would not do. Any taxi driver would question such a stain. The cab would be filled with a nebulous grey. Turning the crisply ironed lapels of his jacket over his shirt, Darc minimized the stain.

He made his way toward one of the new clubs that Trey deemed “trendy.” It seemed that the youth of the city preferred to hold their alcohol- and drug-laced parties in areas with a higher crime rate than the neighborhood they lived in. Could not everyone see why this grey cloud of emotion was useless?

The reasons did not matter, though. What mattered was that cabs flittered to and from this establishment all night.

Waiting at the curb for the next such one, Darc turned his mind back to the killings. This case, with its copious amounts of blood, had caught him off guard. Not the blood, per se, but the reason for the blood. This killer was no ordinary serialist. Statistically speaking, serial killers normally killed for several well-documented reasons.

None of which applied to this case. There were no psychosexual elements to the killings. Not of the parents. Not of the children. And while placing a child in a vat of their own parents’ blood was deemed cruel by society, it did not seem that the killer had a sadistic streak. If anything, the killer sedated the children, apparently to keep them calm while they drowned.

Until this one. This little girl who had survived.

Had the killer miscalculated the dose? Did the girl have a resistance to the over-the-counter antihistamine the killer used? Or did the killer mean for Darc to find her alive?

At the parents’ crime scene, Darc had thought himself to finally be gaining on the killer. That through his perception of logic and patterns he had cracked the killer’s code. Even after finding the girl and saving her, Darc did not feel that he could take any credit in the accomplishment. He felt like a valedictorian who had been given the answers to the finals by the principal.

The killer had led him to the girl. He had made the equation easier. Dumbing it down for Darc to solve. The logic lines only morphed into a pattern because the killer wished for Darc to see the pattern. The killer’s pattern was evolving, and now it seemed he wished for an audience to his triumph.

Darc was now a pawn in the killer’s game. That knowledge did not sit well with Darc. It felt uncomfortable right beneath his sternum.

Yet knowing that he was a chess piece brightened the logic lines. Knowing one to be a pawn and playing the pawn were two distinctly different paths.

As a cab pulled up to the curb and deposited its sequined partiers, Darc waited patiently.

In giving Darc a single clue, the killer had opened so many other lines of inquiry. This most recent set of symbols, a mixture of Greek, Latin, and Aramaic symbols combined with numbers. The patterns linked ancient Christianity with Catholicism but put them in the context of the humanism of the Greeks. These elements were then filtered through the rigidity of numerology.

It should be gibberish, except for those bright blue lines. Lines that if urged and coaxed and tugged enough would lead back to the one who wove them in the first place.

* * *

Getting out of the crime scene had proved to be a bit of a challenge, but an efficient CSI and a helpful beat cop got Trey out of there sooner than he would have feared. Especially once he told them his partner was in the wind. Darc was kind of infamous amongst the members of the Seattle police force. Which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. But no matter if they loved or hated him, everyone could agree that Darcmel should not be on his own. Bad things happened when Darc went off the grid.

So everyone from the EMTs to the crime scene boys had hustled Trey out of there. He was pretty sure that he’d only lost a little time on his partner.

Plus, he knew where Darc was going.

Even after changing out of his bloody clothes and into his spare set in the trunk—he was partners with Darc, so having a backup was just plain ole common sense—he was still less than fifteen minutes behind. Trey glanced down at the T-shirt he had just pulled on. I’M WITH STUPID, the shirt proclaimed in block letters. Trey grinned. Sure, it was silly, but hey, he’d just pulled a kid out of a vat of her own parents’ blood. Right about now, silly wasn’t just good, it was essential.

Hitting his lights and siren, Trey made his way across town. He pulled up into the circular driveway that led to the emergency room of the Seattle Children’s Hospital as a taxicab pulled away from the curb, a dark form racing toward the door. From the gait and the shaved head, he knew it was his partner. Darc must’ve caught a cab. Unbelievable. The idea of the detective hailing a cab, then talking to a complete stranger while dressed in bloody clothes…well, if the situation wasn’t so serious, it would have made him giggle like a little girl.

It also made him feel something very close to parental pride. Not that he would ever share that with Darc. Dude, the guy had caught a cab. Would wonders never cease?

But for now, Trey had to get in there to run interference. The Rover jerked to a halt, and Trey was out the door almost before it had stopped moving. He raced down the hallway, spewing phrases like “It’s okay, he’s a cop” and “Don’t worry, blood’s from a crime scene” to the concerned ER nurses gaping in Darc’s bloody wake. Well, at least losing his partner wouldn’t be a problem. Trey could just follow the shocked reactions.

Seeing the lack of relief on the nurses’ faces, Trey realized they might not be all that reassured by a thirty-something guy in a novelty tee running down the hallway, screaming that everything would be okay. He might just find that he got locked up before Darc did. And would that just be the most spectacular ending to a perfect day?

Stepping up the pace to a near sprint, Trey found himself staring at the back of his partner’s shaved head. There was a little mole on the upper-left-hand side that Darc would occasionally nick while shaving. Trey realized that he would probably have an easier time identifying his partner’s back than his face in a lineup. That was Darc, though, right? Always a step ahead…and not just of him, but of pretty much everybody on the planet Earth.

At least when it came to detective stuff. Force the guy to have a conversation, and it was a whole other story. Then it was sit back and watch the tall, dark detective do his best impersonation of a flounder that had just been pulled out of the ocean.

Which was why the taxicab thing was such a big deal.

Darc stepped into the elevator and pushed the button to go up to the PICU. Trey had to really pour on the speed those last few yards in order to hop in before the doors shut.

“You know, you could’ve held the door for me,” Trey muttered at his companion, not expecting a response.

Good thing, too, because there wasn’t one. Darc was in full-on trance mode. His eyes darted about, seeing who knew what all over the walls of the elevators. When he got like this, there wasn’t much talking to him. You just followed him around and tried to keep him from running into walls. Or, you know, punching through them when they might have booby traps on the other side.

Wow. Trey wasn’t even a good babysitter. He let out a huge sigh, wanting nothing more than to sink to the floor of the elevator and take a long nap. Being a detective was hard enough. Trying to keep up with Darc at the same time was exhausting.

Trey glanced over at Darc, who was inexplicably pushing the buttons to the floors beneath them in some kind of random pattern. Squinting his eyes and looking at the lights of the buttons sort of sideways, Trey thought he could see something that looked like one of the symbols traced on the apartment walls in blood. Awesome.

Whatever Darc was doing over there, the people waiting for the elevator downstairs were gonna be pissed. At least this wasn’t something Trey had to take care of. Was it? Trey pictured himself running from floor to floor, apologizing to cranky people looking at their watches. Definitely not in his job description. He hoped. Probably best not to ask.

The elevator dinged their floor and the doors opened up. Darc was out and practically running over the people waiting to get on before Trey could issue an apology. Trey groaned and pushed himself away from the wall of the elevator and starting jogging again. For some reason, Three 6 Mafia’s “It’s Hard out Here for a Pimp” was running through his head. Go figure.

A few turns later, and after Trey had nearly lost Darc twice, they were there at the pediatric intensive care unit. The girl they—well, Darc—had rescued was here and hooked up to all kinds of machines. A doctor stood by her bed, with a guy next to him with a white collar around his neck. Great. A priest. Trey mentally tried to calculate the last time he had darkened the door of his church. He came up with a big fat blank.

The priest was dressed in the typical black shirt but had on a grey sport jacket, jeans, and running shoes. Not quite like the Jesuit priest back in Trey’s altar boy days. Ah, good times.

This whole scenario was sounding like the start to a really bad joke. A cop, a doctor, and a priest walk into an intensive care unit…Trey shook his head, wondering if there was something seriously wrong with him. Ah, well. At least he hadn’t said anything out loud this time.

Darc moved into the girl’s room and, without saying a word, positioned himself in the corner. He stood like some sort of predatory bird, watching with intent eyes every tiny movement made by their little Jane Doe, or anyone else in her vicinity, for that matter.

If he didn’t know better, Trey would have said Darc was being protective. And he guessed in a way, that was true. Darc was protecting the information he knew the little girl had in her head. Trey made a mental note to himself to make sure he was around when their tiny patient woke up. Darc could be a little…intense when he was homed in on a case.

Trey looked around, searching for someplace to take up residence, since he was pretty sure they were going to be here for a while. As he gazed about, his eyes landed on pretty much the last person he expected to see here. His captain.

Captain Thomas Merle was an armchair kind of supervisor. He liked to do his captaining from the backseat. Trey had only seen him out from behind his desk a couple of times, and that was when he was in the bullpen. Trey had never seen him outside the precinct office.

And that suited Trey just fine. Not that he didn’t like the captain. Okay. He didn’t like him. But still. The real thing here was that Trey didn’t want to feel like someone was watching over his shoulder. And now someone was watching over his shoulder. Almost literally.

Plus, the captain never laughed at his jokes. Not once. Oh, he smiled from time to time, but it wasn’t a real one. The most Trey had ever gotten out of him was a “that’s funny.” Saying that something’s funny when you’re not laughing is like saying something’s delicious without taking a bite. It’s just straight-up rude.

And what in the name of all that’s holy had gotten the captain out from behind his desk?

Well, whatever it was, it was time to do what Trey did best. Talk.

“Captain Merle. Sir. Your Highness.” Trey sketched a little bow and quirked his eyebrow at his commanding officer. Just because he hadn’t made the captain laugh yet didn’t mean he was going to stop trying.

Nothing. Well, not exactly nothing. The captain slowly let his gaze slip down Trey’s face and land on his T-shirt. Okay, maybe the outfit change hadn’t been such a brilliant idea.

Not that this would probably change the captain’s opinion of him. Trey had squeaked his way into the position of detective, and everyone knew it. Including his boss. Especially his boss.

He pretty much had gotten the position for one reason and one reason only. To watch over Darc. While Darc might be the best thing to happen to detective work since fingerprinting powder, he was a bit high-maintenance. And most of the other detectives weren’t all that interested in babysitting.

Whatever. At least Trey was in the game. He was part of the Show. The big time.

Even if he didn’t really deserve to be here.

The silence stretched out for what felt like an eternity, before Trey finally opened his mouth once more. Better to stick his foot in it again than to listen to the crickets chirp around them.

“So…what’s brought you out here, sir?”

Captain Merle’s gaze drifted from Trey’s shirt to the PICU behind them. “This case has caught the attention of the public. I’m getting some pressure to see that it gets taken care of. Soon.” The captain’s voice was a basso profundo rumble that Trey would’ve sworn was Darth Vader, minus the heavy breathing.

“Uh, yeah. We’re all over it. Well, Darc is.” Trey gestured over his shoulder at his partner, who hadn’t even breathed, as far as Trey could tell. He just…hovered. Oh well. At least the doctor hadn’t complained. Yet.

“Yes. Well, it’s good to see that you managed to make it out of the barrio alive.”

“You know, that wasn’t a given. Those Latinos almost ate me alive. There was one that I swear I’ve seen on Telecinco doing lucha libre. I even though for a sec that he was wearing a mask. Then I realized he was just the ugliest em-effer I’ve ever seen.”

Still nothing. Man, this guy could give a block of granite lessons.

The captain’s next statement made it clear that at least he was paying attention. “‘Em-effer’? Where is your usual colorful litany of rude descriptors?”

For a moment Trey didn’t know what in the hell the captain was talking about. Did he take a Darc communications class? Then it dawned on him. Cursing. The captain was talking about cursing.

“Oh. That,” Trey said, shuffling his feet. “Yeah, I gave up swearing for Lent.”

“Lent? I didn’t know you were Catholic.”

“Hey, hey. Keep it down.” Keane gave a nervous glance to the cleric inside the room. “I don’t have much time to make it to Mass, but that doesn’t mean I can’t rise above the rest of you heathens.”

“Okay, but swearing? You?”

“Yeah, it’s not easy. I’ve started using German insults. And British ones. I figure they don’t count. Plus, they’re kinda cool. I was—” A beeping rose up from one of the monitors strapped to the little girl inside the room, cutting Trey off. The doctor moved over to adjust the equipment.

Yeah, nothing like a reality check like that to cut off the not-so-witty repartee between you and your boss. Captain Merle gave a quick look in at Darc, who hadn’t even flinched when the noise started.

“How did he know which apartment?”

“How do I ever know?” Trey would’ve thought by now that he wouldn’t have to field these questions, but they came every single time. Like clockwork.

“Did he know which wall, or did he just guess which one?” The captain seemed unusually intent, staring deep into Trey’s eyes like he could see into the detective’s soul. Trey found it quite uncomfortable. He rubbed a hand over his face.

“You know, he’s really not much of a ‘sharer.’”

“The other walls were wired with enough C-4 to take out an entire city block.”

No kidding. Knowing for sure what he had already suspected probably should’ve given Trey more pause, but after so many years of working with Darc, it was just par for the course.

“Yeah. That would be the savant part.”

The two fell silent as they watched the doctor and the priest converse over the girl’s bed, then turn to exit the room. The captain caught the doctor’s eye.

“How is she doing?”

The doctor grimaced. “Physically? Mild shock. We’ll have to watch for aspiration pneumonia.”

Okay, somebody had to ask it. Trey stepped up to the plate.

“And how is she doing emotionally?”

The priest responded, his tone bleak. “After the horror that poor child experienced?”

“Right. Yeah. Well, Father, thanks for being here for her,” Trey murmured.

“Of course. But you don’t have to call me Father. I’m Anglican.”

“Oh. Great!” Whoa. Come on, Keane, get with the program. Trey tried to dial back his relief a couple of notches. “I mean…that’s good. I guess. I’m Catholic…I just…”

The pastor cracked a smile. Trey got the feeling it didn’t happen much.

“Haven’t been to Mass in a while, eh?”

“Uh. No, Father…I mean, Reverend. I mean…What do you guys like to be called?”

The holy man’s smile grew even wider. “Most people call me by my name. I’m John.”

The sound of a cell phone vibrating came from the direction of the priest. He held his phone up to view the incoming text. The light from the phone’s panel lit up the white of the pastor’s clerical collar at his throat.

“I’m sorry. I’m needed at the chapel.”

The priest walked briskly down the hallway toward the nearest elevator. Man. Trey had gotten used to a lot of the stuff he saw out in the field. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like for a man of the cloth.

The doctor’s eyes left the retreating form of the cleric and returned to Captain Merle’s. “We’ve called in a child psychologist specializing in severe PTSD, but…” The doctor’s words trailed off as he looked in once more at the child in the bed.

“So, she’s not talking?” the captain asked.

The doctor shook his head, his eyes sad. Trey stirred at that, looking in at his partner.

“Yeah, those two should get along just fine. The mute leading the mute.”

The captain’s uncomfortable gaze zeroed in on Darc, who was swaying back and forth just a bit. Not a great sign.

“When’s the last time he slept?” Merle asked.

“Night before we found the parents’ bodies in the cab.”

The captain grunted in acknowledgment. “There’s not much either of you can do tonight. You’d better get him home.”

After another piercing stare, Captain Merle turned on his heel and followed where the pastor had led. Dude. Someday Trey was going to hold that man down and tickle him, so help him god.

Trey went to drag his partner out of the room. From the look in Darc’s eye, it wouldn’t be without a fight.

“All right, my man. Your chariot awaits.” Trey put as much enthusiasm in his tone as he could muster up.

Just another night of babysitting. Hey. Trey would take it.

 


CHAPTER 3

The hallway of his apartment building was familiar yet foreign to Darc. Still, he moved ahead of his partner, doing what he could to outdistance him. The symbols continued to beckon to him, not quite falling into place, moving in an intricate dance across the surface of his vision. He needed time and silence away from his never-quiet companion to work with the letters, coaxing them to do his bidding. But from the look in Trey’s eye, which had only intensified on the way to Darc’s apartment, it was plain the smaller detective was determined to make sure that Darc got some rest.

Sleep was not a part of the program for this evening. Sleep was not even a realistic possibility. Darc knew himself well enough to know that until the ciphers could be settled into a pattern that made sense, the black oblivion of the little death would be denied him.

Besides, true death lurked if he slept, not for him, but for the killer’s next victims. He was the only one who could keep this darkness at bay, and even he was slipping. This was not arrogance. Arrogance meant nothing to him. Pride was an emotion, a landscape of grey, and he did not do emotions well. If only he had a way to convey that to those who would harm him by trying to help him.

Darc pushed open the door to his apartment. It was unlocked, and had been since his Maggie had left. There was nothing here of any worth any longer. Why bolt out the world when the world was welcome to anything that was left? Including Darc himself.

He swung the door to close it, only to have Trey stop its progress and force his own way in. Darc spoke without turning. “I don’t believe I invited you in.”

Trey ignored the statement, peering around the apartment. His partner glanced at a framed picture of Darc and Maggie’s wedding, the only one left on the walls…or anywhere else, for that matter. Trey’s eyes dropped for a moment while a sigh escaped his lips. He looked over at the empty bookcase on the wall and moved over to examine it more closely.

“Wow. She took everything”—he tried to shake the bookcase, only to find that it was attached to the wall—”that wasn’t nailed down.” He grinned over at Darc, apparently trying to lighten the mood, but the smile died on his lips.

“Even after all this, Maggie still cares. I can call her. She’d come over.”

Darc felt something surge inside of him. A wall of familiar grey. The only grey he had ever willingly sought out. The grey that had walked out of his life, leaving him to his bright colors that somehow weren’t as bright any longer. He pushed it back down with a certain grim satisfaction. Darc continued his statement to his partner as if there had been no intermediate speech in between.

“Nor did I ask you to stay.”

Trey’s head jerked as if he had been slapped. His face was suffused with color.

“You know what?”

Darc watched as his partner stopped whatever it was he had been about to say. Trey took several breaths, mouthed something that could have been numbers counting upward, and then met Darc’s eyes. The neutral-colored inner workings of emotional behavior were always a bit of a puzzler to Darc, but if he had to hazard a guess, what he saw in Trey’s eyes was sadness. After a long moment, his partner spoke once more.

“I know you’ve got your issues—and they’re huge—but sometimes you can be a downright jerk.”

That was unexpected. When Trey exhibited anger and then stopped to breathe, what came out afterward was some sort of what his partner always called a “heart-to-heart,” where he would try to “connect” with Darc. And then Trey would say something “inspirational.” This did not feel like that. Interesting. Perhaps more clarification was required.

“And that was your pep talk?”

That may not have been the correct thing to say at this moment, as Trey’s face again went red.

“Peace out, man. Peace out.” Trey stalked off toward the door, pausing before he exited. “Just to get the captain off my butt, promise you’ll lie down?”

Darc nodded, nonplussed, as Trey shut the door firmly behind him. And then Darc was alone once more in his apartment.

But not quite alone. Bright strands of logic traced themselves like spiderwebs throughout the two-bedroom flat. The strongest and brightest of the strands, a brilliant blue-green, led out the way Keane had gone. That was not an avenue he could pursue right now. It would wait, at least for a little while.

He took another strand, a glistening yellow, and followed it to what had been his office when Maggie was still here. He had found a single mattress at the thrift store around the corner and purchased it for twenty-five dollars. It now lay in the corner of this room. He did not go into the bedroom much anymore. Darc gazed at the four walls.

They were covered with crime scene photos of the bodies of the victims in this case so far, interspersed with pictures of the bloody Latin symbols they had found at the other two sites. Photos from today’s efforts would soon join what was here. The letters in the pictures leapt off the walls, swirling in with the others already prancing about inside Darc’s head.

Darc’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled out his phone and read the text from Trey. I said, lie the eff down.

Darc had promised. Breaking a promise was not good. This was another premise that had been difficult for Darc to fully grasp. He turned to the mattress in the corner and laid himself down on the bare mat. He texted his partner back. Done.

But his eyes did not close. They traced patterns on the ceiling. The ceiling that was plastered with the worst of the crime scene photos. Symbols pulled themselves out of the pictures and cavorted across Darc’s inner vision.

The detective looked up in the darkness and studied his small, dancing friends.

* * *

Dr. Mala Charan put on what she hoped was an engaged and reassuring smile as the ER doctor prattled on. He “filled her in” on the patient, little Jane Doe, lying in the hospital bed next to her. He made certain that Mala knew that the girl was the latest victim in the string of murders that had been taking place in Seattle over the past three weeks. And, as of this point, the only survivor.

Like Mala hadn’t read the file on the way over here.

But his lengthy diatribe had nothing to do with the girl. It had to do with establishing dominance over Mala. If she thought she could get away with a sigh, she would, but knew that would not go over well. But she was used to it. Not only was she a woman, and young for her accomplishments, she had darker skin than most. None of those things should matter, of course, yet somehow they did.

Especially to fortysomething ER doctors who strangely wore surgical caps despite the fact they were seldom within twenty feet of a surgical suite. Ah, but there was the hairline, receding back past the edge of the cap. The real reason for the adornment. She would bet a paycheck he wore a baseball cap at all times outside the ER.

Mala sat down in the chair next to the bed. Perhaps if she were in a more submissive position, he wouldn’t feel quite so threatened. Nope, the guy took a step forward, really increasing his cadence. His insecurity was probably increased by the natural dichotomy between physician and psychologist. Physicians liked facts and numbers and absolute diagnoses. Psychologists, especially pediatric psychologists, were a little too loosey-goosey for stalwart physicians.

But this doctor also seemed to have a few, shall we say, personal issues he was working through as well. Take his hand position. Most men trying to dominate subconsciously would engage in”genital framing.” Meaning, they would put their hands in their pockets and shove forward, thereby framing their genitals. It was a prehistoric, “see how big I am” kind of thing. It signified an alpha-type personality.

This man, though? Yes, his hands were in his pockets, but they were crossing over his groin. Someone was a little embarrassed by something. This hand position indicated not a beta personality but an omega one. So the guy talked an alpha game, but his hands were telling a completely different story.

“I don’t know if you saw the article in the Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, but…”

Mala didn’t bother listening to the rest. She was a guest editor for the journal. She had vetted the very article he was referencing. Like she didn’t know to keep the lights low and her tone soft with the patient. Or that she shouldn’t “stress” the child.

So either the guy had some untreated mental issues or he was just a dick.

Dealer’s choice. Either way, he wasn’t her patient. Thank goodness.

The little girl lying next to her was. Mala put a hand out and tentatively touched the girl’s hand. It twitched once, then settled. She kept up the physical contact. It was important for Janey to know she wasn’t alone, even if she was unresponsive. The girl wasn’t in a coma, she had simply retreated from the world. And to Mala she had every reason to.

What truly amazed Mala regarding the ER doctor’s continued lecture was that not once had he mentioned Janey’s role in all of this. The greatest therapist in the world could not help someone who didn’t want to be helped. Nor could they help if they didn’t listen to their patient. You could take all the knowledge out of every textbook out there and try and cram it down a patient’s throat without a single ounce of improvement.

Mala’s approach was much more organic than that. She had all the scientific knowledge that this ER doctor probably just googled at her fingertips. But it was the ability to connect to the patient, to walk their mental labyrinth with them, that got her the accolades.

Her basic philosophy? The patient knew best. It was only her role to help them achieve their recovery, never to force it.

The ER doctor took a breath. Mala did not let the opportunity go.

“Thank you, doctor,” she said with a warm smile. “If you don’t mind, I would like a little time alone with Janey.” He looked like he was going to argue, so she turned up the smile. “I need to integrate my neurological system with hers. Align our chakras, as it were.”

Disbelief, horror, and a hint of disgust crossed his face. She was not going to do either of those things, but the touchy-feely stuff usually backed traditional doctors off. Not that she didn’t lay some credence in Eastern modalities. Mala figured if a healing treatment had lasted millennia, it probably had some advantages. It was just far too early in little Janey’s treatment to try and do anything else but comfort.

Luckily, the ER doctor didn’t realize this. He hastily made his retreat, genitals safely covered.

Mala let the room breathe for a moment or two. Letting his tense, anxious, insecure energy dissipate. Once she felt centered, she leaned over the bed. Gently she reached out and stroked Janey’s damp hair back. She murmured soft and comforting words in her ear.

“You’re safe. Nothing bad can happen,” Mala whispered, reinforcing the message. “You’re safe. You’re safe.”

A grimace passed across the face of the girl. A dream? A memory? Neither one sounded pleasant. What kind of dreams were you left with once you had woken up in a pool of your parents’ blood? The horrors this little girl had face would have been enough to make anyone else want to turn away in despair. As it was, all Mala could do was keep whispering her soothing words.

“You’re safe. No one can harm you here. You’re safe. You’re protected.”

And then the door opened. Mala turned to see who had entered and was confronted with a very tall man in an expertly tailored suit. His face masked in shadow, the only feature she could make out was his eyes, which were…piercing. Mala wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen such keen eyes. They stared straight at her, then through her. She had to resist the urge to turn around and look to see if he was looking at someone behind her.

He took another step forward, illuminating his handsome features. Mala normally didn’t find bald attractive, but damn. He wore a dark beard, neatly trimmed to hug his chin. Arms at his side, he held a leather satchel pressed tight against his body.

Yeah, this guy didn’t need genital masking or framing.

Mala bet this man intimidated a lot of people. Despite her feeling slightly flustered, she was not quite that easy to intimidate.

The man spoke, his tone flat, almost without inflection. “Who are you?” There wasn’t any outward sign in his face that was even talking to her. He spoke in an almost mechanical way. Except that machines didn’t typically stare into your very soul.

Wow. Get a grip, Mala.

Then a light bulb went on in her head. She knew who this was. She got up from her station beside the bed and moved toward the man with her hand out to shake his.

“I was called in for an evaluation. I’m Dr. Mala Charan.”

She held her hand in front of the completely unresponsive man for a long and awkward moment. Once she realized nothing was going to change unless she changed it, Mala lowered her hand. Yeah, no doubt now about who this was. She cleared her throat.

“And I would guess you are Detective Robi Darcmel?”

“Do I know you?”

The question took Mala off guard. It was an honest question. As far as she could tell, he wasn’t trying to be rude. The man truly was looking for confirmation as to whether or not they’d met.

“No. Not really.” Mala hemmed for a moment, a little embarrassed at what was coming next. Not that a bit of embarrassment was going to stop her. “Actually, you are a bit of a celebrity in my circles.”

The implied compliment seemed to make no impact on the detective whatsoever. His expression didn’t change, and neither did his posture. He seemed to be waiting, not due to any sense of patience, but simply because it was the most efficient course of action at the present moment. Mala tried again.

“To have your history in the foster care system and your Asperger’s syndrome?”

Still not a flicker of response, or even much of an awareness that she was there in the room with him, for that matter. If it weren’t for the fact that she was in his direct eye line, he might not even be looking at her. You know, except for the whole I-can-read-your-thoughts vibe.

“Then to rise to the level of detective?”

Nothing. She decided to make one more effort to draw him out.

“Your story could inspire a lot of people.”

The detective finally shifted, his face showing…something. Determination? Maybe. Something more than what was there a moment ago, anyway. He opened his mouth to let loose one word.

“Move.”

Confused, Mala glanced around, then followed his gaze to her chair. The one right next to the bed.

“Of course,” she said, moving out of the way. “Sorry.”

The detective placed himself in the chair with an economy of motion that was almost frightening in its robotic-like precision. It spoke of an almost total lack of awareness of how he might come across to others. Or if not a lack of awareness, a lack of concern.

Mala couldn’t take her eyes off him. To have such an intellect packaged in such a completely outside-the-bell-curve personality? Fascinating didn’t even come close. She had to bite back the thousand questions she’d had for him since she read his story in the Advanced Criminology Journal. Mala knew he worked in Seattle, but it had never occurred to her to track him down. Her specialty was abnormal child psychology. His progress with his disorder, while amazing, was outside of her field. Or was it?

“It’s just… to do a case study like yours could really help us understand—”

Mala stopped as Detective Darcmel removed several small items from his satchel. They included a small lap desk, crayons, and paper. She got where he was going with this.

“I’m not sure if Janey’s ready for draw therapy quite yet.”

Darcmel swiveled about, his eyes boring into Mala’s. His gaze was like a furnace, only one with laser focus. She found herself wanting to step back from the power of the attention. It was messing with her sense of equilibrium, but damn, it was heady.

“We have a name for her? Janey what?” The detective’s tone had sharpened.

“Uh. Um. No,” Mala stuttered. “I’m sorry. I do that. You know, like John Doe? Jane Doe? So impersonal, like they’re not really…” Mala realized she was babbling, stopped herself, and looked at the girl on the bed. She took a moment, then turned back to the detective with a shrug and a half-apologetic smile.

“She seemed more like a Janey to me.”

The energy of Darcmel’s gaze ended with an abruptness that left Mala feeling the air had been sucked from the room. She grabbed the railing of the bed to steady herself. Like she’d said, fascinating.

The detective directed his attention back to Janey, took out a blank piece of paper and a red crayon, and drew a letter on it. Mala looked over his shoulder to see that he had drawn a symbol. It looked to be Greek. He held the paper up so that Janey could see it.

When the girl’s eyes landed on the symbol, she took in a sharp breath and her eyes widened. Mala couldn’t tell what the reaction was, but hey, it was a reaction. Anything other than her dead-on-the-inside stare was a step in a good direction.

“That’s the first response we’ve gotten.”

But as Janey continued to look at the symbol, she got more and more agitated. It was clear that the letter frightened her. Mala moved to the side of the bed opposite the detective and resumed stroking her hair.

“I would be careful,” Mala said to the detective. “Children in these circumstances have a hard time rebuilding trust with adults.” Mala tried to make eye contact with Darcmel, hoping to help him understand how important this was. Individuals with Asperger’s syndrome weren’t known for their warm fuzzies, and that could be a big problem with a girl as fragile as Janey.

The detective moved the paper back, still holding it up so that Janey could see it. He took another crayon, this one black, and drew a line through the symbol, using far more force than was necessary. Clearly the detective was telling the girl, without words, that those symbols no longer had power over her. A stunningly simple yet powerful technique. Mala wished she had thought of it.

Darcmel then removed the metallic gold crayon and drew a rough detective’s badge around the struck-through symbol. Janey instantly calmed.

Mala was stunned. “Okay, I take that back,” she conceded. “I guess she trusts you.”

All her cooing about how safe and protected Janey was clearly paled in comparison to Darcmel’s nonverbal message.

He then fished out the yellow crayon and drew a taxicab. Mala felt a twinge of discomfort as she saw where the detective seemed to be headed. She respected his ability to connect with the girl, but some bridges were just too far, too soon.

“I wouldn’t bring up such a reminder of her parents—”

But Darcmel just kept drawing. The only thing that kept Mala from intervening was that Janey wasn’t responding, even as the detective finished the picture and added a stick figure of a mother and a father. Mala heaved a sigh of relief.

“So she didn’t witness them being…”

She allowed her words to drift off as Darcmel handed the crayon box to Janey. The little girl pulled out the brick-red crayon and began scribbling with fierce intensity over the images of her parents. The detective spoke over his shoulder.

“Oh, she saw it. Just not at the cab.” He directed the next word back at Janey. “Where?”

The girl picked out a brown crayon and began drawing once more, her brow furrowed with intent. As amazing as the process had been up to this point, Mala knew they could not rush healing.

“Darcmel. You are very high functioning,” Mala said, not expecting an answer. “You are self-aware enough to know that your emotional radar is limited.” The detective’s gaze remained riveted to Janey, so Mala reached across the bed and grabbed Darcmel’s shoulder, forcing him to look at her. She spoke with quiet emphasis.

“You need to listen to me. You are pushing her too far.”

* * *

Darc knew the woman was saying something she felt important. Only it wasn’t. A woman of science should really know the difference. Because what could be in the face of the girl and her drawing? Bright lines danced all around the girl, creating a near-halo around her. The girl was breathing more and more quickly as she finished the picture. It appeared to be a teddy bear.

Dr. Charan’s voice buzzed about the surface of his awareness. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

But the pictures were pulling themselves up from the paper, limning themselves in bright light. The taxi. The teddy bear. The stick-figure family. A blank appeared in a space between them, right in the center.

Darc drew a picture of a store but purposely left the name blank.

Once more, the doctor’s voice waded into the shallow end of his focus. “That’s it.” The woman moved around the bed, placing herself between Darc and the girl. As she stood there, blocking Darc’s access, he noticed that her features were very symmetrical. There were few to no markers of fluctuating asymmetry. The psychologist apparently had good coping techniques for the stressors of daily life. She had very few wrinkles or blemishes. All this, taken together with her mocha-colored skin, full hips, and above-average bust size, meant that society would consider her highly attractive. Darc filed the information away, turning his attention back to the glowing pathways.

He shoved the picture past the doctor, placing it firmly in the little girl’s hands. The girl was breathing even more heavily than she had been before, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. The grey threatened, with its unreasoning blurry haze. Trey was constantly telling him how important that grey was, but right now Darc didn’t have the time to decipher why that might be.

The doctor called over to the nurses’ station nearby, “Get security.”

The voice of the nurse drifted into the room, her tone confused and more than a little nervous.

“Um…but he’s a cop…”

“Just get them,” the doctor insisted.

Dr. Charan then physically tried to push Darc out of the room. Again, as a person of science, she should have realized that she did not have the weight, leverage, or power to accomplish such a task. He stood unmoved from his spot. It was vital that he see what Janey was doing, as her crayon inscribed a single word across the top of the storefront in the picture. The girl was shaking so much that the word was almost unintelligible. Almost.

Across the front of the store, Janey had written the word “Magic.”

At that point, a large African American security guard burst into the room, glancing around to see what the issue was. When his eyes lighted on Darc, there was a flash of recognition, followed by a sigh. The doctor called out to the guard.

“Look, I know he’s a detective, but we need to get him—”

“Don’t worry,” the guard replied. “Not the first time I kicked him to the curb.” The big man faced off with him. “Come on, Darc. Time to trance your way home.”

The security guard placed a huge hand on Darc’s shoulder. The detective gave him no resistance. First, because this man did have the weight, leverage, and power to make Darc move, whether or not he complied. Second, because Darc already had what he had come for.

Another pathway of light.

This one led right to where the killer was finding and kidnapping his victims. Darc pulled out his cell phone and punched a single speed-dial number. A groggy voice crackled over the connection.

“You know what? I really hate you.”

“Wake the captain.” Darc disconnected before his freshly woken partner could protest further.

The bright light of the logic path in front of him beckoned, moving his limbs forward without any conscious force of will on Darc’s part.

It was time to find a madman’s hunting ground.

 


CHAPTER 4

Trey struggled to keep his eyes open as his brain adjusted to the call from Darc. You would think that after six years of dealing with this kinda stuff, that he would get used to it.

Hadn’t happened yet.

“Good night to you, too,” Trey spoke to the blankness of the cut-off line. He felt a form stir beside him as her voice spoke a one-word question into the night.

“Darc?” Maggie asked.

“How’d you guess?”

Maggie reached out and placed a hand on his arm. It was probably meant to be comforting, but in this context, it just made his guilt worse. Nothing like talking to your partner while lying right next to his ex-wife. A light bloomed as Maggie tapped the touch lamp on the nightstand.

“You’ve got to go, then?” Her voice tinged with sadness? Recrimination? Which did Trey wish it was?

“Apparently.” He leaned over her, moving in to kiss her cheek. Maggie shied away from the intimacy, her face a mesh of conflicting thoughts. Trey sighed before speaking.

“You don’t have to feel guilty, you know.”

Maggie let her gaze drift up to meet his and gave him a sad half-smile. “Was that for you or for me?”

She kissed him on the ear, maybe to take the sting out of her words, before rolling over and tapping the light once more to turn it off. And the gesture worked, mostly. The sting was gone, washed away in Maggie’s gentle kiss. All that remained was the dull ache in his gut.

Because she was right and she was wrong.

He’d said it for the both of them.

* * *

She was at her new home, and her parents were there. Something about that was weird, but she couldn’t remember what it was. She just knew she was happy to see them. So happy.

Her daddy reached down and picked her up, rubbing her cheek with his stubble to make her giggle. She squealed, trying to keep the laughter inside, but it burst out of her like it always did. No one else could make her laugh when they tickled her, but her daddy could do it every single time.

After a minute more of tummy tickling, he finally stopped and gave her a big squeeze. She was getting bigger, she knew, and he didn’t carry her around as much as he used to. That made it so much more nice when he did. She reached up and rubbed his stubble with her hands, feeling the scratchiness against her palms. He always let his beard grow out on the weekends. He put her down, ruffled her hair, and went out back to watch the grill.

It was Saturday evening, and there were lots of people over for what Mommy had called a housewarming party. Stupid name, since it was summer and they were running the air-conditioning inside. She could hear people splashing around in the pool out back and smell the burgers cooking on the grill. It mixed with the smell of the grass that Daddy had mowed earlier. Cut grass and grilling. The smells of summer vacation. Her stomach started to grumble, and she realized she was hungry.

She went into the downstairs bathroom to wash her hands. It was a tiny bathroom in the front hall of the house. All it had was a sink and a toilet, but it was okay. The new house still didn’t smell like home yet, but it was pretty cool. She moved her fingers through the water, feeling it beat against her fingers, pushing them down as they went through the stream. Her old bathroom sink didn’t do that. She guessed she liked it all right.

Turning off the water, she noticed something different. It took her a second or two to figure it out, but all the sounds of the guests were gone. The house was quiet.

She stepped out of the bathroom to a dark house.

All the lights were off, and the light of evening had turned into the black of night. A feeling crept up inside her belly, empty like her hunger from before, except now she didn’t want to eat. It was the same feeling she got when the shadows in her room at night turned into monsters. She moved through the house toward the backyard, bumping into the furniture as she went. She still didn’t know where everything was supposed to be in this house.

After a minute of fumbling around in the dark, she got to the sliding glass door that led to the backyard and pushed it open. She stumbled out toward the pool, the lights from under the surface jumping and dancing with the waves of the water, casting crazy shadows on the ground.

She stood there, alone by the pool, and was just about to start calling out when a huge yell came from lots of voices behind her.

“Surprise!”

From around the sides of the house came all the guests, her parents out in front, carrying a huge cake with burning candles. On top of the cake were loads of pink roses, her favorite. This was the best birthday ever!

But her birthday was in October.

She looked into her daddy’s face, confused, but he looked funny. His eyes weren’t smiling at her like they always did. She turned to her mommy, but she was the same. And when she looked back down at the cake, the roses were red. Dark red. They had been pink before. She was sure of it.

It wasn’t her birthday.

This was a dream.

She woke up. All the happiness from the dream drained out of her, leaving behind a cold, numb hole that burned and ached along its edges. Her parents were gone. They weren’t coming back. It had been a dream. She rocked back and forth, looking for something to help stop the pain.

And as she looked around the bed, she found the pictures the man had drawn for her. The tall man with the shaved head and the dark eyes. She scattered the pages, searching for the one she needed. There it was. The picture of his golden badge. She hugged the picture to her chest.

The pain didn’t go away, but it hurt a little bit less.

* * *

Trey would describe the atmosphere in the bullpen as acidic. Yeah. That sounded about right. And to be honest, that pretty much worked as an adjective for how he was feeling himself right about now. It was three o’clock in the morning, and they were all here.

Not that they never got called in at bizarre hours in the morning. That was just part of the job. But they all knew who it was that had made this call. None of the men seemed happy about it.

Only difference between Trey and the rest of these shmucks was that they were going to be asking him for answers. Answers he didn’t have. Darc, the guy with all of those answers, was right over there in the corner of the room, but he wouldn’t be responding to any of their questions. They’d be lucky if he even glanced at them.

Dude, Trey was his partner, and Darc wouldn’t answer him half the time. More than half the time. Come to think of it, Darc wouldn’t answer him most of the time.

What made it all worse was that Trey knew exactly why he had been paired up with Darc. He knew it. The captain knew it. Half the room knew it. Trey was a screw-up. He didn’t belong here. But…he did have a purpose. He was the Rain Man whisperer. No one else could do what he did. Even if they decided they wanted to give it a try.

The captain walked through the door, his face showing that even he was not particularly amused at the proceedings here. And when the captain wasn’t happy…He approached Trey, pitching his voice low enough that none of the others could hear.

“What’s he got for us?”

Trey continued flipping through the pages and pages of Darc’s hastily scribbled notes, trying to get up to speed before he had to start talking.

“Yeah, I’m figuring that out now.” He gave a half-grin, half-grimace to his superior.

The captain gave a nonspecific grunt and moved off to the side. Trey glanced over at Darc, who wore his typical expression that seemed to say, your concerns are not mine. But in spite of his distant demeanor, Darc had posted the photos of the three sets of murdered parents, the two young girls they hadn’t been able to save, and “Janey.” Hey, that was more involvement than Trey was used to. He’d totally take it.

The pictures the little girl had drawn were all there as well. In spite of the varying sizes of the photos and the drawings, Darc had managed to post them in such a way that they were all evenly balanced. There was even a Google map of the Magic Mouse Toy Store.

The captain cleared his throat. “Anytime, Keane.”

“All right. Let’s get this party…” Trey looked at the gruesome pictures on the board and reconsidered. “Well, get this briefing started.”

One of the beat cops already had his hand up, ready with a question. Trey rubbed a hand over his face, trying to wipe the weariness out of it.

“As always, don’t bother with questions, because I do not know the answer.” The cop’s hand dropped. “The only reason I do these things is because I’m the only one who can read his chicken scratch.”

Trey moved over to the board, pointing at the three sets of parents. “Now, as everyone is aware, there have been three ritualistic killings involving three families in as many weeks.”

“Does Darc think the victimology is related or random occurrences?” one of the officers queried.

Trey fixed him with a steady gaze. “What did I just say?” Again, the slow dropping of the hand. That was better. Trey shook his head, re-gathered his focus, and continued.

“As far as we can tell, the parents were killed first, drained of their blood, gutted, and their bodies dumped in a cab.”

“Has he determined any connection between the cab companies? Or their drivers?” It was a different officer this time, at least.

“Seriously. I’m here basically to make sure he keeps his fly up.” Speaking of which…Trey glanced over at Darc’s crotch to check. Darc gave him a frown. Yeah, he had that expression down, didn’t he? Trey responded to Darc’s implied criticism with a touch of defensiveness.

“Dude. You changed clothes. I just had to be sure.”

Darc gave a curt nod of acknowledgment. Had to give the guy credit. Once you pled your case, if it made sense, he backed off. Trey turned back to the group and clapped his hands in mock excitement.

“Okay. Back to gruesome. The children are then placed in vats of their own parents’ blood, then sealed into the wall of a pure white room.”

The first officer raised his hand again. “What’s the significance of the white?”

Did no one listen? Ever? “Ya know…I passed my detective’s exam by one point. One point, and that was on my third try.” He glared at the officer for a moment, before moving on. “Now, each was found in a separate—”

“Does the fact that all the barrels came from a company that supplies meatpacking plants have any bearing?” It was the second officer this time.

Trey was saved from finding yet another way to say that he was an idiot by the entrance of the child psychologist from the hospital. Still, it was one more break in his already fractured briefing session.

“Great, another interruption,” Trey muttered to himself.

The captain stepped forward to meet the doctor. “Can I help you?”

“I’m sorry.” Dr. Charan looked around the room, her eyes settling on Darc. “I just need to speak with Detective Darcmel.”

“Yeah, babe, get in line,” Trey chuckled, without much humor.

And then the impossible happened. Darc actually got up. Not only that, but he went over to the doctor to speak with her. The entire room rustled in response to something that none of them had ever seen before.

Darc was interacting. With someone he didn’t really know. On purpose.

* * *

As Darc moved toward the doctor, the swirling lights in front of him sparked, bouncing off of one another and melding into interesting variations. Whatever information the symmetrical Dr. Charan was bringing, it had the effect of a nexus where all the logic strands came together and collided. Right now, he had no idea which one would emerge on the other side.

These moments were uncomfortable. Not having a clear vision of the path ahead when so many lives were in jeopardy made him…feel a bit disjointed. As if someone else controlled his limbs. And the doctor had been trying to push him out the door the last time they spoke. That usually meant that he had done something wrong, something in the grey area of non-logic, and that his partner would end up having a conversation with him about people’s feelings. And apologizing.

But Darc had not apologized, and here the doctor was. He needed to find out why. He searched through the options before him and settled on a direct question.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Well, she was agitated and started drawing these after you left.” She handed over sheet after sheet of the drawing paper that Darc had left on his last visit. Each one held a symbol. Darc snatched them away from the doctor and examined them. The symbols practically leapt off the page, spinning and whirling. The doctor was still talking.

“I even sedated her, but she wouldn’t stop. Then we took away the crayons…” Dr. Charan’s voice trailed off as she held up one last picture, its form much rougher and less defined than the others. The doctor took a deep breath before continuing.

“So on this one, she pulled out her catheter and drew it in her own blood.”

Trey inhaled sharply. “Is she all right?”

“Relatively,” the doctor stated. “After that, she actually fell into a sound sleep.”

Darc realized that there was no further information that he could glean from this conversation. He left the doctor with her mouth half-open, strode over to the board, and yanked off every photo and drawing, tossing them aside on the floor. The new symbols chattered at him as he placed them carefully, in order, in the place of the other, much less useful, evidence.

Now he would see what lay on the other side of the nexus. The symbols cavorted, shedding bright, gleaming drops of blood as they promised to yield their secrets to him.

* * *

Well, this was a unique experience. Mala found herself talking to thin air after being left in the middle of a sentence. Ah, the joys of working with a savant. But his odd behavior only stoked her curiosity. What did he see in the symbols that she could not?

Damn, but he intrigued her. Which might not be a good thing. She had a traumatized girl to look after. Her overriding concern had to be Janey’s well-being. Mala was here for that sole purpose. And maybe, if she was being honest, a tiny sliver of the reason was that she wanted to see Darcmel again. To see him in his element. To study him and his smoldering good looks.

Okay, so maybe that part was more than just a sliver.

The captain stepped in to fill the void of the detective’s absence. When he spoke, his tone was apologetic. He more than likely had to deal with complaints about Darcmel on a regular basis.

“I’m sorry, you must be Dr. Charan. You are treating our Jane Doe?”

“Trying to, yes.”

The captain smiled at that. “Well, why don’t you stick around in case Darc—uh, Detective Darcmel—has any questions.” The captain seemed to hear what he had just said and did a little course correction. “I doubt it, but would you mind?”

To be honest, that was exactly what Mala had been about to ask permission to do. Janey was sedated back at the hospital and should be down for several hours.

“It would be fascinating to see him work.”

The captain nodded his head, seeming grateful for her willingness to stay. He gave her an appraising look that lingered a little too long for Mala’s comfort, nodded once to himself, and then turned to Darc’s partner and waved him toward the front of the room.

“Go on, Keane.”

Detective Trey Keane moved back to a position at the front of the room and took a moment, she guessed to recollect his thoughts, before starting back in.

“As you can see, after saving this last victim, she was able to communicate through pictures.” Trey gestured to the collection of drawings his partner was working with on the board. He now paused for an even longer moment.

“First off, we have learned that the children do witness the murder of their parents.”

The group of police officers moaned their collective distress at the news. Even men and women this hardened felt the blow. It was one thing to know they were going after a serial killer. It was another to understand just how sick this person really was. If these officers were anything like Mala herself, they couldn’t help but think of what Janey had been forced to witness. Keane continued.

“Luckily, though, it seems they are separated from them before the real butchery. And lastly…” The detective turned toward the board, did a little double take at the damage Darc had done to the board, and then stooped over to sort through the discarded items on the floor. He came back up with the map showing the magic store.

“Darc now believes that the families are chosen at and possibly kidnapped near the Magic Mouse Toy Store.” As Trey finished this statement, the room erupted into a cacophony of questions. The detective held up his hands.

“We have already got every on-duty and off-duty CSI unit over there sweeping the store and surrounding areas.”

At that point, the captain stepped forward. “And starting at oh eight hundred hours, we will have three round-the-clock teams staking out—”

“Don’t bother,” Darcmel spoke over his shoulder.

“And why not?” the captain asked.

“The killer won’t return,” Darcmel answered flatly.

“But wait a minute,” Keane inserted, sorting through his notes. “On page…twelve, you said that he had formed a ritualistic bond to the store and—”

“Not anymore. Not if the girl saw this.” And he pointed to the last symbol. The one Janey had drawn in her own blood.

“And what, exactly, are we looking at?” The captain seemed to be seeking firm ground, but Darcmel was unresponsive once more. The detective stared at the remaining symbols, his eyes darting back and forth between them.

Luckily, Mala thought she knew what was going on here. She hesitated to insert herself in a police matter, but Darc did not seem capable or willing to clarify for them. She directed her answer to the captain. “It’s the Greek symbol delta. It stands for change, or for progression.”

“I don’t get it.” Trey had the forlorn expression of a lost puppy.

“The killer is moving on.” Once more, Darcmel was engaged in the conversation, having come back from wherever he had been moments ago.

“To what?” The captain’s deep voice cut across the chatter in the bullpen, his tone curt. He seemed almost angry at the new direction this was going. Mala homed in on the captain. He liked order. Surety. This sudden change-up seemed hard for him to take.

“Unknown. But it will be soon.” Darc’s words were a declaration of certainty, and, looking at the symbols, Mala was pretty sure she could see what he was talking about. The letters were from a variety of ancient languages that most psychologists wouldn’t have any clue about. But she wasn’t most psychologists. She pointed to the drawings in order.

“These others…Completion. Speed. Difficult. Now.”

Darc turned his head, catching her eye. The look on his face was not quite as blank as it usually was. There was something there. Something Mala couldn’t identify. But her body could. She felt a flush creep up her entire torso. She had never been more grateful for her darker skin tone.

A uniformed policeman stuck his head in the door of the bullpen. “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a 911 call the watch commander thinks you should take a listen to.” He paused for a second, his face twisting up. “It’s a weird one.”

Detective Darcmel grabbed his jacket without a word to anyone and moved toward the door. Mala tried to follow him, speaking as she moved.

“Detective, in case there is another child, do you mind if I come—”

But Darc quickly outpaced her, shutting the door practically in her face. She looked over to see his partner gathering up his things as quickly as he could.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Trey, “but do you think he would mind if I joined you?”

The detective gave a bark of laughter. “Doc, he won’t even notice.”

“Then, would you object?”

The detective smirked. “Keep that top one unbuttoned, and we’ll see,” he said, nodding at her blouse. Before Mala could even respond, Trey shook off his smile.

“Sorry, Doc. Old habits.”

As the two rushed off in pursuit of Darcmel, the captain yelled after them.

“We’ll work the toy store until we figure out if there’s a new lead.”

But Mala knew better. She had seen Darc in action. The toy store angle was dead.

 


CHAPTER 5

When Trey heard from dispatch where they were headed, he almost burst into laughter. The maniacal kind, not the ha-ha kind. An indoor skydiving training facility?

Shut up.

His job had taken them to some pretty freaky places, most of them bad. But this? This was awesome. The feeling of flying, without having to, you know, jump out of an airplane at ten thousand feet, entrusting your life to a scrap of cloth? Sounded perfect.

He followed Dr. Charan and Darc inside. The roar of the simulator engine drowned out anything they might have wanted to say to each other. Although once Trey caught a glimpse of what was floating around in the artificial wind tunnel, he was pretty sure it would be a conversation killer.

Three bloody bodies tossed about in the turbulence inside the upright Plexiglas cylinder. They were lashed together somehow, but their arms flailed about wildly in the blast from the fans below. Occasionally a head or foot or hand would slap against the transparent wall, leaving a red smear behind, just in case you had managed to forget what you had seen.

Trey felt his face twist in disgust, and he watched as Dr. Charan gagged, apparently doing what she could not to lose her dinner. Darc strode directly toward the crime scene—no shocker there. Trey spoke mostly to himself, figuring no one else would ever hear him over the noise.

“Yeah, I’d say this is a new lead.”

Man, that fan was loud. He couldn’t hear himself. Not even in his own head. A uniformed cop approached, yelling something unintelligible, clearly trying to top the noise of the simulator.

“Can’t…blower!” The uni was gesturing to something off to the side of the tunnel.

“What?” Trey hollered.

“Controls…bypassed!”

Trey pointed at his ears. “Can’t hear you!”

“City…have to…cut…block’s power!”

“You’re going to have to speak up!”

Darc yanked something out of the panel on the other side of the cylinder. The noise cut off, leaving Trey’s ears ringing in the sudden silence. He turned to the uni and gave him a wry grin.

“Or not.”

The bodies fell to the grate on the floor of the wind tunnel with a huge crash that echoed through the suddenly silent complex. Dr. Charan jumped in response. Trey was about to go to join his partner, when he realized the doctor’s face had gone ashen. She swayed a bit, looking ready to faint.

“Look, there’s no kids,” he explained. “So why don’t you just wait out here?”

The doctor tried to make a face that Trey was sure she meant to be brave and reassuring but only managed to make her look worse. Trey started moving to join Darc, peeking over his shoulder every few steps to make sure Charan was still upright.

As he neared his partner, he saw that Darc was deeply engaged in observing the bodies on the other side of the plastic. Trey studied the gruesome view for a few moments but then couldn’t hold in the thought that had been nagging at him since they had arrived at the scene.

“I don’t get it. Parents and kids. Now these Gen Y’ ers.”

“He doesn’t care about the victims.”

Hey. A response. Curt and distracted, yes. But a response. Trey snorted. “Well, that’s pretty clear. Even to…you know…like, me. It’s not like you need a different perspective to come up with that little nugget.”

Darc turned to stare at Trey, his eyes flaring. He then looked straight up.

Trey gazed upward alongside his partner, trying for the life of him to figure out what Darc was seeing. As usual, he got nothing.

“What?”

And then Darc was off, running up the staircase that led to the catwalk above the simulator, taking the steps two at a time, his usual pace. Trey trudged along behind him, doing what he could to keep up.

“Holy Mother,” Trey gasped. “He’s got thighs of steel…”

When Trey finally managed to make it up to the top, he was winded enough, and the catwalk was up high enough, that he had to catch both his balance and his breath. The floor beneath did that cartoon wobbly thing on him, sending his vertigo ratcheting up another couple of notches. After taking a couple of moments to reestablish his equilibrium, Trey moved alongside his partner.

“What was the rush? Those guys down there look pretty well dead, and I don’t think they’re going anywhere,” he managed to pant. He looked over the railing, and then immediately pulled his head back into safer territory.

This time, it had nothing to do with heights. Okay, maybe a tiny bit, but most of it was the view of the victims, unrestricted by the blood-smeared plastic. Not only had their throats been slit, but their faces and any other exposed skin was completely mangled, bludgeoned by the severe buffeting the wind tunnel had delivered on a continual basis since they were killed. If the damage was any indication, it had been more than a little while.

This took “getting the wind knocked out of you” to a whole new level.

* * *

The lines of light branched and split, dividing and looping back on themselves, distracting Darc from what he was trying to do. They were not falling into any sort of coherent pattern. The detective’s head throbbed from the influx of random bits of information.

The idea to view the crime scene from a different perspective helped. At least from here he could observe the bodies without any impediment. He searched the forms below, looking for patterns in the way their arms were joined together. Forms appeared for brief flashes, then dissipated, leaving nothing behind but afterimages against his metaphorical retinas.

As he tried without success to force the symbols to appear and cohere, Dr. Charan arrived next to Trey. As she took in the sight below, her eyes widened.

“Oh my…”

The doctor’s hand fluttered around her face, the motion seemingly unconscious on her part. Darc’s partner moved closer to her in order to offer his support.

“I told you to give it a wide berth.”

The chatter of the two beside him occupied perhaps 2 percent of Darc’s mind, as he continued to have no success with the symbols. He threw one out, only to have it force its way back in, crashing into and almost completely interrupting the entire sequence. Something was desperately wrong here. He murmured encouraging words to the erratic letters. They skittered out of his mental grasp with ease. It felt like they were mocking him for all that he was trying to accomplish.

“What’s he doing?” Dr. Charan asked his partner.

“Who knows,” Trey responded.

“He doesn’t tell you what he sees?” the doctor questioned.

“Man, you really are new to the program.”

Beads of sweat broke out on Darc’s brow. He gritted his teeth, trying to push the symbols together through sheer force of will, but they continued to bounce about, eluding his efforts. In his mind’s eye, he lifted the bodies so that they were suspended in air, where they had been when the air was still flowing. Still nothing. The letters would not coalesce. They hovered around the edges of his consciousness, taunting him in his impotency. Darc gripped the railing of the catwalk so firmly, his knuckles turned white.

The doctor voiced her concern. “Is he all right?”

“Oh, scheisse. We need to get him away from the edge.”

Trey and the doctor tried to pry his fingers from off the railing. Even if Darc had wanted to, he wouldn’t have been able to help them in their efforts. Everything he had was going toward figuring out the puzzle that was crouched below him, expressing itself in the bodies of the skydivers. He was missing something. Some fundamental shift that would allow him to see…

And then he had it. He repositioned the bodies in his mind so that they were in the skydiving position: arms and legs extended, their forms cupping the air that flowed from beneath.

The symbols extracted themselves from the resultant picture and rushed into place with so much force, they threw Darc back into the doctor’s and Trey’s arms. The two, surprised by the sudden reaction, were unprepared to take that much weight and allowed him to sink to the floor. Darc shook his head, but the ciphers remained intact. They had found their perfect arrangement.

He knew what to do next.

* * *

Mala watched as Trey spoke in Darc’s ear. The way he held him and tried to comfort him was so…gentle. She had never seen a man take such good care of another man in that way. And without any apparent awkwardness or embarrassment.

“It’s all right, man. Steady. You’re going to be all right.” He tried to help Darc back up to a standing position, but Darc pushed his hands away.

Darc seemed to be struggling to express something important. The strain in his jaw and neck were apparent in the muscles standing out in sharp contrast against his taut skin. The more he tried, the more it was clear his body was fighting him. The anguish in him was crystal clear, and Mala’s instinctive response was to soothe and comfort. But that job was being handled by his partner at this moment. Trey massaged the detective’s arm, working to help his muscles relax.

“Don’t force it, Darc.”

What Trey was doing seemed to be working. The tension in Darc’s neck and shoulders slowly began to ease. His breathing slowed itself, and he began to speak.

“The…next crime scene.” The words were halting, unsteady, but they came out. Progress.

But his partner didn’t understand. “I don’t think there’s another one of these indoor skydiving rigs in the—”

Darc shook his head with force, cutting Trey off. Mala could see that he was doing everything he could to communicate with his partner, but it still appeared to be an enormous strain.

“Different,” Darc said, as he rose.

“All right.” Trey soothed him with his tone. “Just give me the address.”

Once more, Darc shook his head. He stopped struggling and took a deep breath. Another. When he lifted his eyes once more, they sought out Mala.

“I need to see the girl first.”

The intensity of his gaze dried her mouth. There was something so incredibly intimate about it. In these moments of intense focus, Darc seemed to leave himself wide open to anything that might be directed at him. His vulnerability was beguiling.

She wanted more.

When Darc turned to leave, his movements direct and abrupt as always, the sudden lapse of his attention caused Mala to stagger emotionally. What was it about this detective?

Trey caught her expression. “Yeah, don’t bother getting that look on your face.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

He sighed. “Respect. Admiration.” He turned to follow his partner, speaking over his shoulder. “Take it from me.” Trey stopped and held her gaze for a long moment.

“He’ll never return it.”

* * *

Another of Henry’s special tasks at the slaughterhouse. The other workers always left the best jobs for him. And tonight’s was extra special. The other slobs hadn’t just left this one for him. He had planned it ahead of time.

When the animals were killed, the blood had to be drained out of them. That blood had to go somewhere. And here was where it came. Buckets and buckets of it.

One of Henry’s favorite games was Guess the Animal. He would try to identify what had come in through the gates outside just by the smell and thickness of the drainage that came down. He almost never got it wrong. He knew his blood.

Henry rolled one of the metal barrels they always used at the slaughterhouse into place beneath the sluice. Blood and little bits of flesh poured down the chute, hitting the bottom of the container with a sickening, rhythmic sloshing.

It started as a metallic sound against the metal bottom, but that soon turned into a wet, splashing sound as blood struck blood and spattered, sometimes against the walls of the barrel, sometimes against the ceiling. Sometimes against Henry as he got close to the container.

Every once in a while, the spatter would land on his face. He didn’t mind too much. It was easy to clean off, and the dried blood on his face looked kind of cool when he caught sight of it in the mirror. Made him look tough. Like an action hero or something.

As the blood continued to drain, Henry was amazed at how much was coming down. Especially considering what it was coming from. The liquid was dark, almost black, but with that touch of red that was unmistakable. The swirling waves and the sloshing in the barrel were hypnotic. Henry felt his head starting to nod, when a particularly loud slapping sound brought him back to full awareness.

A large flap of bloody skin had fallen out of the chute. Henry went to pick it up but misjudged its slickness and ended up stepping on it with his heavy work boots instead. It gave a satisfying squish that made Henry decide to step on it a few more times for good measure.

Seriously, this was the best job ever.

* * *

Darc was moving as fast as he could without impairing his future stamina. The lines thickened and converged here, in the girl’s hospital room. Without her input, there was nowhere he could go. The logic dictated, and there was no arguing with logic. Logic was implacable, insistent, uncaring about the cost to those from whom it demanded its pound of flesh. And Darc was both its master and its disciple, now and always. There really was no choice in the matter.

Bursting into the room, Darc observed that the girl was awake. That was fortuitous. If he had needed to wake her, the girl’s faculties would have been impaired. With her alert, no time need be wasted.

“Where do you live?” he asked without preamble.

The doctor entered into the room just as Darc finished speaking, her breathing labored. Her tone was washed in grey. Dissatisfaction? Judgment? Impossible to determine.

“Do you understand how young she is?”

Darc wasted no time in arguing. Argument was a grey mess. Logic demanded. Logic would be served. That was the way it worked. The fact that this woman of science did not seem to understand this simple fact was baffling to Darc. It did not fit into the way things were supposed to be ordered.

“The address?” He thrust papers into the girl’s hands, but she pushed them away, in essence rejecting their only method of communication. The bands of light inside him tightened, making it difficult to breathe. He needed the address. He needed to know where to go next. She knew.

The doctor’s voice continued its illogical tirade behind him.

“And do you see how traumatized she is? You need to take it slow. Build rapport.”

The girl was resisting. The girl could not resist. Not right now. He picked the papers up from where she had pushed them away and set them back down in front of her. Hard. She had to understand. She must comply. Logic dictated it. The light pulsed, as frustrated as he was.

His partner joined in on the doctor’s side. Darc had not noticed that Trey was in the room. Up to this point, he had been irrelevant. Actually, from what he was saying, he was still irrelevant.

“Darc. How about we take the doc’s advice?”

The woman of science. His partner. Neither understood what was at stake. Darc looked the girl in the eye and spoke.

“People are dying.”

“Detective!” The outrage in Dr. Charan’s voice was clear, even to Darc. She turned to Trey. “Detective?”

The words, what they were trying to do…all irrelevant. All that existed was the bright line of logic. It must be followed. His eyes had not moved from the girl’s.

“Right now,” Darc demanded, as he pointed to the paper in front of her. She had not moved. Something was there in her face, some sort of murky emotion, but it was not as important as the throbbing of the logical path. The path they must take.

Now.

His partner placed a hand on his shoulder, and Darc pulled from the contact. Nothing could stop him in what he needed to do.

“Hey, buddy, let’s dial back the apocalyptic—”

“Dying just like you were.” Darc’s eyes bored into the girl’s. She had to understand.

The doctor gasped. His partner spoke to her, clearly to forestall a stronger reaction.

“Yeah, yeah. On it.” Trey moved to latch on to Darc’s arm this time, trying to pull him away from the bed. Darc resisted, his eyes still locked with the little girl’s.

“You’re the only one who can stop it.”

Trey’s grip on his arm strengthened, cutting off his circulation. It hurt, but the pain was inconsequential next to the demands of the bright path. His partner spoke with intensity.

“Darc, dude. That’s just not cool.”

But Darc would not be dissuaded. He planted his feet, refusing to move from the girl’s side or to release her gaze.

“Do you understand?” he asked. “Do you?”

Trey was pushing, pulling, doing all that he could to uproot Darc from his spot next to the bed. Darc dug in, unwilling and unable to relinquish what he knew to be the pivotal information here in the convergence of the lines of logic. What he needed could not be found elsewhere.

Why was everyone fighting him?

Pushing back against his partner’s insistence, Darc watched as the doctor moved around to the other side of the bed, her hand out, more than likely to try to comfort or soothe the child. But as she began to stroke the girl’s head, the young one seemed to make a decision.

She picked up the crayons and paper in front of her and began scribbling with intensity. She was drawing a house. Darc pushed her forward into the logic path with his words.

“Yes. Yes. Your house.” As he saw her finishing the picture without the information needed, he prompted her. “What is the street name?”

The girl scrunched up her face and began drawing another picture next to the house. A truck. A moving truck. The information flew from the page and filled in a patch of light that was missing. The doctor, her voice tinged with something grey Darc could not identify, spoke to the girl.

“You are new to town?”

The child nodded, her face still contorted. The twisting of her face meant something, but Darc could not take the time or the effort at this moment to ascertain what. He focused on the paper. His partner pulled out his cell phone and began dialing.

“Oh, crap,” Trey said. “That’s why nobody recognized her.”

“No family in town?” Dr. Charan asked the girl.

The little one looked down, her hands falling limply into her lap. Darc followed the doctor’s question with another of his own.

“The address?”

Again the girl’s face contorted, this time in what looked to be…confusion? Uncertainty? Darc couldn’t tell, but, after a moment of indecision, she began drawing once more, this time with the green crayon. Trees. Pine trees.

“Yeah,” Trey commented. “Not much help there. We’re in the Pacific Northwest…”

Darc looked at the trees, then back up to the girl’s face. The trees leapt off the page, aligning themselves around a space that was, as yet, blank and formless. Darc probed.

“Pine Haven?” A shake of her head. “Evergreen Ridge?” Nothing.

“What’s he talking about?” the doctor asked Trey.

“Housing tracts, I think. He’s trying to nail down which development she moved to.”

“Ponderosa Park?” When Darc mentioned the last, the girl’s head bobbed up and down with vigor.

The lighted path opened up before him, turning from the yellow of indecision to something closer to green. He now knew in what part of Seattle to search.

Now he just needed one more thing. The light pulsed with urgency, and Darc prepared for the grey cloud of confrontation ahead.

* * *

Mala tried to remain clinically objective. That seemed impossible at the moment. Darc was clearly a danger to Janey’s mental health. There wasn’t a child psychiatrist in the world that wouldn’t condemn his methods.

Yet they not only yielded results but calmed the girl. Each time Darc challenged her to face the ordeal, Janey seemed all the stronger for it. Seldom was Mala a “the ends justify the means” kind of therapist. However, she also couldn’t negate the fact that Darc was helping Janey in ways she never could have imagined. And wasn’t her philosophy all about the patient, all the time?

She turned to Trey, who was talking rapidly into his phone.

“Yeah, we need a patrol car to sweep the Ponderosa Park community for moving trucks and—”

Janey shook her head, picked up the red crayon, and drew a large gash across the moving truck in the drawing she had made.

Darc translated. “They already returned it.”

“Strike that,” Trey said into the phone. “We need multiple units out doing a house-by-house search…”

“We don’t have time.” Darc’s tone was almost without inflection. There was no discovery in his tone. Mala had an inkling that he had figured this out even before they identified the community Janey lived in. The intensity was back in his gaze.

Mala was cluing in to the fact that this was not a good sign, no matter how compelling it might seem. Trey’s comments about his partner were making more sense by the moment.

Darc spoke to her, his tone as invasive as his eyes. “We’re taking her with us.”

“No,” Mala blurted on instinct, then backed it up with her intellect. “No. This has been bad enough.”

She stood firm. She was Janey’s doctor, not one of the detective’s flunkies. To her surprise, Darc actually engaged in an argument. This must be important to him.

“She can recognize visual clues,” he stated bluntly, as he stepped forward.

Even with his Asperger’s, Darc must have known on some level that his physical presence was intimidating. He was actually trying to leverage that right now. Mala, however, was not leveragable. Not when there was a simple, twenty-first-century solution to their conflict.

“Stream some video, then.”

Darc shook his head. “The hookup will take too long.” He then stepped so close that their breath mingled. How could he stand the proximity with his condition, when she was shaking from the intensity? “We are only five minutes away from the development.”

How many people bent to his will? Darc had clearly learned to used his “disability” to his advantage. He could get away with sheer, straight-up intimidation. Perhaps with his colleagues, but not with her. She understood him…and his limitations. His vision was tunneled. Straight ahead. He could not see the collateral damage he was inflicting. And even if he could, he simply would not care.

It was her job to care. Janey’s parents were gone. Mala had to be their proxy. Even if it meant solving their murder, Mala doubted Janey’s mother and father would want their baby girl damaged for life.

“And I feel for you, Detective,” Mala said, even though she was pretty sure Darc didn’t even register the words. “But I’m responsible for her mental well-being, and I’m not going to let you—”

“Are you the one that found her in that barrel?” Darc demanded.

“I’m sorry?” Mala asked, shocked by the harshness of the question.

“You seem to feel qualified to hold people’s lives in your hand,” Darc said, glaring at her. “So I’m asking you, when did you pull a child from a vat of their own parents’ blood?”

Horrified that Darc would distill her objections down to such a base level, Mala felt anger rise in her chest. “You can’t berate me into—”

“If this time I’m just not fast enough?”

Oh, so the man who couldn’t feel emotions appeared to be pretty damned good and cast guilt and shame around. Fortunately, this line of attack was familiar ground for Mala. No one—no one—could throw guilt around like an East Indian mother. Darc was less than a rank amateur when it came to this territory.

“You are not very adept at using guilt, Detective.”

“Hey, guys?” Trey interjected.

“And if another child dies?” Darc demanded.

Mala stood toe to toe with him. “That doesn’t negate the risk to Janey’s—”

“Guys!” Trey barked.

Mala turned to look where Trey was pointing. There, in the doorway, crayons and paper in hand, stood Janey. She wore a look of determination that Mala had seen before. And seeing it broke her heart. Those eyes could have been her older brother’s. Back when they still had fire and life in them. Before the adults convinced him to stay quiet with his pain.

The looks that dissolved every shred of resistance left inside her.

The patient knew best. Always. If the patient wished to keep things private, they stayed private. If the patient wanted to scream out to the world what happened to them, they screamed. And even though Janey was mute, there was no doubting her message.

“The girl appears to think the risk is worth taking,” Darc said. She supposed he hoped to win the argument with it. Obviously, he didn’t realize the match was already over.

“All right,” Mala sighed, as she reached out for Janey’s hand. “But I am going with—”

Mala stopped when Janey declined her hand and walked toward the two detectives.

“Trey, I think she wants you.”

“Yeah,” the detective said, offering his hand. “Of course.”

But Janey’s lips clenched together and she shook her head. She pointed again, this time clearly indicating her preference. Her finger was aimed right at Darc’s forehead.

“Hey, Darc. I think you’re her man.” Keane pulled his companion forward, placing him before the little girl. But Darc stood there, his stance awkward, his arms crossed over his chest.

He frowned at Janey, then spoke haltingly. “We will keep you safe.”

Janey’s lips set even further, if possible, and she extended her hand to reach for his. Darc backed away in apparent confusion. Confusion…or fear.

Like Mala said. The patient always knew what they needed. But would Darc comply?

“You are asking her to risk something,” Mala reminded Darc. “How about you dig deep and do the same?”

Off to the side, Trey looked stunned. Apparently, no one ever had the balls to call Darc on his crap. Well, that was about to change. The tall detective was still looking at Janey, unmoved and unmoving. Mala decided to put another log on the fire.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you say something about lives being at stake?”

Detective Darcmel glared at her. Fine. It was time for Darc to put his money where his mouth was. He had to have as much emotional skin in the game as Janey. Mala had an idea of how utterly excruciating physical, intimate contact might be for him, but that really didn’t matter much when it came to her patient. Mala held her ground until Darc shifted his gaze back to Janey. He took a deep breath and help out his hand to the little girl. She grasped it firmly and tucked herself into Darc’s side.

The detective looked down for a moment, apparently deep in thought. He then walked out of the room, his speed adjusted to accommodate Janey’s smaller stride. Trey watched in apparent disbelief as they moved past the nurses’ station.

“Yeah, that needs to go on the calendar.”

* * *

Trey was driving his old Land Rover, which he had inherited from his dad when he was eighteen and going off to college at Puget Sound. His dad had been a nut for anything British and old, meaning that Trey’s memories were filled with things like ivory and old mahogany, beat-up Jaguar cars and this Rover. What was weird about it all was that Trey’s dad had been a rancher who lived most of his life in Wyoming. Go figure.

But now the old girl had more people inside her than at any time since Trey’s college days. Well, he was pretty sure. His college days were brief and kind of hazy. Okay, really brief and really hazy.

The doctor was in the front seat, with Darc and Janey in the back. Trey glanced into the mirror occasionally to make sure everything was copacetic back there. Darc was watching Janey as she looked out the window, trying to guide them in where they were going.

They were inside the Ponderosa Park development, following a grid pattern, but so far they weren’t having any success. Trey darted a look into the rearview once more.

“There’s over five thousand houses in this development.”

Trey saw Janey cock her head suddenly, causing Darc to get his I’m-so-intense-my-gaze-can-cut-glass look. After observing Janey for another moment, his partner called out to him.

“Take a left.”

That didn’t seem like such a good idea. “But we were doing it in a grid—”

“Left.” His partner cut him off. Knowing your partner was way, way, way smarter than you was bad enough. But when he didn’t seem to understand either the meaning or the common usage of the word “please,” it could be downright irritating. Irritating, and yet…Trey took the next left.

Once more, Trey was in the freaking dark without so much as a flashlight. He allowed himself to wonder, not for the first time or even the hundredth, what it felt like to have a partner who communicated.

Watching the road and the two in the back at the same time was not an easy proposition, but from what Trey could tell, the little girl was getting frustrated. Darc, on the other hand, was cool as a cucumber. He managed to stay chill about totally stressful stuff, but take a bite of his sandwich, and all hell would break loose. Trey sighed as Darc released another directive from the backseat.

“Speed up.”

Trey was getting a little tired of this chauffeur thing. It was frustrating when his partner was in the front seat with him. But right now Trey felt like he was living out some freaky, morbid remake of Driving Miss Daisy. And Trey was no Morgan Freeman. No “yes, ma’am, no ma’am” from this guy. Trey thought about that for a second. Actually, that was pretty much exactly what he did, minus the “ma’am.” That was more than a little depressing.

Plus, what Darc was saying didn’t even make sense.

“Dude, what? If she’s confused, shouldn’t we go really, really slow?”

At this point, the doctor chimed in. “He’s trying to re-create the same conditions as she was under when she was driven here.”

Great. Now he had two smarty-pants talking at him. In stereo.

“Yeah, I don’t…” Trey left the question hanging, his shrug expressing his confusion more eloquently than he could at this point. The good doctor stepped in once more to explain. “Dumb it down” was probably more accurate.

“The image she has stored of her trip here is blurred. Just a flow of images.”

The problem with talking to smart people? Most of the time, the explanation didn’t really explain much. Trey sniffed.

“Yeah, I’m just gonna say it. That’s wack.”

The other problem with talking to smart people? You usually ended up doing what they wanted you to do, even if you had no freaking idea what they were talking about. Trey sped up the car.

Janey made a face and shook her head. Ha! Take that, smarty-pants. Trey was about to slow down the car in triumph, when Darc intoned, “Take a right.”

Okay, apparently the Darc Knight and his diminutive sidekick back there had worked out a system. Either that, or Darc was sending them on a wild goose chase. Trey was betting on the former, much as it irked him to admit it.

He spun the wheel to the right, following the curve of the well-manicured lawn of the house on the corner. They had only gone another block when Janey shook her head again.

“Left.”

But this time, when Trey stared to slow the car to make the turn, the girl shook her head even more violently. She pointed across the street to a house on the left. Trey caught the movement in the mirror out of his peripherals. He spoke before Darc could say anything.

“Got it.”

Trey pulled the car into the driveway, getting a brief glance at a cookie-cutter tract house designed for the up-and-coming middle-class family. Before he could even pull to a complete stop, Janey had opened the car door and was making a beeline toward the front door of the house. Dr. Charan yelled after her retreating form.

“No!”

“Wait!” Trey yelled, almost at the same time. Bad idea. Bad, bad, really horrible idea. She could not go inside. They had no idea what was waiting for them there. If it was anything like what they had come up against before, they were all in extreme danger. And Janey shouldn’t be there at all.

But Darc was faster than them both. While they were busy calling out to the little girl, Darc had leapt out of the car and was right on her heels.

As fast as Darc was, Trey had never seen him move faster than at this very moment. The man was a dark blur of non-light as he raced after Janey.

And that did more to frighten Trey than anything else that had happened so far.

 


CHAPTER 6

Even taking the steps two at a time, Darc could not keep up with the girl. She was fast. Much faster than he had anticipated. The only logical reason for this gap in his knowledge was his lack of experience with children. He needed to factor in this new awareness of a child’s speed when motivated. He would not allow another circumstance like this to occur.

Below, still in the front entryway of the house, from the sounds of it, Dr. Charan was yelling at the girl.

“Janey, wait!”

And from his partner to the doctor, “Stay behind me. We need to clear the house.”

The girl shot past the landing without pausing and arrived on the second story, whipping herself to the right. Whatever was motivating her seemed to be a powerful driving force. The glowing lines of logic in Darc’s head pulsed and throbbed in response to her apparent need.

The second level did not appear to be very large, so Darc pushed his limits a little bit further, wanting to catch up to the young girl before she ran into any traps that might have been set by the killer. He was only small steps away from her at this point. Her hair whipped back and forth across her back as her bare feet slapped the hardwood floor.

Darc was close enough to grab for her shoulder when the girl took a left-hand turn into one of the rooms off the main hallway. The detective pushed his way in behind her, taking in the surroundings in less than a heartbeat. Pink walls, painted cartoonish animals cavorting across its length, enclosed what looked to be a young female’s dream palace unrealized. Frills and dolls and fluffy stuffed toys spilled out of half-unpacked boxes and draped over not-quite-placed furniture.

The preliminary glimpse may have taken less than an instant, but the threat was not so clear. The girl had led him here. There must be a reason. This was where the next attack would be. All the symbols pointed here. The girl pointed here. Here was where it had to be. And yet…

Darc spun in circles, looking for the glowing trails of logic that would merge with the clues already in his head. There were none. This could not be right.

The images in his mind sparked and spun, seemingly hesitant and confused. This had to be the right place. This was not the right place. Darc shook his head sharply.

Her motions frenetic, the girl searched the opened boxes in her room, tossing unwanted lace and gobs of pink and lavender flying about her in a cloud of young femininity. Darc focused on her efforts.

Was it possible that the killer had left clues here, in this young girl’s room? If that were the case, this room would have to be filled with traps. Once more, Darc scanned the room, straining to see any kind of spark that would indicate the killer’s influence.

Nothing.

As the girl continued tossing her belongings out of the boxes, the doctor and Trey rushed into the room, their breathing deep and ragged from the sprint up the stairs. Trey made the rounds of the room, clearing the corners, as if somehow Darc was incapable of that simple task. Darc was completely capable. He just never did it. The lines of logic were more than enough for him to know if there was an attacker waiting behind some closet door.

“Behind.” The lines in his head surged. That word meant something in this context. “Behind.”

Trey finished his sweep and spoke, breaking Darc’s line of reasoning into a thousand glittering shards. “Rest of the house is clear.”

The girl emerged from one of the larger boxes, gripping something hideous. Darc tensed, ready for the lines to converge on this new threat.

And then he looked more closely. What the girl was holding in her hands was a very old, very battered…teddy bear. He had thought her earlier picture to be distorted because of childish drawing techniques. Now he realized how skillful the depiction had been.

What had at one point almost certainly been soft and fluffy fur was now matted and pilled. The light brown color had darker patches around the bear’s neck and limbs, more than likely from where it had been gripped, dragged, and hugged over the years. One of the eyes was hanging by a thin thread, and there was at least one rip that had been repaired with what looked like bright green fishing line.

As she gripped the toy, the girl visibly calmed. She hugged the bear to her chest, made her way over to her bed, and curled up in a ball on top of the pink duvet. Trey watched her for a moment, then rejoined Darc and the doctor in the middle of the room.

“At least we can figure out who she is.”

But that meant absolutely nothing to Darc. Perhaps earlier in the case, knowing the girl’s identity and that of her parents might have made some slight difference. But now that the killer was clearly moving on? Knowing her name was about as useful as the false moniker Janey.

Darc lashed out in impotent anger, hitting his fist against the shutter of the bedroom window. A brief glimpse of the backyard halted him dead in his tracks.

It was covered in bright, shining lines.

Oh, and blood. Lots of blood.

* * *

Mala watched Darc as he stared out the window. His chiseled, almost gaunt features were cut by narrow stripes of light from the slats in the shutters. The backyard porch light must be on. As he peered through the partially opened blinds, his expression hardened, stiffening from some internal process that Mala couldn’t fathom. He didn’t seem to be breathing.

And she wasn’t the only one who had noticed.

“Get clear!” Trey barked.

With no warning whatsoever, Darc sprinted out of the room. There was no ramping up, no getting up to speed. One moment he was still as death. The next moment he was out the door.

And if Mala hadn’t moved, he would have bowled her over.

For the life of her, Mala couldn’t figure out why that made her respect for the detective go up. She hadn’t thought of herself as a masochist in the past. Bad boys didn’t do much for her. She had always been smarter than that.

But with Darc? She wasn’t sure exactly in what way.

Her second-long reverie was shattered by Trey’s thrusting his cell phone into her hand.

“Tell them we need backup. Mega, ultra, right-this-second backup.”

“What did he—”

“Whatever it is, you do not want to look out that window.” Trey’s proclamation left no room for doubt.

Mala hugged her left hand around herself while holding the cell with her right. As she looked for the precinct number in the presets, Mala felt her gaze being drawn to the window. She was old and wise enough to not do what she wanted to do. But the instinct to know was so strong. That drive for information that practically forced you to rubberneck at the accident on the freeway.

She shook her head and hit the number. Mala started to turn away from the window as the cell phone rang in her ear, but caught a glimpse of a tiny form approaching the window. Janey.

“No! Stay back.”

Mala snatched the girl away from the window, shielding her from what was outside. Unfortunately for Mala, the very act of protecting the girl left the doctor herself exposed. The landscape of nightmares lay just outside the thin, protective walls of the house. The horror that lay out back seared itself into her consciousness, and she knew instinctively that she would never be able to rid herself of it as long as she lived. She cradled the girl in her arms, rocking her back and forth.

“Don’t look, Janey,” she begged. “Don’t look.”

As Mala enveloped the little form she held, she began to suspect that the comfort was more for Mala herself than it was for Janey. She continued to rock from side to side anyway, stroking Janey’s hair, murmuring soft and loving words into the little girl’s ear.

Whomever it was for, the one sure thing was that it was needed.

* * *

Trey raced down the stairs, hot on Darc’s heels. Man. Once, just once, he would like to be the one that was speeding ahead because he had been the guy to figure it out. Yeah, it was petty. Yeah, it was small. But you didn’t become a detective so you could never be the one to figure stuff out, you know?

Well, in Trey’s case, maybe that’s exactly why you became a detective. At least, if recent experience had anything to say about the whole thing. But now all he could do was follow along and try not to fall too far behind.

And then they were out of the house and into the backyard. All of a sudden, Trey wasn’t so sure he wanted to be first guy on the scene anymore. The assault on his nose was immediate and just nasty. It was enough to bring him to a staggering halt.

“Ugh! What’s that smell?”

Darc ran right up to the edge of the pool. And then there was no doubt about where the smell was coming from.

The swimming pool was filled with blood.

Not just blood. Body parts were floating on the surface of the water. Dude. There wasn’t a filter on the planet that could handle what was happening in this pool. Trey felt the contents of his stomach trying to convince him that they didn’t want to stay put where they were anymore.

It wasn’t just the smell, either. Those were body parts in there. Lots and lots of body parts. From lots and lots of people. It was pretty much making him want to empty up the contents of his stomach and never replace them with food ever, ever again.

This was so far beyond bad that he couldn’t even see where bad was from here.

On the far side of the pool, what looked to be an entire body floated facedown in the water, banging into the filter. Darc rushed around to the body and lifted it partially out of the bloody pool. Trey felt the blood rush out of his head and end up somewhere down around where his feet were.

“Oh. That is just…”

It was a man. He was dressed in what had probably been a white dress shirt at one point. A knotted tie was pulled down from the unbuttoned collar in a bizarre imitation of a guy just home from work and wanting to relax a bit. Darc reached his fingers inside the collar and felt for a pulse, then let the man’s head sink back down to the concrete. Trey shook his head.

“Dude, there was no way we were going to get here in time.”

“He’s still warm.” Darc’s tone was distracted, distant.

“Well, yeah, look what he’s—”

Trey’s answer was cut off by a woman exploding through the surface of the pool. She gasped for air, the sound of it echoing off the walls, making it sound like twenty women drowning. Trey bolted upright.

“What the—”

And then she was under the surface once more. Before Trey could even start to figure out what had just happened, Darc was ripping off his jacket and kicking off his shoes.

“Darc! No!”

But Darc was already underwater, his dive making a ripple in the icky sludge. Trey grabbed at his hair and danced back and forth at the side of the pool, unsure of what to do next. He reached for his cell phone to call it in, then realized the doctor still had it.

“Oh, Mary, mother of god, Darc,” Trey yelled, even though he knew his partner couldn’t hear him. “Who knows what’s in there?” He did a lap around the pool. “It could be booby-trapped. It could be infected.” Trey fell to his knees, trying not to throw up. Like it could make the situation any worse, really.

In a geyser of blood and guts, Darc resurfaced with the woman in his grasp, but he couldn’t seem to be able to keep her head above the water. She went under, then popped out for a brief second, only to go under once more. Darc yelled across the pool, his own head just barely above the atrocity of the pool.

“She’s weighted down!”

Okay. Trey totally got that. What he did not get was what he was supposed to do about it.

Trey’s partner dove under once again, apparently to get a better hold on the victim. Darc managed to get her head above the surface of the liquid in which they were immersed. Trey danced around the rim of the pool, feeling helpless, more useless than a third nipple.

“Okay. Um…okay. I’ll—”

“Take her!” Darc yelled.

Trey backed away. Yeah, he wanted to help, but holy cow, this was not okay. This was so far outside of what was okay, he didn’t even have a frame for his lack of a frame of reference. But then Darc dove under the surface yet again and the woman began to sink.

Well, that did it. Trey had no choice but to race to the side of the pool and grab for her hands. He held her as high up out of the pool as he possibly could, every muscle in his body straining to keep her above the sludge that was doing its absolute best to suck her back in. He babbled words of what he hoped might be encouragement to her as he strained against the weight.

“Hang on. You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be—”

The pressure pulling the woman down snapped like a taut wire, and Trey fell over backward with the abrupt shift in weight. A wave of nastiness washed over the edge of the pool and hit Trey full in the face. Like this whole thing hadn’t been bad enough before. That dollar burger he had snarfed down earlier was going to come back up. It was only a question of when.

The woman flailing her arms around and whapping him in the ear took Trey’s attention off his stomach for a second. He fought to keep his arms around her.

“Whoa there! Hang on.”

Darc resurfaced, the strain of keeping his head up clear in his face. The glow from the porch light painted the blood and bits of flesh that clung to his face, making him look like some demon zombie creature surfacing from the depths of hell. You know, that or one of the statues of the saints—it was sometimes hard to tell the difference. Trey stifled the urge to genuflect as Darc called out to him.

“Got it.”

Trey’s partner made his way to the side of the pool, heaving a large cinder block up and over the edge in a splash of blood. Whoa. Seeing the hunk of concrete his partner had carried to the surface, Trey was totally impressed with how much strength it must’ve taken to get that sucker up from the bottom. Darc pulled himself out of the pool, trailing gore behind him.

“It’s covered in symbols.”

And with that, Darc began walking back toward the house. The woman they had rescued from the pool was coughing and choking, gagging on the blood she was hawking up from her lungs. Trey held her head up, hoping it was helping at least a little bit. He yelled after his partner.

“Yeah, hey, Darc. How about some help?”

Darc didn’t even twitch as he entered the back door of Janey’s home. He was making a beeline toward something, as usual, his goal just about as clear as his expression. Which, just to be clear, was not clear at all. Typical Darc move.

“Darc! Darc!”

But Trey’s voice just echoed back at him, the ringing as hollow as the pit in his gut.

* * *

For once, Darc ignored the beckoning striations of logic that crisscrossed his vision. Not that they were pointing at anything specific. They were a tangled web that spoke nothing but confusion to his mind. The darkness of the night around him contrasted sharply with the riot of color in his head.

As he moved through the black, a light rain began to fall, growing in strength with every one of his steps, covering the metallic scent of blood mingled with the effluvia of rotting flesh. The puddles he left behind went from red to pink to a blissful clear.

He walked. Time had no meaning. Distance was an illusion. There was only the steady plod of his footsteps as he put one leg in front of the other, over and over and over again.

The weight of the brick pulled at him, but he hardly noticed it. The additional heaviness was less than the pressure of the deaths that were mounting by the day. The pictures of the victims, laid out with glowing precision in his mind in all their grotesque glory, mocked his ineffectiveness.

The symbols on the surface of the brick swarmed around him, nipping at his consciousness as mosquitoes would at his skin. He mentally brushed them aside, only to have them return in full force mere moments later. They buzzed about, refusing to settle into a coherent pattern, or even something that indicated where the missing data might be. They hissed and whined, their cries the cries of those murdered. Additional reminders of his repeated failures.

Too late. He had been too late. Once more, too late. The man had already been dead when they got there. The woman would soon follow. The amount of blood she had been coughing up left little doubt as to her ultimate fate. The lines of light surrounding her were a dark violet, drifting toward darkness. Merging into the night, as Darc himself was.

Black. Like his name. Darc. Dark. Darkness. This was his element. This was where he belonged. Where he was supposed to stay.

But the light always called. The lines that sparked and gleamed. The glowing symbols and pictures. The visions and glimpses of light that existed only inside his head.

The other, silver light toward which he was moving right now. The light that should be one gigantic patch of grey emotion but had always shone so bright and fierce that it almost seared him, even as it soothed his raw edges. The light that had moved out, leaving nothing but a wedding picture and bleakness behind. The one that made everything all right. The one that had made everything so wrong.

Maggie.

* * *

Paperwork. There was nothing in Trey’s life that he hated more than paperwork. Everything else about his partner, he could handle. Heck, he didn’t even mind them. The silences. The unanswered questions. The total lack of anything approaching a normal conversation. You know. Stuff that would drive most people up the freakin’ wall.

But not Trey. Nope. The only thing that really pissed him off was the paperwork. And here he was, doing paperwork once more. This sucked.

Oh, and the captain was here, breathing down his neck. That too. Seriously, what had gotten his panties in such a bunch? He never spent this much time out in the field. Trey was starting to develop a complex. Well, another complex.

At the least, Trey was getting used to being in the hospital. Sort of. Of course, part of that could be that the morgue didn’t paint its walls in primary colors. That almost made hanging out with dead people okay.

Except for that story he had heard from one of his buddies back in vice. The guy had known a homicide detective from Vegas who had made a trip down to the morgue just in time to see one of the corpses sit up and moan. According to the ME, it happened all the time. Didn’t faze him, but the detective had just about had a coronary.

Captain Merle cleared his throat. Man, that was an annoying habit.

“The second victim they found in the pool is dead as well?” he asked.

Trey looked up from the form he was filling out. If there was one thing worse than the paperwork, it was talking about the ones they couldn’t save.

“Yeah. The paramedics tried, but she’d just inhaled too much…”

Trey’s voice trailed off as the priest finished up the last rites on the body of the woman lying on the gurney. The nurse at his side pulled the sheet up and over the corpse’s head. Trey let out a huge sigh.

“Well, you know.”

Both Trey and the captain nodded at the pastor as he walked out past them. The captain called out to the reverend’s back.

“Sorry to keep running into you under such grave circumstances.”

“Yes,” The pastor stopped and turned back. “I couldn’t agree more.” He seemed to be looking for something in the faces of the captain and Trey before he continued. He gave a small smile, almost like he was half-laughing at himself. “I know it sounds old-fashioned, but I’m glad to see that she was wearing a cross.”

He gestured at his own collar. This time, his statement seemed aimed more at himself than at the two in front of him.

“If any of it is true, maybe she’s gone to a better place,” the pastor stated.

Trey had never had to cheer up a priest before. He wasn’t exactly sure where to start.

“Yeah, trust me, Father—”

“Please,” the man interrupted. “It’s just John.”

“Uh, yeah. Right. But look…anywhere is a better place than where she just was.”

The pastor nodded, distracted. “Let me know if you find any family. Under such…challenging circumstances, I’d like to give them comfort if I could.”

The captain stepped forward to shake the reverend’s hand. “We will.”

As the priest moved down the hall toward the elevator, the captain cleared his throat. Again. Maybe there was something wrong with the guy. Or maybe talking in that Darth Vader voice made his throat itchy. Trey stifled the impulse to ask as Captain Merle grumbled his next question.

“Where is the girl?”

“Dr. Charan is settling her in upstairs. Guess she’s stable enough to go into the regular peds ward.”

“So the doctor isn’t going to be calling the chief of d’s, complaining about Darc’s reckless behavior?” Yeah, it always came back to the ol’ CYA thing with the captain. Not that he had much of an A to be C’ ing, at least as far as Trey could see.

Trey shrugged as he finished up his paperwork. “I doubt it. I think for Janey, the trip actually helped. She’s got a death grip on that ratty ol’ teddy bear.”

“And you’re sure that you don’t know where Darc is?”

Trey signed his paperwork with a sweeping flourish and slammed the pen down, hard.

“Absolutely none.”

And now all he had to do was make a graceful exit without looking his captain in the eye. Trey, of course, knew exactly where Darc was. Trey’s partner was in pretty much the most awkward place he could be.

Trotting down the hallway, Trey rounded the corner, headed to the elevators, and found himself face-to-face with the priest, pastor, whatever.

The man of the cloth was munching on a bag of Sour Patch Kids that he must have picked up at the vending machines. The look he gave Trey wouldn’t have been out of place on a kid getting caught with his hand in the cookie jar. The reverend smiled, looking more than a little sheepish.

“Can’t help it. I love them.”

Trey grinned back at him. “Yeah, I’m a total sugar freak. Well, I was. I gave sugar up last year for Lent. Dropped, like, twenty-five pounds.”

“Wow. That’s impressive. I’m not sure I could do it.”

“Aw, come on. You gave up sex to be a priest, right? Sugar’s nothing.” Trey grimaced. “Sorry, shouldn’t have said sex around a priest. That’s just mean.”

The pastor laughed, a big, huge laugh that totally caught Trey off guard. “No, no. I’m not Catholic, remember? I’m Anglican. We can get married.” A brief shadow crossed the priest’s face and then vanished so fast, Trey wasn’t sure it had been real.

The bell for the elevator dinged, and Trey and the priest stepped in. The priest pushed the button for the lobby, the doors slid shut, and the elevator lurched upward. Trey turned to the pastor.

“So I have a question, Reverend—”

“I’m really not going to be able to get you to call me John, am I?” The cleric shook his head, chuckling.

“Honestly? Probably not. Went to Catholic school. Lots of rulers on my knuckles. That stuff sticks with you. Call one nun ‘babe,’ and God and all the saints’ fury rains down on you.”

Trey had never had a conversation like this with a priest before. This guy was kind of cool. Maybe if the priests at his church had been more like this one, he would’ve gone to Mass more. The priest winked at him. Winked. A priest. And not in a creepy way.

“I can only imagine,” he chuckled.

“Okay, so back to my question…Do you guys do Hail Mary’s and stuff?”

“Some do, some don’t. I don’t.” He shrugged, his grey sport coat bunching up at the shoulders.

“You mean you won’t assign me some Our Fathers or Hail Mary’s or something? It’s just that it’s been a long time since I confessed, and…you know…”

The elevator dinged for the lobby, but before the reverend walked out, he turned to Trey and smiled, his eyes crinkling up at the corners.

“Fine. How does five Hail Mary’s and five Our Fathers sound?” He walked out the doors but called out over his shoulder, “Oh, and Detective?”

“Yeah?”

“Get back to church.”

Trey left the lobby…smiling.

* * *

Mala peered up at the walls of the pediatric ward. She’d been here before but somehow hadn’t noticed what was there. The bright colors depicted a scene with a bunch of cartoon animals in some kind of magical forest.

Maybe it was just what she’d experienced over the last couple of days, but there was something downright creepy about that much concentrated fluff. She knew that it was to try to cheer up the sick kids in the wing, but honestly, she wasn’t sure it was doing its job. Kids aren’t stupid. Especially not kids that’re seriously sick. They usually know what’s up.

Beds lined the walls, and little Janey was in the one farthest away. She was rocking back and forth, her bear in a death grip. Mala moved over to sit on the edge of Janey’s bed. The little girl barely gave her a glance, all of her attention centered on her toy. Mala cleared her throat, looking for something to say to attract the little girl’s attention.

“We’re going to track down your family and get you out of here as soon as possible.” Even as she said it, Mala wanted to suck the words right back in. They were just so…small. How do you comfort a girl as young as Janey who had lost so much? There really wasn’t ever an answer to that question.

Janey frowned, then scooped up her paper and a gold crayon. She rough-sketched in a police badge and looked back up at Mala, her bright blue eyes questioning. Mala cleared her throat again, this time for a different reason. Hmm. How to field this one?

“I’m sorry, Janey. He’s not here.” Janey continued to stare up at her, with no change in her expression. Mala shifted on the edge of the bed. Yeah, she wasn’t answering the real question here.

“I know he saved you, honey, and you trust him…”

Okay, that time her expression changed. Janey glared at her, her eyes filled with steel.

“I can’t imagine how much you trust him.”

Mala halted, struggling for the right words to tell this little one what she needed to know to not get too disappointed. Janey had to understand that Darc wasn’t the one she should count on for comfort.

“It’s just that he’s not the most…He has significant emotional…”

This wasn’t working. Not even a little bit. Mala sucked on her teeth, thinking hard. How to couch this? It had to be positive to get past her hero-worship, but…

“He probably won’t be back, honey.” Ouch, that was abrupt, but at least now she knew where she was heading. “He’s got a job to do. An important job.”

Better. Maybe. Somewhat. At least Janey wasn’t glaring at her any longer.

“Now, why don’t you lie down?”

Mala tried to urge Janey back onto the bed, encouraging her toward sleep, but the girl fought back, her mouth a stubborn line. Janey pointed once more at the badge. She wasn’t going to sleep without seeing Darc. All right. Time for some tough love.

“I could give you something to help you sleep,” Mala warned.

Despite the stubborn set of Janey’s jaw, she shook her head at that and slowly lowered herself back down to the bed. But she didn’t close her eyes. Mala blew out a puff of air in frustration.

“I’ll be back in the morning. Maybe you’ll feel like talking then.”

But somehow Mala doubted it. She watched as Janey curled up with her bear in one arm and the picture of the detective’s badge in the other.

 


CHAPTER 7

Trey huffed up the last few steps of the fire escape that led up to Maggie’s apartment. Man, it was time to start exercising. How did Darc manage to keep his calves of steel? It wasn’t like he was hitting the gym every day. Knowing Darc, he was probably doing some freaky isometric stuff while he was supposed to be sleeping.

Wheezing up to the landing, Trey wasn’t at all surprised at the sight that greeted him.

Darc, his clothes streaked in blood from the pool, his scalp dripping from the constant Seattle rain, glared at the concrete block in front of him. His gaze was laserlike enough that anything less sturdy might have blown up by now. But the brick stayed right where it was, mocking them both.

Seriously, this scene was like something straight out of a ‘50s noir. Trey halfway expected Darc to fire up a cigarette, just to make the picture complete. He moved over to Darc’s side.

“Knew you’d be here.”

Darc didn’t even grunt in response. If it were anybody else, Trey would’ve figured he hadn’t heard. But…it was Darc. Trey sat on the windowsill and pointed inside.

“Did you at least knock to let her know you’re here?”

Nothing but a stare, and not even at Trey. Trey was starting to feel like Costello to Darc’s Abbott, where Abbott was a non-talking genius nut job and there were no punch lines.

“You can’t keep doing this, you know.” Still nothing. “It was one thing when you were dating, but now…”

Without even a glance in Trey’s direction, Darc grabbed the cinder block and heaved it over the side of the fire escape. It exploded into a million pieces across the pavement. Well, that sucked.

“Um. That was…like, evidence.” At this point, Trey’s pauses were not so much for Darc to respond. They were more out of habit. “And nobody photographed…” Trey looked at Darc. Darc glanced up and then away in apparent disinterest. “Oh, wow.”

And Darc just continued brooding, like some dark hero in a graphic novel. Seriously, all the guy needed were tights in greyed-out colors. If you thought Batman could brood, well, you were in for a treat here.

“Granted, things are not going your way this week…”

Darc dragged his head up. He didn’t even have to change his expression to get his that’s the understatement of the year idea across.

“Okay, it’s been a week filled with crappy excrement, but you can’t play your ‘I’m autistic, so I get out of jail free’ card.”

His partner kept staring at him for a second or two longer, then peered out over the edge of the fire escape, apparently watching the rain fall through the glow cast by the streetlight. Trey continued.

“At least, not this time. This is too big.”

Conversations like this would be so much easier if there were two people talking. But hey, that was Darc. Love him or leave him, he wasn’t about to change anytime soon. And Trey knew Darc well enough to know that when he was walled off like this, nothing would get through to him. Well, almost nothing. Time to get him off the roof.

“Look, I took care of all the paperwork. Again. Let’s get you cleaned up. Get some rest, and Maggie will never know—”

“Trey?”

Ah. Maggie. Perfect timing. It couldn’t get much more awkward than this. But then she started talking again, and wouldn’t you know? Somehow it did.

“Are you trying to pull a kinky version of what—”

“Hey! Yeah…” Trey interrupted her before she completed that thought. No reason to make things even more painful than they already were.

“Guess who I found out here?” Trey asked, super chipper. “Our favorite savant detective.”

Maggie’s face was a study in non-comprehension until Trey stepped aside to reveal Darc in all his blood and guts–covered glory. Maggie’s face twisted in on itself.

“Oh, Darc. What’s all over your…oh, no, no, no, no.”

She backed away from the widow as Trey helped Darc climb over the windowsill and into the apartment. Trey pushed and steered his partner toward the bathroom as he talked to Maggie over his shoulder.

“We’ll get him showered up.”

Maggie shot Trey a look that clearly said, What do you think you’re doing? Although with a few more swear words that Trey was really trying hard not to say scattered around. Trey started pantomiming to her that he was trying to get rid of Darc, when his partner turned around, catching him in the middle of an awkward arm movement. Trey let his hand fall to his side as Darc spoke to his onetime wife.

“Thank you,” Darc said flatly.

Maggie let loose a powerful sigh and murmured, “It’s no problem.”

Darc moved into the bathroom, and Maggie seemed to recover a bit of her normal self. “But do not use the white towels.”

Trey could feel Maggie’s glare on him as he studied a painting on the wall that all of a sudden seemed very interesting. She was good. That glare was white-hot, and he wasn’t even looking at her.

Yeah, this night with Maggie wasn’t going to end exactly as he had hoped.

* * *

The shower beat against Darc’s head, pounding in a rapid tattoo against his skull. He moved slowly through the stream of water, the pressurized jet sluicing away the blood and bits of flesh that still clung to his clothes.

He was standing in the shower still fully dressed, the cloth clinging to his form like a leech, the trails of red branching into rivulets of what seemed to be his own lifeblood draining out of his form, leaving him an emptied-out shell.

The strands of coagulated blood strung along in swirls of brighter color before they vanished down the pipe.

Symbols formed and disintegrated and reformed in the water, the blood taking on significance in one moment, only to lose it in another. It was the story of this entire investigation. One moment things fit, and the next there was nothing but scattered, glowing bits of unrelated logic.

A murmur of conversation rose above the sound of the running water. Trey and Maggie talking in the other room. Arguing? Possibly. The facts swirled into another set of symbols, these more than ready to be read with no difficulty. Darc ignored them. They meant nothing to him. Or at least he did not want them to.

The letters that he needed continued to evade him. They sparked and spat at him, their acidic discharge biting through the spray of the almost boiling water pouring over Darc’s head. He had long since turned off the cold water, wanting the catharsis the scalding water might bring. But there was nothing more than the steady beat of the pins of water against his scalp, his face, his neck.

Darc leaned his head against the wall of the shower, the comparatively cool tiles pressing into the skin of his cheek. As he closed his eyes, the lights of logic flared and dimmed inside his head. They danced and sang and spat and cavorted.

Full of sound and fury. Signifying nothing.

* * *

The sound of the machinery in full blast. The slap of the meat on the tracks. The metallic grating of the wheels as they turned under the side of beef.

Henry loved his job. Had he said that to himself yet today?

It was time to get the prepped sides of beef down to cold storage. The whole setup was going at close to 100 percent capacity. The cut beef was coming down the chute, ready to be hooked and placed on the tracks that led to storage. It was mind-numbing work.

Unless you found ways to make it fun.

Henry snagged another huge side of beef and slammed it onto the tracks, propelling it forward with the momentum of the throw. The wheels screeched and complained as he tested the limits of the metal framework.

Another. Then another. One more. Pushing himself past his normal limits. He was a beef-slinging god. A god of blood and fury.

Hard. Harder. Hardest.

The next one, he slung so hard, it made sparks rise when the hook hit the metal track. Carl, his “I hate my job so much, I could just die” friend at work, lifted his head up from where he was calibrating the machine that powered the track.

“What the hell you doin’, Henry?”

Henry hooked another side and sent it spinning down the tracks, grinning to himself before he answered. And when he did answer, he kept it close to his vest.

“Practicing.”

“What the hell for?”

But Henry just smiled as he speared another side of dead flesh.

He had his reasons.

* * *

Trey listened as Maggie puttered around in the kitchen. Maggie only puttered when she was pissed off. Trey sort of remembered something from high school. Symbolism? Symbiotic? It started with an s. Syllogism. That was it. If Maggie was puttering, and she only puttered when she was pissed off, then Maggie must be pissed off.

Just one more reason that nothing Trey had learned in high school had any useful purpose in his everyday life. His teachers had been full of crap.

Maggie came out of the kitchen with a mug of what looked like black coffee in her hand. The mug stated for the world to see that Detectives Do It Undercover. She was talking as she rounded the corner.

“Do you want a cup—”

And then she saw Darc passed out on the couch. Darc slept like a little kid. Trey had two nephews and a niece, all under the age of five. His little sister was a die-hard Catholic and apparently a bunny rabbit.

When those kids went down for the night, they’d end up in all kinds of wacky positions—arms stretched out above their heads, spine twisted around like a pretzel, legs all ski-wampus. Darc put them all to shame.

Darc’s left hand was shoved back behind his back, with the elbow pointing straight up. The right arm flopped backward above his head and off the couch. Darc’s face was somehow tucked into the cushion, making it look like he must be suffocating. As for his legs…Trey had no idea where to even start. He couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.

Maggie stood there looking down at Darc, her face softening, her eyes unreadable. Then she shook herself and looked over at Trey, her eyebrows asking…something. Trey shrugged, trying to work his way around way too many feelings for him to sort out right at the moment. Her expression tightened back up like she had just sucked on a lemon.

“How many days?”

No real need to ask her what she was talking about. They both knew Darc way too well for that.

“Three, maybe four, totally without sleep. Who knows when the last full night he’s gotten was.”

Nodding her head, Maggie gazed back down at the detective on the couch. The guy she used to be married to. Her hand twitched out, almost like she was going to brush back the blanket or straighten one of the pillows or something. She heaved one of the biggest sighs Trey had heard in a while.

“Fine. He can stay.”

She moved to the hall closet and pulled out a tattered quilt that she opened up and shook out. She laid the blanket over Darc’s sleeping form with her normal directness that managed to still seem gentle. Straightening up, she let her gaze rest on Trey, her right eyebrow dancing up a bit.

Trey grinned his best, most charming smile at her, hanging his head in a way he hoped looked repentant. Maggie crossed her arms over her chest and turned to head off to the bedroom.

In case there was any room for misinterpretation, her voice drifted over her shoulder.

“You? You can take the chair, lover boy.”

Yeah. This night was definitely not going to end as he had hoped.

 


CHAPTER 8

Darc felt the first rays of the sun upon his back as he fried eggs. Darc loved to fry eggs. It was his favorite meal. He was also very good at it.

Something about the precision of getting the pan and the bacon drippings to the exact temperature where the eggs would not stick, and the dancing of the logic lines telling him whether the egg was over easy, over medium, or over hard, allowed him to relax his ever-present vigilance.

There was no grey in cooking eggs. It was all a matter of volume, density, and heat. Plus, the runny yolks were delicious. He had once fried and eaten twenty eggs in a row, until Maggie had forced him to stop. According to her, he had gone through a week’s worth of eggs in less than an hour. That was not accurate. Per US norms, he had gone through several weeks’ worth.

Maggie. He heard her light step behind him. Without looking, he knew that she was pushing her left hand through the tangle of her sleep-mussed hair.

“Just like old times…” Maggie’s tone was tinged with grey. Something. Sadness? Disappointment? Bitterness? Whatever it was, Darc knew he had caused it.

“I won’t do it again.”

Maggie sat down at the kitchen counter, nodding her head. Somehow, Darc knew that the nod that should mean yes actually meant no. Curious. Maggie poured herself a cup of coffee and nabbed a slice of bacon from the tray where it was draining. She nibbled at the bacon in her hand.

“You know, it used to be romantic.”

Darc tapped an egg on the counter and cracked it into the pan. The egg hissed and spat in the liquid fat, bubbling around the edges as he sprinkled kosher salt over its surface.

Maggie’s unfocused gaze seemed to be looking at the egg in the pan, but Darc could tell she was seeing something much further off.

“To think I was the only one in the whole wide world you wanted to be near when you were shut down like that…”

She bit off another mouthful of bacon and chewed, deep in thought. Darc scooted his spatula under the egg, loosening it in preparation for the flip, which he executed to perfection. The yolk remained intact as he counted ten seconds and slid the egg onto Maggie’s plate, perfectly over easy. She smiled up at him for a moment, but then her expression changed.

“Then I realized you just didn’t want to be alone.”

Looking into his face, Maggie seemed to be searching for something. Whatever it was, she didn’t find it. Once more, her expression changed, this time hardening. That was how Maggie’s face looked most of the time now. At least, when Darc was around.

“Those are two very, very different things,” she finished.

The grey threatened. Darc turned back to his eggs, seeking asylum. But the sight of the white surrounding the yellow-orange of the yolk, normally a balm to disperse the miasma of grey mist, did nothing. This must be one of the moments Trey was always talking about. Times where you were supposed to talk about your feelings.

Darc had never understood those talks. It made so little sense to discuss things that you could not change or control. However, on an empirical basis, Trey had been proved consistent in his emotional assessments. Therefore, it made equally little sense to keep ignoring his advice. Darc decided to make an attempt at expressing his feelings.

“You didn’t leave a note,” he stated accurately.

Maggie almost choked on the bite of toast she was eating. Her eyes opened wide and her mouth hung open, exposing part of her uneaten food. This could indicate surprise or shock. It could also indicate sexual interest. Darc determined the former was more likely.

“You didn’t come home or call me back for three days, Darc,” she said. “Three days.”

Darc looked up from his eggs, after making sure he had a moment before they needed to be turned. From the living room, Darc could hear his partner’s phone vibrating.

This was not going how Trey had said these conversations should go. Emotions were messy. Perhaps it was time to insert more facts and details.

“I did that only one time.”

At that, Maggie got up out of her chair, her complexion turning a bright red. Anger or embarrassment? Once more, Darc chose the former. Maggie’s elevated tone confirmed the validity of his choice.

“You took the car when we were camping and left me stranded on Hurricane Ridge.”

“I thought I’d be back by nightfall.”

Maggie growled at him. “You took the compass.”

Trey’s phone vibrated again.

What was the most perplexing about confrontations with Maggie was that nothing followed any logical order. Darc’s having taken the compass did not negate or contradict in any way his assertion that he had thought to be back by that evening.

“I apologized for that.”

But it was clear that Maggie was no longer listening. Or rational, for that matter. She barked at him once more.

“And our third-anniversary cruise? I go to the bathroom and come back to find—” Darc opened his mouth to explain the necessity of his actions in that moment, but Maggie spoke right over him. “I ended up on a two-and-a-half-hour candlelit dinner cruise around Puget Sound all by myself.”

Maggie paused in her tirade, slowing her breathing down for a moment, before looking Darc right in the eye and giving the coup de grâce.

“So, yeah, I thought a note would be overkill.”

She grabbed another piece of toast off the plate next to the toaster and marched back to her room, slamming the door behind her. The oddest thing was the look Darc had caught right before she spun around. He could have sworn that her eyes’ dilating indicated that she was pleased. That could not possibly be right.

Once more, Trey’s phone vibrated from the other room.

Darc called out to him. “You might as well answer it.”

The sounds of Trey’s yawning and stirring came from his direction. Darc decided to halt the charade before it continued any further.

“You’ve been awake since I started the bacon.”

His partner must have seen the futility of any additional deception, as he immediately answered his phone.

“Keane.” There was a momentary pause as the voice on the other end mumbled something unintelligible. “Yeah, we’ll be right there.”

Time to go back to the dancing of the colored lights. The silver brightness here had turned to a grey muddle. It no longer helped him.

It only hurt.

* * *

Mala woke to the sound of children screaming.

She had been deeply asleep, lying in a cot in the doctors’ station, dreaming of jack-in-the-boxes. There were hundreds of them, filling up every empty space in the pediatric ward. They were under beds, on top of television sets, surrounding EKG machines. All of them had handles that were cranking on their own, taking each toy through “Pop Goes the Weasel” at a different time and tempo, creating a chaos of sound.

Then they would pop open. Out would spring a severed hand, or toe or ear. Sometimes it was just a spray of blood or a spill of guts. The room was filled with horrors.

Now there was screaming. And it wasn’t a dream.

Mala sprinted from the doctors’ station into the peds ward in a panic. Glancing at the clock, she saw that she had been asleep for only a few hours. Could the killer have gotten inside the ward? There had been a guard posted, hadn’t there? Mala couldn’t see anyone now.

Bursting through the door, the first thing she saw were crying children, some huddled in their beds, some running toward the door, all of them terrified. The next thing she saw was red.

Blood-red symbols were scrawled all over the walls, cutting across and through the cute little cartoon animals in their now-far-from-peaceful habitat. In addition to the symbols, there were horrific pictures of people with arms or legs or even their heads cut off, their severed limbs a blur of red crayon and marker. Pools of blood were a part of almost every drawing. Dark figures threatened in each of them.

“Oh, Janey.”

This was everything Mala had feared Janey could remember. It was everything she had hoped against hope Janey hadn’t seen.

And there, at the end of the room, was the little girl. Her mouth was a determined slash across her face. Her arms were crossed. And she was right in the middle of a huge detective’s badge she had drawn on the floor. She glared at Mala and slowly sat down in the middle of her safe zone, crossing her legs under her.

Mala sighed and motioned to one of the nurses to come over. Even as she said the words, she was pretty sure this wasn’t going to turn out well.

“You’d better find the homicide department’s number.”

Time to bring the detective back.

* * *

Driving with Darc was less than entertaining. Not a lot of idle chitchat? Fine. Trey could deal. No heart-to-hearts? No prob. Trey wasn’t all that sure he wanted to know what was going on in his partner’s noggin most of the time.

But Darc had a strict no-music policy when they were working a case. Trey loved music. He wasn’t all that particular about what he listened to—’80s new wave, ‘90s grunge, the aughts’ indie rock. He even liked dubstep.

What he didn’t like was sitting in a silent car for the hour it took them to get out to the O’Brien rock quarry. Maybe he should invest in earplugs for his partner. Not that there was any way to get him to wear them. Ah, well. At least the drive was pretty.

The quarry was about forty-five miles to the northeast of Seattle, up above Mount Pilchuck State Park. It was a sprawling granite quarry that stretched over a square mile.

It was also an oven.

As Trey clambered out of the Rover, he squinted against the harsh glare of the sun.

“What the heck are we doing all the way out here? And on the one sunny day in Seattle?”

It was pretty much the only day in the last two months when the clouds hadn’t covered the sky. Humidity plus hot sun plus exposed granite equaled death, as far as Trey was concerned.

Somehow, Darc seemed immune. He stalked over to the edge of the quarry, a site manager fluttering around, looking as nervous as a chicken in a fox den.

One of the uniformed cops approached from a nearby trailer. He called out to Trey.

“Hey!”

Trey waved the uni over, shading his eyes with his hand. It didn’t help.

“What’s up?”

The uniform grunted and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

“Workers called it in. It was weird, so we thought…”

Trey nodded. He had heard it before. “Yeah, who better than the freak squad?”

The cop shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. Trey decided to let him off the hook. This time. Trey turned to trot over to the side of the quarry, thought better of it, and walked. Slowly. Man, it was hot. And so early in the morning? Oy.

As he got close to the cliff, he saw that the site manager’s vibrating had ramped up a couple of notches. And he could see why. Darc was standing with his toes a couple of inches over the edge of the quarry and was leaning over. Trey decided to take pity on the poor suit.

“Darc. Back up a bit. You’re giving the guy a heart attack here.”

But not only did Darc not back up, he started looking like he wanted to climb down the sheer face of the quarry. Okay. The only thing to get the manager’s face to turn from purple back to dark red was to figure out what had Darc so focused. Trey moved close to the edge, fighting the vertigo.

And then he saw it.

Down on the floor of the quarry, two enormous boulders sat. They looked like they had been smashed together by some mythical giant. Between the two stones, three bodies had been crushed so badly that their hands were on one side of the seam separating the boulders, while their feet were yards away on the other. From where Trey and Darc stood, the scene seemed bloodless, the effect like some kind of freaky Salvador Dalí painting. Trey let out a whoosh of air.

“Oh, man. That’s like Wiley Coyote on acid.”

Darc’s eyes were darting around, probably seeing all kinds of clues or patterns or whatever the freak he saw. As for Trey, he was in the dark, even in the glaring sunlight. Par for the course.

“I don’t get it.”

The cop at his side perked up at that, his tone sarcastic. “Which part?”

“The killer goes from drowning to slashing to drowning and now crushing?”

His face a study in I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about, the uni just shrugged his shoulders again. But Trey couldn’t let it sit at that.

“Is he just trying to check off all the murder verbs, or what?”

Darc stiffened up suddenly, stumbling sideways along the edge of the quarry. The site manager let out a bark of pure terror. Trey rushed over to his partner’s side, grabbing for his shirt.

“Whoa there. Crumbling cliff.” He pulled Darc back a step or two from the edge. “Stable ground. There ya go.”

Trey glanced over at the manager, who had his head between his legs and was breathing heavily through his nose. He patted the guy’s shoulder.

“Yeah. I feel ya.”

As Trey followed Darc out to the Rover, his cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He reached in and flipped his phone open. It was dispatch.

“You guys need to head back over to the hospital as soon as possible.”

Trey looked ahead at his partner’s back, seeing the tight set of his shoulders. Darc was wound pretty tight. Whatever he was looking for here, Trey was betting he hadn’t found it. Which meant there was really only one way to go.

“Yeah. I think that’s where we’re heading anyway.”

Time to go terrorize a little girl again.

Sometimes Trey really hated his job.

 


CHAPTER 9

Mala watched from across the ward as the detectives entered. She moved to the middle of the room to meet them halfway. They were like a walking sitcom, those two. The tall, dark, and brooding straight man and the rumpled sidekick who was always spitting out punch lines.

Trey looked up at the red scribbles on the wall. “Wow. This just keeps getting…”

The detective trailed off, spinning around in a complete circle to take in all of the blood-red artwork. Problem here was that this wasn’t a stand-up routine, and there was no possible way to make a joke out of a little girl’s nightmare.

Darc passed right by Mala without even a sideways glance. His intensity brushed her back a step. She turned to watch the detective stalk up to Janey. The little girl scooted over and patted the ground next to her. Darc sank down inside the big badge that Janey had drawn.

Trey snorted. “Oh, yeah. They’re going to be BFFs.”

As the two silently communed, Mala sat down on one of the now-empty beds. The rest of the children had been moved to a far less “stressful” unit. If only she could say the same of Janey.

“She refused to move,” Mala explained to Trey. “We tried everything we could think of, short of brute force. And even there, I’m not sure but what she could take us. That kid’s fast. And wiry.”

“Tell me about it.” Trey chuckled, but his smile faded fast as he checked his cell phone, apparently awaiting some news. Mala had no idea what she’d called them away from, but her guess was that it couldn’t have been good. She glanced over at Janey, who appeared more at ease than she’d been since the last time Darc was here. Still…

“If she doesn’t eat or drink soon, we’re going to have to put her back on IVs.”

Trey waved a lazy hand at his partner and the little girl. “Well, you should be getting her a juice box or cookie or something, then,” he stated, “‘cause this could take a while.”

Mala looked back to the little girl and her brooding protector. In the little girl’s expression, she could see pain, determination, but now hope. Darc, though? Darc’s head swiveled slowly from side to side, apparently taking in the symbols on the walls. But his gaze seemed unfocused and vague.

“So, you have no idea?” Mala asked the rumpled detective. “No sense of what he does in these ‘trances’?”

All the air seemed to deflate out of Trey as he settled onto the bed beside her. His shoulders slouched a bit, and he stared down at his hands.

“You must know about image-based mathematics?” he asked.

“Of course.”

Trey’s head popped back up, his face becoming its usual, animated self. “Awesome! Can you explain it to me?”

“Um…” That was unexpected. Instead of getting some insight into the Dark Knight over there, she was going to have to explain the whole thing to his partner.

“Yeah,” Trey said. “I mean, I toss that term around when I have to, but…”

Rising, she grabbed a wheeled easel from the central play area of the ward, a slew of colored chalks in the tray at the bottom. She rolled it over to where Trey was waiting. Picking up a piece of pink chalk, Mala started on the board. Trey flopped down on his stomach on the bed, cupping his face in his hands. He put on an I’m paying attention expression, his eyes huge.

Maybe this would be a welcome retreat from the horror of this case.

“Okay,” Mala stated, drawing a 2 + 2 equation on the board. “Mathematical savants don’t see calculations as numbers.”

“Whoa. What? That can’t be right. How can you do math without numbers?” Trey’s face scrunched up in confusion.

“I know, right?” Even after all these years of study and clinical practice, this stuff still fascinated her. “But savants see the numbers in terms of shapes.” Mala drew tight-fitting bubbles around each of the numbers. “Now, you and I add one plus one and get two. However, savants put the ‘shapes’ of the numbers together…” Mala brought the two shapes side by side until they touched. With blue chalk, she outlined the negative space. “The remaining space between them is a new shape and hence a new number, which is the answer to the numerical equation. The end result is what Darc sees.”

The detective’s eyes dilated even further. “Oh, crap. Really?”

“Yeah. It almost seems silly at this basic level of math, but when you get into complex equations figuring into the millions”—Mala looked over to Darc as his eyes scanned back and forth, back and forth—”they’re not multiplying anything. The answer is instantaneous. It’s remarkable, really.”

“No kidding,” Trey said, glancing at his partner. “So, that’s what he’s doing now?”

“I would guess so. But the answers should be immediate.” Mala hadn’t had tons of clinical experience with autism or savants, but she’d studied their process in-depth. Many psychologists believed that the autistic state was actually an evolutionary step forward, that savants used far more of their brain, in far more situations, than “normal” humans. Yet with all of her research, Mala hadn’t run across a situation like Darc’s in any of her reading.

Trey flipped himself over onto his back and grunted. “Huh. Guess these freaky symbols are different.”

He pulled out his phone, opened up what looked like Tetris, and started playing, the cell emitting blips and beeps as he moved the pieces around. He glanced back over his shoulder at Mala.

“Best get comfy, Doc. It’s gonna be a loooonng day.” He settled back into his game. “Oh, and I call dibs on the bed.”

Mala nodded. She seriously doubted she could lie down. Despite her fatigue, her nerves were on edge. Perhaps she couldn’t decipher the killer’s bizarre symbols, but maybe she could unravel one mystery. Grabbing Darc’s file, Mala dug in.

* * *

Trey hated it when he was right. Five hours later, and Darc was still doing the “savant trance dance.” The captain had already called to complain about their lack of progress six times. That averaged out to more than once an hour. There was little any of them could do, though. They needed Darc. No one else had a clue as to how to proceed. Sure, the CSU guys had combed every crime scene, but, just like every other time, they had found only what the killer wanted them to find.

The symbols.

And the symbols were Darc’s thing.

Trey’s thing was that he had to eat every four hours. What could he say? He had a fast metabolism. And if he didn’t eat every four hours? Let’s just say it wasn’t pretty. So here he was, strolling back into the peds ward after eating his “lunch” at the hospital cafeteria. Even in his own head, he couldn’t help but put quotes around that word. Anything that was made of meat that he couldn’t identify didn’t deserve to be called food. He could still taste it. That wasn’t a good thing.

At least he’d been able to supplement out of the vending machine. Fanta and Cheetos should be in their own food group. Hey, you were supposed to get color in your diet, right?

Pushing open the door to the ward, he saw that Darc had yet to move from his spot by Janey. To her credit, the girl hadn’t moved much either, though her head was now resting on Darc’s shoulder and she was fast asleep. Dude. If it weren’t for the fact that it was Darc, that would totally be a Kodak moment happening over there.

Trey spotted the doctor over in the makeshift office she’d set up. She was sitting in a chair by the side of the bed. He had woken up to find her in that same chair beside him, also conked out. He had felt a little bad about that. A little.

The doctor was leafing through a chart. Trey guessed it was Janey’s. Although maybe it was Darc’s. He wouldn’t put it past her. She was nearly as bad a dog to a bone as Darc. As Trey passed by her chair, he caught a whiff of her scent. It was clean, but not soapy. The smell of the ocean without the nasty fish stink.

She was a riddle wrapped inside an enigma, this child psychologist was. And pretty in that exotic, I can’t tell where in the heck you hailed from kind of way. But something had been bugging him. Well, with so many dead bodies and bloody symbols scrawled all over a peds unit’s wall, something in addition was bugging him.

He perched on the edge of the bed, catching the psychologist’s eye. She closed the file and dropped it into her lap, crossing her hands over it. She lifted one eyebrow at him.

“What is it, Detective?”

“Um. You can call me Trey. Since we’ve slept together and all.” He swept his arm back and forth from the bed to the chair.

Mala went still for a second, then dipped her head down, shaking it softly. Wisps of dark hair broken loose from her ponytail swept back and forth. Such a small gesture, yet it changed her whole face. She looked ten years younger.

“All right, then…Trey. Although I’m not sure how your girlfriend would feel about us sleeping together.” Her eyes glittered with a wicked light.

“How did you know I have a…?”

“Please,” the doctor said. “You’ve got taken written all over your face.”

Trey went to argue, but why bother? Mala got paid to deduce stuff like that. Besides, he kinda liked the fact that he had Maggie written on his face. He also decided he kinda liked this Mala chick. But he still wanted to know something. Hopefully it wouldn’t strain the rapport they had built.

“Okay, Mala. You’re a good doctor, right? I mean, you rock out loud, I’m guessing.”

“Uh…I…”

“C’mon,” Trey coaxed. “You’ve got super shrink written all over your face.”

Mala let out another soft chuckle. Yeah, Trey knew how to make the ladies laugh. He couldn’t deduce his way out of a paper bag, but putting people at ease? He had that down.

The doctor ducked her head, her dusky skin darkening another shade. Was she actually blushing?

“Yes,” she conceded. “Yeah, I’m good at what I do.”

“Right…” Here goes. “So why did you let Darc and me drag Janey all over Seattle? I’m guessing that’s not standard operating procedure for kid-head docs.”

Mala paused before answering, pursing her lips. She opened her mouth, then shut it, then took a deep breath through her nose. When she lifted her head, her expression was serious.

“That’s a bit…complicated.”

Ah, Trey knew that one. If a chick used the word “complicated,” it meant she didn’t want to talk. A chick not wanting to talk about her feelings. For most guys, it was the Holy Grail. It also usually foretold the end of a conversation. Luckily, Trey wasn’t most guys.

“I like complicated,” Trey said, crossing his legs, sipping his Fanta through a tiny straw. “You know, as long as you explain it to me slowly and thoroughly.”

Mala shook her head. “I think it is best we concentrate on Janey.”

Trey tossed a thumb toward the two on the floor. “I think Darc is doing enough concentrating for all three of us.”

The doctor’s eyes scanned over, and she finally sighed. “I’m guessing my supervisors will also be asking me that question before this is all done.”

“So practice on me,” Trey encouraged. He really, really, really needed something to take his mind off those bodies under the rocks. And the bodies in the wind tunnel. And the bodies in the taxis. Yeah, he really needed a distraction right about now. “It sounds like this particular ‘complicated’ probably started, like, way before Darc and I stumbled into your life…”

A faint smile flickered on Mala’s lips.

“Did you always want to be a shrinky-dink?” Trey shifted around on the bed, looking for a comfy spot. The sheets were stiffer than some cardboard he had come across in his life, and he’d felt sandpaper that was smoother. They expected kids to sleep on this stuff?

“No,” Mala finally answered. “I wanted to be a museum curator. I double-majored in ancient languages and art history. Loved them both.”

“What made you change your mind?” Trey asked, then licked his finger, sticking it into the bottom of the Cheetos bag and catching all the crumbs in the corner.

Mala looked away for a minute, and when she turned back, her eyes were glimmering. She took another deep breath and continued. “My brother.”

From her sigh, Trey knew this part of the story didn’t end well. But what “complicated” story did? This was why most men bailed. Heck, even a lot of women bailed here. But that was what made Trey the conversation ninja. Tears didn’t dissuade him. If anything, it meant he was getting closer to the truth.

His partner might be all about figuring out crime puzzles. Trey was all about figuring out people. What made them tick. If you knew what was really going on inside, you could help on the outside. Like how he knew Darc. Really knew him. How else could a screw-up from vice squad land a gig with the department’s golden child?

As Mala breathed in and breathed out, memories, feelings, and pain crossing her features, Trey gave her space and turned his attention to Darc and Janey. The girl’s features were so placid. Peaceful. She was a princess who had called her knight.

Children got it—man, they really did. For such small creatures, they could really see the big picture. Darc was like a beacon in a stormy night. A battered, torn, and damaged beacon, which made him an even more trusted beacon. Why? Because Darc would never run away. He’d seen some stuff. He’d lived through a hell most others wouldn’t want to imagine, yet here he was, getting battered again.

The guy was like the Energizer Bunny of beacons.

And Janey knew she was in an epic storm. A storm most could never hope to survive, except she had Darc and his unwavering light. Well, the light, plus a bunch of really annoying personal quirks, but Janey probably couldn’t care less about those. Not when his light shone so brightly. Bathing her in its surety.

A twinge of jealousy surprised Trey. Back as a kid, he’d always wanted to be that knight in shiny armor. Turned out, he was just the guy who kept someone else’s armor shiny. But you know what? If that helped save a little girl like Janey, he’d buff that metal all night long.

A sniffle brought Trey back to Mala. This case had made her raw. Maybe too raw. He wanted to know but didn’t want to pry. “You know what? Forget it. It’s no biggie. I was just curious.”

“No, no. It’s okay,” Mala said, dabbing the corner of her eye with a napkin. “I think maybe Janey reminds me of Baasim, my brother. He was kind of an intense kid.” A grin broke out across the doctor’s lips, despite the obvious pain. “But with our parents, kind of hard not to be, you know?”

No, Trey didn’t know. His parents had spent his college fund when he was about ten. They thought a sequence of low-level construction jobs was probably in his future. He got a lot of “the point is that you tried” speeches around report-card time. Imagine their surprise when he made detective. Kind of one of the best things about being constantly underestimated. The look of sheer shock on people’s faces when you succeeded.

He nodded to the doctor, though. This wasn’t his story, it was Mala’s.

“I wish we’d been closer…” she said, looking out the window as rain splattered against the panes, creating a living, dripping piece of art. “But I was so much older and usually ended up babysitting him, so there were a lot of ‘you aren’t the boss of me’ kind of situations.”

“Was.” Mala was using the past tense about her brother. Never a good sign.

She shrugged as if she’d made some sort of internal decision to let Trey in on the source of the pain. “I went away to college, and you know how that goes. I didn’t really write or call or even show up to his twelfth-birthday party.”

Tears ran down her cheeks, but Trey didn’t interrupt her. He could feel when people needed to get stuff out. It was like a sixth sense. Maybe not as sexy as Darc’s image-based mathematics, but hey, it got the job done.

“I’m not even sure if I responded when my mom emailed that Baasim was going away to archeology camp. I was too busy taking twenty units in summer school to get my simultaneous degrees.”

Trey might not have been the best detective in the world, or even in the 50th percentile, but he could feel where this story was going. A young boy, off to camp. Tragedy in her voice.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Trey stated softly. It didn’t matter what she explained next—none of it could be her fault.

“No,” Mala said, “I couldn’t have stopped that counselor from doing what he did to Baasim…” She looked at him, taking a breath. “At least, I knew that after about five years of counseling.” Her gaze wandered back to the window again. “No, I blame myself for not being there for him afterward. Not protecting him from the system that should have been the ones protecting him in the first place.”

Mala rubbed her thumb against the palm of her other hand.

“You were just a kid yourself,” Trey comforted, although he knew from personal experience that knowledge didn’t always help.

“I mean, at first my parents did everything they could. Once they finally got out of him what had happened, they got him into therapy. They alerted the authorities…”

Trey waited as Mala’s tears fell from her cheeks onto the floor. Her lips scrunched up, then released, only to scrunch up again. Sometimes the pain needed a little prodding to come out.

“Then?”

“Ugh,” Mala sighed, using the back of her sleeve to wipe away the tears. “Some dick that called himself an expert in juvenile psychology convinced my parents that they shouldn’t press charges. That my brother should forgive his attacker and move past it.”

“But that wasn’t what Baasim wanted?”

Mala shook her head, tears streaming again. “But I agreed with my parents and the doctor. I. Me. I’m the one that talked Baasim into dropping the charges. I told him no good could come of the trial. The counselor had been fired. His wife was divorcing him. Why put our family through all of that”—Mala said with a hiccup, having to force the last words out—”when the prosecutors said the chances were slim a jury would convict.”

“Oh, Mala,” Trey said, reaching out and laying a hand on her arm. “How could you know better?”

Her head snapped around, her tone sharp. “Baasim killed himself the next night.”

Trey blew air out through his teeth but didn’t remove his hand.

“Sorry,” Mala apologized, her face softening again, the tears flowing.

“No worries,” Trey reassured her, squeezing her arm, though he could feel her pulling back into herself, putting up the walls, reconstructing the dam that held in all these feelings. She gently moved her arm out of reach.

“So,” she said, obviously trying to sound a bit more chipper, “that is why I let the patient decide when they are ready and for what. No one, I mean no one, knows better than the patient.”

Ah, now so much made sense. Back in the ICU room, he had seen the conflict in her face. As a matter of fact, Trey would have bet a month’s paycheck the doc would never have let Darc take Janey. But Mala in the end hadn’t let Darc take the little girl. She’d allowed Janey to go. There was a huge difference between those two.

“The patient knows best,” Mala stated with more certainty. “Janey wanted to go with you, so she went. I could probably get fired for that decision. But I’d make it again in a heartbeat.” Mala reached over and play-slapped Trey on the arm, startling him. “Just so you don’t think I can be bullied into doing something I don’t think is a good idea.”

Yeah, no. That was not something Trey would think about Mala. Ever.

* * *

Mala hugged herself. She’d been doing it a lot as they waited for Darc to rise from his trancelike state. She glanced at the clock. She blinked. She wiped her eyes, but the number did not change. It had been over seven hours since Darc had sat down next to Janey. You’d think in that time she would have settled. But after talking with Trey? She still felt unbalanced. It wasn’t like her to share like that. Just ask her fourteen therapists.

Yet Trey had gotten her to open up in, like, ten seconds. She looked at his sleeping form. He was on his fourth nap. Count them, four. Granted, she had taken two, but four did seem a bit excessive. But maybe that was what gave Trey his emotional resiliency. She knew detectives that cracked under half the pressure he was under. Yet to look at him, he seemed…happy. Not just content or compensating, but truly happy.

He’d grabbed one of the kid’s rag dolls and was now hugging it to his chest as he slept. Occasionally, or actually frequently, he would smile. Sometimes he’d even giggle. After everything he’d seen, he was giggling.

Mala nudged his bed. There were only so many times you could look through a chart by yourself. There were only so many times you could check in on your patient who was fast asleep in a comatose detective’s lap. Only so many times you could take a stroll around the ward or around the floor. Hell, Mala was pretty sure she’d explored the whole hospital at this point.

Perhaps she should take another nap, like Trey. Then her hand went to a kink in her neck from the last nap she’d taken. She really didn’t want to make it worse. So she gave Trey’s bed another nudge—you know, on accident.

He started awake and rubbed his eyes, giving her a bleary look. His normally messy hair was now sticking straight up.

“What’s up? Darc figure something out?”

“No. He hasn’t ‘figured something out.’ He hasn’t moved,” Mala stated, with perhaps a bit more bitterness than she had intended.

“Yeah. That’s Darc.” Trey craned his neck to give his partner a gander. “I’m telling you, he can go twenty-four hours without rest. Actually, he just had a full night’s sleep. He could go days.”

“This can’t be healthy for him.”

“Who said anything about healthy?” Mala opened her mouth, but Trey held up his hand to stop her. “I’m telling you. Go ahead and move him, take him home, put him to bed, but he is going to be doing exactly this.” He then nodded toward Janey. “And she is going to be doing exactly that.” He swept his arm around the room, indicating the gory symbols on the walls.

And then Darc croaked out a word.

“Need.”

Mala hopped from her chair as Trey knelt down next to Darc. “What? Buddy. What do you need?”

The tall detective swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. He opened his mouth again. “Art dealer.”

Trey sat back on his haunches and ran his hand through his hair, spiking it even more.

“An art…? Sorry, dude, I…” He looked up at Mala, his face a question mark. “Wow. I did not see that…What kinda shape ‘spells out’ ‘art dealer’?”

“I don’t know,” Mala said, equally confused. “But—”

Darc spat out words, cutting her off. “Blake. Series. Inferno.”

Next to her, Trey took out a pad of paper and scribbled down words as fast as he could go. “Jehoshaphat. I wish he’d go slower!”

Mala put out a hand to shush him. She had a tiny inkling of what Trey’s partner might be talking about. Maybe.

“Are you talking about Dante’s works?” she asked.

But Darc shook his head, the sharp movement causing Janey to stir a bit in his lap. He let fall another word. “Aristotle.”

What? That didn’t make any sense at all. Mala looked at Trey. “I don’t understand.”

Trey leaned back and stood up in one smooth motion. “Get used to it, babe.”

But it appeared Darc wasn’t quite finished. He spoke once more.

“Christie’s.”

After releasing that one last word, his gaze sank inward once more. Darc was no longer really with them. Trey made a loud raspberry sound, then grimaced as Janey stirred. His next words seemed more directed at himself than at Mala.

“Great. Now we need another savant to figure out what he just said.”

Mala couldn’t help but agree.

* * *

Trey had looked up the only art dealer known to deal with prints of Dante’s work in less than an hour. Did anyone throw him a parade? Nope. King Darc had requested an art dealer, and so Trey delivered one. Unfortunately, she was about as friendly as a librarian when you had fourteen books overdue. The uniformed officers had deposited the mousy art dealer at Trey’s side all of thirty seconds ago, and already her voice was making the bones of his inner ear decalcify. Where was a roll of duct tape when you really needed it?

Ms. Steinway—she had insisted on the “Ms.”—clutched her portfolio even closer to her chest as she spoke, her tone like a cat scratching its claws across glass.

“I still don’t understand why you couldn’t come to my office.”

“You’ll figure it out when you see it,” Trey assured her.

The art dealer took one hand away from her precious portfolio to push her glasses back up on her nose. Her face was pinched enough that it looked like she had taken a big bite out of an unsweetened lime or something. When Trey had first seen her, he’d thought she was in her late fifties. Looking closer, he saw she was probably closer to her late thirties. The rest of the creases just looked like frown lines.

Her hair was pulled back in a bun, making the whole effect that much more severe. But here again was another indicator that she wasn’t nearly as old as she made herself look. Her hair was jet black. And she didn’t seem like the type to invest in a good colorist. Oh, and she smelled like old books. And dust.

“But even these lithographs of the original plates are worth—”

Trey cut her off. “Trust me. Theft is the least of your problems…” He paused as he pushed open the door to the peds ward. “Therapy bills, on the other hand…”

He watched Ms. Steinway for the expected reaction. He wasn’t disappointed. The woman whirled around, the portfolio held out like some kind of shield. Her mouth was wide open as she whipped her head from one set of drawings to the next.

“I don’t…I can’t…”

“Okay, okay. Don’t freak out,” Trey soothed. “Come on in and show us whatcha got.” Trey grabbed her by the arm of her pantsuit and halfway dragged her over to where Mala was waiting.

The dealer’s eyes darted from the walls to Darc and Janey, there on the floor inside the detective’s badge. Trey could only imagine what was going through her head. He had to give her props, though. After just another second or two of gawking, she straightened her jacket and pulled out several lithographs with shaky hands. She propped the first up on the easel.

“As instructed, I brought along reproductions of Blake’s commissioned works on the Inferno.”

The picture she placed in front of them depicted children with almost no expression on their faces huddled in a white space. The woman turned back from the print to eye both Trey and Mala.

“The first is limbo, where virtuous pagans and unbaptized children go.”

Peering more closely at the painting, it started to feel eerily familiar. Where had Trey seen this before? The art dealer lifted up another print, covering the first. Naked figures writhed in what looked like columns of wind, their faces eerie and corpselike. This one reminded Trey of something, too. It was starting to freak him out.

“The second is those that could not contain their lust, tormented by a permanent storm.”

A voice spoke at Trey’s elbow, making him almost jump out of his own skin.

“Look familiar?” Darc asked.

“Aaaah! Sonofa…I hate it when you do that. Oblivious to obnoxious in two seconds flat.” Trey did what he could to get his heart rate back down to normal operating levels. Mala stared at the painting, tilting her head at an angle as she viewed it.

“So, we are looking at Dante’s Divine Comedy?”

The art dealer reacted to that, her lips pressed into a thin line. “No, no, no. Not Dante. Whoever requested the Christie’s auction pieces knew their art history.”

Lady, you have no idea, Trey thought. Out loud he just said, “Yeah, he’s awesome that way.”

“You see,” Ms. Steinway continued, “Dante did nothing more that borrow—some might even say ‘stole’—from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.”

Darc spoke up again. Apparently, after his little “nap,” he was all chipper and raring to go.

“Dante’s third circle contains sinners tormented by black snow and hail slush.”

That got the art dealer all excited. She started pulling out more prints as she gushed.

“Yes, yes, yes.”

This wasn’t making a lick of sense. Okay, the first couple of paintings were pretty spot-on, which was why they must’ve looked so familiar. But this one didn’t compute. Trey raised his hand.

“Umm. That’s not what we found at the house.”

The art dealer scanned each of their faces, her standard puckered expression turning to one of confusion. It was clear she had no idea what they were talking about. “At the house? What…?”

Mala peered with such focus at the print that it looked as if she was trying to see through it. Her eyes reflected the vision of what they had found at Janey’s house.

“It was a blood- and vile-filled pool,” Mala remarked. “But isn’t that Dante’s fifth?”

Now Ms. Steinway was clearly back on familiar ground. She lifted a finger and pointed it for emphasis, looking more than a little like one of the nuns from Trey’s school.

“Yes. Dante’s…”

“But not Aristotle’s,” Darc finished for her. These two were turning into the dynamic duo of obscure art pieces. All they needed were matching tights.

The art dealer smiled, actually smiled, at Darc. The expression did a 180 to her appearance. She was still a little bookish, but she was almost…human.

“Exactly! While Dante plagiarized from the philosopher, he also took creative license and modified the order of the punishments to more suit his medieval audience.”

She pulled more prints out of her portfolio, plainly excited by the topic and the fact that she had a captive audience. And Trey definitely was feeling held captive. He was pretty sure that this much concentrated history and art couldn’t be good for him. In fact, he could already feel a headache coming. The dealer was almost cooing as she continued her lecture.

“Hence, Blake charged his patron, John Linnell, several hundred gold coins for Dante’s version, which he wasn’t able to finish before his death. But he painted another set before the other, what Blake considered to be the ‘true’ set of Aristotle’s original vision, for himself.”

She propped up another print on the easel. It was easily the sickest painting Trey had ever seen. There was a large pool filled with blood, floating limbs peeking up through the sludge. Faces pushed up from the surface, their expressions agonized. Trey looked over at the dealer.

“And you were worried about these walls?”

Just like that, the pinched face came back. Ms. Steinway lifted herself up to her full height, her spine stiffening. Her tone was ice cold. “This is art at its highest form.”

Just because it was high art didn’t mean it wasn’t totally gross. But hey, what did Trey know? He was just the guy who was experiencing what was in those pictures, up close and personal. The dealer started to put the paintings in order, starting with the one of limbo. Then the storm. Then the pool of blood. Trey finally felt like he was catching on.

“Wait,” he said. “Let me guess. The next one is people squished by rocks…?”

And, presto! There was the next print, just as if Trey had pulled it out of a hat.

The doctor piped up again, making a guess at what was coming up. “So, the next one should be the River Styx?”

“In Dante’s, yes…” Darc spoke over his shoulder while watching the easel without blinking.

Trey was tired of feeling left out. Did everyone else know what was going on?

“What?” he asked. “Did you guys take a class in this or something?”

Mala gave a quick nod, lifting a finger to cut him off. Great. Everyone else did know what was going on. Maybe Trey should’ve partied less while he was at Puget Sound.

But the art dealer was already on to the next print, pulling it out of her magical portfolio of grossness. “But in Aristotle’s…”

Trey had been wrong. The previous one was not the sickest painting he had ever seen. This one was. The sinners were being pelted with guts, which were raining down from above. The ground was littered with bits of flesh and smeared with streaks of blood. It was just nasty.

“Aw, suck! That’s what we have to look forward to?”

Now it was the art dealer’s turn to look confused.

“Look forward to?”

Leaving the dealer to her confusion, Trey stepped back into the fray. He thought he might actually know what was going on here.

“So, wait a minute,” Trey said. “This guy’s got a hard-on for paintings?”

That seemed to get Ms. Steinway’s attention, big-time. Her back stiffened up, and Trey could swear he saw the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

“A hard-on?”

“No, he’s not painting. He’s re-creating,” Mala stated, her tone certain.

Great. Now Trey was back to being in the dark. Ah, well. Enlightenment had been great for the three seconds it had lasted.

“Wait,” Trey asked. “Did I miss something? Re-creating what?”

But Darc ignored him, answering the doctor instead. “It is why I could not discern it before.”

All right. Trey was used to getting ignored. He wasn’t used to getting ignored for another person. Usually he was just in competition with whatever crazy was going on in Darc’s head. Trey wasn’t sure how he felt about this new development. Time to get back in the loop before he was too far behind to catch up again.

“Discerning what?”

The doctor, unfortunately, was picking up whatever Darc was putting down, because she ignored Trey, too, her eyes locked onto the taller detective. No one seemed to exist outside those two.

“Your mind was trying to force the symbols into Dante’s Inferno.”

“When he was following Aristotle’s Ethos,” Darc affirmed.

“Re-creating them on this plane.” Her eyes glimmered.

Yeah. Trey was done with this shiz. He snapped his fingers between them. “Hey!”

They both turned to look at him. Wow. That had actually worked. Trey hadn’t thought past that. He had their attention. Now, what was he going to do with it? He took a couple of calming breaths and then spoke very slowly, drawing out the words.

“Again. Re-creating what?”

The two shared a look between them. Seriously, what the freak was going on here? Darc turned and directed Trey’s attention back to the prints as he spoke.

“The nine circles of hell.”

Trey looked at the print with the guts raining down on the huddled sinners and suppressed an urge to hurl up his nasty cafeteria lunch.

“Oh. Is that all?”

* * *

Just another day at the slaughterhouse.

They were in a huge, open, warehouse-like space intersected by tracks. Hooks hung down from the tracks, where slaughtered animals could be drained of their blood and then slid along the tracks to wherever you wanted to put them in the room. It was cold enough to raise gooseflesh on Henry’s arms.

After the carcasses were hung up to bleed out, they had to be sliced open and cleaned. Henry and Carl and the new guy had gone from corpse to corpse, hauling out the innards and dumping them into a container to be ground up for who knew what. Hot dogs or something, probably.

Well, most of the insides ended up in the container. The rest ended up landing at their feet, making a nice squish when Henry walked over them in his boots. It was a mess. And that mess had to cleaned up.

And who better to clean up the mess than Henry?

Henry pushed the broom across the floor, shoving one of the hanging carcasses out of his way with his shoulder. The polished concrete was littered with bits and pieces of guts, hearts, and livers from the hog sides they had just cleaned. Now they needed to be swept up.

And Henry was just the guy for the job. Hell, he had volunteered. He was a real favorite with the other guys at the slaughterhouse. He took all the jobs nobody else wanted. Sure, they didn’t ask him out for drinks after work, but Henry had no use for that kind of shit.

He had more important things to do.

Every once in a while, as Henry shoved the broom forward, one of the intestines or liver chunks would catch against a crack in the polish and leave a smear of blood or partially digested food. The streaks swirled around the floor like some kind of freaky street painting.

It was beautiful.

One of the gutted pigs had a string of intestines still poking out from the slit in its belly. Henry moved over and yanked hard, causing the guts to rain down, pelting the floor with blood and bits of flesh.

Beautiful. Just beautiful.

 


CHAPTER 10

Mala felt a bit sickened yet enervated by their discovery. A man, clearly deluded, had set himself on a course to re-create the nine circles of hell. Equally clearly, he was going to replicate them down to the tiniest degree. The thought of the suffering to come…

She glanced at the paintings. The horror they encompassed. And not a metaphysical horror but a real, tangible, physical horror. Nothing in her professional experience had prepared her for dealing with this kind of rampant carnage.

A psychologist’s life typically consisted of sorting through the rubble of a patient’s disintegrating life. There was carnage, sure, but the damage was of the emotional kind. The actual incident that created the pain, long over. Helping her patients through the existential angst when faced with their own possible death or the passing of a loved one. It did not mean seeing bodies rain down from the sky.

Yet…

Such a large “yet.” She had never felt more engaged then she had standing toe-to-toe with Darc. Sorting through all of the possibilities. Solving the riddle together. She had always said she liked the tough cases. That wasn’t completely true. She loved them. And this was the toughest.

Everything about this case. Janey. Trey. Darc. Hell, the symbols, and the Blake paintings. It was like it was tailored specifically for her. She swept her gaze once more over the reproductions the art dealer had placed on the easel. Mala had studied Blake, of course. You couldn’t even touch the romantic era without bumping into Blake, mostly for his poetry. The juxtaposition of “The Lamb” and “The Tyger” was at least a semester’s study. She had even seen one or two of his incomplete Inferno series.

Nowhere had she heard of the private collection based on Aristotle’s works.

Works that were coming to gruesome life. Mala should be appalled. And she was, she guessed. Maybe. But the biggest feeling was one of mixed determination and…excitement? That couldn’t be right. She had to admit, though, if only to herself, that she hadn’t just gone along to the house for Janey’s sake. Mala had to see Darc in action for herself.

Yet that had been nothing compared with their sparking off one another. Following a madman’s path, clearing the way for his capture.

Ms. Steinway began to take out another print, when Trey stopped her. “Yeah, thanks,” he said. “But I think I’ve exceeded my daily allowance for nausea.”

Mala thought ahead to what Darc would need from her. “To respond to these images?” she proposed. “To identify with them? The killer himself must have experienced some serious trauma.”

“Psychotic break,” Darc stated.

Even though it hadn’t sounded like a question, Mala responded. “I can’t imagine anything less.”

Trey waved a hand at the art dealer, who was carefully placing the prints back in her portfolio.

“Okay, whatever his drama…There aren’t many places where you can find body parts just flying around.” When no one responded, Trey continued, “Hello? Slaughterhouses, anyone?”

“That would fit,” Mala answered. Even Darc nodded.

Trey pulled out his phone, flipping it open with a flourish. “I’m putting out the call for a sweep. There’s only three, maybe four, slaughterhouses within driving dista—”

“Don’t bother,” Darc cut him off.

Slamming his phone shut with an audible snap, Trey huffed a breath of air straight up, ruffling his already messy hair further. “Never even gonna let me get a ‘hey, look, Trey actually contributed in some small way,’ are ya?” The shorter detective crossed his arms over his chest, facing off with Darc. That lasted for about as long as you would expect.

“Fine. Whatever,” Trey sighed. “So, are you going to give me an address, or what?”

And then Darc turned to Janey.

No. No. This was not happening again. Not on Mala’s watch. She squared off with Darc.

“Don’t.”

Darc turned that empty stare in her direction. Mala had already gone too far putting Janey’s mental health at stake because Mala wanted a taste of field experience.

“Don’t even think about it, Darc,” Mala said, crossing her arms, although she doubted that Darc would perceive that as determination. “You are not exposing her to a slaughterhouse.”

* * *

Darc stood motionless, the lines of logic snaking around the doctor, trying to get past her to the girl. Why did the doctor continue to act so emotionally? Had she not seen the same paintings as he? Did she not count the lives that would be lost if they delayed? Weighed in the balance, the danger to the girl would be minimal and more than likely temporary.

Perhaps if she understood why the girl was imperative. “I would not be exposing her to anything. We would simply be revisiting.”

The parents had been gutted at a slaughterhouse. Unfortunately, she had seen her parents slaughtered. Which, logically, meant that the girl had seen the slaughterhouse. Just as she had zeroed in on her own home, the girl could rule in or out slaughterhouses far faster than even an entire squad of police checking each one thoroughly.

“Darc, can’t you see that is even worse?” Mala asked.

It was strange to hear his name come out of another woman’s mouth. It was grey, nonsensical, and yet strangely pleasurable. What would it be like for her to say his first name, Robi? So few people spoke it. At times it felt his first name did not even exist. Or that it belonged to someone else.

However, that was a logic path to take another time. For now, he had to follow the strong, bright light. Could the doctor not see that? “She can pinpoint the crime scene.”

“Nice try, but I’m not signing off.”

His job would be accomplished with so much more efficiency if people simply did as Darc suggested. He would not recommend such an action if it were not the most logical path to take. If she could only see the glowing, pulsing light that shone all around the little girl.

Darc extended his hand toward the girl.

The girl took it without hesitation. Now both stared at Mala, who blocked their way.

“No, no, no,” Mala said. “Even I have a line I won’t cross.”

Darc cocked his head. “Like you wouldn’t with Baasim?”

Mala’s stern expression fell in on itself, making her normally pleasing features distorted and impossible for Darc to read. He must have done something that stirred the grey, as Trey reached out for Mala, putting his hands on her shoulders.

“Dude, no,” Trey said, stepping in between the two of them. “Just wrong.”

Even the art dealer, who had seemed to comprehend logic at a level far higher than most people in the creative field, recoiled, putting her hand to her mouth. A signal that something was direly amiss.

That made absolutely no sense. “You would not cross the doctor, your parents, the prosecutor, despite your brother’s wishes.”

“You…” Mala sputtered, “You heard?”

Of course he had heard. He had not had earplugs or other auditory restricting devices on. Did they think him impaired simply because he did not choose to respond to their attempts to get his attention?

“Yes,” Darc answered. The child’s hand, strangely, did not feel out of place. The weight of it felt right. Why was the doctor so resistant to this course? “And how is that different than now?”

Mala’s eyes teared as her lips tightened in a most unappealing manner.

“Rule eleven, man,” Trey said, then repeated, “Rule eleven.”

Darc did not need to remove the laminated card in his pocket to know that rule eleven stated that one should never discuss personal information with a coworker unless explicitly asked to do so. And with chicks? Wave off. Wave. Off.

Trey had a habit of repeating himself. Once this case was over, Darc would ask his partner why.

For now, he needed to get the child to the slaughterhouse.

He looked at Mala. “The patient is always right.” Darc repeated the doctor’s own words. Surely she would understand those. “How is this any different?” The woman still seemed reluctant, despite his excellent use of multiple logic points.

“If she is willing to risk so much,” Darc repeated Mala’s words to remind her of the choice she must make. “Then ‘how about you dig deep and do the same’?” Darc used Mala’s words from before. She had been correct then. She would see that he was correct now.

The doctor did not answer. Or at least not with words. Instead, she stepped aside.

Finally, a logical response.

With a squeeze to the girl’s hand, Darc moved them forward. Not to the slaughterhouse, but to a place. The next place. The next logical place.

* * *

Trey let his arm slide off Mala’s shoulder as she righted herself. “Sorry about that…” When she didn’t respond, he continued, “You just got the ‘full’ Darc experience.”

“It’s all right,” Mala said, seeming to pull herself together. “It only hurts because it is true.”

“No,” Trey stated. “Don’t go down that path.”

Mala gave a weak smile. “We both know that Darc would have walked my brother down to the courthouse and filed the papers himself. Functional or dysfunctional. Right or wrong, Darc would have seen justice done for Baasim.”

Damn if she wasn’t right. That didn’t mean that Darc had to use that as ammunition, though.

“But this isn’t your brother,” Trey reminded her. “It’s Janey.”

“And if I don’t let her go?” Mala asked. “And more people die? What if she can’t live with that? What if that weighs on her soul more than what has already happened to her?”

God, Trey hated these “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” scenarios. His headache cranked up a notch.

Mala turned to the art dealer. “Thank you,” she said curtly, before turning toward the door. When Trey didn’t join, her eyebrow went up. “You coming?”

No matter that this felt wrong down to his very bone. What was he to do, though? Now he was outvoted by two mega-minds. With a mumble to the creepy art chick, Trey followed Mala into the hallway. Ahead of them, Darc and Janey walked with determination.

“Great. Now they’ve formed a vocally challenged superhero team.” He sighed. “We’re so screwed.”

The doctor gave a crooked grin in response. Then Darc veered toward a door off to the right, taking Janey with him. What was going on? Weren’t they going to the slaughterhouse?

“Hey, brainiac, car’s this way.” Trey pointed down the hall to the exit. But Darc just walked through the door, the girl at his side.

Following, Trey pushed the double doors open to find himself in the hospital’s chapel. Yeah, he hadn’t seen this one coming. Not even a little bit.

The chapel was larger than most that you’d find in a hospital, the roof vaulted, with stained-glass windows that allowed light from the late-afternoon sun to filter in, catching the dust in the air. Like most houses of worship found in hospitals, it was nondenominational, while still giving a nod to the predominant religion in the States. Sure didn’t look like a synagogue or a mosque.

The high ceiling and the light gave the chapel a kind of bigness—like, wow, there might actually be something else out there kinda bigness. Looking closer, the total square footage was pretty small. Intimate. Standing at the front, someone speaking wouldn’t have to strain to be heard in the back row.

Trey brushed his hand against one of the pews, feeling the grain of the polished wood that gave way to the embroidered cloth of the padded backing. It had been a while since he’d been in a church.

“Now what?” He turned to Mala, hoping for an answer. She seemed to be good for those lately. “I just don’t…Did I miss a whole entire explanation?”

But the doctor seemed just as confused as he was. Mala walked up to Darc. “What are you—”

“Elysian Fields,” Darc responded flatly, cutting the doctor off.

Seriously? That was his explanation? Did smart people just talk in code all the time to keep the peasants from rising up against them? Trey was seconds away from looking for a pitchfork.

But it must have made sense to Mala, because she not only stepped back but waved him on toward the altar, where Father John was kneeling in prayer.

“Reverend?” Darc called out to the priest.

Startled, Father John turned to see the group, his eyes misty. He brushed a hand over his face and murmured, “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear…With all that’s…” He rose to his feet and came down to join them. “I guess I needed some solace as well.”

Trey and Mala stepped off to the side as Darc and the pastor talked. Trey whispered to the doctor, trying not to interrupt whatever the freak was happening over there. “Is there a word in the English language that means ‘way beyond confused’?”

“Darc is…” Mala’s words floated in the still air. “Do you remember the first circle of hell?”

Aw, great. Now he was getting a quiz on the art history lesson from upstairs. He thought back to the thin-lipped art dealer and her wacked-out paintings.

“That limbo pad?”

Mala nodded. “It’s for virtuous pagans and unbaptized children. Like Janey.”

“I still don’t…” Trey allowed his voice to trail off as the priest started what looked like a baptismal ceremony. Light from outside continued to stream though the chapel’s stained glass, painting the three figures in swaths of colorful illumination. It was kinda pretty.

Mala continued her explanation, her voice pitched to carry to Trey’s ear but not to interrupt what was going on at the altar.

“But if she is baptized…”

Trey clued in. “She wouldn’t be the killer’s type anymore.”

“Or…if she dies…”

Oh. Yeah. That. Trey gulped, then whispered back. “She’d go to heaven?”

Nodding her head once more, Mala watched as the priest completed the baptism, sprinkling Janey’s head with water. Trey was having a hard time believing that Darc had thought to do all this. He felt like he was watching a minor miracle happening right in front of him.

The pastor’s voice lifted up to fill the chapel.

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

Trey murmured, “Amen” and crossed himself. Janey looked up into Darc’s face, her eyes questing and uncertain. A smile flickered over her face as Darc took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the water off her forehead. His touch seemed surprisingly gentle.

Man, that Darc. He could tear someone to shreds, then do something like this. Something so direct, so simple, so completely disarming that you couldn’t help but forgive him for every little slight you’d gotten at his hands.

As Mala followed Darc and Janey out of the chapel, Trey turned back to the priest.

“Hey, uh…John. Thanks.”

The cleric glanced up from where he was cleaning up the altar. His face was a mask of conflicting emotions.

“I’m always happy to bring another into the fold…I just hope she won’t be putting it to the test.”

Mala nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.”

Trey waved at Father John, who lifted a hand in return. Well, that had to rank up there with some of his weirdest firsts. He never would’ve guessed that he’d see a baptism while on duty.

He just wished it had made him feel better.

* * *

Darc allowed the rumble of the Rover’s engine to lull him into a state of quasi-meditation. He called it “quasi” only because meditation usually implied a purposeful action to find inner peace. Darc did not care for peace. Inner or any other type. He sought answers. He sought to untangle the leaping, brilliant, unruly logic lines.

As unfamiliar streets passed by, Darc allowed the sights and smells to help him wrangle the shimmering symbols. They were back in the south part of Seattle, although they hadn’t crossed over the Duwamish Waterway this time.

Darc had not spent much time in this part of town before. It was the industrial area of Seattle, filled with warehouses and business parks and all things dirty, bleak, and grey. It was not the “pretty” part of Seattle. He knew because there were no pictures of it on postcards and websites. There was no green. Anywhere. Although the dim light that filtered through the clouds did seem apropos when fit to the environment.

Darc surveyed the exterior of the slaughterhouse as they approached. It lay in the middle of the street like a slug, its dingy exterior a tribute to the fact that what went on inside was not something that most people cared to know about. It seemed to lurk, waiting for their next move

To Darc, the effect was tempered by the glowing blue lights surrounding the structure. There were glimmers of green, yellow, and red, but they were flashes. Troubling, but not enough to keep him from entering. Unknowns were a part of detective work. Unknowns were a part of life.

His partner was on his cell phone and had been for several minutes, calling for backup. His arms waved in a wide circle as he gesticulated at the air around him, nearly knocking Darc in the head.

As the car pulled to a stop, Darc put his hand on the handle, but Trey locked the door. That was unexpected. This was a new behavior from his partner. His partner whined and complained incessantly, but Darc couldn’t remember the last time he had physically blocked him from an action. Trey seemed almost as surprised as Darc, but he held his ground.

“Yeah, no,” Trey said. “We are not going inside that…thing without backup.”

Darc opened his mouth to explain the exigencies of logic that demanded their entrance, but Trey just shook his finger at him.

“I’m putting my foot down, or finger, or whatever, down. No.”

Observing the hard lines in his partner’s face, Darc weighed the possibilities. He could attempt to force the door open; however, with no tools at his disposal, the action would more than likely take longer than it would for the backup to arrive.

Darc chose to question the girl again. There was a possibility that more information could be gleaned while they waited, thus eliminating wasted time. He turned to the backseat.

“Do you recognize anything?”

The girl closed her eyes and squeezed them shut, her face bunching up with the apparent effort to shut out the visual stimuli with which she was surrounded. Trey reached back and patted her shoulder.

“Don’t blame ya, kid. That’s what I’d like to do right now.”

There was information inside the girl’s mind. Darc knew it. It lacked only the proper question to unlock what was waiting.

“Did you see anything inside?”

She opened up her eyes wide, blinking rapidly. Her eyes darted from before she turned her head away, refusing the sight in front of her.

The doctor spoke in a low voice from Darc’s side. “Please don’t make her relive that.”

Darc did not relish his task. He never harmed anyone without necessity dictating that he must.

People dying, many of them children like the one in front of him. He had no desire to damage the girl’s fragile psyche. But there were no lines that he could trace that did not include help from this girl. Even knowing that the child was a plant from the killer and they were following his game plan, without her there were no moves.

And yet, at every turn, Darc was thwarted by those around him.

Darc turned his attention back to the girl. At that moment, police cars appeared from all sides, their lights flashing but their sirens silent. Apparently, the wild gesticulating on his partner’s part had been about the size of the backup he was requesting. This seemed to be the better part of the Seattle police force. Trey pumped his fist in the air, unlocking the car doors.

“That’s what I’m taking about!” Trey said, as he hopped out of the car.

As the cars screeched to a halt, Darc exited as well. He opened the back door. Janey climbed out with Mala right behind her. The doctor put her hands on the girl’s shoulders.

“We’re right here if you need us. You can…” She turned to Trey. “What did you call it? ‘Clear’ the area? We stay out here until it’s clear.”

Trey yelled over his shoulder, “Yeppers!” as he ran over to the officers getting out of their squad cars, giving them high fives and slapping them on their backs. Darc had not seen his partner this animated in a very long time. He could not ascertain why. All Darc saw was the number of police officers they were putting at risk. From his quick calculations, if this slaughterhouse was the slaughterhouse, he determined fewer than 37 percent of them would get out without injury. The likelihood of deaths, he put at seventy-four.

Darc looked down to the child. He could reach his hand out again. He knew that she would take it. Yet he could see pain chiseled into her features. Even he could see it. No little girl’s face should be so starkly fearful. Perhaps Mala was correct. The police knew the risk if they entered that building. Perhaps the girl could be spared the risk. Just this once.

One of the uniforms approached, pointing to the exits located around the squat building. “Looks like the building is locked down.”

Trey rubbed his hands together, barely containing his excitement.

“All right, then! Let’s get the battering ram!”

Mala spoke to Darc through the noise of the gathering posse. “Once it’s safe, we can see if she can narrow down the crime scene inside for you.”

He could have calculated the relative risks to each and every person here depending on if the girl went inside or not. Then the doctor more than likely would have stiffened. She probably would have then called Darc’s captain, who invariably did not like to discuss logic. Instead, the captain usually talked about such things as “political correctness” and the “media’s take on things.”

That rambling, useless discussion would take far longer than clearing the slaughterhouse and then bringing the girl inside. The lines of logic were not pleased, but even they recognized the exigency of taking action now.

Trey trotted up, after having grabbed several officers with their battering ram in tow.

“Yeah,” Trey said, waving the officers to the front door. “Shielding a kid versus reckless endangerment. No contest, Darc. Let’s do this the old-fashioned way.” He swung himself around, gesturing to the crowd that surrounded them. “Strength in numbers!”

There was no further use in arguing. Darc could see that the likelihood of changing their minds at this point was as close to a statistical impossibility as existed. The lines surrounding Mala and the girl were a dull, throbbing orange. He knelt down before the girl.

“We won’t be long.”

Why he said that, he was not sure. Yet leaving Janey without a word seemed…illogical. Swiftly, though, Darc joined the other men at the first door. The men with the ram approached, swinging the full weight of the heavy metal cylinder into the steel doors of the entrance. It hit with a resounding thud. Two more strikes like that, and they would be in.

With his peripheral vision, Darc watched as Mala dragged the girl to the nearest police cruiser, the girl fighting and protesting at each step. She stretched out her hands to Darc, her gestures a clear plea to take her with him. Once in the car, Mala locked the doors as the girl beat her palms against the window.

Darc turned away from the sight, a strange twisting in his stomach causing him an unusual sensation. The second blow from the ram landed, causing the metal to screech and the hinges to buckle. The vibrations resonated alongside the bizarre knot in his center. It was not solely physical, although he felt it keenly deep in his gut. The bright lines of logic blurred with an unexpected wash of grey.

He was not altogether certain, but Darc considered the idea that he might be feeling something. He shook his head, ridding himself of all distractions, as the ram landed a third time and the doors burst inward. Darc followed in the wake of the crowd rushing through the doors.

And although there was no rational reason for doing so, he looked over his shoulder for one last glimpse of the girl. Their eyes locked for a brief moment, and then Darc was inside.

Death awaited. And Darc felt a flash of another sensation. One of relief.

He realized that he was glad the girl was not here with him.

 


CHAPTER 11

“Yes!” Trey said, pumping his fist. Darc frowned. But then again, Darc always frowned. “Now, this is what I call traveling in style.”

Trey cracked his neck, feeling the vertebrae pop like the plastic pockets on a roll of bubble wrap. He was so amped up right now. He felt like a general leading an army into battle. Okay, he wasn’t really in charge, and his army was a bunch of overweight cops, but hey, there were lots of them.

Bracing himself, he pushed into the slaughterhouse with the rest of the group, bumping into and then off of three different cops in rapid succession. It was like he was the pinball in his own personal arcade game. It might have bugged him at any other time, but now? He was on top of the world, baby.

They all surged into what was probably the front office, but there was no light. One of the officers, using his flashlight, located the power switch and flipped it to the “on” position.

Nothing happened.

“Yep. This is the right slaughterhouse, all right,” Trey muttered to himself.

Shining his light around, he caught glimpses of what looked to be a very depressing place to work. There was a main desk for reception with faux-wood fronting that was peeling off, one corner of it completely missing, showing the black plastic underneath. The carpet on the floor was worn down to the stitching in the major traffic areas. And although color was hard to tell with a flashlight, it looked to be some kind of puke brown.

There was a smell of cheap air freshener in the air that didn’t quite cover over a deeper scent, one of copper and decay. Yeah, this place was the kind of business that would just suck the life out of you. Or sneak up behind you and put a bolt through your brain. You know, one of the two.

Trey pushed his way over to join Darc. Wasn’t tough to figure out where his partner was. Every other cop was giving him a wide berth, making for a pretty wide circle pinpointing his exact location. It was like Darc’s own little bulls eye. As Trey stepped into the no-man’s-land, Darc pointed to one of the three exits leading out.

“I will take—”

“No.” Trey cut Darc off before he could go any further. That was not going to happen. “Nope. None of this ‘we’ll split up, cover more ground’ crap.”

He glanced at the cops closest to them, gesturing for them to get closer.

“It’s you and me, Darc, and four of my new best friends here.”

Trey then swept his hand across the rest of the crew there, including everyone in the gesture. He didn’t want to leave anyone out here, did he?

“The rest of you guys break into teams of at least three. You can cover the other passages.”

Turning back to Darc, Trey spoke in the firmest tone he could muster. “Now, which one were we taking?”

The reaction he got from his partner was pretty standard. It was the I’m going to stare straight into your soul until you quail before me look. Trey had a lot of practice handling this ploy, so he managed to hang on long enough that Darc got tired of waiting. His partner indicated toward the door right in the middle of the three. Trey turned to the rest of the team.

“Gentlemen?”

Making a gesture that felt very military-esque, Trey led them into the next room. As the flashlights of his compatriots lit up what was around them, Trey stifled the impulse to scream like a little girl.

There on the table in front of them, and in every possible space on the walls surrounding them, was row upon row of sharp, gleaming instruments of butchery. Meat saws and bone saws, cleavers, hooks, clamps, and more knives than Trey had ever seen in one place before. It was a weapons smorgasbord. Trey spoke over his shoulder to the rest of the crew, trying to keep his voice from quavering.

“Okay, so our suspect is definitely armed.”

* * *

Ah, Seattle. You could always count on the Emerald City when it came to precipitation. Mala had lived in the city since moving here after her doctorate program at Harvard…East Coast to West. There were days when it felt like the time she had spent here in the sun during those years was roughly equivalent to less than a week.

A smell of ozone filtered in through the cruiser’s vents, the fresh-earth scent tingling in her nostrils. What was normally a pleasant odor took on menacing overtones in her current circumstances. Instead of smelling like life and growth, somehow now it was the scent of danger.

The grey of the stormy atmosphere, added to the already bleak exterior of the abattoir, created an effect that escalated the sinister effect by a factor of ten. Shadows deepened, greys turned to charcoals, monsters and madmen lurked in the hidden depths.

And the problem was, that could very possibly be the actual fact. The chances that their killer was holed up inside the slaughterhouse were high. This was the place. The way Janey stiffened each time she looked at it confirmed their worst fears.

The temperature had dropped drastically, and a light rain had started, the drops beating against the roof of the police cruiser in a steady tattoo. Mala wiped a layer of steam from the inside of the window, the moisture cool against her warm palm. She was trying to keep an eye on the entrance to that troll of a building into which Darc and his partner had vanished. On a logical level, Mala knew that watching the building was doing precisely nothing. And yet here she sat, watching away with a vengeance.

She glanced over to check on her young charge. Janey was busy drawing badge after badge after badge into the condensed mist on her window. There was not a square inch left that didn’t have at least a tiny replica of a detective’s shield. And every one of those badges was another reproach. Janey blamed her for not being able to stay with her hero.

“Janey, could you please stop—”

The look the little girl gave her over the seat could have curdled milk. Without even trying hard. Mala held up a hand in surrender, her tone gentle.

“All right,” she conceded. “That’s not going to make Darc come back any faster, though.”

Instead of the intended effect, Mala’s words just made Janey work that much harder. The beads of moisture collected together and ran down the window, cutting the badges in half on their way down. A chill ran down Mala’s spine, mirroring the path of the drop of water on the pane of glass.

Mala found that she was no longer frustrated with what Janey was doing. She realized instead that she was just hoping that it actually worked.

* * *

Moving across the tool-filled room, Darc watched as the light reflected off the gleaming instruments from the flashlights crisscrossing the space and mixed with the glowing lines inside his head. There was a growing strand of yellow, blending toward orange, that was creating a knot of tension in Darc’s right shoulder and spreading up to his neck. He placed a hand on the metal table in front of him, feeling the slick chill spread from his hand up to his wrist.

The uniformed police officer who had taken point lifted his cell phone up and lit up the screen, displaying the time, 4:34 p.m. Inside the building it might as well have been two o’clock in the morning. No light from the outside reached them here. The officer spoke to the general air.

“I don’t think slaughterhouse employees have bankers’ hours, so….” The officer looked around the room. “Where is everyone?”

The echoes from his question bounced around the room and back to the group. There was no softness here to catch and dampen the sounds. Each footstep, every ragged breath, bounced back at them, multiplying their numbers and confusing their sense of direction. With each echo, they envisioned the killer stepping out from the shadows that surrounded them.

Darc knew from his experience with other individuals that this could be disorienting to them. For Darc, it was just part of what his daily experience always consisted of. He heard and processed everything around him. Every sound. Every movement. Every change in his environment. What others filtered out, Darc processed. Even wearing noise-canceling headphones and listening to music, he could hear someone whisper from across the room.

The officer in the lead came up to a sliding door, Trey right at this side. His partner glanced at the group, making sure everyone was keeping up. He then placed his hand on the latch holding the door shut.

“I think we’re about to find out.”

Trey positioned himself on one side of the door, and Darc mirrored him on the other side. Once in place, Darc nodded his head once. Trey counted down.

“Three, two, one.”

He pushed down the latch and pulled toward himself, hard. As the door dragged open with a piercing scream of metal on metal, out of the opening poured a wash of blood and body parts, splashing over the shoes and up onto the slacks of the officer that had foolishly chosen to be right in front. He looked down at the gushing horror around him, just as a mass of intestines washed up against his ankle.

“Oh…my…” Trey said, as he danced back.

And then there were nothing but gagging sounds as the lead officer began to retch. He turned and ran back out the door leading to the entrance of the building. Trey watched him leave, shaking his head.

“Lightweight.”

The remainder of their party moved through the human soup, doing everything they could to keep the viscera from getting on their clothing. That endeavor was a spectacular failure. One of the officers muttered gulped hard before he spoke.

“Is this…Are they…”

No one answered the man, Darc assumed because the answer was so obvious. It was an answer to the previous question. Where are all the employees? Apparently, they were underfoot. Which fit in with Darc’s calculations. Would any of them survive this slaughterhouse any better than the employees?

A sound from the far side of the room caused every gun to be jerked horizontal. Every eye was trained toward the opposite side of the darkness. Patches of light from the flashlights zigzagged across the empty space, seeking the source of the noise.

One of the uniforms gulped, the sound loud in the sudden stillness. His eyes darted from the room to Darc to Trey in rapid succession.

“We’re going in?”

Trey glanced at Darc, his eyes asking the question. In answer, Darc stepped over what looked to be a kidney and moved into the adjoining room. Darc heard Trey let out a long breath before answering.

“Yeah, we’re going in,” Trey muttered.

Moving through the doorway, Darc found himself in a large, empty room. Connected tracks snaked across the ceiling, finally leading up to, and apparently extending beyond, the next three doors. Sharp hooks hung from the tracks where animal carcasses would normally be hung. But from each of them drooped the sad remains of what had once more than likely been one of the employees.

This was the exsanguination room.

Their throats had been slit, and then two additional cuts made just underneath both the solar plexus and the abdomen. Blood and bits of flesh rained down from above, splashing into the pool below with a sound that would almost be pleasant if it weren’t for the horror of the scene.

The floor sloped down to the center of the space, where a large mass of something blocked what was almost certainly the drain. The smell of carnage threatened to nauseate even Darc. It was a scent of mixed metals and rotten meat, the heady mix enough to overpower lesser men. The sloshing of blood pulled at Darc’s legs with every step.

And on the walls, the symbols perched, waiting for him. They were messier and more smeared than they ever had been before, seemingly rushed or done with an inexpert hand. The symbols came forth reluctantly, fighting Darc every step of the way. They twisted and turned, eluding his grasp, refusing to fall into any recognizable pattern.

As the group continued across the open space, keeping to the sides, where the pool of gore was more shallow and there were fewer bodies overhead, Trey turned to one of the uniforms and pointed at his foot.

“Whoa there. Watch it, dude. You’re stepping on a”—he bent down, shining his flashlight to get a better look—”foot? And a hand. Oh, and a jaw.”

Body parts raining down from above. An exact duplicate of Blake’s painting from the museum. The fifth circle of hell.

At the other end of the room, the three doors crouched, a bloody symbol sketched on each. Trey glanced at the doors and then back to Darc, his flashlight flickering between the letters.

“Which way?”

But the symbols would not help. They evaded him, spinning out of the spaces where he tried to place them. None of this made sense. Darc glanced back toward the entrance, needing the input he could get only from the little girl. Trey noticed.

“Do you see what you’re standing in?” his partner asked. “There’s no way Doc’s letting Janey in here.”

His partner’s assessment was accurate, although having the girl present would save the lives of many of the policemen here within, very possibly including him and Trey. His partner stared into his eyes, seeming to read the expression he saw there.

“Darc?”

They could not stay here forever. The symbols were telling him nothing. He had to make a decision. Now.

Darc nodded at the center door. One of the policemen moved to check it. The handle moved without resistance. The door was unlocked.

Without speaking, the men arranged themselves around the door, ready to burst in as soon as it was open. No matter what they might think about Darc personally, it was clear they trusted his judgment and would follow him wherever he led. For the first time, he wished that were not the case.

Whatever was on the other side of that door could end up killing them all.

* * *

Eli was freaking out.

He had been a cop all of three weeks. Fresh out of the academy, Eli was the guy that got all the “newbie” jokes played on him. The last one had involved a cat, a stapler, and his brand-new jacket.

All that was sounding pretty sweet right about now. Instead of being razzed, he was here in the creepy, smelly possible lair of a crazed serial killer. He’d take practical jokes any day of the week.

And this group didn’t even know what they were doing. All the information was with Detectives Keane and Darcmel, and no one knew exactly where they were. So here they were, tromping around an apparently abandoned slaughterhouse in the dark.

Yeah, there was nothing scary about that.

His group burst through another door and into a room that was…clean. That was the first thing you had to notice. There was a scent of cheap pine cleanser in the air. Polished metal surfaces glimmered in the reflected rays of the flashlights. Where everything else had looked and smelled less than stellar, here, everything was pristine. Why did Eli find that disturbing?

Hannigan, one of the beat cops in the precinct, let out a huff of air.

“This is just stupid.”

Rossi, Hannigan’s right-hand man and partner in crime—at least, that was what Eli had heard—let out a bark of sarcastic laughter. “Another bona fide Darcmel wild fucking goose chase.”

Doing his best Darcmel impersonation, Hannigan dropped every ounce of expression and inflection in his voice. “To be exact, undomesticated, intercoursing northwestern Canadian goose chase.”

Okay, that was funny. Eli started to chuckle and then realized he couldn’t. Something was jerking him backward, tugging at his neck. He reached up to his throat, feeling a bar of metal that curved around the right side of his neck where his Adam’s apple should be. His fingers came away wet. Lifting his hand away from his throat, he held it up in front of his face. In the reflected gleam of his flashlight, his fingers were bright red with his own life’s blood.

He tried to scream, but nothing came out but a gush of blood and some bubbles of air. The cops in front of him continued forward, oblivious to his plight, as Eli fell to his knees, pulling at his throat. He traced the bar at his neck, fumbling to try to get it out. It was a meat hook. Someone had speared his throat with a meat hook.

Just as he felt a strong yank pull him across the floor, Eli passed into blissful oblivion.

* * *

The group rushed through the door after having to push hard to open it up. Trey tried not to make it too obvious that he didn’t have any intention of being first. And then they were inside the next room, and all thoughts of who was first went clean out of his head.

The first thing he noticed was how cold it was. The temperature had dropped by at least forty degrees. His breath misted in the air in front of him, but, as he looked around, nothing seemed frozen. It was probably kept just above freezing. That was probably why it was so hard to get the door open. It had a seal to keep in the cold.

Trey was guessing that this must be the gutting room. He had no idea if that was what they called it, but that was what it looked like. If he ever took leave of his senses and decided to get a job at a slaughterhouse, “gutting room” was how he would refer to it.

Although “room” was maybe not quite so accurate. The space was enormous, like some gigantic cavern, except one made out of concrete and steel. And throughout the room, hanging by their back two hooves, was cow carcass after cow carcass. They stretched back as far as Trey could see.

The animals had been split straight down the center along the belly, from the jawbone down to the tail. It looked like everything had been scooped out from the inside. Well, almost everything. Guts hung and trailed below many of the animal corpses.

Glancing around to make sure the whole group was there, and accidentally blinding two of the cops with his flashlight, Trey shook his head.

“That’s it,” he sighed. “I am officially off meat.”

One of the uniforms, Officer James, nodded. “Yeah, you and me both.”

Straining his eyes to try to see the back wall of the room, Trey was starting to realize just how enormous the space was. There was no way they could search it all as one group. Great. Just great.

“Okay,” Trey conceded. “We can split up.” Then, before Darc could get too many ideas, Trey blurted, “A little. A little.”

Turning to the group, Trey started calling out the teams. No way he was letting anyone else pick. He wasn’t about to get picked last on this playground. “All right. Benti, you go with Darc. I’ll be taking the other two.”

And yet, even with that, Trey was pretty sure the teams still weren’t even.

* * *

The hanging animals swung on their hooks, tracing patterns on the floor that only Darc could see. These patterns meant nothing. The symbols created were not symbols. They were just random squiggles of bright light.

That was only to be expected from the random swaying of animal carcasses from the circulating of frigid air. All that could be found here were the fractals that existed everywhere in nature.

But nothing else made sense. The symbols on the doors seemed just as random as the paths traced by the swinging sides of beef.

Snaking his way through the room, Darc sensed the officer trailing along behind him, matching his every move. Darc’s preference would have been to work on his own, but at least in this moment he recognized the need to have someone there in case Darc failed. For the very first time, Darc felt he understood his partner’s incessant need to call for backup.

Today there was no glow illuminating the way. No gleaming trail to lead him forward. He felt cut off, blind, incapable of that which lay before him. The only light led back. Once more, he felt the need to return for the girl. She could help make sense of all this. Even knowing where the killing grounds were would help all the pieces fall together.

That way lay mists of grey that were to Darc incomprehensible. Both his partner and Mala were adamant that the girl not be involved. There was nothing of logic there, but when two people he trusted with his life demanded his compliance, it made him second-guess his analysis. That was unpleasant.

And then Darc remembered Trey’s rule twelve: “See it through the other guy’s eyes, dude.” This was a rule he had never fully comprehended. Perhaps it was time to attempt it.

The first order of business was that the “other” was a girl, not a guy. His partner used “guy” indiscriminately, for men, women, and children, so that was not an issue so far as Darc could tell. Although perhaps Darc did need to factor in gender. Maggie had constantly told him that the world was different for men and women. That had made no sense at the time, but perhaps it was important here.

What was the difference? Men were typically physically stronger. That could create a disparity when dealing with a male attacker, which the little girl obviously had experienced.

Emotional vulnerability? Certainly, his experience with Maggie indicated this could be a weakness, especially in moments that demanded full physical commitment.

Height? That could be another variable for which he should adjust his calculations. He recalibrated, imagining the space from three feet, two inches lower. In a space that had claimed the lives of those closest to you. Darc pictured Maggie and Trey dissected in front of him. He envisioned the little girl, hauled in for evisceration. His height diminished, his physical prowess gone. Nothing he could do.

The resultant sensation took him by surprise. In a rush of grey, Darc felt his balance sway.

He now understood what had so upset Trey and Mala. Not for the first time, he regretted taking his partner’s advice. This newfound sense born of seeing things from another perspective brought on a feeling of weight and responsibility for the girl. It was…inconvenient.

And then another face flashed in front of him, her body readied for slaughter.

Mala.

That was strange.

Once again, the grey betrayed him. He was no closer to the killer. Every step into the mist of emotion pulled him further away from his solution. Darc pushed the image and the unusual sensations away from him. Other than helping him see why going back for the girl was untenable, they did nothing for him.

It was time to break a killer’s code.

He went back to his searching, viewing the room from every imaginable angle, seeking patterns, lines of logic, elusive symbols that would light up the darkness.

All he found was death, swaying gently from metal hooks above.

* * *

The rain was letting up. Mala placed her cheek close to the car’s windowpane, peeking up at the sky. The clouds were as thick as ever, coating the sky in shades of white and grey.

In contrast with the surroundings here on the ground, however, the bleak, stormy sky was positively awash in color. Mala could not imagine having to come to this area to work every single day. What would it do to people’s psyche to see nothing but dingy brick, concrete, and corrugated metal everywhere they looked?

It wasn’t enough to explain the kind of psychotic break the killer must have experienced, but it could have been a contributing factor. Mala knew from professional and personal experience that the accumulation of seemingly small details could be as overwhelming as one significant trauma.

Janey shifted and squirmed in her seat in the back of the police cruiser, bringing Mala back to her immediate environs. Janey’s window was now one solid mass of detective’s badges, bleeding and blending into one another, creating some kind of abstract painting. It was actually kind of beautiful.

The sounds of movement intensified. Mala turned around to fully face Janey over the seat. The girl’s face was twisted up, and she pressed her legs together.

“What’s wrong?” Mala queried.

Janey crossed her legs and frowned at her. Ah. The universal sign. She had to go to the bathroom. Mala grimaced at her oversight. She had worked alongside children long enough to know better.

“Guess I should have told you to go before we left.”

Glancing up and down the street for a gas station or restaurant, Mala was confronted with warehouse after warehouse. No easy solution for the situation here.

She unlocked the doors of the car, stepping out to speak with the policeman stationed just outside the entrance to the abattoir. Janey stepped out of the backseat, falling into step with Mala.

Mala waved to get his attention. “Do you know where we might—”

But Janey’s need to go to the bathroom was apparently just a ruse. The little girl darted for a small vent on the side of the slaughterhouse.

“Janey, no!” Mala yelled, racing over to the side of the slaughterhouse. The cop was faster, getting both of his hands on Janey’s shoulders. But the girl was small, wiry, and more than a little clever. She slumped, as if she were about to fall down or pass out. When the policeman instinctively shifted to take her weight to keep her from falling, Janey wriggled out of his grasp, opened the vent, and disappeared into the shaft.

The vent was far too small to allow either adult—any adult—to follow, and by the time Mala got there, she was just in time to see Janey’s form vanish around a turn in the cramped tunnel.

Janey had gone to find her detective, and there was nothing Mala could do about it.

* * *

Darc walked with a steady pace, his assigned officer two steps behind him. Trey and his officers reached, making it past all of the hanging animal corpses without uncovering a single clue. There was nothing here but chilled meat and oppressive darkness. Darc stood side to side with Trey, staring at two doors that stood next to each other on the back wall.

There were no symbols on their surfaces.

The frustration Darc had experienced since entering the slaughterhouse intensified exponentially. In a case where nothing fit together, Darc was now in a locale where meaning eluded him. The killer was toying with him, always one step ahead. It was a foreign sensation for Darc. One that he found he had no desire to repeat.

The killer knew he had the girl. The killer also must know there was no way the girl would be allowed inside the building. This entire raid had been designed to do nothing more than mock Darc in his ineffectual state.

At Darc’s side, Trey ran a fist through his hair. “Dude, I’m cool with going back.”

Rather than respond, Darc gave his partner a look. It was the one Trey called “the look of death.” Darc had found it to be effective in dealing with his partner’s trepidation in the past.

But as his partner held up a hand to take back his statement from before, a movement just beyond Trey’s head caught Darc’s eye. One entire row of carcasses was swaying in perfect sync. Only the one row moved. This was not random movement from the ventilation system.

Trey must have noticed the change in Darc’s eye-line, for he spun around to see what held Darc’s attention. He raised his gun, pointing at every corner of the room.

“What?” Trey demanded. “What the freak are you looking at?”

But for Darc, all that existed was the swaying of the animals. A set of symbols formed, coalescing in Darc’s mind and immediately falling into place. There was no doubt now.

“He thinks himself so clever,” Darc said.

Trey continued swinging his weapon around. “He who? Clever how?”

Darc walked to the door on the left and pushed it open. The sight on the other side of the door caused his partner to groan.

“God’s testing me, he really is,” Trey stated, as he peered into the room. “I will not swear. I will not swear.”

* * *

The space was small, and strange echoes came back every time she moved. The metal walls of the scary tunnel boomed like a drum when she pushed against them with her hips or her hands. The noise was scary, but she couldn’t move ahead without making it.

She could hear her own breathing. It was loud and fast. She tried to do what her daddy always told her when it was bedtime and the monsters in her room scared her. She counted to ten real slow, breathing in on one number and breathing out on the next. After a little while, she could feel the pounding in her chest slow down some.

Thinking of her daddy was hard. He had tried to be so brave when he was here. He was smiling at her, telling her it was going to be okay. But it wasn’t okay. It would never be okay.

Not unless she could find the man. The man with the bald head and the dark eyes. He didn’t smile at her. He never smiled at her. But he made her feel safe when he was there. She had to find him.

She grabbed her bear, Popeye, and hugged him tight. His name hadn’t always been Popeye. When she had gotten him, his name had been Paddy. But when his one eye had fallen off and Mommy had stitched it back on, her mommy had said that maybe Popeye was a good name for him now.

It was a good name. It had made her laugh. And he smelled good. He smelled like her old home, before all the bad stuff happened.

As she smelled him again, a different smell—a bad smell—came up from a hole in the side of the tunnel. It made her scrunch up her nose, it was so bad. She tried not to breathe too much until she got past it.

And then there was a noise behind her. It was really scary, even though it sounded like it was a long way away. She started moving faster.

She knew the man was somewhere up ahead. He would make it okay.

He had to.

 


CHAPTER 12

Trey was devastated. And more than a little sick to his stomach.

There, laid out in front of him—in front of all of them and God—was the sausage-making room. This was so not okay. Trey was pretty sure his life would never be the same again.

The room was not as large as some of the suckers they’d gone through so far. But what it lacked in size, it totally made up for in making Trey’s past breakfast crimes stand out in stark relief.

On one end of the room was container after container filled to overflowing with what Trey figured must be meat. But it was not any kind of meat he had ever seen at the grocery store. There were bumps and lumps that shouldn’t be there, and the colors and textures were just…gross.

Trey had never been much of a guy’s guy when it came to the whole hunter-gatherer thing, much to the disappointment of his dad. Trey liked his meats prepackaged and covered in plastic. So his experience with this kinda stuff was admittedly limited, but seriously…what the crap were they putting into those sausages? Trey couldn’t tell, and he was pretty sure he didn’t want to find out.

Off to the side of the stacked containers with the “meat” in them were huge, industrial-size grinders. Bits of ground meat clung to the metal, the stuff around the plate turning a dark black color.

There were some huge mixers and the stuffing area crammed into the other corner of the room. Boxes of intestinal linings processed to become casings for the sausages were stacked up next to the machine that was used to fill the tubes.

The smell was a bizarre mix of pleasant spices and decaying meat.

Officer Benti cleared his throat before speaking. “So this is how they make it.”

“Oh, I did not want to see this,” Trey groaned. “I like my breakfast meats. I need my breakfast meats.”

Working on keeping his mind off of what he had really been eating all these years, Trey looked around the room. As far as he could tell, there was exactly nothing here that could be of any use to them. Of course, he wasn’t the savant here.

Looking over at Darc, Trey could tell his partner was just as frustrated as he was. His fist was clenched at his side, and the muscle in his jaw stood out in stark relief from the rest of his face.

Darc had seemed so positive when he opened up that door. Sure that this was the way they needed to head next. Seeing him stymied now, practically paralyzed by his apparent lack of information, was profoundly disturbing.

If Darc couldn’t figure his way out of this puzzle, who on earth possibly could?

* * *

Once it was clear that neither Mala nor the officer could find any way to get into the ventilation shaft to drag Janey back out, they were immediately at odds. The only real solution here was for someone to go into the building and search for her. The officer was having none of it.

“I’ll go in myself, then,” Mala countered.

The cop, Officer Roberts, huffed in exasperation. “You don’t seem to understand. When the captain says ‘locked down’ until he gets here, we are locked down.”

Mala felt a slight wave of sympathy for Darc. This must be how he felt constantly. Rules, the rules that Mala usually embraced, were in the way here.

“She’s by herself,” Mala pleaded.

“We’ve got twenty men in there.”

Could he really believe that was an answer? There were so many things that could happen to Janey while she was in there by herself, not all of them related to the possible serial killer lurking in the shadows. She was crawling around a ventilation shaft, for crying out loud. Mala had to quell the urge to just shove the police officer out of the way.

Then an idea sparked. “What does Darc say?”

Roberts dropped his eyes, his expression somehow ashamed and guarded all at once. Mala had seen that same expression too many times not to know what it meant. Something had gone wrong. Terribly wrong.

“We’ve…we’ve lost contact with him,” the officer stammered finally.

“What?”

“Actually, with two teams.” Roberts lifted his eyes back up to meet Mala’s. She could see the earnestness radiating out of his face. “So, can you see why we’re in lockdown?”‘

Yes, she could see. She could see very well. And what she could see was the possibility of her young charge getting seriously hurt.

If Officer Roberts truly thought Mala would just sit here and let that happen, he had another thing coming.

* * *

There was something wrong here. Officer Larry Benson had started off this whole search just trying to keep from thinking about this being the place where his steaks came from. Now, the sight of organs and unidentified cow parts was getting a little ho-hum.

He and Murdoch, the other cop with him, had dug their way through three different rooms filled with stuff that Larry didn’t even want to think about. They were now sorting through bins and bins of entrails. And he was tired of it. Maybe he should pretend to puke so he could run out of here like Suvall had. Sissy punk.

Thirty-two years he’d been on the force. He knew what a royal screw-up looked like. And this was it, baby. Might as well drop trou. They weren’t going to find anything here.

“Yeah, just more guts,” Larry grunted over his shoulder at Murdoch. “Didn’t ever think I’d say ‘just’ when referring to intestines.”

“At this point, I’m just hoping we don’t find much. Can you imagine what it’ll be like if we have to sort through all this shit? Like Humpty Dumpty on crack,” Murdoch muttered back.

Off to the left of them, there was a muffled screeching sound. Both the cops swung around, reaching for their weapons. It sounded like it had come from behind a door that was snuggled in between a washbasin and some kind of machine that did who knew what.

Larry glanced over at Murdoch and saw the sweat beading up on the officer’s brow. At least Larry wasn’t the only one that was freaked out at this point.

Murdoch whispered, without taking his eyes off the door, “Should we wait for backup?”

“We are the backup.”

Stepping over some organ meat that had spilled out during the search, Larry kept his pace dead even with Murdoch as they both approached the door. It was probably nothing, right? One of the other two teams, or maybe a carcass that had slipped off a table. No biggie.

Larry spoke into the radio at his shoulder. “We’re going in.”

This was nothing. He knew it was nothing. Thirty-two years on the force, you knew stuff.

This was nothing.

* * *

Grown-up men were crying. The sound echoed through the tunnel and scared her so badly, she dropped Popeye. She scooped him back up and squeezed him tight.

The sounds forced pictures into her head. Pictures of badness.

Mommy and Daddy, their faces squished up and tears falling from their eyes. Smiling and saying nice things, but their voices saying bad, bad, bad. Red everywhere. Red covering everything so she couldn’t see Mommy or Daddy anymore.

She huddled in a corner of the tunnel, holding Popeye tight so he wouldn’t be scared. She sucked her thumb, even though she knew she wasn’t supposed to. She couldn’t help it.

There were no crayons here. No markers. She couldn’t draw badges. So she drew them in her head, making them big enough to cover Popeye and her both. She stayed there in the badges until the sounds stopped.

It took a long time.

* * *

Screams crackled over the radio as Mala and Officer Roberts listened in horror. It was the one team with whom they still had radio contact, and it sounded like they were being flayed alive. If there had been any uncertainty that this was the right place, that doubt had fled with the horrific sounds of the police officers being eviscerated.

“No, no, no, no…” Roberts grabbed the radio. “Benson! Murdoch! Get out! Get out! Do you copy?”

But all that came back over the radio were their continued screams. One set of cries choked off in what sounded like a gurgle of blood. The other continued on until it finally faded away to nothingness.

“Oh, no. No.” Mala was sick. Sick from what she had just heard. Sick from the fear she felt for Janey, Darc, Trey, the other officers inside. Sick from the knowledge that she had allowed a little girl to come to the place not only where her parents had been butchered, but where the killer lay in wait.

Officer Roberts wiped his eyes brusquely, evidently embarrassed by the emotion he felt at the death of two of his own. She would say nothing, but her respect and regard for the officer rose several notches. But it was clearer than ever that they had to get Janey out. Now.

She opened her mouth to start her arguments, only to have him cut her off cold with a finger pointed straight at her. The finger quavered, as did the voice that followed it.

“It’s not going to happen,” Roberts retorted to her unasked question. “Those two were good men. We’re not losing more by sending them in blind.” Mala started to protest, only to be overridden once more. “I get that you’re worried. I am too. But until we have eyes back in there, we wait. We wait. Understood?”

Mala held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded. As much as she wanted to claw her way into the structure herself, she knew he was right. She would just have to trust Janey’s instinct for self-preservation. As for Darc, she was pretty sure he didn’t have any.

Trey’s would have to serve for both of them.

* * *

As the screams ended, Trey and the rest of the group bolted in the direction of the sounds, seeking out their location. Trey had just enough time to realize he had willingly run toward danger, and was about to pat himself on the back, before he saw a figure dart past them, covered in what looked like blood.

“What the—?” Trey managed.

Darc rushed off after the figure without a word or a glance to his companions. Typical. Somehow, every operation ended in Trey’s chasing frantically after his partner in a labyrinth of death. He turned to James and the other guy, whose name he could never remember.

“You two follow the source of those sounds. Benti, you’re with us.”

Sometimes Trey forgot just how fast Darc could be when he really wanted to get somewhere. He was like some kind of tall, dark bunny rabbit or something. Okay, maybe he could come up with a cooler animal for his partner, but that was what he looked like right now.

Right up to the point where Darc was hit in the side of the head with a side of beef. No sooner had Trey had the thought that this had to be the weirdest weapon he had ever seen than he and Benti were struck by another. The killer was whipping the flanks of meat down the tracks with superhuman speed. They weren’t just getting hit by meat. They were getting pounded by hundred-pound meaty juggernauts.

Trey caught a glimpse of their suspect, wielding a meat hook, which he used to fling the carcasses in their direction. He almost managed to avoid the next one before it smacked him in the side, knocking him to the ground. He found himself staring up at the ceiling and realized the meat had to travel along the set tracks laid up there. Clambering back to his feet, he shone his flashlight above him.

“Heads up, guys!” Trey shouted at the others. “He can only hit us if we’re under a track.”

Just as he spoke, he saw the figure sprint through an open door, slamming it behind him. Arriving at the door together, Darc, Trey, and Benti shoved it open and burst through into…

A maze. A freakin’ maze.

If Trey had thought the gutting room was big, it was nothing compared with this one. There were metal chutes everywhere, curving around so that you couldn’t see all the way down any one of them.

After work one night, Trey had started watching a documentary on Temple Grandin that talked about her work, specifically where it related to slaughterhouses. He had found out a couple of things before he was so bored, he fell asleep in front of the television.

One, Grandin was high-functioning autistic. Trey had thought that was cool, since he dealt with it every day. But when he figured out that they weren’t going to tell him how to better handle his partner, it became a lot less interesting. He already knew the amazing stuff people with autism were capable of. Duh. He saw it every time he went to work.

The other thing was why the chutes that led to the hammer-punchy-in-the-head thingamabob were curved. Grandin had come up with that idea to keep the cattle from getting stressed out by seeing what was about to happen to them.

Great for cows. Not so great for detectives trying to track down a serial killer.

And they had to go through this freakin’ maze of death. Trey had to admit, he was getting pretty sick and tired of this serial killer. He had never had to run so much on a single case in his entire career. And he used to work in vice.

“Bugger this. Where’d he go?” Trey complained.

Darc did his scan-the-room thing but apparently didn’t come up with anything useful. He turned to Trey. “We should each take—”

“No.”

Darc tried again. “If they are booby-trapped, then we should spread out the risk by—”

“No.”

And once more for good measure. “It is an inefficient use of—”

Okay, time for a more detailed explanation. For such a logical guy, sometimes Darc just didn’t think things through. “Yeah, like I’m going to take a path you clearly didn’t think was the best one.” Trey let that idea sink in for a second. “Whichever one you pick, I’m following right behind.” He turned to Benti. “You do what you want.”

Benti snorted. “You kidding? I’m on your six. And seven. And possibly eight.”

Yeah, that about covered it. Trey turned back to Darc. “Well, big guy?”

Darc turned to the labyrinth of chutes in front of them, clearly not pleased but probably figuring he’d get more accomplished by moving forward. Which was exactly Trey’s plan, with one small addition: move forward, don’t die. It was a simple plan, but he was proud of it.

Looking at the chutes directly in front of them, Darc moved toward the one on the left. Trey decided that maybe it was time to speak up.

“You sure? That left one didn’t work out so well last time.”

Darc just glared at him.

“Okay, okay.”

And on that note of shared confidence, they entered the chutes.

* * *

Popeye was getting restless, she could tell, but it wasn’t always so easy to know what to do. She rocked back and forth, looking at where the shaft split in two. She didn’t know which way to go, and Popeye wasn’t helping. He was very, very naughty sometimes.

Down one of the paths, there was a cool breeze that ruffled her hair and Popeye’s fur. It smelled good, like when it rained or when she went down to the water and played in the rocks.

From the other one came a low moaning sound. It sounded scary. And it smelled bad.

Then she thought about what was behind her. If she turned around, she would be with the pretty lady. The lady was nice. She said soft things to her.

The lady would be mad at her. The thing she had done was bad. She wasn’t supposed to run away like that. But even though the lady would be mad, the lady wouldn’t be mean. The lady would hug her and hold her and tell her that everything would be okay.

That sounded really good.

But she knew why she was here. She was supposed to help. Helping meant making things better. Going back to the lady wouldn’t make things better for anybody but her. Mommy always said she should think of other people and share her toys. It wasn’t the same thing, but it was close.

She held up Popeye to see what he was thinking. He just stared at her. She knew what that meant. It meant she wasn’t going to like his answer.

But it was okay. She was scared, but she knew that the tall man would keep her safe. And the tall man would be where he could help people, too. She knew where she had to go.

She moved down the shaft, the echoes of the moaning bouncing around her as she crawled.

* * *

Trey had this courage thing figured out. You didn’t really have to do anything more than just put one foot in front of the other. Oh, and make sure you were pointed in the right direction first.

They had made it about a quarter of the way down the chute, so far as Trey could tell. The curving lines of the chutes made it almost impossible to know for sure.

From behind him, Officer Benti barked, “Ouch!”

Both Trey and Darc whirled around to see what was going on, only to see Benti rubbing his calf briskly. Darc turned back and continued making his way down the chute. Trey moved closer to the cop.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. Something stung me, maybe?” The officer still had a hold of his lower leg, apparently trying to rub the pain out of it.

“Dude,” Trey counseled, “you have got to buck up.” He made sure Benti was ready to start moving again, then turned to catch up with Darc. He spoke over his shoulder. “Trust me. With this guy we’re chasing, it could have been so much—”

From the side of the chute, strands of curled wire sprang out, the pointed ends piercing Benti’s clothes. There was a microsecond pause for Trey to identify the automated stun guns mounted on the walls before the officer began to thrash from the voltage flowing through the line. His eyes rolled back in his head, only the whites showing.

“Oh, man. Oh…Darc!” Trey called out. He moved toward Benti, only to see the remaining stun guns swivel to target him. “What the—?” Trey danced back out of range, but the writhing of the cop dragged him back almost against his will.

And then there was a hand grabbing his arm and pulling him away, hard. Darc gripped him with hands that seemed made of iron.

“He’s gone,” Darc said.

“No!” But looking back, Trey could see Benti dancing and jumping like a marionette on curled wires instead of strings. With that amount of voltage coursing through him, if Benti came out of it, he would no longer be Benti.

And then he couldn’t think about it any longer. Trey was too busy running for his life.

* * *

Darc observed that there was an interval of 1.3 seconds between the moment when a red light flashed on the stun guns and the moment when they turned and fired. That 1.3 seconds was the only thing keeping them both alive right now.

Darc broke into a run, Trey matching him step for step. Well, almost step for step.

As Darc lunged forward, one of the chute gates closed right in front of Trey. His partner tried to make it through before it shut entirely, but he couldn’t. He was forced to run down the chute parallel to Darc.

The patterns of the chutes and the stun guns were trails of light, prompting him left or right, up or down. But now Darc had to stretch the web of light to include his partner. It strained, but held.

The chutes down which they were running were getting more and more narrow as they progressed. Darc knew this was to gradually acclimate the cattle to the walls at their sides while making it impossible for them to escape the bolt that lay ahead.

This also made it far more difficult for Darc and Trey to dodge the ever-increasing attacks from the snaking lines of the stun guns.

Lines and symbols flowed and changed in Darc’s vision, the constantly shifting landscape of their dance with death.

“Down!” Darc yelled at Trey.

“What?” Clearly, Trey didn’t understand the invective, but his momentary lapse of attention caused him to stumble. The stun gun wire snapped over his head, missing him by centimeters.

“Jump!” Darc snapped.

This time, Trey needed no prompting. He leapt into the air, the wires slashing harmlessly below him. They had the system worked out now. They would be able to successfully navigate the chutes.

“Right!”

But Trey dodged left, and one of the wires grazed his leg, giving him what sounded like a nasty jolt.

“Right,” Trey growled through teeth that seemed fully clenched together. “My other freakin’ right.”

Darc continued to issue imperatives as they traversed the remainder of their respective chutes. The back half-wall of the corral loomed before them, a row of stun guns coming to life right in front of them. The barrier appeared to be approximately five and a half feet tall.

“Darc, dude…?” Trey asked, his tone panicked.

“Faster!” Darc shot back.

They both sped up, but Trey was clearly uncertain about what was going on.

“Faster? There’s a wall.”

But Darc continued increasing his speed, taking them right up to the back wall. He then barked out orders in rapid order. “Jump right!” They both sprang up, planting each of their right feet on the wall of the chute to their right. “Up left!” They then ricocheted to the left, springing farther up. “Right! Left!” And then finally, “Over!”

They flipped over the top of the back wall, having scaled the sides of the chute. It was parkour at its finest. They landed with a solid thunk on the other side.

“Okay, this guy is really starting to piss me off,” Trey groaned.

* * *

Prodding every muscle he could find, Trey tried to assess the level of bruising he would encounter next time he found himself without clothes. He came up with something between “a whole freakin’ lot” and “dude, you don’t even want to know.”

Trey stood up, his movements ginger. He brushed himself off and looked around the room as best he could. He had no idea where his flashlight had gone, and he was not about to go back into the fun room of death behind them.

They stood on the other side of the chute system, an area that was less than six feet wide. On the wall facing them, a door awaited them. From the next room, low moans could be heard.

“Any idea what’s on the other side?” Trey asked his partner.

Darc gave a sharp shake of his head. Well, that answered that.

“Great. Just great.” Trey lifted his gun and nodded at Darc to push the door open. One foot in front of the other, right? And if Darc was headed in, Trey had to assume they were going in the right direction.

The room they entered was even darker than the one they had left. They both took a step in toward the moaning. Then another. It was coming from just up ahead of their current position. The moaning got louder, the tone more desperate. Another step.

Trey felt Darc stumble at his side, almost losing his footing. Probing his foot ahead of him, Trey felt it come into contact with something. Something that yielded to the pressure from his foot. The moaning ratcheted up another notch.

“Darc?”

“I know,” his partner answered. “Something is there. A hand or an ankle.”

Trey was doing everything he could not to lose it. “No…not that. Listen.”

Underneath the sound of the moaning, there was something else. A sound of leaves rustling in the wind? A rattling? A slithering…

No. No. This was not happening. Trey pulled out his cell phone and flipped it open, using the light to see what surrounded them.

Snakes.

They were everywhere, sliding and slithering over each other, over the form of the person who lay at their feet, over Trey’s shoes…

Darc hissed, “Don’t move!”

Trey was too busy trying not to scream like a baby to even take offense at how stupid Darc must think he was. He’d stopped moving first. “What. The. Freak. Are. Snakes. Doing. Here.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Trey watched as his partner pulled out his own phone and shone it over where the mass of snakes was the largest. It was from there that the moans were coming.

It was a pile of bodies. Bodies in cop uniforms. From the number of limbs Trey could count, it looked like it was both of the groups that had split off from them.

As he watched, one of the figures twitched and a viper turned toward the movement, fangs flashing in the dim light from the phones. The snake latched on to the officer’s arm, sinking its teeth into his flesh, causing a fresh moan to issue from his mouth.

Darc spoke, his voice inflectionless. “Bolgia sexta.”

“Snakes, dude. Explain the freakin’ snakes. In English.”

“We passed from the fifth circle into the sixth.”

“Oh. That.” Now Trey was wishing that he had paid more attention to the rest of the paintings. Well, from what he could see, he probably wouldn’t have much time to regret it.

Death by snakes. Yep. Trey definitely hadn’t seen that one coming.

 


CHAPTER 13

From the moment she had heard the screaming from Roberts’s radio, Mala had been waging an internal war of head versus heart. She should stay here. Safe. Her interfering could make things worse. But the idea of sitting here and doing nothing while Trey, Darc, and Janey were in mortal danger? Galling. Excruciating.

Yes, her brain agreed with Officer Roberts. Let the professionals handle it. The problem was, it didn’t sound like they were handling anything right now. And she knew from his frantic calls that any form of backup was over five minutes away. From the sounds over the radio, they didn’t have two minutes.

For better or for worse, Mala was going to do what she could to help those she cared about. And she was going to do it now.

This was the tricky part. She needed to explain her absence without triggering suspicion. Considering how adamant she had been about going after Janey earlier, that might not be so simple. Mala watched as Officer Roberts alternated between speaking into his radio and his cell phone. He was doing his best to manage an unmanageable situation. There was no attention left for Mala.

Maybe it didn’t have to be difficult. Mala pulled a play out of Janey’s handbook.

She waved her hand in front of the officer’s face, getting at least a portion of his attention for a moment. “I can’t take this anymore. I’m going to stay in the cruiser.”

“Yeah, sure. Okay.” He waved at her in dismissal, seeming not to care what she did. Just as well. Mala did her best to act nonchalant as she walked toward the police car, but once there, she hurried to the end of the block and hung a right, circling around to the back of the slaughterhouse.

Mala was on her way to do whatever she could. She only hoped she wasn’t too late.

* * *

Under different circumstances, Trey might have thought this whole thing was pretty cool. There were more kinds of snakes here than he had ever seen before. Even that last time he had gone to the zoo and managed to work his way up to visiting the Reptile Retreat.

He had always had kind of a sick fascination with reptiles. They had creepy eyes. Their bodies were covered with scales. They were cold blooded.

Oh, and they made Trey want to bed-wet. That too.

Trey figured it was like people that loved horror movies. You wanted to get that vicarious thrill and rush of adrenaline that came from having the crap scared out of you. There was one major difference. Usually when you went to a horror movie, there wasn’t much chance of the killer’s leaping off the screen and chasing you down.

Another snake slithered across Trey’s foot, poking its head up his pant leg. Trey had to bite down on his lip until he tasted blood just to keep from leaping five feet into the air. Probably wasn’t a good idea to make sudden moves with this amount of poisonous venom poised for dispersal around him.

The snake nosed about a bit before changing its mind and sliding off into the writhing mass of reptilian flesh that surrounded Trey and his partner.

Letting his breath out in a big whoosh of air, Trey sighed, “Yeah, this isn’t cool. This isn’t cool at all.”

Darc opened his mouth to speak, probably to tell Trey not to move for the fifteenth time, when Trey’s cell phone went off. “Milkshake,” by Kelis. Maggie’s ringtone.

Trey fumbled with the phone, trying to send the call to voicemail, but slipped and hit “answer” instead. Great. This was not what he wanted right now. On so many different levels.

“Suck,” he spat out, lifting the phone up to his ear.

“What? Trey, are you okay?” Maggie asked, her tone concerned.

Oops. The last thing in the world Trey wanted to do was get Maggie’s radar up and functioning. Once it was on, it was like she had ESP or something. “Totally, babe. Everything’s…cool. We’re totally cool.” Okay. Too much. Time to shut his mouth.

“You sound nervous. You staking out a strip joint again? Look, I told you…”

“No, no, no.” Trey let out a laugh that he hoped didn’t sound as tense as he actually was. “Nothing like that. I just”—he groped for an explanation—”might be home a little late.”

“Aw, really? How late? I’m making stew for us. Got some red wine…”

From the sounds of it, Maggie was feeling bad that she had left him to sleep on the chair last night. Another snake slipped over and around Trey’s ankle. Trey tried to turn his yelp into a word. “Aaaah. Man. You know how much I love your stew.”

“Yes, I do, lover boy. Just get home as fast as you can. Don’t want the stew to get cold, now do you?”

“No, no. I definitely don’t.” Really? They had to be having this conversation now, right this minute? When there was absolutely no chance that he could actually enjoy it? God truly did have a perverse sense of humor. And Trey’s not being able to cuss about it? The icing on the cake.

“Love you, Trey,” Maggie murmured.

“Yeah. Right back at ya. Ditto. Catch you on the flip side.” Trey did everything he could not to look over at Darc.

“Seriously, Trey? That’s all you’ve got for me? Did I mention what I was wearing? Nothing.”

Wow. She did not fight fair. “Okay, fine.” Trey could feel his face heating up. He was sure Darc would be able to see it, dim light or no. “Love you too.”

Disconnecting the call, Trey held the cell up over his head to see what the snakes were up to now. Still squirming around, looking for someone to bite. Okay, nothing new there.

“Um. Next move?” he asked Darc.

Before his partner could answer, a loud bang came from above. It was followed by a metallic squeaking noise. Trey glanced up at the ceiling.

“Oh, what the freak now? Attacking birds?”

Darc shone his cell phone light up toward the direction of the sound. There, perched in an opening in the ventilation shaft, was Janey. The grate swung below where she must have kicked it open, accounting for the bang and the squeaking. She squinted against the sudden light, her face pale. She clutched her ratty teddy bear close to her chest.

Trey blinked. That could not be what he was seeing. How had the kid gotten in here? Did she not understand a pile of snakes was bad—really, really, really, bad? She was young, but come on.

Darc spoke to her, his tone without inflection. “Listen carefully. I need you to back up to the last junction, then take—”

Janey had started moving back into the shaft as soon as Darc began his directions, but the metal underneath her gave a huge pop. A bulge formed a few feet to the right of Trey’s head.

“Oh, no. Oh, man.” Trey tried to lean toward the bulge without moving his feet. He was several feet off. There was no way to get any closer without disturbing the vipers below.

Slowly, almost as if the metal relished ripping open, rivets burst and ricocheted off the walls of the room. Janey slid toward the opening, despite her scrambling to climb the vent. Her feet dangled directly over one of the largest piles of snakes.

Without thinking, Trey lunged forward, catching Janey right as she fell. Her weight dragged him down to his knees, her body blocking his vision. But his ears? His ears weren’t blocked at all. Perhaps that was why he could hear the hissing of the snake so well. The one that sounded like it was right in front of them both.

Trey spoke in what he felt was a remarkably controlled tone of voice. “Please tell me there isn’t a snake reared up, flicking his tongue at me.”

Darc drew in a breath to reply, but Trey rushed in. “Just lie. Just tell me there isn’t one there.”

But really, Trey should have known better. He could see Darc assessing the situation, his phone held high, casting harsh shadows across his face. His partner’s cheekbones turned to razor blades in that light, his mouth a grim slash as he spoke the words that made Trey’s heart sink into his feet.

“I think you have enough time to throw her to me,” his partner stated flatly.

Okay. Okay. He could do this. He hadn’t really believed he was getting out of this alive anyway. Trey nodded once, to let Darc know he understood. He didn’t quite trust his voice right at this moment.

Darc began counting down. “On the count of three. Three…Two…”

Trey tensed every muscle, trying to prepare for the most important throw he had ever made in his life. This was not one he could afford to screw up. Humiliation on the playground was nothing. He held a life in his hands.

The hissing on the other side of Janey intensified.

“Now!” Darc yelled.

Heaving, Trey felt the girl’s body leave his hands and watched as she sailed across the empty space separating her from Darc’s waiting hands. Snakes snapped their fangs, closing on the empty air left in Janey’s wake.

And then Trey felt a sharp stabbing in his left arm. He looked down to see the twin ivory needles of a viper piercing the flesh of his forearm. He couldn’t identify the type of snake that was dangling off him like some sort of extra appendage. Trey had to think that wasn’t a good thing.

As his vision started to tunnel inward, Trey could see the shadowy form of his partner as Darc raced away, Janey in his arms. Snakes poured after them, refusing to let these two prey disappear into the concrete tundra.

Trey was pretty sure this was one time he wasn’t going to be chasing after his partner’s retreating back. Strangely enough, he wasn’t that bummed about it.

* * *

Rounding the corner that led from the side alley to the back of the slaughterhouse, Mala stopped abruptly. This was not right. There should be police officers back here, guarding the rear exits. But the back alley sat empty, devoid of human life.

It did not take a genius to realize that this entire operation had gone awry, but it was no more obvious than right here, right now. Something bad had gone down, and not just inside the building.

Moving to a large metal door on the back side of the abattoir, Mala looked around, hoping against hope that her growing sense of dread was all in her own mind. Maybe the cops had stepped around the corner for a smoke or something? Right. In a middle of a slaughter, they were taking a break.

She rested her ear against the door, hoping to be able to get a sense of what might be happening on the other side. It worked almost too well. The door was steel, and appeared to be hollow on the inside. The effect was similar to a drum, where the slightest vibration would be picked up and amplified.

What was going on inside sounded like her idea of the end of the world. Shrieks, thuds, hissing, crying out…it was a medley fit for All Hallows’ Eve.

The visions those sounds conjured in her head were going to drive her into madness. Every image that formed was one of terror and bloodshed, and every single one included little Janey. How could Mala have allowed this to happen? The girl never should have been within miles of this hideous place.

She pulled on the handle of the door, but it didn’t budge. Locked. Examining the door more closely, Mala could see that there was a deadbolt that went directly into the mortar of the brick wall. The very old mortar. The very old, very crumbly mortar.

Grabbing up a small length of old, rusty rebar lying in the alley, Mala started to chip away at the mortar, seeking release for the bolt that held the door in place. As much as she didn’t want to see what lay on the other side, she had to get this door open. Besides, it couldn’t be as bad as what she was already imagining, right?

She thought back to the bodies at the skydiving place. Blake’s depictions of Aristotle’s circles of hell.

No, it couldn’t be as bad. It could be far, far worse.

* * *

Darc surged into the next room, holding the girl almost as he would a football. She was tucked into the crook of his arm, her face pressed into the lapel of his sport coat.

The snakes slashed behind them, lessening Darc’s lead with every moment that passed. Their scales moving across the concrete floor created a cascade of whispering echoes, filling the air with the sound of rustling leaves. Deadly leaves that could strike them down in a single heartbeat.

The shape and outline of the vipers’ speed married itself to the glowing form that was Darc’s pace. The blankness between formed into a patch of glowing red. He was not moving fast enough. The snakes would catch them quickly if something was not done.

Darc burst through a set of swinging doors. The room he entered was another large and cavernous space filled with hanging carcasses. Darc bumped into one of them, causing it to swing back and forth wildly. As he sprinted past, the form of the hanging animal traced itself in bright lines along the borders of Darc’s inner vision. The ribs were far too close together to be beef. And they weren’t close enough for it to be pork. Exactly twelve pairs on each carcass they passed.

As he bumped into the next hanging body, Darc’s burgeoning suspicions were confirmed. The head was attached on this one, the skin removed, exposing the muscle structure underneath.

The room was filled with human corpses.

Darc pulled the girl against his chest more firmly and spoke into her one ear that pointed upward. “Keep your eyes shut. Tight.”

She nestled into him even further, her face contorted with the effort she put into keeping her eyelids closed. Darc scanned the room, looking for a solution to the glowing red problem of the reptiles’ velocity. No solutions presented themselves. The swinging door had slowed but not stopped the snakes’ pursuit. There was nowhere he could go to get away from the vipers before they came within striking range. The gap was closing.

Putting on an additional burst of speed, Darc banged into corpse after corpse, setting them swinging on their hooks. On the floor off to one side, a mallet lay, propped up against the ankle of one of the human remains. Next to it rested a meat hook, left over from the grisly task that had been performed here earlier.

Darc stopped abruptly as he found the only option for a positive resolution to their dilemma. Shifting the girl in his arms, Darc spoke with firmness, squeezing her arms for added emphasis.

“Eyes shut. Fingers in your ears.”

Approaching the nearest cadaver, Darc pushed the tiny form of the girl into its chest cavity. She winced at the wet coldness of the flesh around her but kept her eyes tightly closed, her fingers shoved as far into her outer ear canals as they could possibly go. She swung there inside the corpse, safe from the menace that stalked them along the floor.

Darc spun to scoop up the mallet and the hook, turning to face the approaching swarm of hissing serpents. There were three that had advanced ahead of the main group, apparently faster or quicker to follow than their companions.

As the first snake struck, Darc swiped the hook, catching the reptile in midair and flinging it violently off to the side of the room. The next viper took a mallet to its head, its body twitching in its sudden death throes.

But he was not fast enough to stop the third. It leapt at Darc’s ankle, sinking its fangs deep. Right into Darc’s leather boot. He lifted his leg, shaking off the wriggling mass and stomping down hard on its triangular head.

Whirling to face the rest of the horde, Darc heard a voice call from the other side of the room.

“Darc! This way!” It was Trey.

Darc ripped the girl out from her grisly shield before sprinting off toward the sound of his partner’s voice. The shapes continued to form and settle in his mind, their glowing outlines mapping out his next move. He would get to his partner’s side at almost exactly the same moment the lead snakes would catch up to him and the girl.

The only variable for which Darc could not account was his partner. His assessment was that Trey had been able to escape once the majority of the reptiles had given chase. That was relatively straightforward. But what state Trey now found himself in, Darc had no way of calculating. Even at his best, Darc’s partner was erratic. And right now Trey could not possibly be at his best. Darc could be headed for escape or an even greater threat.

“Hurry!”

Was that Mala’s voice?

With Trey’s dedication and Mala’s intelligence, the lines swirling around Darc brightened.

As he neared the location from which he had heard his partner’s call, a light filtered through the forest of corpses. It was real-world light shedding actual illumination on the scene, not the logic lines.

Emerging from the grisly trappings of the room, Darc had just enough time to take in the sight of Trey holding an exit door propped open. Mala waved them on as if cheering on an Olympic sprinter. Somehow Darc felt his muscles strengthen, his speed increase. Outside light filtering through the clouds above was nonetheless bright compared with what they were leaving behind. Darc raced through the opening and out into the alley that ran along the back of the slaughterhouse, Trey following right behind.

Whipping around midstride, Trey slammed the door shut just as a serpent launched itself toward them. The door caught the snake right in its center, cutting it off two vertebrae from center. Trey leaned down close to the snake’s upper half, yelling at its head.

“That’s right, you freak of nature!”

The viper spasmed in its death throes, the head flipping up close to Trey’s face. Trey threw himself backward, almost running into Mala.

“Darc, where’s…?” Then Mala caught sight of the girl, still wrapped in Darc’s arms. “Janey!”

The girl was still covered in blood from the cadaver, and Mala was thoroughly checking her over, apparently trying to ascertain whether or not the blood was hers.

“She is unharmed.”

Trey held up his hand, palm out. “Yeah, hey. I’m fine, though. Just got electrocuted and bit by a snake, but I’m good. Don’t need any medical attention or anything.”

Tears streamed down Mala’s face as she clung to the little girl.

Darc did not understand the lacrimation. They were safe. Why cry?

Mala smoothed the girl’s hair, seeming like she wanted to speak, but most of the words came out as a sob. “Janey will not be leaving my custody again,” Mala hiccupped, choking back another sob. “She’ll be in a private room at the hospital.”

“For now,” Darc agreed. “That will be—”

“No,” Mala barked, then smoothed Janey’s hair again. “That will be how it is from now on. And any communication—I mean any communication—with her must go through me. And if I think there is even a microscopic chance it could hurt her, I won’t allow it.”

Darc understood that Mala was more than likely 62 percent responsible for his rescue and that of the girl. However, the loss of life here, which might have been prevented if the child had accompanied them, was also something that could be laid at her feet. Darc had allowed the grey to affect his decision-making tree. That could not happen again.

Mala must have sensed the direction of his thoughts. “I am posting a guard, Darc. Don’t test me.”

How could a person so accurately track Darc’s complicated thoughts yet not understand them? It made no sense. He was about to tell her that, when Trey put a hand on his arm.

“Pick your battles, man. Rule seven.”

Darc read the list in his mind. Number seven…

If you don’t need something right this second, don’t throw a hissy fit like you need it right this second. Patience, dude. The tortoise wins the race.

The last part was simply inaccurate conjecture. Darc had researched it. There were no documented cases of a tortoise’s winning any race with a hare. They were slow and cold-blooded. Even on the warmest day, their land speed did not even come close to approaching a lagomorph’s average hopping rate. Even on YouTube there was no evidence. However, Darc did understand the first part. Why engage with Mala, making her even more grey and apt to resist, when he did not need Janey at the moment?

He had Mala’s parameters. He was intelligent enough to create a work-around.

“Yes, rule seven,” Darc answered Trey.

As the doctor moved off, her charge in her arms, the girl reached out her arms toward Darc, her face twisted in apparent pain. Right before they rounded the corner to the side alleyway, Darc spotted tears rolling down her cheeks.

The tears, combined with the facial expression, led Darc to the conclusion that the girl did not want to leave. But Mala’s reaction made Darc question the validity of that desire. As much as he knew that he would need her help, the grey made him unsettled. A part of him wanted to reach out to the grey and soothe it. Odd.

Then Trey stumbled and almost fell to the ground. Darc lunged, holding his partner up at an awkward angle.

“Yeah, I might need that medical attention now,” Trey murmured up at him, before passing out completely.

* * *

Mala nearly ran toward the ambulances. There were so many, she had her pick.

What just a few minutes ago had been a barren street was now clogged with every type of emergency vehicle imaginable. Their lights strobed, the incoming fire trucks wailed. She knew it was metaphorical, but it sounded like the city was mourning the massacre that lay behind them.

But her only concern was that of Janey’s well-being.

The child was covered in blood. Apparently someone else’s, but did that really make it any better?

Mala never should have allowed them to bring her here. With this madman re-creating the nine circles of hell, how did Mala think that sitting in a police cruiser was safe? Darc was willing to put Janey at such risk. Mala no longer could.

As EMTs rushed to her side, she brushed them off. “Just get us back to the hospital.” Confused, the EMTs milled. “Now.”

Not waiting to see their reaction, Mala climbed into the rig, Janey clutched in her arms, although it wasn’t exactly a tender embrace. The girl still tried to wiggle and squirm. Trying to return to her shining knight. You know, the one that had almost gotten them all killed.

Once the EMTs closed the back door of the ambulance, all the fight left the little girl. She lay like a rag doll in Mala’s arms. Tracks from her tears were carved into her cheeks, making her look far older than she actually was. Relaxing her grip, Mala brushed some bloody strands of hair away from Janey’s face. The girl gripped onto her teddy bear, rocking in Mala’s arms.

Mala allowed Janey to self-soothe. Hell, she wished she could rock back and forth as the ambulance pulled away from the curb. Anger swelled, though. Now Mala understood the term “see red.” All she could see was Darc’s unexpressive face staring back at her.

Yet was he to blame? Really? Or was it she? Wasn’t she to blame for everything this precious girl had gone through ever since she had arrived at the hospital? The moment Janey was in her care, Mala was the one that bore the responsibility. For all of it. It was a tough pill to swallow, but she downed it without flinching.

Anger. A secondary emotion. One that was a direct result of unprocessed hurt or fear. Why was Mala angry? She was angry because she was afraid. Afraid that she had failed her fragile charge.

And she was hurt. It hurt her that Darc would prey on her fascination with this case, the puzzle the killer had laid out for them, even the tall detective himself. He had enough self-awareness that he knew of the attraction between them. Mala was certain of it. She had tangible evidence to confirm this thesis. Darc knew.

He knew, and yet he moved forward anyway. There was a certain stoicism in this that Mala found almost noble, but all it took was another glance down at the bloody tangle of Janey’s hair to turn that admiration into something else.

Logic was Darc’s God, his mistress, his siren song. Nothing else, no softness of will or heart, would ever come between him and his deductive powers.

That was it. Nothing to be afraid of any longer. She had made a mistake that was a direct result of overcompensating for past errors. Overcompensating for Baasim. “The patient knows best?” No. Not always. She had been looking for some kind of rule she could turn to whenever she wasn’t sure of what to do. But that wasn’t realistic. She needed to weigh things in the balance for every single case. No “one size fits all” rule.

And she had no cause to be hurt by Darc. She might as well be upset that the rain was starting up again and would muss up her hair. Darc was what he was. A force of nature more than a caring, feeling human being.

She would do better now. She knew what she was up against. No words from Darc, no compelling traps of logic, no appeals from a brokenhearted girl would change her mind.

From here on out, she trusted no one but herself.

* * *

Trey’s left sleeve and right pant leg were both pulled up as far as they would go. The EMT had just finished bandaging the bite on Trey’s forearm and was about to move on to his leg. Darc had grabbed a clipboard and was scribbling furiously all over some paper towels he’d stolen out of the ambulance.

“Looks like the snake had already emptied its venom sac,” the EMT said, slapping Trey on his good arm. Trey jumped nearly three feet, causing the EMT’s eyebrows to rise. Trey settled back onto his butt. He had come out of the fun house of terrors. He didn’t have to explain to anyone why he was a little jumpy. Although he was curious about something else.

“So, if there wasn’t any venom, why did I pass out?”

“Ummm.” The medic wouldn’t look him straight in the eye. “Extreme fear can sometimes stimulate a rapid change in blood pressure. That can cause the victim to, uh, lose consciousness.”

Great. Translation: you are a complete wuss who fainted due to extreme scaredy-pants syndrome. Awesome. One more story he would have to live down in the bullpen.

The EMT continued, “But seriously, you were lucky.”

“Yeah, lucky,” Trey said rubbing his arm. “That’s what I’d call it.”

A booming bass voice came from behind Trey. “As would I.” It was Captain Merle.

Trey spun around, causing the newly attached bandage on his leg to rip off, pulling leg hairs with it. He clamped down on a yelp. Wouldn’t do to let your boss see you cry from a light leg waxing. And where had the guy come from all of a sudden?

“Animal Control says there were fourteen different poisonous snakes in there,” the captain continued.

“Where the eff did he get them all?”

The captain removed his hat and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “I’d love to ask him, but he’s gone.”

Wait. What? That couldn’t be right.

“What do you mean, gone?” Trey shifted, ripping the bandage again. The EMT sighed and went to grab another. This couldn’t be happening. Either someone had screwed up or there was something seriously wrong here. He looked up at his captain again, a question forming in his mind.

The captain sounded genuinely puzzled. “We have searched every square inch of the—”

“The Great Fire.” Darc spoke from where he sat on the curb, his hand still sketching out random symbols and rough figures. Honestly, did his partner know how to speak without non sequiturs?

“Excuse me?” the captain queried.

Without looking up from what he was doing, Darc continued, “This structure was built over the original slaughterhouse lost in the fire of 1889.”

And then Trey knew what Darc was talking about. “Holy Hannah. There must be access to the Underground in there.”

“Like I said,” Merle stated, “he’s gone. There’s miles of abandoned tunnels under the city.” For someone who could not seem to stay away from the crime scenes lately, the captain sure seemed willing to throw in the towel. Trey opened his mouth to voice his concerns, but stopped when he saw a uniformed cop approaching.

“Hey, Cap!” the officer announced. “Got an employee from the slaughterhouse here.”

Yeah, Trey had seen more than his fair share of employees today. “An alive one, I hope.”

A young girl, her movements timid, followed on the uni’s heels. The employee was covered in tattoos and had more piercings than Trey could count. She was also more skittish than an A student skipping school for the first time. Darc stood up, blocking her way forward.

“Who did this?” he asked.

She stared at Darc without comprehension. “What? I don’t even know what happened. I just came by to pick up my paycheck, when—”

“Don’t think. Don’t reflect.” Darc was pulling his full-on apocalyptic crap. “Who at this plant would have massacred your entire staff?”

The girl’s mouth formed a trembling O of shock. “They’ve been…? What do you mean?”

Time to mediate here. Trey stepped forward gingerly. “Hey, Darc. Dude. Flies. Honey. Remember? Rule fourteen.” He tugged on his partner’s sleeve. “Why don’t we come over—”

But Darc was relentless. “The first person your mind flashed to.”

“Uh, listen, I don’t want to—” the girl hesitated.

“Who is he?” Darc demanded.

“Henry.” The name seemed to almost burst out of her. She calmed a bit, then continued. “Henry Malvich.”

The captain wrote down the name as Darc walked away. Trey pushed the hovering EMT away, trying to get his partner’s attention. “Wait, Darc!”

The captain sighed. “Go. I’ll send unis to Henry’s apartment.”

Trey grabbed his jacket and started to pull it back on. He spoke to the medic. “Hey, man. Looks like we’re done here, yeah?” He started trotting off in the direction Darc had gone.

The EMT called after him. “You don’t want your pain injection?”

Trey looked at the medic, then at Darc’s retreating form, then back at the medic. He ran back over and pulled up his sleeve really, really fast.

“Yeah. Do it. Just hurry it up.”

Pain meds were just a good precaution. Trey had a feeling things were just going to get a lot worse from here on out. He felt the stick of the hypodermic needle and the warm rush of the drug.

“Okay, thanks. Hey…how about one of these suckers to go?” Seeing the look on the EMT’s face, Trey figured it was a big fat no. “Forget it.” Trey hightailed it out of there, chasing off after his partner and almost colliding with his back. Darc had stopped in front of the Rover.

“Cap’s sending backup to the apartment,” Trey mentioned as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Why?”

“Um…standard police procedure? Logic? Following up on your lead? You know, the things detectives do and stuff?”

Darc looked forward through the windshield. “They will find nothing there.”

“But, um, you just grilled that poor woman for the guy’s identity.” Trey felt like he was more than the normal two steps behind. This was more like five or six.

“The man who did this will leave no evidence.”

“Then why…? You know what? Forget it.” Trey pulled up to the nearest intersection. “Where are we going?”

Darc turned and gave him that look. The one that said, You know where we are going, and I am not going to say it because you will not be happy about it. And, sure enough, the look was right.

“Yeah, I figured.”

Trey pointed the vehicle toward the hospital.

* * *

He rushed down the steep stairway that led to the Seattle Underground. The clatter of his boots echoed back at him from the walls, the ceiling, the ground. He stopped and listened.

There.

There were sounds above him. Voices talking back and forth. Footsteps moving closer, then away. The chatter died away with the sound of the feet.

He had made it out. He hadn’t been sure he’d be able to. That tall detective was fast. And smart. Even slowed down by the girl and the other guy, he’d almost caught up to him too many times to count.

That was okay. The detective still had no idea what was going on. He didn’t know the Plan. The Plan was big. The Plan was good. It was almost too much for he, himself to understand it fully.

But they would see. They would all see. When It came, they would all of them see and then they would beg him for forgiveness. They would beg him for mercy. They would beg and beg and beg.

And his answer would be no. No, no, no, no, no.

He chuckled to himself, hearing the sound bounce back, wrapping him in his own mirth. It was kind of funny. To him, at least. He was pretty sure that no one else was going to be laughing.

The air smelled of earth and mold and urine. Looking around, he saw the darkness stretch out in front of him and behind as well. Old shops on either side glowered in the near dark, amber light from the glass skylights offering only dim glimpses of the scenery around him.

It was the perfect place to carry out the Plan. Perfect. Darkness, with patches of light. It was like the pictures he was finding in the Book. It had taken time and help for him to see the beauty, but now he couldn’t look away.

It was time. Time to move toward his destination. The destination where he would find his destiny. He never would have seen that connection before. His mind was opening. It was all because of the Plan.

And now, to set the next part of it in motion.

He set off down the buried street, the ruins of an old city swallowing him up as surely as the whale had swallowed Jonah.

 


CHAPTER 14

This ain’t gonna work, Trey thought as he hurried down the hospital corridor. Trey had seen the look on Mala’s face when she took Janey off that last time. Granted, he had been woozy from the venom—venom scare, whatever—but that was not the look of someone who was about to give them any help.

As they came around the corner, Trey spotted Janey in her bed. The little girl tossed fitfully, her hair plastered with sweat. Mala and Father John hovered over her bed, doing what they could to comfort her. The large black guard held up a beefy hand to stop them before they could even think about going through the door.

“Darc. C’mon, man,” Trey begged his partner. “Don’t even think about it.”

Looking up from her patient, Mala moved toward the door, waving the guard off to the side. Not too far to the side, Trey noticed. The burly guard was still close enough to run interference if Darc decided to get any funny ideas in his head.

Trey could see that Mala had her armor up high once more. In fact, this wasn’t Mala he was seeing. This was Dr. Charan. She spoke to Darc, her tone cool and professional.

“Detective, I respect what you are trying to do. Sincerely.” Darc began to speak, but the doctor spoke over him. “And I understand the constraints that your disability places you under, but you cannot, I mean cannot, put the burden of your investigation on that little girl’s shoulders.”

Trey winced, ready for another Darc-style confrontation. But instead, the detective simply stated, “I don’t need to see her. I just wanted to give these to her.”

Glancing over at his partner’s hands, Trey saw the paper towels that Darc had been working on so frenetically. Oh. Okay. Maybe they weren’t here for what he thought they were here for.

Darc held the papers out for the doctor, but Mala’s hands remained at her sides. “Janey has seen enough violent images for an entire lifetime.”

But instead of arguing the point, Darc simply leafed through the pictures. There was one of Janey’s teddy bear. Another of a cute mongoose. And the last was an exact replica of Darc’s detective badge. Mala took the drawings from Darc’s hands, her expression softening a tiny bit.

“Darc…”

“She needs to feel safe.” His tone was inflectionless, as always.

Mala blinked rapidly multiple times, still standing in the doorway, holding the pictures. “I think these will be very comforting to her.” She looked back up from the drawings to peer into Darc’s face. The beginnings of a smile hovered around her lips. “Thank you, Detective. Thank you for understanding.”

And then his partner turned…and walked away. Down the hallway just a few yards. Hold on. Was Darc actually waiting for him? Trey stood there, stunned. What had he just witnessed? Had all of that really just happened? The non-confrontation, the pictures, the waiting?

“Wow. That went…just wow.”

Mala gazed at him, her look amused. “What did you say to me that time? ‘Don’t get that look’?”

“Yeah, but…” Darc was waiting for him, and not because the car was locked. “I can’t help but…Wow.”

He waved goodbye to the doctor and the pastor, then jogged over to

 Darc. As he got closer, he called out, “Hey. That was one solid day of work.” Darc didn’t respond. Not even a twitch. Okay, they’d been on a roll, but responding to Trey might be a bit much to ask. Baby steps. “So, what I’m trying to say is, are we cool to punch out?”

Without turning to Trey, Darc spoke to the air in front of him. “I think we have done all that we can for tonight.”

“Excellent!” Trey rubbed his hands together. It was time for him to get back home to Maggie. And her stew, if you knew what he meant.

Darc swiveled around to peer at Janey. Mala had just given her the drawings, and, after glancing over them, she lifted her little head to seek out the tall detective. The two held a long look. Darc nodded his head once. Janey returned the nod, her face grave. She then reached to her side to pick up a crayon. The red one.

Yeah, that was a little weird, but Trey really didn’t have the time to overanalyze it. He had a hot meal waiting for him.

And, if he was really lucky, a hot girlfriend.

* * *

Darc moved through the night, observing in passing that it was not raining this time. Not that the rain hindered him much, but the lack of moisture would make scaling the fire ladder less challenging.

The light trails swirled around his head, doubling back on themselves, changing colors, shrinking, expanding. There was no rhyme or reason to the glimmering lines that should be nothing but reason. His logic was failing him. He had no idea what to do next.

Darc knew that he had promised to not haunt this fire escape, but in a sea of grey, this place was the only one tinged with light. He would stay hidden. If Maggie did not know he was there, then his promise would be intact—at least in spirit.

He clambered up to Maggie’s stoop, only to step over the ledge to find his partner there. Trey had set out two chairs, a pot of coffee and two mugs, a table, and a whiteboard. Everything they would need for a late-night brainstorming session.

Trey snorted. “Yeah, right. ‘We’ve done all we can.’” His partner shook his head. “It took me, like, two blocks to realize that you’ve never said anything like that to me. Ever.”

Sighing, Darc sat down on the chair nearest him. Trey waited until Darc was settled in before continuing, “Sooooo. You going to tell me what’s really going on?”

Darc did not even look at his partner. What would the purpose be?

“Come on, dude. Like you really drew pretty little pictures for a pretty little girl. Again, yeah, right. I should have picked up your plan right there.”

Interesting. His partner perhaps comprehended his intentions better than Darc had anticipated. Darc observed Trey continue his rant.

“In the entire time I’ve ever known you, six long years, you’ve never done anything remotely kind.” Trey peered at his partner across the dim light cast by the lamp inside the apartment. “You’ve kept right on taking up a seat on a packed-to-the-rafters bus when a little old lady boarded, with a walker.” He paused once more, this time apparently just to catch his breath. “You would steal candy from a—no, you have, literally, stolen candy from a baby when your blood sugar dropped that one time.” Trey waited, apparently looking for a response from him. Darc did not have one. His partner was accurate in his assessments. Trey finally blew out a huff of air and finished with, “So don’t tell me you just wanted Janey to feel safe.”

The night was still, but for the soft fluttering and cooing of a nearby pigeon. They sat in silence for several moments, the silence stretching out between them. At length, Trey coughed, bringing an end to their oneness with the night.

“So,” Trey asked, propping his feet up onto the fire escape, “what’s up with the pictures you drew?”

“We’ll see in the morning.” The morning. The ending of the dark.

* * *

She looked down at the pictures that weren’t pictures. The tall man had given them to her and showed her with his eyes that he needed her help. It was good to help; she knew that.

It felt safe here in the room with the pretty lady. She was nice. Her eyes were kind, and she said soft things. But the lady wasn’t happy with the tall man. The tall man made her cranky. Very cranky. Like, a wake-Mommy-up-from-a-nap kind of cranky.

She pulled Popeye in closer to her with one arm and held a crayon in her other fist. Popeye was helping, too. He was making sure the lady and the man in the black shirt didn’t see what she was doing. He wasn’t doing a very good job, though, so she had to keep an eye out herself.

Looking at the drawing of the mongoose, she traced the symbol that was there in the curve of its back and tail. It was pretty, even though it made her tummy twist up. The tall man had made it, so it was almost like it was warm and shining.

She knew what she had to do. She had to draw pretty, pretty pictures with her crayons. The pretty, pretty pictures were so the lady wouldn’t be mad at her. The letters inside the pictures were for him.

Drawing a symbol with the crayon, she looked up to see the man in the black shirt staring at her. She quickly filled in the rest of the drawing. It was a dog. A tiny, fluffy one. She liked fluffy things, even though it made Popeye jealous. Maybe that was why he wasn’t doing such a good job right now. Naughty, naughty Popeye. She’d make the next picture less fluffy. The man leaned toward the lady and whispered, but she could still hear him. Grown-ups did funny things sometimes.

“Art truly can be a salve to the soul,” he said.

The lady whispered back, “Yes. Children’s resiliency will never cease to amaze me.” The lady moved over to the side of the bed and bent down. The lady rested a hand on her shoulder and patted a couple of times. “That’s a beautiful dog, Janey. I’m so proud of you.”

She looked up at the pretty lady and smiled at her. Then she turned back to her drawing, filling in the symbol some more.

The tall man was really going to like it.

* * *

Okay. So Trey had figured out that Darc wasn’t in a sharing mood, but since he never was, that hadn’t been much of a shock. Darc didn’t want to share? Fine. Trey had some sharing of his own to do. Maybe he could prime the pump and at least not get sandbagged every single freaking time by what was lying in wait for them in this bugger of a case.

He slapped the first of the photos he had gotten of Blake’s paintings up on the whiteboard. Trey could still see the look on the art dealer’s face when he had shown up outside her office at seven o’clock in the evening. Somehow he had just known Ms. Steinway would still be at work.

She hadn’t been thrilled about it, but she’d allowed him to photograph the whole series. Amazing what a badge and the statement “official police business” could do, at least with the law-abiding portion of the population. And Ms. Steinway was nothing if not law-abiding.

So now Trey had the whole collection. Yippee. Lucky him. He waved his hand at the whole grouping.

“All right. I figure it was time for some show and tell.” Trey glanced at his partner. No response. Okay, maybe a little more priming of the pump was in order. “Like, I show you these pictures and you tell me what the freak is going on.” Trey lined up the first six pictures. “I’m seriously tired of being behind the curve here.” He scrubbed at his face, trying to wipe away the tiredness that was throbbing right behind his eyes. “Strangely, I kind of got used to the whole ‘oh, there’s another piece of brain’ thingy. But those freaking snakes?”

Okay, Trey was starting to hyperventilate. Time to calm the eff down. When it came to Darc, it had to be “just the facts, ma’am.” Otherwise, it was a no-go. Trey counted to ten, then made it twenty for good measure.

“Seriously, dude, I never want to be surprised like that again.” Trey had gotten his stride back. “So if there’s some effing hyenas or killer clowns coming up, I want to know about it.”

He waved across the group of photos once more, feeling like Vanna White on Wheel of Fortune. Darc rose out of his seat and moved over to the whiteboard. Sweet. Progress.

His partner pointed at the first of the photos, the one set against the totally white background. Trey nodded. He knew this one.

“Yeah, limbo. Unbaptized babies. Got it.”

Darc moved on to the second. Trey got a brief flash of the scene at the indoor skydiving place. Ah. Good times. Good times.

“Lustful storm. Been there, done that.”

The third. The pool of nastiness. More stuff that he would never, ever be able to get out of his head.

“Sludge of deceit. Experienced it personally.”

And then the fourth. This one Trey just didn’t get. At all.

“Rocks of over-spenders. Not sure how blowing your discretionary income equates to getting squished by boulders, but whatever.” Dante—no, make that Aristotle—was a messed-up guy.

On to the fifth circle. Flesh raining from the sky, skinned corpses, etc., etc.

“Yep. Den of losers. Would rather not remember that one, thank you very not.”

Darc tapped on the sixth one. Okay, Trey hadn’t even been sure he had them in the right order. Where were the…?

“Oh, there’s the effing snakes. Way down at the bottom. You know, you’d think they’d make those suckers a little bigger. More prominent.”

Darc scooped up the remaining three photos and finally spoke. “That’s the difficulty with these next works. Each has multiple levels that our killer may or may not reproduce.”

See, this was exactly why Trey was here. Nothing like getting a heads-up from a certified smarty-pants. “Yeah, well, hit me with them all. No surprises, remember?”

As Darc placed the seventh photo up on the whiteboard, the window to the apartment opened up and Maggie stuck her head out.

“It’s going to start raining.”

Whoa. That was uncharacteristically nice of her. “So, you’re letting us in?”

“Keep dreaming,” she said, just before she closed the window.

Trey turned to Darc and smirked. “I can see why you married her.”

He glanced at the photo his partner had posted. It was a riot of violence and brutality. The only spot that looked even remotely peaceful was a graveyard off in the corner. Well, except for the flames.

It said something about this bloody case that an exploding graveyard was looking pretty good right about now.

* * *

Officer Earnest Daniels was tired. He was tired of complaints. He was tired of teenagers. He was tired, period. It was three o’clock in the morning, for hell’s sake. Shouldn’t everyone be asleep?

“Stupid kids. Can’t they just vandalize their own stuff?”

His partner, Nalik, snorted in agreement. “Yeah, or at least tag shit in another precinct.”

And it didn’t help anything that they had been called out to a cemetery. The biggest one in Seattle. Evergreen Washelli Memorial Park was creepy enough in the daytime. Early in the morning, with nothing but the moon occasionally peeking through the clouds and the light from their flashlights? Might as well be a set for a horror flick.

Daniels hated horror flicks.

And this one was tailor-made for that kinda shit. Trees everywhere. Yeah, yeah, Emerald City and all that, but there were times where trees were not a good thing. This was one of them. Way too many shadows. Way too many blind corners. Way too many obstacles if you had to run screaming away from a guy in a hockey mask.

And it was huge. The thing stretched over more than a hundred acres and was one of the oldest in Seattle. “Old” to most people meant “charming” or “full of character,” but in this case, it just added to the freak-out factor.

Jesus H. Christ, what was wrong with him? After the massacre on the south side of town, though, everyone was jumpy. Getting the heebie-jeebies from shadows.

They passed by a huge mausoleum that the plaque proclaimed to be the Judge Thomas Burke Monument. Whatever. Daniels was just waiting for a zombie to come shambling out of it.

As they moved closer to the gravesites for the general public, Nalik’s flashlight landed on what looked like fresh dirt. This didn’t look like the orderly digging of a new grave. This was something else entirely.

Daniels added the light of his flashlight to that of his partner, turning the light on the stone that marked the grave. The tombstone was old. The date proclaimed it to have been placed back in 1892. They were in one of the older parts of the park. But the gravesite had obviously been disturbed, and just recently.

“What the…?” Daniels muttered, a chill running down his spine.

“Grave robbers?” Nalik guessed. “Really? Seriously, how low do you have to sink before digging up a dead guy’s gold tooth sounds like the most viable option to get your life back on track?” He moved over closer to the side of the grave, prodding the newly turned earth with his toe.

“Hell if I—” Daniels began, right before the night exploded all around him. The casket underneath the ground where his partner stood shot straight into the air, dirt and flame spewing up from the gaping hole in the ground where seconds before there had been only a residence for the dearly departed.

“Nalik!” the officer screamed, seeing his partner flung straight up into the air, only to collapse right at Daniels’s feet a couple of moments later. Nalik’s singed hand grabbed hold of Daniels’s ankle, but there was no life in the mangled mass of flesh that lay in front of him.

The officer shook off the hand and turned to run, trapped in the middle of his own worst nightmare and worse. He bolted pell-mell, stepping onto other freshly dug-up sites that exploded right behind him, propelling him faster, more headlong. The clods of dirt raining down from overhead set off even more graves around Daniels, turning the night into a veritable holocaust.

After what seemed like hours of this, Daniels stumbled out onto Aurora Avenue, charred and emotionally scarred for life, but alive. As he flipped open his cell phone to call it in, he looked back over his shoulder at the once-peaceful park.

Flames reached up to the sky from grave after grave, like orange and red fingers grasping at the heavens. It looked like the graves had opened up into the pits of hell.

Daniels was pretty sure that was exactly right.

* * *

Darc surveyed the next photo. Trey had shown unusual dedication and foresight in obtaining these photos. Although Darc could call up the familiar images with little to no effort, the physical presence of these duplicates in front of him allowed for even greater clarity and depth. Not necessary, certainly, but useful.

Even more important, having Trey understand what might await them could potentially lessen his shock in the moment. If his partner had anticipated the snakes, he might have been of more use back in the slaughterhouse than as a simple pincushion.

Trey seemed to be busy looking at the part of the photo that depicted the fiery tombs. He put his face close to the photo, his nose almost touching the paper, and muttered to himself.

“Wow. Dante didn’t like heretics much.”

“Aristotle,” Darc corrected him without thinking.

“Yeah, whatever, man. That’s harsh.” Trey moved his head back from the picture, then closer again, his eyes crossing. “So, which out of the thirty-seven local cemeteries are we going to search?”

“That’s what I hope to glean tomorrow.”

Trey nodded. “Right. The ol’ secret-message-in-a-kid’s-drawing ploy. Dude, I gotta tell you, sometimes you’re just downright sneaky.”

His partner moved on to the next photograph in the group. The eighth circle. Once again, there were multiple levels or layers to this depiction, but the two prominent elements were a stark forest filled with leafless, branchless trees, and a large boiling pot. Darc could see his partner goggling at what was portrayed within the painting and decided to give him additional information, since it was clear he would ask in a moment, regardless of what Darc did or did not do.

“The trees are formed of fossilized suicide victims.”

Trey’s mouth made an O of understanding. He then pointed to the cauldron.

“Okay, dude, but what’s in the pot?”

Right at that moment, both their cell phones rang in unison. Trey glanced at the incoming number, then grunted at his partner.

“Guess we’ll find out which cemetery a little early.”

Darc only hoped it was early enough.

* * *

Looking out over the burning park, Trey couldn’t help but feel a momentary sense of déjà vu. It was the picture. Almost exactly.

To be honest, as frightening as the picture was, seeing it come to life like this was infinitely worse. All of the scenes they had come across so far had been horrific, but none of them put the fear of God in Trey more than this one. It seriously was like looking at the beginning of the Apocalypse.

“Down to the freakin’ number of graves.” Trey shook his head. “I’m telling you, this killer is on fire.” He stopped and peered sideways at his partner. “No pun intended.”

Darc moved farther down the small driveway leading to the parking area, Trey trotting along behind him. The fires were more bright than any Trey had ever seen, searing his retinas when he accidentally glanced at them, making him see blue-green spots in front of him. The light from the blazes cast wicked, constantly shifting shadows around them both, causing him to feel like his footing was unsure.

Not just his footing. It felt like the whole park was changing second by second. The cemetery he was seeing right now was not the one he had seen a moment ago, and it would morph again here as fast as he could blink.

When they got to the parking lot, Trey stared around him. Everywhere he looked were fire trucks and ambulances. Oh, and firefighters. Lots of them.

But here was the problem. Not a single one of them was moving. One of the firefighters was even smoking a cigarette. Trey walked over to a group of four firefighters who were sitting on the running board of their fire truck, watching the fires burn like they were fireworks and this was the Fourth of July.

“Ummm…a city employee strike I don’t know about?”

One of the firefighters, a big, burly guy with a long, curly blond mustache, grunted at him. “Nothing we can do but let them burn out.”

“Wow,” Trey huffed back. “You guys are really at the top of your game here.”

“Greek fire,” Darc interjected.

Man, Trey hated it when he did that. No matter what, when Darc started spitting out words that made no sense, Trey could rest assured that he was about to feel really stupid. The firefighter glanced up at Trey’s partner, his face showing a glimmer of what looked like respect.

“Exactly.”

“Wait. Fire, who?” Trey asked, pissed that apparently he was the only one who didn’t know what was going on. Again.

“Greek fire. Developed by the Byzantines.” Darc glanced toward the inferno, then nodded at the firefighter. “It is inextinguishable.”

The fireman nodded back, his face getting more animated by the heartbeat. “Matter of fact, water makes it worse.” Trey stared at him in disbelief. Water making fire get worse? That didn’t sound right. The man must’ve seen the look, because he spoke directly to Trey this time, with almost as much heat as the fires themselves were generating. “Why don’t you go piss in there and see what happens?”

“No, thank—” Trey began, waving his hands to ward off even the idea. Then Darc strode directly in front of him, cutting off his view of the gathered firefighters. Darc continued walking toward the raging blazes. This could not be a good idea.

“Hey! Darc!” Trey called after his partner. “Penis fire, remember?”

Darc turned, his body limned in the flickering light of the burning grave sites. “Would he damage this perfect symmetry with a trap?”

Well, there went Trey’s perfect excuse to hang out with the firemen until the flames went out. Crap. “No. No, he wouldn’t,” Trey muttered.

Trey followed along after his partner, even though he knew he wasn’t going to like what he found.

Not. At. All.

* * *

Darc studied the layout of the graves, the distances between the burning sites and the undisturbed ones creating shapes that glowed brightly in his mind. But there was no answer. No matching shape that fit all the information into a pattern. There was some piece of information here. He knew there was. But he could not see it.

The flickering light from the fires did not impede his inner sight. If anything, it set it in sharper relief. Symbols and shapes, spinning about, dancing on the edges of the constantly leaping light of the conflagrations. The light warmed them, comforted them. But it did not cause them to settle into place.

Trey danced from one foot to another in what Darc guessed must be impatience. He had found, in spite of his best efforts to encourage it, that Trey had an extremely limited capacity to figure conclusions out on his own. Darc’s partner also seemed impaired in his ability to keep his ignorance to himself.

If Darc did not discover something soon, he would then have the added distraction of having to field Trey’s near-incessant questions. Darc did not want that to happen.

He surveyed the area, his gaze catching on, and then firmly held by, three trees. No shapes or symbols darted out of the configuration of those trees, and yet…this was the piece of information Darc sought. It was clear that it must be.

Blinking several times, Darc stared at the leafless forms, tracing their outlines in his mind. They quavered in the unsteady light, looking almost like they were moving. Like they were somehow human…

Pointing to the three bare trees, Darc spoke to his partner. “Look familiar?”

“Dude, I hate it when you—”

“Leafless trees?” Darc pressed.

Trey’s eyes widened as he apparently got the reference. His words confirmed it. “Oh, man. Circle number eight.”

Darc nodded. His partner reached into his pocket to draw out his cell phone, flipping it open. Darc reached over and closed it shut once more. “Don’t.”

“But we’ve got to get a crew out here.”

“For what?” Darc watched as the confusion grew on Trey’s face. It was standard procedure, yes. But there was nothing standard about this case.

“Hello? For—”

“I don’t want anyone else to…” Darc’s voice trailed off as he relived the pain of second-guessing himself. “Eighteen dead at the meat plant. The rest in ICU. Another dead here. How many before that? I can’t risk it. I won’t.”

“Whoa. Hold on.” Trey’s expression seemed almost…hurt, if Darc was reading it correctly. Hurt or constipated. “You won’t risk any backup, but you’ll risk me?”

“I didn’t say you had to come.”

Darc saw the conflict in his partner’s face, but he couldn’t worry about that now. He had to keep moving. The urgency was building to a fever pitch. Things were about to happen. Bad things.

Setting his sights toward the trio of leafless birches, Darc moved toward the eighth circle of hell.

 


CHAPTER 15

Stepping up his pace to catch up with his partner, Trey stumbled over a root or something that was sticking up slightly above the rest of the well-manicured lawn. The light from the Gregorian fires, or whatever the freak they were, was dissipating as they got farther and farther away from them, and he couldn’t see much of what might lie in wait within the wavering shadows.

And that wasn’t even close to his biggest concern here. They had just passed though the seventh circle, with its exploding coffins and ever-burning fires of hell and damnation. It’s not like the next one up was going to be filled with unicorns and pink peonies. Things were about to get real, yo.

At each step in this investigation, the killer had zigged when Trey would’ve sworn he was about to zag. Even Darc was off his game with this guy. No one, no one, put Darc off his game. They had one time gone up against a grand master in chess. A champion at the most strategic game ever, and Darc had barely broken a sweat out-thinking the guy.

So the question they all should be asking: who was this freaky-deek? If he was somebody that could twist his partner into mental knots, Trey wasn’t all that positive he really wanted to know.

The trio of stark-naked trees was still a ways off. There was something resembling a path that seemed to be taking them right to where they needed to go. Apparently, the killer wasn’t making things that hard at this point. One more big ole red flag. Wherever the killer wanted them to go was definitely not on Trey’s top ten vacation destinations list.

But somehow, he was still tromping along, headed up the primrose path—no idea what primroses were, by the way—straight into the jaws of the killer’s version of Art Appreciation 101. Trey must be crazy. Certifiable. He believed the technical term for it had something to do with flying mammals and excrement. That was the only real explanation he could come up with.

The park was oppressively large. Their landmark ahead didn’t seem to be getting any closer, and Trey was starting to sweat. Okay, he sweat by even thinking about exercise, but still, this was a bit excessive. Maybe the killer’s idea was to make them hike themselves to death. Trey wouldn’t put it past him. Death by workout did not sound like fun.

Although, come to think of it, it was a whole lot better than snakes. Yeah, that was something Trey was still hoping he’d be able to take out of the killer’s hide. A leaf rustled off to the side of the path, and Trey almost jumped out of his skin. Okay, no more thinking about snakes for a while. Good plan.

They continued tromping along through what Trey could only describe as something straight out of a gothic story. White marble headstones, some of the oldest ones covered in moss and fungus, peered back at them like teeth thrusting out of the corpse of the earth. Old bones of monsters unknown and unknowable. Trey felt like he was walking through a Bram Stoker novel.

But even worse than the gravestones gleaming in the intermittent firelight were the mausoleums. Large, whitewashed sepulchers, residence to the dearly and not so dearly departed, their entrances gaped open after Trey, hungry mouths waiting to be fed. On his blood and organ meat, probably. Trey’s neck hairs stood at attention, like he had just put his hand on a Van de Graaff generator.

The trees scattered throughout the cemetery loomed over the two detectives like the nuns used to stoop over Trey while he was taking his tests back in his Jesuit school. Observing. Scrutinizing. Judging. That was it. Darc and Trey were surrounded by judgmental trees. Vaguely Catholic ones.

As they finally neared the grouping of skeletal trees that were their landmark, Trey noticed a glow coming from up ahead. It was a different kind of light than the fires that were raging behind them, but it too flickered. It felt warm and homey, as opposed to the harsh blazes they had left in the possibly not-so-capable hands of the Seattle Fire Department.

Okay, yeah, they knew all about the Goliath fires or whatever. They just seemed a little too happy to sit on their butts for Trey’s liking. He knew lazy when he saw it. There was no fooling him. Kinda hard to cheat a cheater.

In that more welcoming light, Trey noticed that Darc had outpaced him. That man was an effing workhorse. “Man, you walk fast. You’d think with what we’re looking for…” Trey stopped talking in order to have enough breath to catch up to his partner.

And then they settled into something just below a breakneck pace. At least, that’s what it felt like to Trey. Enough to keep his legs and lungs burning, not so fast that he would pass out. It certainly left him no space for idle chitchat. Trey began to suspect that maybe Darc had done that on purpose.

The forest was a presence around them. Movements of small animals slipping through the brush set Trey’s nerves on edge. The shadows from the ever-brighter flicker ahead danced crazily around them, making it feel like a whole posse of insane, cannibalistic clowns was about to attack them from behind a bush. Not that the shadows looked particularly clownish. It was just the scariest image Trey could come up with at the moment.

They crested the hill, and there in front of them was a campfire, burning merrily away. Hung on a metal framework above the flame was an enormous cast-iron pot. Okay, Trey was kinda pissed. After pulling the snakes out of the freakin’ background, now the killer was giving them this straight-up copy of the painting? Where was the out-of-the-box killer Trey had grown to despise and loathe? It’s like he wasn’t even trying anymore.

“Dude. This guy is literal.”

Shifting around so that they were approaching the cauldron from opposite sides, Trey and Darc moved closer and closer to the bright and cheery center of what looked like nothing so much as a Boy Scout camping trip.

Okay, the big black cast-iron pot was a little creepy, but even that just looked like some awesome Dutch-oven cooking was on its way. From the metal container, Trey could hear the sounds of boiling liquid burbling away inside. He had to stop himself from chanting, “Double, double, toil and trouble.” A giddy giggle also seemed to want to erupt, his body’s way of venting the sheer panic that threatened.

Tiny wisps of steam issued out from under the massive lid covering the pot. Trey had no desire to open it up. That’s how he knew it was what he needed to do.

Trey grabbed a stick to help pull the lid off. He looked up at the huge cast-iron crock and then at the thin switch of wood in his hand. Lifting his eyes up to meet his partner, Trey grimaced as Darc gave a sharp shake of his head. Yeah. There was no way that twig was going to budge something as heavy as the manhole-cover-of-a-lid that topped this sucker. Trey sighed and tossed it away.

Back into the jungle he had to go. He took a deep breath, crossed himself, and plunged into the undergrowth surrounding the clearing.

After thrashing around for a moment, he came back out with twigs in his hair, a new bruise on his hip, and more scratches than he had gotten once when he fell into a rosebush while trying to pick a flower for his girlfriend back in high school. At least he’d obtained what he’d gone out there for. He was clutching a large branch that had fallen to the ground off the huge and obviously ancient maple behind him. Hefting the cudgel and squaring his shoulders, Trey advanced on the fire once more.

“Ready?” Trey asked, lifting up the branch.

Darc nodded, but Trey let the point of his bough tip back down to the ground.

“Sorry, I’m not,” Trey said, trying not to hyperventilate. He was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what was in that pot. No, scratch that. He was positive he did not want to know what was in that pot. His partner directed a look at him that could have frozen lava. “Okay, okay. Jeez.” Sometimes Darc could be such a little priss.

Edging his way forward with extreme caution—hey, the graves had exploded, right?—Trey eased the point of his lever forward in one hand, trying to keep it from shaking too much. That was just because of how long and big the stick was. It had nothing whatsoever to do with fear. His other hand, he kept firmly on his gun. He knew there couldn’t be anything alive inside the pot, but somehow, having his hand touch metal was a tiny bit comforting.

Sliding the tip of the wood through the ring on the top, he started to lift up, but the circle of metal slipped off the end of his branch. Trey overbalanced and almost went face-forward into the fire. That would not have been a pleasant ending to this little field trip.

“Crap.” Trey could feel Darc’s disapproval all the way from the other side of the campfire.

Setting the branch completely down for a second, Trey shook his arms out, rolled his shoulders around, and cracked his neck. This time, he gripped the branch firmly with both hands and managed to ease the cover up enough to see that the liquid within looked to be blood. Floating in the viscous sludge was the back a human head.

“Ah,” Trey gagged. “That’s just—”

And then the head rolled over. It was the black guard at the hospital.

“What the…? No, no, no, no, no…”

The metal lid fell with a loud clang as Trey backed away from the cauldron, trying desperately to rid his vision of what he had just seen. As the branch fell and bumped against the pot, the contents sloshed around inside, causing more heads to bob to the surface.

There wasn’t even a flicker of acknowledgment from Darc. It was like his partner was a stone. But then, with no change in posture or even a shifting of his countenance, Darc let five words fall from his mouth.

“He was protecting the girl.”

Trey’s mind exploded into a million gibbering fragments. “Oh dear…No. No. No.” He picked up the twig he had abandoned earlier and ran back over to the pot. Swiping the stick through the gory stew, he managed to turn another head around. Father John.

“Oh, no. Please, God. I’ll repent. I’ll do anything. Just no.” Trey babbled incoherently as he continued moving around the horrific contents of the iron pot.

Darc had not moved or made a sound.

A third face rotated up to turn its blank eyes toward the black heavens. Mala.

It couldn’t be.

But it was.

It was too much for him. God would understand.

“Shit, no. No. Mary, mother of god.”

Darc stood motionless above the bubbling metal vessel, his face uplit by the flickering flames. His spine was rigid, his face without expression. Trey hit him on the arm. Hard.

“Don’t you care, man? Don’t you effing care?”

Darc didn’t even deign to answer the question. He just looked him right in the eye and asked one simple question.

“What about the girl?”

That was more than enough to send Trey back to the pot.

Trey’s movements were growing more and more frantic as he fished inside the cauldron for a catch that he did not want to make. Blood sloshed and spilled over the side, sizzling down the red-hot metal, splashing down to hiss in the depths of the crackling fire.

“No, no. God, no. Please, oh God, no.”

Dropping the stick and stumbling back, Trey retched and heaved with equal portions of disgust and relief. He wiped his sweaty hair back from his forehead and sobbed.

“She’s not in there. She’s not in there.”

Turning to his still-rigid partner, Trey hit him again, calling out to him, trying to penetrate the armor of stillness Darc had wrapped around himself.

“Did you hear me? She’s not in there.” Nothing. No response. Trey raised his voice even further. “Darc!”

Once last time, Darc made a pronouncement of lifeless words. “Then he’s got her.”

The words did not want to enter into Trey’s brain. They were clear enough, their meaning straightforward, but he couldn’t bear them. “No. No. Just no.” Trey fell back to the ground, not even feeling the impact. He looked up, wanting for once to see something in Darc’s eyes. Hope. Comfort. Even an indication of pain. There was nothing. His face was a black hole, sucking in Trey’s torment and giving back nothing.

And then a glimmer of hope burst into life inside Trey’s head. “But wait! You baptized her. That will protect her, right?”

From his partner issued forth a groan. It was filled with all the torture that Trey had been looking for on Darc’s face. It spoke of all the chaos that must be unleashed within his partner’s soul. It also gave Trey the answer that he didn’t want to hear.

“But how would he know that?” Trey muttered, mirroring the agony of Darc’s exclamation. “Would Janey know to tell him?” And then another step down the pathway to hell opened up before him. “No. Oh, no. What will he do once he finds out? What will he…? No.” Trey grabbed his hair in both fists, pulling and tearing at his own scalp. He took deep breaths, trying to calm himself. “All right. Don’t freak out, Keane. We can figure this out.” Trey stopped, then glanced over at his statue of a partner. “Well, Darc can figure this out.”

Trey walked over and planted himself in front of Darc, reaching out and placing a hand on each of his partner’s shoulders. “Come on, man. Hit me with some genius. Where would he take her? What do we do?”

There was no visible response to his questions. He might as well be talking to the trees around them. “Darc! Don’t you dare retreat into mute-ville.” Trey shook his partner over and over, each time with more energy. “Get your ass back to reality, dude.”

After several long moments, his hands dropped down to his sides and Trey released a long breath. It was no use. Darc was gone. Trey started pacing back and forth in front of the fire, tugging at his hair.

“This is not okay. What the hell am I supposed to do?” He paused in his ranting for a second, peering over at the tall figure that almost appeared to be one of the statues of the cemetery. “Better question. What would you do? What’s the last thing you were working on?”

And then he knew. He had it. Snapping his fingers, he started tugging on Darc’s sleeve.

“Come on, dude. Come on.”

They had some drawings to find.

* * *

It was so dark here. And so, so scary.

She had never seen anything like it, ever. So scary that it made her want to be asleep again, like when the man had put the smelly cloth over her mouth. That had been scary, too, but not as scary as this. The only thing that made her stay awake was that she had to pay attention. Like in class, but even more important than learning how to spell and stuff.

She knew she was supposed to be brave, but sometimes it was so hard. And the man, the bad man, the sneaky-meanie man, had taken Popeye away from her. She didn’t know where he was.

Popeye would probably be mad at her because she hadn’t yelled when the man took her. That was what she was supposed to do. Stranger danger. But even with Popeye angry, she’d still rather have him with her. She didn’t have anyone to talk to. At least, not anyone nice.

“Don’t worry, little one.” It was the man again. “It won’t be too long now. Not so very long before you see your parents again. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

She knew what that meant. He was talking in a grown-up voice that meant that he thought she was stupid. She wasn’t stupid. She was very, very smart. Her mommy and daddy and all her teachers said so. She wanted to kick out at the bad man’s leg, but that maybe wasn’t a good idea. Besides, he had tied her down, so she couldn’t anyway.

She nodded instead.

Her mommy and daddy were dead. That meant the meanie man wanted her to be dead, too. She thought about that for a while. Maybe she would’ve liked that before. To be dead with her parents. Like, right after all the really bad stuff happened. But now she wasn’t sure. She missed her parents, but the tall man was there to protect her. He was so nice. Even though he didn’t smile at her, his eyes made it feel like he was.

He was going to come. She knew he was going to come. Nobody was smarter, braver, or handsomer than him, except maybe her daddy. Thinking of Daddy and Mommy made her sad, but thinking of the tall man made her feel like she was taller or something. Braver.

That was a good thing, ‘cause the bad man was putting things on her. And talking.

“You must stay calm, little one. Calm. Breathe slowly. Breathe deeply. We don’t want things happening too quickly, now do we?”

She didn’t know what he meant, but it didn’t sound good. It turned her stomach all gooey-stretchy inside. Not as bad as throw-up, but almost.

Things were bad right now. Really bad. It was like what Mommy used to say. “Things seem bad sometimes, but they get better. Sometimes it takes a little while, but they get better.”

She just had to wait.

And then he would come.

* * *

Flashes. Bursts of light. Incoherent swirlings of what he had once thought of as his muse.

He was anchorless. Formless. A floating mass of neurons firing at random in the darkness of the night. Dark.

Darc.

But that was someone else. Someone capable of ordering the chaos to suit his needs. Someone with the power to wrest the anarchy out of itself and from the broken tiles of bedlam create patterns.

There were no patterns here. Nothing but bombshells of fading glory, shards of broken logic, shreds of glimmering pathways.

His consciousness shrank and grew, as random in its variations as the supposed light of logic. Glimpses of trees, gravestones, statues. Flashes of the Rover, the blur of the passing city, the continued murmur of his onetime partner. His partner, who never knew how to shut his mouth. Even now, still talking.

This incarnation of self had known no partner. That was a past that was fading into the background of disconnected picture memories. It was minutes ago. It was an eternity ago.

The girl had counted on him. Trusted in him. And now her head floated in the bubbling reduction of her own life’s vitality.

She had counted on him. Sat within the circle of his protective badge. And now she was captured, possibly already dead.

The lives floated on the surface of the flotsam and jetsam of his shattered awareness. No more nor any less significant than the images that seeped in from outside. A streetlight, its light burning a streak of blue into his retinas. The circular port of the hospital’s emergency room. The pinched face of a nurse, staring at him as he was pulled past her toward some indeterminate goal.

They meant nothing. How could they mean anything? Nothing had meaning. Nothing had purpose. Nothing.

Nothing at all.

The wisps of light floated about, calling out to him with their siren song. They enticed him to dance with them once more. But he could no longer dance.

He had forgotten all of the steps.

* * *

The trip through the hospital to Janey’s room was an effing train wreck. Trey had never realized just how much he used Darc as a battering ram. Something about his partner made the crowds magically dissipate the second Darc wanted to walk through. Now that Trey was the one leading his semi-aware partner along, it was pretty clear that Trey had no such talent.

It didn’t make it any better that he was pulling along a six-foot-two, vacant-eyed bald man in his wake. Trey just wasn’t used to this much attention. Okay, maybe he used Darc as an attention-battering ram, too. People tend to overlook the shorter, quirkier detective. You crack a few jokes, make a few people chuckle, don’t draw too much attention to yourself. Let your brilliant partner drift unawares through the sea of admiration and/or irritation. Worked for Trey, He supposed. Most of the time.

After a flurry of bumps and bruises, they managed to make it through to the peds area, only to walk into a beehive of activity. The hallway outside Janey’s room was swarming with cops and crime scene investigators. Bags of evidence whipped back and forth in the hands of serious people doing serious things in a serious way. Photos were snapped, orders were barked, careers were made and broken in moments.

And into the maelstrom drifted Trey, dragging his comatose partner along behind. When the frenetic press of people finally got to be too great, Trey cut Darc loose, leaving him to fend for himself. Who knew? Maybe if someone jostled him hard enough, he’d wake up and bitch-slap ‘em.

Trey rushed toward the cordoned-off area where curtains had been pulled shut in front of Janey’s room. Two steps away from getting inside, he felt a solid hand thunk down on his shoulder. It was the meaty fist of the captain. Here. Again.

“Whoa, Keane. It’s not pretty in—”

“I know. Just let me through.”

Captain Merle held on, though, and turned Trey around to face him. “There’s so many body parts in there, we’re not sure who is who.”

“But no heads, I know.”

“We’re not sure if it’s the little girl or—”

Trey cut him off. “It’s not Janey.”

“How could you know that for—?”

“I just do, okay?” Trey snapped, then pulled himself together, speaking more forcefully than…well, ever. “Now let me in.”

The captain moved out of Trey’s path, a look that almost could have been respect crossing his face. Weird. Trey opened up the curtain and passed into the room, feeling something underneath his left foot as he stepped inside. It was Father John’s collar, the white square turned to a dark red.

Seriously, what kind of a sicko goes after a man of the cloth? That was the problem with this serial killer. No sense of boundaries.

Compared with the white sterility of the hall outside, the room was a blood-soaked scene out of the worst that nightmares had to offer. It was like that scene from The Shining, times ten. Trey barely glanced at any of it. Not like he hadn’t seen it all before. Blood and guts? Ho hum. Nothing new here. He moved about the room, overturning chairs, looking under the bed, moving equipment doused in red. The captain entered, his jaw agape, apparently from Trey’s cavalier tossing of the room.

“What the—”

Trey ignored his boss’s shock, focused on his frantic search. “Have you seen any papers? Drawings? Little kid’s drawings?”

“No, but I don’t see—”

Knocking the medication cart over with a crash, Trey sent pills and vials scattering all over the floor of the room. Oops. Nothing. He had to find them. Captain Merle barked at him, his deep voice harsh with criticism.

“Keane! You are contaminating a—”

Trey held up a hand to ward off the rest of his captain’s speech. He peered around the room, seeing out of the corner of his eye that his boss seemed to be holding his breath and turning colors. Putting that uncomfortable thought out of his head, he finally focused on the bed. Racing over to its side, Trey ripped the blanket off, throwing it into the lake of blood covering the floor. The captain’s face was turning from pink to something more resembling a nice red wine.

“Keane! I am going to have to ask you—”

Yeah, yeah. Trey had heard it all before. Keane, knock it off. Keane, you’re a screw-up. Keane, stop blubbering. Whatever. There were more important things to occupy his brain right about now. Trey looked at the pillow still resting up at the head of the bare mattress. He gently lifted it up, exposing a stack of drawings beneath. Blowing out a sigh of relief, Trey snatched up the pictures and raced back out of the room, trying not to splash the blood too much with his boss right on his heels.

Darc was exactly where Trey had left him, his face even more expressionless than it typically was. Nurses and cops and CSI orbited around him, like somehow Darc had become the center of their little solar system. Trey knew what that felt like. He dashed over to his partner and started holding up Janey’s drawings, leaving each one there for several seconds before moving on to the next.

“Come on, buddy. See something.”

Captain Merle stalked over to the side of the catatonic detective, his face gradually returning to a more flesh-colored tone. He looked on in disbelief. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Priming the brain pump,” Trey explained, lifting another picture into what he hoped was Darc’s eye-line. “Jump-starting the smarts.”

Frustrated with the lack of response, Trey darted off to the nurses’ station, shoving one of the orderlies out of the way. He ripped open the nearest desk drawer, rifling through it until he came up with some tape. In quick order, Trey plastered Janey’s sketches all over the wall closest to his partner.

He moved back over to Darc’s side, pulling him toward the wall. Grabbing the tall detective’s jaw, he moved his partner’s head from side to side, trying to mimic Darc’s own natural movements if he were studying the drawings.

“Take it in. Janey’s telling you something. I know she is, or she wouldn’t have drawn anything.”

Darc began to blink, the first sign of movement Trey had seen.

“That’s right, buddy. You know you want to show off that ginormous intellect of yours.”

The blinking intensified, Darc’s pupils contracting as they seemed to come into focus.

“Come on, dude. Say something insultingly condescending.”

And then Darc’s hand shot out, grasping Trey’s wrist in a vise grip.

* * *

The lines and symbols swam into and out of focus, the effect like a dreamscape that was forever warping and changing, flowing with the tide of the dreamer’s subconscious.

Meaningless chatter flooded his ears, filled his mind with dross. It was unimportant. It didn’t make sense. Nothing made sense. He was nothing.

A band of discomfort gripped his jaw, his head swiveling back and forth as it floated freely above the vertebrae of his spinal column. A minor irritant. Nothing of import. Just additional white noise.

And then a dog floated into his view. It was small. It was fluffy. Its spine and tail formed a symbol that leapt off the page and slapped Darc across his mental cheekbones.

His surroundings began to take on substance, the other drawings yielding up their symbols, the letters cavorting and shuffling into place in his mind.

Darc reached up to pull Trey’s hand away from his face.

“That will be enough.” Darc moved to the pictures, pulling them off and rearranging them to match the patterns in his head.

His partner backed off, rubbing his wrist. “Hmm. Insulting and condescending. You know what? I’m going to take it. And I’m going to like it.”

The captain looked at Darc shuffling around the papers on the wall, and then glared back at Trey.

“Well?” he asked, locking Trey’s gaze with his own.

Darc continued to turn the pictures over and around, moving them until they revealed themselves fully to him. He could feel Trey’s eyes on him, seeming to beg him to take over the explanation. Darc ignored him.

Trey shuffled his feet a bit, then spoke to the captain. “Let’s see, the ninth-circle punishment is a frozen wasteland.” The captain raised his eyebrow in apparent disbelief. Trey’s reaction sounded a touch defensive to Darc’s ear, although that pitch could possibly mean pain as well. “What? I know how to google.” He regrouped and started again. “Anyway. It’s filled with traitors.” Merle’s eyebrows crept up another notch. Trey sighed. “Okay, Darc gave me a primer.”

“Does that information help us at all?” the captain asked.

“No, there are, like, a thousand places this creep could have set up shop,” his partner answered. “All the way from the snowcap of Mount Rainier to an ice-cube plant.”

The symbols in front of Darc locked into place, the space between them filling and glowing with a new shape. The answer. Logic had come back to him. It had come back for him. And he had responded.

“Puffins,” he croaked. Switching from the extremes of inner vision to outer communication was always a difficult transition. And this one was worse than normal. He felt shaken in a way he had never experienced previously.

His partner pushed his hair back in frustration. “Puffins? Wow. Still so behind.”

The captain spoke over Darc’s shoulder at Trey. “Is he talking about the bird?”

Darc began removing the pictures from the walls in frustration. He forced words to form on his lips, directing the sounds at Trey. “Think. Frozen. Traitors.”

Trey’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. “Puffins…The hockey team!”

“The semi-pros,” the captain chimed in. “They sold out and moved to Calgary.”

“And the stadium has been shut down for months while they convert it for public use!” Trey crowed in triumph. “We are back!” He glanced over at Darc and then recanted. “Okay, you’re back, but still! Yes!”

The captain gestured at the policemen milling about the crime scene. “Take two units. I’ll send as many as I can spare after you.”

Darc moved off toward the elevator, following his partner for once. The glowing lines were back, solid, bright as they had ever been. Darc wished it made a difference. Those lines all pointed to one conclusion, one glowing symbol. One end of the pathway for the little girl and anyone else foolish enough to stand with her. The letter was clearly etched in his consciousness, its meaning obvious.

Death.

* * *

Trey yanked the steering wheel hard to the right, leaning on his horn as he veered around the Porsche 911 in their path. He then whipped it back to the left to keep from careening into the gold minivan on their right side. This freeway was like a death trap.

“Anybody hearing this siren? Maybe we should carry RPGs instead.” Trey swiveled his head to glance at his partner. “We’re going to find her, Darc.”

“Of that, I have no doubt.”

“Alive, Darc,” Trey reassured. “Alive.”

Yeah, that was about the size of things right about now. Darc was always a bit of a Debbie Downer, but this felt…different. More fatalistic.

Darc hadn’t really said much since he came out of his trance-coma. He was back, but he wasn’t really back. There was something fragile in his partner that Trey had never experienced before. Like Darc was made of thin glass or rusted-out metal.

Trey had seen Darc shut down before, but it was always in service of something larger. He went all vegetable, sure, but he came out with a stronger sense of purpose. He came out with answers. And he normally came out on his own.

This time had been something new.

Never before had Trey stressed out about his partner’s mental health. Physical safety? Sure. Social grace? Absolutely? But cognitive ability? Not a chance.

Trey racked his brain, looking for something, anything, to say to his partner to get him out of his funk. Something to jump-start Darc’s confidence like he’d jump-started Darc’s brain.

But Trey came up empty, and Darc just stared straight ahead at the stadium growing larger and larger in the windshield of the Rover. Trey veered into the parking lot and screeched to a halt next to the closest entrance. Cop cars filed into place on either side of Trey’s car, uniformed policemen pouring out of hastily opened doors.

As Darc exited the car and ran toward the door, Trey reached into the backseat and pulled out a huge pair of bolt cutters. No time to get the stadium facilities manager down here. They were just going to have to muscle their way in.

The stadium was huge, and they had to jog a bit to get around to the main entrance. Darc might be off his game, but he was still freaking fast. Trey’s jog turned into a near sprint. The clock was ticking down, and Trey had no desire to be the one holding up the show.

He joined Darc at the entrance a few seconds later, the jaws of the cutters opened wide to clamp down on the chain holding the double doors shut. The clanking of the steel links echoed around the concrete structure, making the sound triple in volume. It was the sound of metallic bones clattering to the ground, warning all who heard that this wasn’t somewhere they wanted to be. Trey knew he didn’t.

Moments later, the entire group rushed through the long, dark entryway tunnel, guns drawn and leveled. As the cops fanned out, moving around the sides of the oval space, Trey called out to them.

“Find the lights.”

The enormous structure swallowed up the tiny policemen and their sounds and then spit them back in all sorts of distorted ways. The metal beams exposed by the jetting lines of the cops’ flashlights lurked above them, seeming to threaten death by crushing to any foolish enough to venture under them. The air smelled of cheap spilled beer and stale popcorn.

Trey loved sports. Any kind of sports, really. In fact, he had been known to turn on ice dancing or even golf from time to time when he got really desperate. But being here, in this big, cold, dark, and empty space, was making him rethink his position on organized athletics, professional, semipro, or otherwise. This place was just downright creepy.

Moving down the stairs toward the ice rink in the center of the stadium, Trey could hear the officers spreading out into the sports complex, seeking out the control panel for the lights that would allow them to better see what they were about to face.

Although, come to think of it, Trey wasn’t one hundred percent positive that he wanted to see it. Based on what they’d come up against so far, that was probably the understatement of the century. If their killer had actually been here—and Darc’s deductions made that a pretty high possibility—Trey wanted to be as far away from here as he could possibly get.

At that point, one of the cops must have located something, because a single beam from an overhead spotlight radiated down onto the ice below. And then Trey was sure that he didn’t want to see any more.

Sticking out from the ice was a single bloody hand.

Trey’s heart rattled around in his chest, feeling like it was trying to escape the ribs of its fleshy prison. The center of his stomach, on the other hand, had no problem racing away from its location, landing somewhere close to his feet. And then he took another, closer look.

“The hand’s too big, Darc,” Trey gushed, sickened and relieved at the same time. “It can’t be hers. It’s not Janey.”

Without speaking, Darc pivoted and raced off, not toward the ice, as Trey would’ve expected, but up and away from the rink. Leave it to Darc to surprise him at every turn. Trey groaned and sprinted off after him, his thighs aching after two seconds of stair climbing. Why stairs? Why always stairs?

And then more lights burst on, flooding the rink in light. Trey caught up to Darc, and both spun around to stare down into the depths of the ice. Dozens and dozens of bodies were encased within the frozen water, their hands pushed up against the surface of their icy tomb.

“Oh.” Trey groaned. “Damn it all to hell. Why am I shocked? Why?” He glanced at Darc to see that his partner’s eyes were darting from one figure to the next, his breathing shallow, his fists clenched. Trey stared down at the grisly sight below and had a realization. “Oh, God. Do we have to cut them out of there? I mean, I want to save Janey, but…oh, man.” He waited for Darc to declare one way or the other. Maybe there was another route for them to take.

“We have to go down.” Darc’s declaration sucked the remaining life out of Trey.

“Oh, okay. Okay. Yeah.” He called to the nearest group of cops. “Let’s find some axes and—”

“No. Down.”

“Down?”

But Darc was already on the move. He stalked down the stairs, Trey struggling to keep up once he had realized he was supposed to follow. Sometimes he felt like some kind of freaky marionette, except that his strings didn’t go up. They went sideways and were attached firmly to Darc’s back.

Arriving at the guardrail to the ice rink, Darc didn’t so much as blink. He turned to the right and opened up a doorway with a steep metal staircase on the other side that led to the basement. Pipes crisscrossed in the air around and above them as the echoes of their own footsteps reverberated around them. Trey glanced at Darc.

“Okaaaaaay. Now what?”

“Down,” his partner reiterated.

“Dude, we are down. This is the basement. We are here. The ninth circle.” There were no more stairs that Trey could see. They had arrived. A little anticlimactic? Yes. But really? Was Trey supposed to complain about that? He would take his anticlimaxes where he could get them in this case.

“We need to find what is at the bottom.”

“Wait.” This was so not cool. “What? A tenth? What tenth? You didn’t tell me about any tenth circle.”

“It’s not a circle.”

Okay, Darc wasn’t making any sense here. None at all. “Then what—?”

“It’s Satan’s lair.”

“Oh. Right.” Trey sat down abruptly, right where he was standing. “Down, then?”

“Down.”

“Uh-huh. Yeah. Just…give me a minute.” Trey put his head between his knees and took several deep breaths. He then poked his head up, thought better of it, put his head back down, and took several more. Darc stood above him, looking down, a hulking presence in a dark suit. “Okay. Okay. I’m good.”

Clambering up to his feet, Trey followed Darc to a chained-up door that proclaimed Danger. Do Not Enter.

“Yeah,” Trey muttered. “No kidding.” Darc looked intently at Trey for a long moment. Trey stared right back at him. “What? I’m not letting loose with the big one. We’re trying to stop hell on Earth here. I think God’ll forgive me a ‘shit’ or two. Shut up.” Trey ran back to the stairwell.

“Where are you going?” Darc called after him.

“Look. You can lead me down to hell if you really want to, but don’t get all shocked when I decide to bring backup.” Trey called out for the unis upstairs to grab the bolt cutters and join them down below. He stood facing off with Darc, who had that look on his face. The one that said that Trey was making a huge mistake.

“We do not need them to accompany us.”

Trey held up a finger. “Correction. You don’t need them to follow us. I, on the other hand, do. I’m not going to dance with the devil without my crew at my back.” The first of the uniformed cops clattered down the stairs, holding the bolt cutters out to Trey.

Dragging the tool over to the door, Trey sliced through the chain, letting it fall to the floor with another loud, metallic clatter. This time, the sound was more trapped. Trey was feeling a mite bit trapped himself. He pushed the door open with his toe, the little-used hinges groaning in protest. A wash of stale air flooded the basement where Trey and Darc stood.

Peering down into the blackness, Trey had to blink rapidly a few times to get to the point where he could see anything at all. Once his eyes adjusted, he saw an even steeper set of stairs than the ones they had just come down. Oh, and they were made of wood. And appeared ancient. And less than stable. Trey motioned for the officers to follow. If he was going down there, he sure as shootin’ wasn’t going to do it with just him and Darc. He then spoke out of the side of his mouth as he and Darc stepped down onto the first step, the wood screaming its protest beneath their weight.

“Is this part of the Underground even mapped out?”

Darc shook his head.

“But you do have some kind of schematic in your head, right?”

Darc shook his head.

“Some vague sense of what we are going to find down there?”

Another shake.

“Yeah, okay.” Trey pulled out his cell phone and pressed the speed dial for Maggie. One bar of reception. She picked up on the first ring.

“Hey, Trey. What’s up?”

“Yeah. Babe. I just…I love you. I wanted you to…you know, just in case—” The line went dead. No bars. Trey flipped the phone shut and slipped it back into his pocket. “Well, that doesn’t bode well.”

Darc’s eyes glittered in the near dark as he peered at Trey, his eyes partially lidded. His eyes were knowing. Like the floating eyes of the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland. Man, that was a creepy story. Kids’ book, nothing. Trey spoke over the creaking of the stairs.

“You should’ve told Mala you thought she was hot.”

Darc continued down the stairs, silent but for the trodding of his feet and the complaining of the wooden structure. Just when Trey thought there would be no response from his taciturn partner, Darc spoke without turning his head.

“What makes you think that I did not?”

Yeah, Trey was surprised. Shocked, even. But knowing that Darc had told Mala about his feelings somehow made the darkness around them just a tiny bit brighter.

* * *

The darkness coalesced around him, covering him, caressing him. He knew he did not deserve to be comforted. Thankfully, the darkness never tried.

It called to him. It sang to him. It seduced him. But comfort? Never.

This was the perfect place. The culmination of all his efforts. All roads, light and dark, had led him to this crossroads.

Time to put the Plan in motion.

The pawns had been set and were arranged in the most strategic of configurations, readied for their sacrifices. The rook had been neutralized, the queen disposed of. And the knight was on his way. Such a clever knight. Such a delightful challenge. And he took delight in so little these days.

Darkness. Silence. But for the breathing…

Darkness.

It would not do, would it, for the Lord of Heaven to gaze upon his Plan? To see the culmination of his war with God. No, not war. Not that.

It was only necessity that had driven him here. Only what was necessary. Surely that was clear?

He pulled the strap down more tightly, securing the form of the tiny girl to the altar.

God approved of sacrifices.

Didn’t He?

 


CHAPTER 16

Darc took the last step down into Seattle’s Underground. The beams of Trey’s and his flashlights lanced through the absolute darkness, picking up the dancing motes of dust stirred by their arrival. The floating specks gave a feeling of near solidity to the rays of light, making their intrusion into the black almost a violation. If they were to turn those lights off, they would be unable to view their uplifted digits centimeters from their faces.

This wasn’t the Underground that tourists saw, with much more light and somewhat Disney-fied. This was far away from that other part of Seattle, in terms of both physical location as well as the atmosphere it contained within its tunnels.

This was the Underground where even the rodents didn’t dare to tread. It was a barren wasteland. A fossilized relic from an earlier time. There was no life here. This was the place where hope came to die and be buried, never again to see the light of day.

There were no skylights to dot the concrete ceilings, giving its denizens moments of relief from the all-encompassing darkness here below. There were no beautification projects. No regular patrolling by Seattle’s finest. Here, chaos and decay ruled.

The foundations of the streets above them pressed down, their weight and presence a physical club that was continually held over their heads. At times, noise from above would creep down below, the sound waves sliding their way through sewage drains or manholes and then bouncing around from hard surface to hard surface, only to wind up here, where they eventually died. Like everything else here.

A smell of earth and stagnancy invaded Darc’s nostrils. The feel of the air was cool and damp and smelled of death. It caressed his face, entering into his clothing, sapping his body’s natural warmth.

The buildings on either side of them slipped away from their rays of light as if they were ashamed, seeking only to sink farther back into the depths of the dark and their own obscurity. They crouched on the other side of the beams of light, animals waiting only for an opening in which to attack the intruders who had dared bring illumination to this darkest of all pits.

Now the questions remained. Where to go next? What to do?

Darc looked inward to the tracks of light and logic and still encountered mostly anarchy. There had been enough clues to lead them here, but there was no indication of where they should move next. Darc was running blind in a place where running blind could easily be the death of him, his partner, and every uniformed officer who had followed them down into their likely tomb.

The presence of the seven policemen behind him was like the weight of seven separate anvils pressing on different parts of his mind. Risking lives was not new to Darc. There had been many times when he had knowingly led men into danger. But in each of those circumstances, Darc had been able to process with pinpoint accuracy the likelihood of injury and death. Then it was a simple matter of weighing the outcomes in the balance.

Here, there was only a blank nothingness where the percentages should be. It was theoretically possible that every man here would make it out alive and in perfect health. But Darc knew better, even without the glowing certainty of numbers and logic. None of them would make it out unscathed. At this point, with what he knew of the killer, Darc was not sure that any of them would make it out alive.

And yet here he was, leading a group of fellow law enforcement professionals straight into what he knew might be a death trap. A good portion of that was due to the escalation factor of the killer’s operations. They had followed a geometric pattern, not an arithmetic one. The deaths were growing exponentially. The killer had to be stopped. That was true.

But there was another part of Darc that he was only now beginning to discover. The deaths had always been numbers, nothing more, nothing less. If the potential loss of life in the rescue operation were more than the expected number of deaths caused by the killer, Darc would have argued against the operation. At least, that would have been the case a couple of weeks ago.

Now, he was not so confident in that hard-numbers assessment. It would make no logical sense to risk an entire group of police officers to save the life of one little girl. But Darc was no longer sure of what his answer would be if it came down to just that. In fact, that might be exactly what he was doing right at this very moment.

Trey broke the near silence by kicking a loose pebble at the nearest building, an old barbershop, from the looks of the white-and-red pole out front. The stone pinged off of the only intact glass window, leaving a mark but not actually shattering the pane. He huffed out his apparent frustration.

“Who builds a freaking city on top of another one?”

Darc suspected this might be one of the questions Trey referred to as “rhetorical,” but he could not be completely sure. More often than not, he got it wrong. What Trey thought of as his reticence to answer questions was an assumption that Trey already knew the answer and was attempting humor. Darc did not understand most of Trey’s attempts at humor. Better to play this one safe and answer the question.

“With all the fire damage, it was easier to start over.”

“Dude. This is one messed-up way to ‘start over.’ Wouldn’t it have made more sense to raze the old stuff? Your house burns down, you don’t go building on top of what’s left.”

“Pioneer Park. Tidelands,” Darc said, his attention still largely on looking for patterns and new lines of logic. There had to be something here. Trey’s sudden lack of movement caused Darc to return his attention to his partner. Trey stood with his hip cocked, giving Darc an intense look that Trey called a “glare.” It seemed closer to what Darc would think was pain, but Trey was the emotional expert.

“Seriously, Darc. You have got to stop with the cryptic crap. It’s just annoying.”

One of the other policemen, an Officer Brantley, piped up. “I know what he’s talking about.”

Trey muttered to himself while kicking another pebble at the walls that surrounded them. “Of course you do. Someone always does. Not that the someone is ever me.”

Officer Brantley bulled ahead, not seeming to take notice of Trey’s mutterings or mood. His accent betrayed him as having left Chicago for Seattle. Darc noticed the closed-off a sound, as well as the hard, retroflex r. Apparently, Brantley had studied up on his Seattle history when he decided to make the move.

“See, Pioneer Park was always getting flooded ‘cause it was so low. It was just filled-in swamp, basically. So when the fire happened, they figured they’d just kill two birds with one stone. Make everything higher up, you know?” Darc’s partner just glared at the officer, until Brantley finally fired back. “What? My dad was a city planner. He used to show me weird stuff from cities all over the place.”

“Whatever.” Trey’s tone was unusually caustic. “I just want to know what our killer is doing down here.”

But Darc had no attention left to spare on this conversation. Every part of his mind was locked in a struggle to turn the shapes of buildings, random markings on windows, or even pieces of splintered wood into symbols. To no avail.

A faint whooshing sound came from a distance down the subterranean walkway. Darc stopped, his sudden lack of movement alerting his partner. Trey held up a hand to the rest of the group.

“Quiet!”

Everyone went rigid, the group noise dying down to nothing but some labored breathing. Darc put the probability at 83 percent that it was asthma from the dust they had all kicked up.

And then they heard it. A scraping. A hissing.

Something was coming.

* * *

She heard the sound.

Psssssssssssst.

Like someone was trying to get her attention in church. Or like her bicycle tire when she ran over that piece of glass. Daddy had taken the tube out of the tire and put it in a bucket filled with water. The hole had made bubbles so he’d know how to make the tire better.

The sound made her happy. That was kinda weird, ‘cause she knew the sound was bad. The meanie man was smiling, so it must be bad. A trap, maybe. Like those dumb ole snakes.

She was still happy, though.

She was happy ‘cause if there was a trap that made a noise like that, a noise that made Meanie smile, then that meant the tall man was on his way. And if the tall man was on his way, then everything was going to be okay.

So she was sad that something bad was going to happen, but she was glad that the man with the gold badge was going to be here soon. And he was super-smart. He wouldn’t let the bad thing keep him from coming.

Sometimes grown-ups didn’t always do what they said. One time Mommy had promised, promised, that she was going to get ice cream, but she forgot. Daddy said that sometimes that happened.

But the tall man wasn’t like other grown-ups. He didn’t talk to her in a high, fakey voice like her teacher. He didn’t say one thing and mean something else, like when Daddy said maybe they would go to Disneyland.

When he said something, he meant it.

He had saved her from the snakes.

He would save her from this, too.

And maybe even find Popeye for her. That would be great. She really missed Popeye. She even missed when he would get sassy with her. If he came back, she wouldn’t get mad at him for that ever, ever again.

She wiggled around on the table, trying not to breathe too fast. When she breathed too fast, it made the beeping start going faster and made her nervous. She looked at the numbers on the thingy behind her head. They were upside down, but they said 20:46, 20:45, 20:44.

That didn’t seem like a very long time.

Less than a SpongeBob Square Pants.

But it was okay. He would get here. He would save her.

She knew it.

* * *

The hissing was getting louder. Much louder. Trey stifled a moan and looked down at his feet, lifting up each foot, searching for hidden reptiles. He was more than a little bit relieved when he didn’t find anything there. Snakes. He just couldn’t handle more snakes.

A gust of wind stirred the dirt and debris at Trey’s feet. It ruffled his hair. That was more than a little bit weird. Trey felt his face scrunch up in confusion. He thought back to his mom’s telling him that if he kept making a certain expression, his face was going to stick that way. He consciously tried to smooth out the muscles of his forehead. This face couldn’t be pretty.

But there was what felt like a more important concern at the moment…

“How could there be wind down—?”

In unison, Darc and Trey shone their flashlights ahead in the gloom. A huge ball of roiling white rushed toward them. Okay. Trey had no idea what the freak that was, but he wasn’t waiting around to find out. Trey screamed at the entire group.

“Go for cover!”

Darc’s hands pushed against him as his partner shoved him bodily toward the entrance to an old bank. Turning his head to see the remainder of the cops with them, Trey watched as they divided into two main splinter groups, three heading to an old-time saloon, two into what looked to be a general store right next door. Two lagged behind, seeming to be unsure of what was going on.

And then it was too late for them to figure out anything ever again. The white cloud wrapped around them, turning them instantly into sparkling copies of the men who had stood there only seconds earlier. Before being swallowed up completely in the cloud of whatever-the-freak-that-was, they looked almost like marble statues with impossibly detailed features, stuck in stone forever.

Trey was not prepared for this. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it sure as hell wasn’t anywhere close to what was going on out there. He released a puff of air that steamed around him like one of those space-cloud thingies. Nebula.

He realized the randomness of his thoughts was in direct proportion to his confusion and panic. He shook his head at what he was seeing, hardly able to credit what his eyes were telling him.

“What…? How…?”

“Liquid nitrogen,” Darc answered, his tone as cold as the cloud outside.

Trey remembered the one science class where he’d actually paid attention in high school. His teacher had brought in a thermos full of liquid nitrogen. He’d spilled it on the floor and showed them how it sizzled like a drop of water in a hot pan. He’d stuck a fully bloomed rose into the substance for a couple of seconds and then shattered it on the table.

Okay. So he now knew what it was. He still had no idea why in the world it would be out there.

“But what’s—?”

“The frozen wasteland…” Darc’s voice trailed off as he seemed to follow some pattern Trey couldn’t see in the icy cloud. He had that thousand-yard stare that said he was doing some kind of mental magic inside his head.

The window in front of them frosted over completely in a matter of seconds, the cold beating even through the solid wall between them and the deadly whiteness. Hoarfrost crept across the floor toward where Darc and Trey were now rapidly backing away, covering up a chair they had passed just moments earlier.

The cold was hunting them.

And they had nowhere to run.

* * *

Officer Manuel Ramirez was claustrophobic. He had never shared this with anyone on the force, ‘cause…well, it was hard enough being the only Latino in the precinct. Didn’t have to give most guys an excuse to razz someone different. Put something like this in front of them, and it would be like seagulls all over rotting garbage. A messy free-for-all.

He was used to not fitting in. He was the only one from his barrio who had made it to college. And then for him to go to the police academy? That had not gone over well with the chulos in the SP. For a while he had worried that he’d have to make his parents and younger sister move in with him to keep them from getting harassed.

At least his fellow officers were pretty good guys. There was even one of them, Murray, whom he would hang out with from time to time, go grab a beer together after work and stuff. But every once in a while, when they’d go down to SP for a bust, one of the guys would start to say something, then look at Ramirez and shut his trap. Didn’t take a genius to figure that one out.

But now here they were, underground, for hell’s sake, and Ramirez had been doing everything he could not to hyperventilate. That was, up until about ten seconds ago. Somehow, after running away from the cloud that had frozen Johansen and Singh in place, the ceiling pressing down on Ramirez seemed like the least of his worries.

They were inside now, and safe. Even if Ramirez was pretty sure the low-hanging roof was about to cave in on him. He took a couple of deep breaths to steady himself, rested his hand on the bar of the old saloon. Cabrón. That counter was cold. He jerked his hand back up, looking at his palm in the glow of his companion’s flashlights. It was red and raw. It looked like he had actually pulled off a layer or two of skin. Man.

Glancing at the mirror on the other side of the bar, Ramirez could see that crystals were forming on the surface of the glass, frosting over his own image within it. Whatever was in that cloud was still reaching them somehow.

Ramirez went to back up, but his foot seemed rooted in place, like he had stepped in a pool of superglue or something. Maybe the floor had rotted and he had stepped into a crack? He pulled and tugged, but there was no getting it freed. Turning as best as he could to the other two cops, he did what he could to keep the panic out of his voice.

“Help!”

Murray was the first one at his side, grabbing him under the shoulders and giving a strong pull. Still nothing. The other officer, Nguyen, yanked one of Ramirez’s arms over his shoulder to give him more leverage, motioning to Murray to do the same on the other side. After a count of three, both of them pulled as hard as they could.

This time, it worked. Ramirez was free. Time to get as far away from the front door of this place as possible. Pivoting on his heel, Ramirez went to plant his other foot and tumbled to the floor. He had somehow managed to miss the ground with his shoe. How the hell had that happened?

Glancing down, there was something weird about the perspective. In the dim light, it looked like his leg was much shorter than it should be.

And then Murray shone his flashlight on Ramirez’s leg and the screaming started. It took Ramirez several moments to realize the cries were ripped from his own throat.

Where his foot had been was just a jagged stump.

Back where he had been standing before, a shoe and a sock stood watching him, splintered flesh and bone jutting out from where the sock had fallen down around the ankle. His ankle.

Murray backed away, mumbling to himself. “Oh, mierda. Oh, man.”

Still screaming, his throat raw, Ramirez went to push himself up from the ground, only to find that he was stuck once more. This time, it was his hands and the undersides of his legs.

He could feel nothing but deadness where his limbs should be. The dead feeling continued to creep up his body as both the other officers retreated even further. Ramirez couldn’t even see them now, and his torso refused to twist around to track their progress.

Trying to call out, Ramirez felt his chest constrict, the air no longer entering in as he struggled to breathe. His screams had turned to whimpers, and within moments his chest locked in place and his lips sealed together, blocking any further efforts he might make at communication.

His ears took longer to freeze than any of his other extremities. Perhaps that’s why the last sensory input he received, before drifting into darkness, were the frantic screeches of Murray and Nguyen.

But soon even those noises faded away.

* * *

Jeremy Lerner’s luck sucked. Hard.

Getting assigned to the serial-killer case had seemed like such an awesome thing, you know? Get to go out and help bring down a monster and shit. Totally rad stuff.

Yeah, it had meant he wasn’t gonna be able to meet with his informant-slash-pot-dealer tonight, but whatevs. He still had some of his Acapulco Gold stash left. Enough to keep him mellow for a few more days if this case dragged on.

But now they were, like, running for their lives and shit. Jeremy hated running. There had been only one time when it had seemed like a good idea, and that was when a street punk he had busted a while back had seen him with a blunt. Can’t let that happen, you know? Had a rep to keep back at the precinct. Getting fired meant no more weed, and that was not copacetic.

The last thing Jeremy had seen over his shoulder was that one dude and his partner getting the worst kind of stiffy possible. They looked like icy pops or something. Totally sick.

And now him and his partner were in this, like, store. There were shelves on the walls, and even a couple of bags of something. Flour or sugar, maybe. Dude. When he made it out of this thing, Jeremy was totally gonna make some snicker doodle cookies tonight. Went great with the Gold. And maybe he could grab him some of those cheesy puffs. Or no…dude, it had to be the cheesy balls. Those things were awesome. Especially the ones down at the bottom of the bag that soaked up all the extra grease.

But right this sec, things were looking like a bad trip in here. It was so cold that his chattering teeth felt like they were gonna break off. His partner, Officer Lewis, was usually, like, a real stoic with a stick up his ass. But even Mr. Awesome over there was looking pretty Smurfy. Like, blue, you know?

And then, through the walls, they heard the screaming start. One voice that choked off after a while, then two more joining in. Jeremy looked at his partner. What the hell? That didn’t sound good.

They both backed into the store as far as they could go, tripping over cans on their way back. Lewis gave Jeremy a weird look, and then let out a long breath that looked like he had just taken a hit off the most massive bong ever.

“We’ve got to conserve our strength, Officer Lerner,” his partner stated, gesturing for Jeremy to…what? Give him a hug? Yeah, that wasn’t gonna happen anytime soon. He turned to spit on the ground, letting Lewis know what he thought of that idea.

The spit froze midair and cracked on the ground.

Okay, so maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Jeremy moved forward, trying to figure out what was going to be more awkward, face- or ass-first. Freaky as it was, he went with face. No way he was gonna spoon with his partner. He’d never live that one down.

As they huddled together, trying to stay warm, Jeremy felt a numbness creep up his legs. Looking down, he could see the ice crackling up both their legs. He couldn’t move. Facing his partner one more time, he looked the guy straight in the eye.

“Good idea, though, dude.”

He just wished he could move before they totally froze in place. When someone found them later on, this was not gonna look good.

* * *

Okay, so this was the opposite of courage. Trey was not putting one foot in front of the other. He was, quite deliberately, putting one foot behind the other. The only thing that made him feel a little bit better about it was that he was only a step or two behind Darc. Okay. Maybe three.

And still the ice advanced on them. The old partitions for the tellers were now a glittering wasteland. At least it was pretty.

Trey put his foot back one more time, only to have it come up against the back wall. So. No more going that way. But the frost was coming, and it didn’t seem to be slowing down at all.

“All right. How cold do you think that is?” Trey asked his partner.

“Negative forty—”

“You know what? Never mind!”

As he put his back up against the wall, something jabbed into Trey’s lower back. Ow. That hurt. He glanced behind him and saw that what had poked him was the huge steel handle of the bank’s enormous vault. Trey looked at the vault, then at Darc, then back at the vault.

“Oh yeah!”

But as he went to yank the door open, it wouldn’t budge. Darc added his strength, the two of them pulling until the veins stood out in their foreheads, but the ancient door was just too old and rusted.

“Come on!” Trey yelled at the vault, slamming his hand against the metal and then immediately sticking his hurt hand in his mouth.

And then Darc took a step back. He calmly—a little too calmly, as far as Trey was concerned—analyzed the opening, his head cocked at an angle. That meant either he was about to rush the door or he was trying to see things from a different perspective. Ah, who was Trey kidding? He had no idea what was going on in his partner’s head.

Darc reached out a hand and placed his index finger on the upper-left-hand corner, somehow pushing the door in just slightly. It then sprang back out, swinging wide. Trey just gaped at the blackness of the old bank vault in disbelief.

“Man, I love it when you do that!”

Rushing into the darkness, Trey spun on his heel and slammed the door shut behind them, shutting out the creeping chill. Or at least that was the idea. Within minutes, the air around them started to drop dramatically in temperature, forming billowing clouds of steam around their heads any time they exhaled. Trey tucked his hands under his armpits, dancing from one foot to the other to try to increase his blood flow. He also had to pee pretty badly, so there was that, too.

“Knew I should have brought a coat,” Trey muttered to his partner.

“It wouldn’t help.”

Trey gave Darc a look that he really hoped said something along the lines of no shit, Sherlock. Just because Trey was a little slow on the uptake didn’t mean he was completely clueless.

And now, all that remained was to wait for their imminent death. For as fast as it had been coming at them a few minutes ago, it sure was taking its sweet time now. Trey squirmed, trying to take his mind off his overfilled bladder.

“Hey, Darc. Have I ever told you about that time with the blue-haired girl that—?”

“Yes.”

“What about the donkey and the—?”

“Yes.”

Yeah. That was it. He was out of stories. Trey was going to die here, in the dimly lit belly of an ancient underground bank, of extreme frostbite. Having to go to the bathroom so badly that his eyeballs were practically floating.

Right about now, death by snake was sounding like a fantastic idea.

* * *

Darc understood that Trey was doing everything he could to keep his mind off of his rapidly approaching death. Darc even perceived that part of what his partner was trying to accomplish was to distract Darc himself from the specter of his failure.

It was no use.

Death approached with its feathery, cold fingers, reaching out for their heat. And once they were frozen, Darc was relatively confident, he would have no further twinges of conscience regarding this case.

Peering into the swirling ice crystals that were forming from the moisture of Darc’s and Trey’s own breath, lines of light began to trace around them, dancing alongside the crystalline structures. Spaces formed in Darc’s mind, their outlines limned in colored light. The frozen droplets adhered to his eyelashes, the weight of the ice causing them to droop into Darc’s eyes.

Trey shifted once more, opening then closing his mouth. He hopped from one foot to the other. This was behavior that Darc had seen before. Thinking back, he recognized the pattern. There had been the moment when Trey had broken Darc’s laptop during an investigation. Before telling him, Trey had resembled a goldfish.

And the time when Trey had accidentally dropped crime scene photos into the toilet. He had almost looked like he was dancing as he bobbed back and forth from one foot to the other.

Trey had something he wanted to tell him, and it was not good news. Something that more than likely had to do with some kind of confession due to their approaching death. Another shape clicked into place for Darc just as Trey managed to get words out.

“Dude. I should tell—”

“Don’t,” Darc said.

But apparently, Trey wasn’t about to let it go that quickly. “No, really. It’s been a—”

“No. You misunderstand. You don’t need to. We are safe.”

“What?”

Trey reached up to wipe his now-wet eyelashes where the ice had melted. Shining his flashlight along the floor and the walls, it was clear that the frost was moving away from them, not toward.

Letting loose a huge whoop, Trey pumped his fist in the air. “That is what I call skin of the teeth, baby!” He rushed over to the vault door, pushing at it to open, but…

“It’s locked. Again.”

Moving past his partner, Darc once more placed his index finger on the door, this time on the lower-left-hand corner. The door sighed open.

“You are going to have to show me how you do that sometime,” Trey muttered as he brushed past Darc on his way out. He moved ahead in the near darkness, headed toward the entrance of the bank. Darc did nothing to try to catch up to him. Unlike his partner, he understood exactly what would await them in the other buildings.

Trey ran past the two frozen police statues, cringing away from them as he neared their now-permanent abode. He glanced into the general store, muttered something foul under his breath, then moved on to the saloon. After peering through the window, Trey’s shoulders slumped.

“The same.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Dammit! What other tricks does this mother—this sick bastard—have up his sleeve?”

The sound of Darc’s partner faded into the background as Darc’s gaze lanced into the space around them. The liquid nitrogen had been precisely placed and dispersed. The patterns of ice on the buildings around them appeared almost etched. Even as the patterns began to melt, symbols and lines leapt from the walls, locking into place almost instantly. Darc turned his head to his partner.

“He has at least one more.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean,” Darc said, “is that he’s just invited us into his lair.”

Trey stepped back, his face frozen almost as hard as the policemen behind him. “Are we really going to walk into a trap like that?”

In response, Darc moved forward, leaving his partner behind him. He could hear Trey’s footsteps quicken as his partner struggled to keep up with him.

“You aren’t thinking, dude. It’s not going to avenge Mala or save Janey if you get killed.”

Darc stopped. He heard the stutter step Trey made to keep from running into his back. Darc could feel something inside him break, leaving him momentarily unable to continue forward.

“I’m tired.”

Trey’s face twisted in on itself. Confusion. Or heartburn. He spoke slowly. “Of course you are. You don’t get much sleep, and—”

“No.” Darc cut him off. “I’m tired of it being my fault.”

Trey waved his hands all around them. “This isn’t—”

This time, it was Darc’s glare that stopped him. “I dragged her into this. Both of them into this.”

“But—”

“You into this.”

“Hey!” Trey made a chopping motion with his hand. “I wasn’t dragged anywhere.”

Darc sighed. “Tell me there’s nowhere else you’d rather be. No one else you’d rather be with?”

Trey laughed, a short, bitter bark. “Duh. Dude, we’re in some kind of subterranean hell village with a psycho who’d like nothing better than to freeze our balls off. And yeah, I’d rather get laid—no surprise there.” He paused, looking deep into Darc’s face, searching for something there. “But tell me there’s nowhere else you’d rather be.”

Darc felt his shoulders sag with the weight of the pressure bearing down on him. “There isn’t.” He watched as realization seemed to dawn on his partner’s face. “That’s the problem.” It was clear what was needed now. Darc could see it as clearly as if it were one of the inner rays of light. “Go back to her. Tell her in person.”

He turned and walked away from his partner. This was the way. The only way that made logical sense. Trey’s voice drifted up to him.

“Son of a bitch.”

What Darc could not tell was whether his partner was simply swearing, or if the invective was directed specifically at him.

He knew he deserved the latter.

* * *

Trey wasn’t sure how long he stood there. Did he want to go back to Maggie? Sure. Didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that one out. But did he want to be there for his partner?

Well…no, actually. Not now, not in this place. Maybe this was another one of those courage moments. Putting one foot in front of the other. Problem was, he wasn’t completely sure which direction was the most courageous.

Usually, it was pretty simple. Just figure out what he really, really, really didn’t want to do, and going ahead and doing it was courage. No problem. Except for the occasional screaming-like-a-little-girl thing.

But this felt different. Whether or not they caught up to the killer and found Janey, the chances of their getting out alive were slim. And Trey’s following along to help probably wasn’t going to make much difference one way or the other. This was not one of the situations where Darc’s fly’s being up was going to do a whole lot of good. Trey was essentially additional baggage. Just one more person Darc had to worry about getting killed.

And there was Maggie. Maybe he was overestimating his importance in her life, but he was pretty sure that his death would do more than just inconvenience her. And she still cared about Darc. Someone had to be there for her when the Dark Knight fell. And if not Trey, who? Captain Merle?

So…there really wasn’t any reason to go running after Darc this time. He could just go home. Should go home. Was totally going to go home.

Which was strange, because that was definitely not the direction his feet were taking him. He was walking into the lion’s den, and moving faster with each and every step. Yeah, logic told him to get out of here before he got in the way. But he really wasn’t the logic guy. That was Darc’s domain. Trey’s domain? Doing something completely stupid. And there was just no way he was going to let his partner walk into what was as close to literal hell as their killer could come up with.

Come to think of it, he was pretty sure he had already made that decision as soon as Darc had started walking away from him. So all he had been doing here was making sure that he would have to run his butt off to catch up to his partner.

Now all that was left was to make sure he didn’t break his neck trying to catch up. Trey shone his flashlight to either side of him, making sure he wasn’t about to step into something nasty. Couldn’t be too careful when the resident savant was somewhere up ahead in the blackness.

As he ran forward into the eternal night of the Seattle Underground, Trey’s light first hit the back of his partner’s head. Okay, so at least he knew where Darc was. Luckily, Darc hadn’t been doing his normal impersonation of a speed walker. But as the flashlight lanced over to the side, it bounced back off of something metallic. A tank. A bunch of tanks. Getting closer, he could see that they were spent tanks with LIQUID NITROGEN written all over them. Along with warning signs. Yeah, no duh. He called up to Darc.

“Well, that explains the freeze breeze. Our guy sure went to a lot of trouble setting out our welcome mat, didn’t he?”

Darc paused in his forward motion but didn’t turn around. Trey jogged over the rest of the distance separating them and landed at Darc’s side. His place, for better or worse. He glanced over at his companion’s profile.

“You know, sometimes you’re a real prick…”

He started walking forward again, hearing Darc matching him step for step. There was an extended moment of silence between them. Then Darc finally spoke.

“But?”

“No buts. Just, sometimes you’re a real prick.”

Maybe he was imagining it, but was that a flash of a smile on Darc’s lips? No. Couldn’t possibly be. Not in a million years.

The two of them walked side by side into the depths of hell. Together.

 


CHAPTER 17

The journey toward their destination was interminable. Darc continued to look for signs that they were still going in the right direction, but found nothing except for scurrying rodents and broken-down remnants of an older part of the city.

This part of the Underground was deeper than where they had been before, the distance up to the surface stretching at least two and up to three full stories. As Trey and he reached an intersection, a distant light shone down the passageway to their right. There were no symbols to guide them here, but the illumination worked as a beacon, guiding them to their hellish destination.

“Aw. Look, dude. Our little psychopath left the porch light on for us. Nice of him,” Trey muttered, the cynical tone not completely masking the undercurrent of fear in his partner’s voice.

They continued their approach, the glow intensifying but unsteady, a flicker rather than a consistent source. As they moved closer and closer, a noise began intruding on Darc’s senses. It started as an almost subliminal sound, a possible product of the imagination, setting Darc’s teeth on edge but not fully brought into the conscious mind. But as they neared the source of the light, the intrusion grew, turning into a low moan or howl.

And then they could see what lay ahead of them. It was a cathedral, its sweeping arches rising up to the height of the foundations of the Underground. A combination of wood and stone, the church was far more ornate than any other building here below the surface, a remnant of probable efforts in the 1800s to clean up a morally suspect city.

Stone gargoyles dribbled water down the face of the chapel, the tracks of its passage black in the dimly lit atmosphere. Its facade was pocked with windowless openings, from each of which blew an unholy blast of air. The low groan originated from inside the structure.

Trey whistled. “Yep. Triple A–rated for sure. ‘We’ll leave the light on for ya.’ Might as well be the Motel 666.”

As they approached, Trey stopped for a moment, peering more intently at the water draining down from the grotesqueries above. He stooped, scooping a finger through one of the dark puddles. It came back red.

“Yeah. That’s not water.” Trey peered up to the grinning creatures above, and a red drop landed on his forehead. “Ugh. Seriously?” He wiped his hand over his face.

Above the arched entrance, dark symbols bled their own drops, the trails meeting and flowing over and around the etchings on the stone. The letters removed themselves from the surface of the rock, dancing into Darc’s head, with traces of glowing light carving themselves into new patterns within his mind. The symbols knocked into one another, bleeding and merging together to form new ciphers. The newly formed glyphs flowed into place with ease, not fighting him at all.

“So,” Trey asked, “did he put the welcome mat out for us?”

The answer was clearly yes, but Darc had no time to inform his partner of this fact. The wind inside peaked, rattling the heavy wooden doors. And then, with no warning, the doors burst open, a gust of foul air hitting them both, along with a spattering of blood. Trey gagged and spat.

“Dude. Last chance for a beer and to bowl a few frames.” He looked over at Darc. “No? Okay, then let’s get this over with.”

They walked through the wide-swinging doors side by side, straight into the depths of the worst nightmare imaginable.

* * *

She heard the doors bang open, and she knew it was the tall man and his friend. Even though she had been sure he was coming for her, knowing he was here felt really good. Really, really good.

He was going to fix everything. He was going to make it all okay. He might even know how to get Popeye back from the bad man.

But she had to be careful. Super-duper careful. She couldn’t even look over to see the tall man’s shiny head. She wanted to. So much. But if she did, the awful thing would happen.

And that awful thing was so awful. It could never happen. Never, never, never. It was up to her. Daddy always said that she was brave. When she went to the dentist. When she was supposed to put her face under the water at swim lessons. When the monster would start coming out from behind the bookshelf in her old room.

She would start to cry, and Daddy would say, “It’s okay, sweetie. You are so brave. You are the bravest little girl I have ever seen.” And then she would stop crying and she would know she could do whatever scary thing she had to do.

This was a lot harder than the dentist or the pool or even the monster. There were so many bad things here. Scary things. Way worse than the monster from behind the bookshelf. Things that made her want to squeeze her eyes shut and never open them ever again.

But she was brave. She didn’t have her crayons or markers here, but even when she would just think of the tall man’s shiny badge, the drumming sound in her ears would slow down. So would the beeping clock next to her head. That was a good thing.

And now the tall man was here. He would save her. He would save everybody.

* * *

Trey was freaking out, big time.

Everywhere he looked, he saw a new horror. A new assault on the senses.

Before seeing all of this, Trey wouldn’t have called what the killer had done up to this point “understated.” But after only a few seconds of being inside this freaky church, that was pretty much where he was landing.

The deaths to date had been so many that Trey had stopped counting a long time ago. And brutal. So very, very brutal. But now the killer had landed firmly and undeniably in the realm of spitting in God’s eye. Trey couldn’t even take it all in.

“I gotta say it. I’m going to say it. God’ll forgive me for this one. What. The. Fuck.”

The once-pretty font at the entrance to the narthex was filled to overflowing with blood. The carved pictures of the saints around its surface had been defaced. Snakes curled around Christ’s hands, feet, and neck as he stood in what Trey used to call the holy pose, one hand over his heart, the other pointing toward what had once been the heavens but were now flights of demons overhead. The vipers had sunk their fangs into his flesh, the overflow of blood from the font looking like the figure of the Savior was weeping red drops.

The same bright and hot fire from the cemetery flared from cauldrons placed all the way through the cathedral, lighting the sick scenes around them with light that looked like it came straight out of hell. The glow washed over everything, giving the whole church a surreal feel like those paintings Trey vaguely remembered from college by that Spaniard dude with the awesome mustache and the crazy eyes. Surreal and totally psycho-sicko sick, sick, sick.

Torture devices that Trey hadn’t even known existed scattered themselves within the once-sacred chapel. An iron maiden sat, hinged wide to display the corpse sliced to ribbons within its jaws. A rack was placed in the central aisle, the body stretched way past the limits that Mother Nature intended.

In every nook and cranny, statues of the saints had been graffitied. Naked corpses of women draped themselves across the shoulders of Saint Matthew, making it look like the guy who wrote of one of the four Gospels was getting busy with wine-soaked floozies.

Saint Thomas was surrounded by figures with wings and horns, each one holding a tri-headed spear thrust into the body of the apostle. The devils were all laughing at the pain on the holy man’s face.

The stones used in the martyrdom of Saint Stephen were all carved with hideous faces, leering at the saint as they pummeled his flesh. The stones themselves were carried by statues of other saints ripped from their own alcoves, placed in sexual positions with one another, their sad faces totally at odds with what they seemed to be doing.

This was bad. This was so very, very bad.

The blasphemy probably wasn’t doing much to Darc. As far as Trey knew, his partner was neither a believer nor a nonbeliever. For Darc, it was all about what was happening in the moment, or where their killer was going next. Afterlife, schmafterlife.

But to Trey, this was like ripping his childhood out of his chest and then spitting on it. Everything that mattered to him, everything he believed in, was being degraded. And then there was the totally overwhelming loss of life. It was staggering. Everywhere he turned, another human life bled itself out in horror and suffering. It was almost more than he could bear.

Lifting his head, Trey found the worst of the worst above them. Corpses dangled by chains from the ceiling, huge industrial fans causing them to sway in the artificial wind, raining down gobbets of flesh and blood on the pews beneath. Occasionally one of the bodies would careen into the bared blades of the fan. The sound and spray from that contact were beyond description.

And ahead of them, on the altar within the chancel, lay the girl.

“Janey!” Trey shouted.

Although she wasn’t chained or strapped down, Janey didn’t move or even seem to notice their presence. Trey began to rush forward, but Darc placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping his movement almost before it started. Trey had no idea what the freak was going on.

“Dude? What the—?”

Darc pointed to several trip wires spread out at ankle level across the nave of the church. He then waved toward an LED display right behind the girl’s head. The numbers were counting down…4:54, 4:53, 4:52. Okay. Yeah, that had been a good call. Trey turned back to thank his partner.

From the alcove behind the desecrated statue of Saint Matthew, a dark figure sprang toward Darc’s back, a metal meat hook glinting in the light from the fires. In the span of a gut-wrenching heartbeat, Trey’s pistol was out of its holster and pointed at the man’s face. He squeezed the trigger, slamming the attacker square in his center. The killer stumbled but kept charging forward, the hook coming dangerously near to his partner as he swung wide.

Trey fired again and again and again, hitting the killer straight in the chest, the shots clustered in a pattern that would’ve made his teacher back at the academy proud. He emptied his entire clip into the psychopath, still pulling the trigger well after all he heard were the clicks of an empty chamber. The assailant finally fell to the ground face up, twitching.

The man was heavily built, dressed in a dark blue canvas work shirt and Dockers, with heavy work boots. His face and torso were spattered in blood, some from the bullet wounds, but most probably from his victims. He sighed out a breath, blood and spit bubbling around his lips.

“Forgive…me.”

And then the light in his eyes was gone. The killer was dead.

“Holy mother of…” Trey breathed.

He stood there, stunned. He had saved his partner. He had put down pretty much the worst serial killer ever. This was…

Not right. It couldn’t be. Could it?

“Wow. That was way too easy. Right?” Trey glanced over at his partner, who remained where he had been, his face impassive as always. But even within that, Trey had a sense that Darc was…not shocked, so much…perplexed, maybe? His partner scanned the cathedral around them, as if he were looking for the next shoe to drop or something.

But there was nothing. Just Janey on the altar, with the beeping monitor ready to count down to zero in another four minutes or so. Speaking of which…

The two navigated the trip wires, stepping over and around them, hopping over the railing that separated the slightly raised dais of the chancel where the altar sat. Trey tucked the gun back into his holster as he approached the tiny form on the marble slab.

Janey lay as still as death on the altar, not moving a muscle. The only movement came from her breathing. Her very steady and deep breathing. Was she drugged?

The altar was the only thing in the whole freaking church that didn’t seem to be dripping blood. No defacements of the ornate carvings on the surface, no hideous pictures glaring out at them. The girl and the altar were completely pristine. Except, you know, for the beeping timer and stuff.

“Seriously, Darc,” Trey continued. “I mean, it couldn’t be that easy, could it?”

Darc kept peering around at the wires and electrodes attached to Janey, not even acknowledging the question. Trey ran his hand through his hair.

“Dude. Turns out he was just a wack job after all. Latin, Greek, and whatever the hell else, my ass. Beretta, baby.” Trey patted his gun. “That’s the language I speak.”

But before Trey’s enthusiasm could go any further, Darc pointed to the wires. Trey followed Darc’s hands as they traced from Janey to the beeping LED screen. He then continued on down to back behind and underneath the altar, pulling back the velvet draping to expose enough C-4 to blow the entire city block and then some.

Janey finally opened her eyes, her gaze latching on to Darc. A huge smile lit up her face.

And the counter on the bomb sped up.

Trey grabbed his hair, pulling hard enough to bring tears to his eyes. “Oh, no, no, no! And I killed him. Aw, hellfire and damnation.”

Janey’s eyes shifted from Darc over to Trey and then back to the monitor behind her. The numbers sped up even more. There was nothing Trey could think to do.

“Oh, man. Oh, God. Oh, shit.”

“Calm down,” his partner intoned.

“What? But…How…How can I calm—?

Darc grabbed Trey’s arm, pulling him over to the altar. “If she can calm down, you can calm down.” He pointed at Janey.

Trey glanced at the girl, whose eyes were now shut once more, then looked back at the counter. It was slowing down. Darc pointed to the wires attaching Janey to the monitor.

“The counter is hooked to her heart rate.”

“Oh, Mary, mother of—”

“Calm, happy thoughts, Trey.” His partner was speaking in a level tone, like they were talking about baseball or the weather. Or like Trey was on a plump leather couch in his office, talking about his mother or something. Trey was done, man. Just done.

“Yeah, things are awesome. We’re in Satan-land, Seattle’s newest amusement park. Let’s go get a bucket of blood and a thigh burger before we go and hit the fan ride. Sounds like a freaking good time to me.”

So maybe Trey felt the slightest bit better after his little rant. That was, until Janey’s heart rate spiked again. Darc bent down to her, his face close to hers.

“Listen to me. Watch what I’m doing.”

Janey opened her eyes up again, her attention riveted on Darc. Trey’s partner began searching through his pockets.

“Dude. What the hell are you doing?” Trey knew to expect the unexpected with Darc, but what was going on here?

Finally, Darc pulled a marker out of his left inside breast pocket. He began drawing on the marble around Janey, tracing the form of a detective’s badge. Janey’s heart rate began to slow, coming back down to normal as his partner completed enclosing her in the protective drawing. Darc leaned close.

“I’m not going to leave you.”

Laughter echoed around the cathedral, bouncing off of walls, the ceiling, the floor, the demonic depictions of the saints. Janey’s monitor sped up again.

“What the—?” Trey swiveled his head around, looking for the source of the sound. “I killed him. He’s dead.”

The voice moved from the right side of them, to the left, then up. How was he doing that? Either he moved fast or he was throwing his voice. The disembodied words drifted down to them from up above.

“Do you think I’ve gotten his attention yet?”

The voice was distorted with frenetic passions coupled with dark despair. The laughter was enough to lift the hackles on the back of Trey’s neck. His hand inched closer to his gun, his fingers itching to fire a shot into the darkness from which the demonic voice spawned.

The counter was ticking down so fast, it was almost a blur. Darc looked up into the void and clenched his fist, seeming to listen, observe, and process all at once.

“You realize, of course, that Aristotle did not believe in the devil,” Trey’s partner calmly observed.

“But he did believe in the complete absence of good.” The voice floated down, this time from a different corner of the church. The sound of it was vaguely familiar to Trey. He could swear he’d heard it before. But the dark bite, the crazed intensity, the laughter? No. Trey would’ve remembered that. And the echoes weren’t helping things much, either. Darc repositioned his gaze to face the new direction.

“No. Aristotle did not believe in the absence of good. He said evil could never be scientifically proven.”

The laughter began again, the macabre sound vibrating through the chapel. Trey spoke out of the corner of his mouth to his partner.

“Um. Darc? Do you really think you should be insulting this guy’s knowledge base?”

But on the marble slab, Janey’s heart rate had diminished, returning to a semi-normal pace. Darc whispered under his breath, whether to him or to Janey, Trey couldn’t tell.

“Calm, happy thoughts.”

Once again, the maniac’s voice migrated to another part of the church, still up above, this time coming from behind them. Janey’s device beeped a little faster.

“All this.” The voice sounded proud and sad at the same time. “I have spilt more blood than Brutus and Cassius ever did. But has he appeared? Caesar flooded the Curia, but what have I done?”

Trey reached into his pocket and pulled out a fresh clip, changing it out for the one he had emptied into…who? Not the killer, apparently. Accomplice? The guy Henry from the slaughterhouse?

Anyway, the extra ammo wasn’t going to do him much good. Every five seconds this psycho changed locations. The voice came from their left side now.

“More even than Judas. What did he shed? A grail’s worth, nothing more. I have surpassed him in all ways. But still nothing.”

The voice was growing louder, the distortion greater. The echoes bounced around the room, ricocheting off every surface they encountered and coming back stronger, more malevolent. Not to put too fine a point on it, Trey was freaking out.

“I’ve made the city streets slick with it. Babes have bathed in it. You know of what I speak, do you not, Detective? You can vouch for the veracity of my words. I’ve traveled the path Dante forged, but has he graced me? Has he graced me?”

The killer’s voice crescendoed up to a volume that felt like it was going to bust open Trey’s eardrums. That was it. He was sick of this.

“Show your face, and I’ll send you on the express, first-class, nonstop train to hell!”

The laughter again. Janey’s bpm skyrocketed.

“I want nothing with hell.”

Darc swiveled his head about, looking at the walls and their bloody symbols. He had the thousand-yard stare. Somehow, in this setting, that was comforting to Trey. The killer had no idea what was about to hit him. Darc raised his voice, his tone certain.

“You want purgatory.”

Then, from out of the sacristy, up close to where the choir would have been, strode Father John. He now wore full black robes that swirled around his feet, but his collar, instead of the standard white, was blood red. Trey backed away in disbelief. This could not be happening.

“What the—?” Trey sputtered. “I saw your head. It was boiling. Rolling around and stuff.”

Darc answered his question for him. “A wax replica. It would melt like flesh.”

Trey reached into his armpit for the gun in its holster. He lifted it up, pointing it in the pastor’s face.

“Had your last rites, buddy?”

“You can’t.” Darc spoke, his tone insistent.

“Why the hell not? I really, really, really, really want to kill him.”

“Ah. So eloquent, my poor, misguided little lamb.” The reverend sneered at him.

“Hey. Hey!” Trey pushed the gun a little closer to the fallen holy man. “I want it on the record that I have no problem whatsoever killing a man of the cloth that set rattlers on me!”

“Trey.” The word was quiet. Almost a whisper. But Trey glanced at his partner, who was pointing toward the girl on the altar with the beeping clock behind her. The counter was still speeding down…3:11, 3:10, 3:09.

Father John strode down the staircase that led to the chancel and the altar. His robes whirled about his legs, bleeding into the darkness that surrounded them. His eyes were glued on Darc.

“I knew you were the one. You understand.”

Wait. What? Trey goggled at the pastor. “He does?” He spun around and glared at his partner. “You do?” Man, this was not the time to get left in the dark.

The pastor didn’t even glance at him. It was like Trey didn’t even exist. He was used to Darc’s getting all the attention, but this was ridiculous. He had a gun pointed in the guy’s face, for cryin’ out loud. You’d think that would get him at least a nod. Father John moved toward Darc.

“I looked into your eyes. I saw that you peered beyond this reality. You penetrate into the quantum. To the plane only angels dare to tread.” The priest’s face, which had seemed so gentle before, was twisted beyond all recognition. He leered. “One fallen angel in particular.”

“What the hell is he talking about?” Trey asked his partner.

“Are you through with him yet?” The pastor scowled. “May I dispose of him for you as Zeus might a gnat?”

“Hey!” Trey knew he was a serial killer and all, but that was just harsh.

“He should have died in the ninth circle,” Father John said, not sounding all that fatherly right about now.

“Um. Again. Hey!” Okay, that was even harsher.

Darc lifted a single eyebrow, his tone drier than the Sahara. “I think you have a little liquid nitrogen left over.”

“Hey, not you, too.” Now Trey was getting it from both sides. And Darc had made a joke. Right now, his partner had decided to go for the laugh?

The pastor smiled, showing his even white teeth. “You jest, but he is a betrayer.”

Trey’s heart fell out of him. There was no way the reverend could know about Maggie. No possible way. No one knew. Not even Trey’s mom.

But Darc was unfazed. “He has done me no harm.”

Father John cackled again, his laughter ringing at them from every angle. “No?” The priest pouted and made a tsk-tsk sound with his tongue while shaking his head. “He lays with your wife.”

He couldn’t know, but he did. Somehow, impossibly, the pastor knew. Trey sputtered, trying to voice all of the million things he had wanted to say to his partner from the moment Trey had first looked into Maggie’s eyes and realized that things had changed. But it was too late. Someone else had already told him. Trey couldn’t even bring himself to look over at his partner.

“I know.” Darc’s words were no more than a breath. A stirring of dead leaves in a forest of bare trees.

“What?”

Apparently, he wasn’t the only one. Father John’s face was a mask of surprise. “He shamed your marriage bed.”

“She made her decision.” Darc spoke without inflection, his words falling flat out of his mouth.

“Darc. Man. Please listen.” He had to make Darc understand how sorry he was. “I can explain. I swear it—”

Darc looked straight into Trey’s eyes, the gaze soft, without judgment. “We were walking along the marina. Maggie was holding my hand. You were eating an ice-cream cone. She found a baby bird that fell out of the nest. You helped her put it back while I kept walking.” He looked down for a moment, then back up at Trey. “She didn’t pick my hand back up.”

“He betrayed you!” the priest screamed at Darc.

“Dude,” Trey said. “That was, like, over six months—”

“Seven months, fifteen days, and a handful of hours.”

“He lied! He lied to you!” Father John was practically frothing at the mouth.

That wasn’t right. Maggie and he had only really started dating just a few weeks ago. He still needed to explain things to his partner.

“I swear to you, man, we didn’t—”

But Darc seemed to be several steps in front of him, as always. “She left me that day. She just didn’t have the courage to tell me until last month.”

“Why do you let him live!?” The pastor’s face was as red as the white patch at his neck, his veins bursting out all over his forehead.

“I am so sorry, Darc. I wanted to tell—”

And then Father John pulled something out of his robes. A remote. He pressed a button on its side, and there was a loud rattling sound from above. Trey craned his neck back to see what was going on, when he saw one of the hanging bodies rushing right toward his head.

It was the last thing he remembered seeing.

 


CHAPTER 18

Darc stared at his fallen partner. The angle of his neck, the location of the bloody cut on Trey’s forehead, and the rate of the rise and fall of his chest all became ciphers that danced into Darc’s awareness, filling in the blank space with an answer. Trey would be all right. As long as Darc managed to take care of the explosives, that was.

Now it was time to deal with the killer.

“He was forgiven,” Darc said. He began circling around the pastor, angling around him, forcing Father John to change his positioning or risk having Darc behind him, where the pastor could not see.

“Not by me.” The priest had recovered from his apoplexy and was mirroring Darc’s movements, but was now biting off his words. A sign of defensiveness…or possible constipation.

“So now you are the arbitrator?” Darc challenged the man of the cloth.

That seemed to stop the priest for a moment. His face went blank, before he shook his head and re-adopted his harder expression. Darc felt another cipher fall into place inside his head.

“You did not do this to punish. You took no relish in the killing.”

Once more, Father John’s face changed, this time softening almost imperceptibly. “How far have I fallen?” His tone was plaintive, beseeching. “Fallen to his level?”

More symbols swung into place, the tumblers of glowing light aligning themselves. Darc saw the pattern. Another piece of the puzzle was clear. Darc moved a step closer to the pastor on his next circle, forcing the man to shift his positioning even further.

“All this so that you might climb down Satan? Climb down him into purgatory?”

A flicker of what might have been a smile crossed the priest’s face but did not touch his eyes. His eyes were deep pools of emptiness, as black and void as a moonless, starless night sky. His lips parted, revealing teeth that flashed in the low light. His robes flared around his legs as he turned.

“I have chosen my instrument wisely.”

The tumblers continued to snick into place. Bits and pieces of information as symbols floated around, sucking themselves into the spaces that put them all together and formed another cipher. More information flowed forth.

“Your wife’s suicide. That’s what triggered this.”

The once-holy man stiffened. The stiffening was another glowing shape that added itself to the conglomerate. Glowing letters formed, but they were incomplete.

“You’re trying to save her from hell?” Darc questioned, seeking another set of ciphers.

The insane, cackling laughter was back. There was no warmth or mirth in the laugh, only bitterness and despair. Father John practically spit out his words.

“She took her life against God’s will. She is where she deserves to be. I have no right—no desire—to rescue her from her agony. But my…” The priest choked on his next words, the pain evident in his contorted face, even to Darc. This was clearly not gastro-intestinal.

More gleaming and glistening shapes congealed. The shapes were crystalline in their purity. Darc increased the speed of his circling.

“Your daughter.” The priest made a sharp intake of breath at Darc’s words, confirming what the ciphers had already told him. He continued. “Did she suffer?”

“Hers was a quiet death,” the pastor whispered, his voice barely above the beating of the fans.

“Sudden infant death syndrome,” Darc stated.

Once more, Father John’s face contorted, the features twisting in on themselves. His voice caught as he attempted to force the words out. He cleared his throat once, forcefully.

“On the eve of her christening.”

Every movement the killer made, every statement he uttered, even the facial expressions, were a continual stream of new forms that fell into place. Never before had Darc experienced this immediate a process. Questions asked and answered in milliseconds, changing the psychological landscape, filling in the blank spots of the puzzle, replacing mistaken pieces. Another answer surfaced.

“So your daughter lingers in purgatory. Without a baptism, she is denied entry into heaven and, innocent, she cannot fall to hell.”

“She was always scared of being alone. We kept her in our room for the first little while. But…we…it was the first night we decided to move the crib into the nursery.” A dry sob burst from the reverend, but he controlled himself quickly. He stumbled, missing his footing. “We thought when she stopped crying that we could finally…we could—”

“So this is about your wife’s guilt?”

The pastor shook his head, seemingly not in negation of Darc’s question, but perhaps against the memories that assaulted him. “She fought against it. Months passed, and she seemed to be doing at least a little bit better. But then…then we found out she was pregnant again.”

“You would have another child. That was not a cause for happiness?” This was well into the gray area, misty swaths covering the glimmering ciphers. As Darc sought to piece the veil with his understanding, Trey’s rule seven popped into his mind. When you don’t have any clue what’s up, try listening, dude. Darc fell silent, awaiting Father John’s response. It was long in coming, and halting when it arrived.

“We found out…We had…She conceived that very night that…we were…while our little baby…”

Ah. That was where the extreme guilt welled. The guilt swirled off the pastor and formed itself into another symbol. But the equation was not yet complete.

“But you. You persisted. You did not kill yourself.”

The priest came back from wherever he had been, refocusing on Darc. “I was of the righteous. I could not take that path. And I have no desire to join my wife with the other fallen. But where I was headed, my child…my children…could not follow.” His voice and face hardened. “Where they linger, so shall I.”

Darc stopped circling. The symbols were congealing within, but Darc did not want to let them. There was something coming. Something unacceptable. Something terrible. He asked the question that he knew he did not want the answer to.

“You’ve already spilt the blood of innocent children. Killing one more is not going to bring the devil forth.”

A leer crept across Father John’s face, transforming the soft and gentle features into something malevolent. He leaned in toward Darc, his voice barely above a whisper.

“That’s why you are going to do it.”

Darc backed away from the pastor, away from the girl and the altar, away from every piece of this horrific puzzle. Surprise was a useless sensation, one that detracted from the delicate flow of the lines of logic within. Darc had felt nothing but disdain for those who allowed surprise to incapacitate them.

Darc was not surprised. He was stunned.

He managed to croak out a single word. “Never.”

The pastor ripped away the velvet covering the front of the altar. Across the facing of the lip of the marble slab, symbols had been carved, then filled in with something red.

“Read them, Detective. Read them.” Father John paused, looking into Darc’s face, his gaze searching. “Then tell me.”

Without any conscious effort on Darc’s part, the ciphers flowed from the marble and into his mind, sorting themselves into their proper places with no resistance. The resistance this time came from Darc. He pushed against the symbols, not accepting where they were headed, refusing to acknowledge their patterns. His breathing escalated, his heart pounding in his chest. The priest gave a sad half-smile.

“I didn’t make the code complex. For a mind like yours, they should fall together like children’s blocks.”

The letters fought Darc, seeking their proper places. Darc forced them out, the lines and curves sparking and spitting at him in frustration. They wept drops of light as they fluttered about in dismay.

The priest moved around behind the girl, placing his hands on her slight shoulders. “She knows. She is prepared.” The girl’s heart rate lifted for a moment, then settled back to her normal speed, her eyes squeezed shut.

The symbols slipped out of Darc’s grasp, slotting themselves neatly into a nice little row. The glowing cipher that formed itself pointed Darc back to the device at the girl’s head, tracing down the wires that led to the C-4. The symbols also pointed to the wires leading away from the explosives.

Dozens and dozens of lines snaked from the cluster of plastic explosives and across the floor of the church. In his mind, Darc traced the glowing lines of logic that superimposed themselves on a map of Seattle. The lines ended in points of light that glowed an ominous red.

Each of the points sparked in an area of specific vulnerability. A structural stress point in the foundations of Seattle. Larger tunnels in the Underground. Water mains. Gas lines.

The pastor must have seen the dawning awareness in Darc’s countenance. He smiled, this one stretching across his entire face but still somehow not reaching his eyes. Stretching his arms wide, he indicated around himself, his attention seeming to reach beyond the walls and ceiling of the cathedral.

“Yes, my dark angel. My error was not in the process, but in the scope.”

“No.” The word was a rejection. A rejection of what the priest was saying. A rejection of the glowing ciphers. A rejection of the impending disaster.

“But to destroy an entire city?” John queried.

“No,” Darc argued. “Even you would not—”

“A half a million people.” The priest’s face took on an almost beatific glow. “If Satan doesn’t take notice of that…”

“You’ve rigged the entire Underground.” It was a statement of fact, not a question, but the act of putting it into words was staggering.

“Yes. And it will detonate, destroying the underpinnings of Seattle, bringing the metropolis crashing down.” The pastor paused, gesturing to the child. “But only if you choose for this little one to live.”

While the girl’s eyes were closed, almost as if she were asleep, it was clear she was listening. The beeping of the monitor sped up, the rhythmic sound matching itself to the throb in Darc’s temple. The symbols all lined up. The meaning of the pastor’s words was clear. But Darc could not accept them.

“Choose?” Darc asked.

“Or you can sacrifice her.”

The electronic ticking raced ahead of even Darc’s elevated heart rate. The timer was down below a minute and a half and speeding ever faster toward zero. The priest’s voice drilled into Darc’s head.

“Five hundred thousand souls gone, with no time to repent. Or one of God’s chosen strangling a single little girl.” Father John’s lips tugged up. “Either way, I shall have my chance.”

Darc sent his mind scanning across the schematics over and over again, looking for a weakness, a way out. The glowing lines were smooth, flawless. No entry point. No chink in their icy, glowing armor.

This could not be. As his mind raced, whirling and spinning in place, getting nowhere, the monitor behind the girl slowed, coming back to a normal rate. She sat up, opening her eyes and looking directly at Darc. Darc backed up another step.

“No.”

But she slowly stood up, placing herself directly in front of Darc, the wires stretched taut. Her eyes never left his. Her intent seemed clear. Darc felt himself rooted in place. There was no place for him to go. He shut his eyes against the calm demand in the little girl’s eyes.

“No.”

She reached down and grabbed one of Darc’s hands and placed it on her neck. Darc opened his eyes and peered into the girl’s eyes. He spoke directly to her, trying to make her understand. She had to understand.

“He could still detonate.”

The pastor chuckled. “She dies no matter, Detective.”

Grabbing his other hand, the girl placed it on the other side of her neck. Darc pled with her.

“I can’t…”

But symbols swarmed before his eyes, telling another story. The girl forced his unwilling hands more tightly around her neck. The countdown was under a minute. The numbers flowed into the stream of ciphers in Darc’s mind, forming a string of data that he was obliged to follow. He tried one more time.

“Please. Don’t make me.”

The girl gave Darc one more searching look, squeezed his hands, then closed her eyes, tilting her head slightly back.

Darc gave a near sob, slowly lowering the girl’s slight form down to the marble slab. His hands slowly closed over the tiny figure’s throat. In spite of what must have been her best efforts, her heart monitor soared, the counter dipping down below thirty seconds. The girl’s face turned red, then purple.

The priest, on the other side of the altar, placed both hands on the marble, the detonator clicking against the hard stone. His face was alight with a dark ecstasy.

“Yes,” he breathed.

Seeing the ever-changing colors on the girl’s delicate face, Darc almost let go, but the numbers on the monitor fell to fifteen, then to ten. The rate slowed as Darc pressed even harder and the girl’s form went limp underneath his hands.

“Yes!” The pastor’s exclamation was exuberant.

The ground shook, possibly from a semi passing above, the vibrations making the wires on the marble shake.

“He’s coming!” Father John stared down at the ground, reaching his hands below to welcome the Father of Lies in.

The monitor continued moving down to three. Then two. The beeping stopped. Another stray heartbeat, then the LED screen fell completely silent.

Feeling his heart break within him, Darc whipped one hand to the detonator, pinning it in place. The other backhanded the priest away from the altar. Darc dropped the detonator and crushed it underneath his heel.

“It’s already begun!” the fallen reverend screamed.

Darc stripped all the wires off the girl’s body, then threw the monitor against the nearest pillar, shattering it into a thousand tiny pieces. He turned back to the unmoving form on the slab, kneeling over her and beginning compressions on her chest.

More symbols flashed in his inner vision, giving him all the details he needed. The girl had shown him the path. He had only now to follow it. Darc spoke to the form below him.

“Below the age of nine, the brain can go three to four minutes without oxygen.”

“Stop! What are you doing?” The pastor’s tone was shocked, afraid.

“I did not break the hyoid. I know I did not. I put pressure at exactly two and five o’clock.”

“Stop!” The priest grabbed Darc’s shoulder, trying to drag him away from the girl. Darc continued speaking to the form below him.

“I put you into fine ventricular fibrillation. Your heart’s still beating, little one. The rest of your body just doesn’t know it.”

The percentage chance of survival, the exact number of beats per minute necessary to start the heart again, the seconds left until brain damage set in, all floated in front of Darc’s eyes. The pastor stopped pulling at Darc’s shoulder, running off to the side. Moments later he was back, carrying a length of rebar that he swung at Darc’s body, knocking him off the altar as he screamed in rage.

“Never!” He flailed at Darc’s head, apparently seeking to incapacitate the detective to the point that Darc could no longer help the girl. “He will come!”

Darc reached up, stopping the pastor’s swing at its apex, gripping the length of rebar, seeking to wrench it away from the crazed minister. The man of the cloth held on with the strength of his passion and despair, baring and gnashing his teeth inches away from Darc’s face.

Glancing around for anything that might help, Darc noticed the girl’s teddy bear propped against the side of the altar. Symbols that had lain dormant in his mind awoke and spun into place, stunning Darc with their sudden clarity.

“Teddy bear. Death. Dog.”

The priest sneered into Darc’s face. “You think to speak in tongues?”

“Mongoose. Sharp. Teddy bear.”

“Enough!” The pastor jerked the rebar away from Darc, sending him reeling back toward the altar, where the blood-slicked floor took the detective’s feet out from under him. He bashed his head against the corner of the marble structure, flashes of light joining the ciphers dancing inside.

Shaking his head against the sudden pain and disorientation, Darc reached his hand back, encountering the ratted teddy bear. He held it up in front of him.

The minister stepped back in mock disbelief, looking down at his fallen opponent. “No toy will save you, my dear detective.”

“No, but this might,” Darc responded.

As the priest stepped forward, his robe twirling about him, Darc reached inside the toy for the scalpel the girl had placed there for him. It had been drawn in the picture of the bear she had left for him. It was a symbol he had not been able to identify until now. She had damaged her favorite toy to give her hero a fighting chance.

Darc began circling the pastor once more, the priest’s stance and movements registering in Darc’s mind as slashes of light. The man of the cloth was surprisingly agile and skilled, and his madness lent him strength. Darc knew himself to be handicapped by his concern for the girl behind him. The seconds were ticking away on his ability to revive her. The statistics flashed in front of him.

“Fourteen hundred milliamps. One minute, seven seconds.”

“She is gone,” the priest snapped.

“Seven pounds per square inch pressure directly over the zyphoid process.”

The reverend laughed. “You will not have the—”

Darc lunged with the scalpel, forcing the pastor to dodge, but that was exactly what Darc had planned. While the minister was off balance, Darc sprinted forward and rammed his shoulder into the killer’s side. The pastor went careening off the chancel, falling backward into one of the many torture devices spread about the chapel.

“No!” he screamed as he fell.

This specific device was a pointed iron stake, set at an upward slope that was heated by one of the cauldrons of Greek fire. The iron point skewered the priest right through the abdomen, his intestines spilling out and sizzling on the superheated metal. The pastor screamed frantically, his cries contracting his diaphragm around the stake even further.

Darc threw down the scalpel at the feet of the cleric, turned away from the sight, and raced back to the girl, the priest’s screams following him every step of the way. He leaped up onto the altar, beginning compressions once more.

“Remember the mongoose,” he whispered to the girl.

From off the chancel, the priest’s screams intensified as he flailed about on the stake and managed to kick over the cauldron containing the Greek fire. The fire spread out and up, covering his skin, engulfing his robes.

Darc continued speaking into the girl’s ear. “The shield. Think of the shield.” He pumped faster and faster on the tiny chest of the form beneath him as the screams from the pastor rang about the church.

“Help me! Help—” the reverend cried out. Darc ignored him.

“Fifty compressions per minute,” Darc intoned, thrusting his hands down on the girl’s sternum, compressing her heart, causing the blood to flow. “Get the gradient pressure up to one hundred twenty.”

“Please, please! Release me!” Still the pastor screamed and pleaded, his entire body gradually turning into a human torch. Darc glanced sideways momentarily as the reverend noticed the scalpel just in front of him. The priest reached for the blade but his fingers missed by millimeters.

Pumping his arms faster and faster, Darc did everything he could to kick-start the young girl’s heart. “Once the saturation level in the blood reaches over eighty percent, your brain will jump-start.”

The priest continued to stretch out his hand to grasp the blade. He began to pull himself along the iron bar, his intestines slipping even farther out of the breach in his flesh. His fingers reached the scalpel, but he was unable to grasp it. Screaming in agony, the pastor shoved himself forward one more time…

Only to have Darc’s foot planted squarely over the blade. He spoke to the priest with no inflection in his tone.

“Suicide is a sin, remember?”

Darc kicked the weapon of mercy away, then returned to his compressions, hearing the priest scream behind him.

“No!”

Peering down at the form on the table, Darc murmured encouragement to her. “Seven hundred ninety-seven. We’re almost there.”

One final, gut-wrenching scream from the human torch, and the cleric finally fell silent. Just as the echoes died down, the girl took in a gasping breath.

“Yes. Yes,” Darc encouraged. “Draw the oxygen in.”

The girl took another breath, then another, and finally awoke, looking up into Darc’s face. Her eyes were a brilliant blue-green. Darc had not noticed that fact before.

Beyond the entrance to the cathedral, shouts could be heard calling out. Its timbre and inflection marked the voice as belonging to the captain.

“Darc! Robi!”

Darc returned his attention to the little one in front of him. She sat up, her eyes never leaving Darc’s face. Before he knew what was happening, she launched herself into his arms, holding him about the waist, her tiny arms not reaching all the way around. She clutched at him with all her young strength, a fierceness in her that Darc could feel all the way through his jacket. Burrowing her head into Darc’s chest, she snuggled in as tightly as she could.

And Darc had no idea what to do.

He sat there, more perplexed than he had ever been before that he could recall. The moment stretched out, with Darc none the wiser. He patted her back awkwardly.

“I am right here. I will not go anywhere.”

That was good, but probably not good enough. What else was he to do? Then he remembered Trey’s rule number nineteen. When a chick hugs you, dude, you hug her back. Seriously. Darc hesitated, then reached his arm around the small form huddled against him. The girl relaxed into him, releasing a sigh of contentment.

And Darc felt a smile spread across his face. It spread and kept spreading.

This was unusual. Darc had, of course, smiled before, but normally it was a calculated thing, designed to navigate the sticky grey areas of his life. But this felt more like what Trey called a grin.

Darc was grinning.

A shaky voice came from the darkness off to the side. “I’m putting that on the calendar, too.”

It was Trey.

* * *

Well, this was just awesome. Apparently, Trey had missed the whole thing. The bomb was defused, the girl was okay, no one was trying to kill them. The creepy reverend was gone, but there was a smoking corpse impaled over there that hadn’t been there when Trey had been awake.

Okay, maybe he was okay with the fact that he had slept through it all.

He walked over to the altar, his steps woozier than he would’ve liked. Gingerly touching his head, Trey winced as he came into contact with the gash there. That would explain the little nappy-poo.

A bunch of voices, sounding like they were coming right from the entrance, called out.

“Detective Darcmel!”

“Darc!”

“Darcmel!”

Trey slumped against a nearby pillar, groaning. “How about a ‘Trey’? Or a ‘Keane’? Hell, I’d take a ‘hey, other guy.’ Or ‘how’s the runt?’ Just once, ya know? Something different?” Whatever. To be honest, Trey hadn’t really counted on coming out of this thingy alive, so he was riding pretty high right now.

Finally, the police officers, joined by EMTs, rushed in, passing right by Trey, zeroing in on Darc and the girl. Well, that was just rude.

“Yeah, never mind me. Just a near-death experience here.”

Trey watched as Darc tried to keep close to Janey. This was a new one. Apparently, it was just a night for firsts for his partner. Trey couldn’t be more proud.

But Darc got bumped and shoved off to the side while the EMTs checked to make certain she was okay. The captain stepped forward, placing a hand on Darc’s shoulder.

“Take a step back, Darcmel.”

“But I need—” Darc began.

“We all need to get out of here and let the bomb squad clean up.”

“Fine, but I’m going with her.”

An officious-looking woman in a pantsuit that she had somehow kept from getting smudged down here stepped forward, placing herself in between Trey’s partner and Janey. She had a clipboard and a pinched-looking face that didn’t seem capable of smiling.

“I’m Dorothy Lanker from DCFS. I have Dr. Charan’s notes here.” She tapped her clipboard with her pen. “There’s going to be some sorting out to do.”

“But—” Darc tried to interject.

“Until then, the child goes into protective care.”

Ms. Lanker stalked over to the altar and scooped up Janey in her available arm. Janey squirmed and wriggled in the woman’s arms, stretching her arms out for Darc. Darc did what he could to follow, but the captain grabbed his arm, holding him back.

Darc pled, actually pled, with their boss. “I promised that I wouldn’t leave her.”

“Look, Child Services’ panties are in a bunch right now. We’ll smooth the paperwork out over the next week.” The captain’s tone was funereal, as always, but firm.

“No.” Darc was not letting this thing go. “She needs me—”

“I don’t want to get into a pissing match with the state.” Captain Merle’s tone sharpened. “Stand down.”

Trey moved forward to hold Darc back. This was a new one. He’d held his partner back from doing a lot of things before, but never something emotionally connected. There was part of Trey that felt like he was betraying the best thing he’d ever seen in Darc. But he still had to do it. Trey spoke into his partner’s ear as Janey was moved farther away, her arms still straining for her detective.

“Darc, dude, you’ve got to let it go. You mess things up now, you may never have another chance. Come on. Think, dude.”

And then, from close to the entrance of the church, a voice called out. A young voice. A little girl’s voice.

“Darc!”

It was Janey.

Just like that, Darc was out of Trey’s grasp and next to the girl faster than Trey could blink. But the detective didn’t try to grab for her or rip her out of the social worker’s arms. He just held out her ratted teddy bear, placing it gently in her arms. He bent down to her eye level and looked at her intently.

“The mongoose. Remember the mongoose.”

The chick from DCFS had a look on her face like Darc was speaking Chinese. Which maybe wasn’t so far from the truth, although Trey had a little inkling of what his partner might be talking about. But Janey totally got it. She smiled one of the most radiant smiles Trey had ever seen, clutched the bear to her heart, and snuggled right down.

Trey moved to Darc’s side, patting his shoulder. “The high road, Darc. The high road.” He had never been more proud to be this guy’s partner. Truly.

His cell phone rang in his pocket. “Milkshake.” He tried to ignore it. Darc spoke without looking at him.

“You know how she hates it when she goes through to voice mail.”

“Darc, I am so—”

“Just answer it.” Darc’s tone was steady. There was no anger there. Maybe a touch of remorse, but no bitterness.

Trey started to answer the phone, but then felt his knees go out from under him. He felt Darc catch him before he hit the ground. Again. This was becoming a pattern.

“Okay,” Trey croaked. “I think I’ll take that medical attention now…”

The way out of the Underground proved to be a lot easier than their trip down, except for the fact that Trey’s knees kept giving out on him. One of the officers had some sort of schematic that he consulted, and almost before Trey knew what was going on, he had partially walked, partially been carried out to the surface through an old-fashioned candy shop.

Trey found himself perched in the back of an ambulance, getting medical attention from one of the paramedics. He had called Maggie back as soon as he’d gotten a clear signal, and was now doing his best to reassure her.

“No, babe. I’m totally fine.” He placed a hand over the mouthpiece of his cell and spoke to the EMT. “Right? I’m fine, right?”

“Looks like a mild concussion.”

Reassured, he spoke back into the phone. “Yeah, I’m good. I’ll call you when they release me.” He flipped the phone closed. Off in the distance, he could see the back of Darc’s head, walking off into the darkness. Captain Merle tried to get his partner’s attention.

“Darc!”

But he was long gone. The captain peered over at Trey, his eyebrow cocking a bit.

“Hey,” Trey waved him off. “Don’t look at me. I’m not running after him this time.”

“Where the hell is he going?”

“Dude,” Trey replied, realizing this was probably the only time he’d ever get to call his boss “dude” and get away with it. “I wouldn’t have the slightest idea.”

The captain gave him a look that plainly said he didn’t buy it in the slightest, but then looked at the bandages on Trey’s head and just said, “We’ll debrief you at the hospital.”

As Captain Merle stormed off, Trey let his head sink back as he lay down in the gurney. These things were a lot more comfortable than he might’ve thought. He started to close his eyes, then thought of something. Something important.

“Hey!” he called out to the medic. “How about one of those pain shots?”

The EMT rolled his eyes but went to go grab a syringe. At least it would be a comfy ride to the hospital.

* * *

She had Popeye. The bad man was gone. And she was remembering the mongoose like the tall man had told her to. She was safe.

But she was still scared. And sad. Really sad. Now that everything was okay again, nothing was okay. Mommy was gone. Daddy was gone. The pretty lady was gone. This other lady was not so pretty.

The tall man was gone.

She had called out to him. It was hard, but she had said his name. She said it, and he came. He came and gave her back her Popeye. Popeye was glad to be here with her. He said so. He was also acting kinda like a know-it-all or something because he had helped the tall man beat the bad guy. He was pretty proud of that, and there was no way he was going to let her forget it. Daddy called that “being uppity.”

It was scary here. Not so so scary as the bad place with the bad man, but more scary than the monster-behind-the-bookcase kind of scary. She didn’t know this place. Nothing looked right. It didn’t smell right, either.

She hugged Popeye tighter even though he was already complaining. He was what Daddy always used to call a whiner. She told him to hush, then whispered the tall man’s name.

“Darc.”

It made her feel better. It was a lot like when she would draw the badges around herself. She didn’t have any crayons or markers here, and when the not-so-pretty lady had finally figured out what she meant when she was pretending to draw, the lady just said that it was too late and it was time to go to bed.

She didn’t like that lady so much.

There was a noise. A thump and a scrape over there where the window was. She felt the thump-thump of her heart. It was going fast. She made it go slow again, like she had done in the bad place.

She needed to know what was happening over there, but Popeye wouldn’t go to check it out. He was such a chicken.

And then there was someone by her bed. She could hear the breathing. She didn’t want to open her eyes up to see who it was, but she did it anyway. Sometimes you had to do things you didn’t like. Daddy said that.

But when she opened her eyes, she was happy. Super-duper happy.

The person beside the bed was the tall man.

Darc.

He was drawing a badge around the bed, making a big circle around her and Popeye. He looked up at her and smiled. It was a nice smile.

“It’s all right. I’m here, Janey.”

That was the first time he had said her name. Not her real name, she knew that. But that girl wasn’t really her anymore. That girl had a mommy and a daddy and lived in a big new house.

She was Janey now. And Janey still had Popeye. And she had Darc.

Darc lay down by the side of the bed inside the badge and propped his head on his arm to watch over her. Janey smiled and snuggled down in her bed, feeling safer than she had in a long time.

And then she went right to sleep.

 


EPILOGUE

Trey knew it was a dream. And that was okay. Because this dream was filled with talking animals. Three bunnies, four squirrels, and a beaver, to be precise.

The beaver, whose name was Tesla, for some weird reason, was trying to get Trey to join him and the rest of the furry creatures on their trip. They were headed to a land where the rocks were soft and edible and tasted of cotton candy and bacon. And in his dream, that sounded glorious. Perfection.

Trey had no desire to wake from this dream, although the talk of the bacon did make him realize that at some point he would need to get up, if only to be able to consume his breakfast meats. Trey did love his breakfast meats.

But for now, he was content to follow behind Tesla and his motley crew of cutesies. One of the rabbits, a plump fellow named Jack, was complaining about his wife and kids and how they never gave him a moment to himself. Having hundreds of offspring would do that to a guy, but Trey thought it impolite to offer unasked-for advice, especially in a dream.

There was some sort of a sound that didn’t quite seem to fit in with the fuzzy landscape around him. Trey figured it was probably not part of the dream, so it was best to just ignore it. The smell of frying sausage would be sure to wake him up when it was really time to get up, right?

Besides, Roxie, a spitfire little squirrel, was jabbering at him, and it took every bit of his concentration to understand what the hell she was talking about. Squirrels. They were almost as bad as seagulls. But they did have nice tails.

And then Trey felt a presence above him. He glanced up, but there was nothing there. Once more, it was pretty clear this wasn’t part of the dream.

He tried to ignore it, but his newfound cuddly friends faded. Still, Trey squeezed his eyes shut more tightly.

Like he’d been thrown out of a slingshot, Trey awakened, his eyes snapping open to find…

Darc standing over him.

No, just no. Trey closed his eyes again. This had to be a bad dream. A nightmare, really. But he could feel the sulking presence leaning over him, studying him. Then Trey remembered where in the hell he was.

Maggie’s apartment.

Crap.

Trey opened his eyes, tilting his head to find Maggie sleeping. That would not do. He’d just gotten her settled down from the whole “not only did I almost die, but Darc knows about us” talk. He went to get out of the bed, when he noticed another figure standing next to Darc. A small figure. A figure with her little hand in Darc’s.

“Janey?” he hissed, then instantly regretted it. Maggie stirred as Trey slipped from the bed.

He put both hands on Darc’s chest and backed him out of the room. Once the bedroom door was shut and they were safely in the living room, Trey demanded, “What in the hell do you think—”

“Together,” Darc interrupted. “We—”

“No!” Trey barked. “There is no we with you and Janey. Dude, do you realize what you have done? You’ve kidnapped a ward of the state.”

Darc’s features clouded. “She came freely.”

How was he going to explain to Mr. Super Brainiac that it just didn’t work that way? Maybe, just maybe, if he could get Janey back to the group home before morning roll call, they could avoid the massive browbeating from the captain that loomed on the horizon.

“Look,” Trey said, “Let me get a jacket and—”

“She’s alive,” Darc said.

His partner and his weird segues. Trey nodded to Janey. “Yeah, even I can tell that.”

“No,” Darc said. “Not her.”

Whether it was the head trauma or the sleep deprivation, Trey just wasn’t getting it. “What ‘her’?”

“Mala,” Darc stated. “She is alive.”
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PROLOGUE

A sense of anticipation surged through the Lord’s servant like an electric current. The feeling was akin to sexual excitement, but it was so much more than that. More full. More refined. More exalted.

The Lord’s work remained for the servant to fulfill.

Not like that other. The man who had claimed the same divine origins for his cleansing, but who had taken the lives of innocents. And he was now dead. A clear sign of his failure before the Almighty.

Martyrs died too, of course, but always with a strengthening of their designs. There was nothing like that happening in the Emerald City. It still reeked of depravity and decay. It still swam with the murky runoff of a million evil acts.

It was a city ripening for a dark harvest.

And here was the one who was the worker in the vineyard, preparing to do the work of the Master.

The servant’s hands trembled with the urgency of the task before them. There would be much for them to do. Hands washed clean in the blood of the Lamb. Hands made ready. Made holy.

The servant of the Lord watched as the subject of his observation primped and preened. Visions of the “changeable suits of apparel, and the mantles, and the wimples, and the crisping pins” of Isaiah washed before the servant’s eyes. Isaiah. Indeed, Isaiah had been a man of God.

The figure came back into sharp focus.

As the servant moved through the silence and peace of the deadly darkness, the continued sayings of the prophet walked alongside. The servant listened and smiled as the soul filled with the eternal light of the words from on high.

And it shall come to pass, that instead of sweet smell there shall be stink; and instead of a girdle a rent; and instead of well set hair baldness; and instead of a stomacher a girding of sackcloth; and burning instead of beauty.

Fitting words for the task at hand.

 


CHAPTER 1

Janey!

Dr. Mala Charan’s eyes shot open.

She was nestled in her bed, safe within her bedroom, the light from her alarm clock casting a soft green glow across the pattern of her blue and white bedcover. The display indicated that it was 2:37 am. Everything was in its place, familiar and comforting.

This was dreadfully wrong.

She shouldn’t be here. The last memory she had was of the priest lashing out with horrid and violent precision to slit the throat of the guard in Janey’s hospital room. He had turned to face Janey, moving toward the bed, as Mala had broken from her stupor and rushed to guard the mute little girl, her heart pounding in her throat.

A hand had held a pungent cloth to her mouth, the odor fruity and sweet. And then there was nothing. Nothingness.

Until now.

Mala turned on the bedside lamp, whipped the covers off of her body and pushed herself to her feet, noticing in passing that she was dressed in her purple satin pajamas. What was going on here? If she hadn’t been sure of her own memories and experiences, she would be questioning whether the whole thing had been some horrific nightmare.

But that had definitely happened. Father John had killed the guard. The memory was far too distinct and clear and connected to other events from the last few days to have just been some elaborate subconscious concoction.

Moving around the room, Mala found nothing out of order. Things were just as she had left them before she headed back to the hospital room to stay with Janey. She’d made just a quick stop-off for a change of clothes… and glancing to her right, there they were, hanging over the chair of the desk that sat against the wall opposite the bathroom.

There was something off about all of this. Something other than the fact that she couldn’t account for how she had gotten back to her apartment. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but the… feel… of the room was wrong.

Mala strode into the bathroom, looking in the mirrored cabinet, under the sink, behind the shower curtain that covered the bathtub. Looking for… what? What was she trying to find? Something that would explain her sensation of wrongness, maybe?

But nothing was wrong. Nothing had been disturbed. Even the box of tampons under the sink had the same number that had been there before. Everything looked completely and utterly normal.

So why did she feel so jumpy?

It was time to stop running around and figure this out. How would Darc do this? Mala had never seen anyone analyze available information better than Detective Robi Darcmel. His cognitive abilities surpassed any that she had ever seen.

And while the savant aspect of his intellect was clearly beyond her, Mala knew herself to be a capable and intelligent woman. Time to demonstrate it.

Time to do a little detective work.

Everything around her looked normal, but Mala could not get away from her sensation of oddness. Okay, perhaps she should go with that. All looked like it was in order. How did it feel? Running her fingers over her pajamas and the bedcover, something did indeed seem not quite right, but she couldn’t quite identify what that was.

Smell? There was the scent of the potpourri that she kept in the bathroom, cinnamon and clove and orange. But that was it.

Wait.

No it wasn’t. There was a faint odor of something else. Something rawer, which she hadn’t noticed due to the more familiar smell of the spices in the air.

Paint. Glue. Something chemical that had recently dried.

It had been at least a year since she’d had anything painted or had carpet installed. Nothing should smell like that in her apartment. Mala felt her pulse in her temples as she tried to quiet her harsh breathing. She kept her face as neutral as she could. If what she was beginning to suspect was true…

Slowing her breathing down to the point that she could hear the ambient noise in the room, Mala’s fears were confirmed. Her heater had always had a slight metallic whir. Now, air was moving through the vents, but no whir was present.

So unless her furnace repair guy had broken into her place to fix her heater—doubtful, since he was a lazy ass—this was not her apartment. Looking around, it seemed impossible. The placement of all of the objects in the room were so exact in their replication of her own living space.

Brushing her hand over her pajamas, she realized what had bothered her before. The fabric wasn’t worn enough. She’d had them for at least a year and a half, and the cloth had broken down a bit. But these were new.

Tiny details. Ones that would be easily overlooked. Mala continued to keep her face a still mask, showing nothing to the outside world. She refused to move to the door of her bedroom, as much as her body was screaming at her to do so. There was no need. It was almost certainly locked from the outside. Because she had realized something else as she had been examining the room.

Mala had been staring right at the priest when the cloth had been placed over her mouth and nose. It hadn’t been him. There was someone else helping Father John.

And whoever that person was had imprisoned her here. In this carbon copy of her own domicile. In a prison that suggested that her captor had an intimate knowledge of her.

Her body wanted to shake with shock and fear, but Mala suppressed the response. She would continue to show nothing as she figured out what kind of person could have done this. Once she knew with whom she was dealing, she would get herself out of here.

She hoped.

* * *

“Mala. She is alive.”

Detective Trey Keane felt his heart rate soar. He had thought that it couldn’t get much higher than it had been a moment ago when he had opened his eyes from a deep sleep to see his partner, Detective Robi Darcmel, looming over his bed—and then looked to Darc’s side to see little Janey, who should be in a group home sleeping off her multiple traumas right about now.

But here they were in the living room, and Darc was telling him that the woman whose head they had seen bobbing around in a cauldron filled with boiling blood… was alive. Trey battled between the surge of hope he felt swell up in his chest and the reality of what his eyes had seen.

“Dude, we saw her…” Trey glanced down at Janey, who was looking up at him with big eyes. Trey looked at his partner and mouthed the word head. “Separated from her body, man. There’s no way she made it out of that hospital room alive.”

Darc shook his head, one sharp shake to negate what Trey was saying. “It was wax. Just like the priest’s.”

Trey sat down. Hard. He hadn’t chosen to sit down, really. It was just a reaction to way too much information coming his way. Unfortunately, there hadn’t been a chair in his immediate vicinity, so Trey was now on the ground, looking up at his partner and the little girl. Maybe he’d stay here for a minute or two. Yeah, that seemed like a good idea.

“Mala’s… alive?” Trey pulled his knees into his chest and wrapped his arms around them. “That’s… I mean that’s… Wait. How do you know that she’s alive?”

“Janey drew a picture,” Darc responded, holding down a piece of paper. Trey grabbed it and held it close to his face. He couldn’t make anything out. Perhaps that was because it was the middle of the night and the only light was coming from the street outside. Trey switched on the lamp next to the couch and winced as his eyes adjusted.

“Just for the record, I’m okay with you coming to visit me during normal daytime hours,” Trey complained as he studied the picture in front of him. There was a lot of red, which was typical of Janey’s pictures, and a sad commentary on what she’d been put through at such a young age. There were also several figures standing around, with Janey in the bed. Trey squinted at the drawing, his eyes going a bit crossed in the process. “I don’t get what I’m supposed to be looking at here. All I see is people and what looks like a whole lot of blood.”

Darc pointed at each of the figures in the picture. “That is the guard who was watching over Janey. This is Father John. Here is Mala—”

“Wait. Then who is this other one behind the doc? The one that looks like he’s in a nurse’s mask” Trey gestured to behind Mala.

“That is the person Janey saw abduct Dr. Charan.”

“Hold the phone. You said the priest was over there.” Trey shifted his focus to the part of the drawing Darc had indicated earlier. This was confusing. 

“Yes,” Darc replied. “That is the priest, in the process of killing the guard. This individual is the one who abducted Mala.”

“Oh! Gotcha.” Trey had it now. He was just a little slow on the uptake at one o’clock in the morning. “That’s the Henry guy from the slaughterhouse, right?”

“Not according to Janey. She had seen Henry in the underground chapel, but when I asked her if that was who had taken Mala, she shook her head in negation.”

Okay. It was maybe time to get off the floor. Trey pushed himself up to his feet and slumped onto the sofa. This was a lot to process at the best of times.

“So… the priest had two helpers?” Darc gave Trey the beginnings of a frown, his typical expression when Trey was testing his patience. Not fair in this particular set of circumstances, but it was true that Trey wasn’t on his A-game right now. Or even B or C. Trey rubbed at his forehead, staving off the beginnings of a headache. “Right. Moving on. But just because Father John didn’t take her doesn’t mean she’s not dead.”

Darc moved into the pool of light cast by the lamp. “That is correct, but my assessment is that if she were to be killed, it would have happened immediately, as it did the guard. I believe she is being held.” Janey stirred at his side, nodding her head, her eyes bright.

And there was a whole different set of problems. “Fine. But Janey can’t come, Darc.”

“We need her. She is the only one who has seen the kidnapper.”

“Yeah, I know,” Trey muttered. “And he’s six-foot-two, has a shaved head and an annoying habit of showing up in the wee hours of the morning.”

Darc’s brow furrowed. “Your description does not fit the drawing Janey made.”

“No,” Trey shot back. “But it does fit the guy standing in front of me. Dude. You kidnapped a little girl. I’m not even going to talk about the fact that it’s way past her bedtime.” 

“It was not a kidnapping. The worst charge that would be made against me would be that of custodial interference in the second degree. A misdemeanor. The likelihood is that I would never be prosecuted.”

Damn that Darc and his superior knowledge of the statues of Washington state. Still. This was not going to go well when the people from the group home woke up and found Janey missing.

“All right, all right.” Trey held up his hands. “I don’t have any other choice. I’m going to have to call the Captain. Then we’ll get Mala.”

Captain Merle would know what to do. Sorting through the politics of a situation was his job, right? And he wouldn’t be that pissed off at having to wake up at this hour, right? It wasn’t like he already had issues with Trey’s performance as a detective.

Trey sighed.

Somehow, he was less than confident as he picked up the receiver and dialed.

* * *

Darc traced through the patterns of glowing logic that swirled through his mind as one small part of his consciousness paid attention to Trey’s side of the conversation with the Captain. It did not sound as though it were going well. 

From what Darc could hear of the Captain’s bass voice, it seemed louder than what should be heard over a phone, and in a much higher register. Indicative of shouting, perhaps. Or gaiety. Although that seemed unlikely. Captain Merle had not seemed overly attached to Dr. Charan.

The overwhelming majority of Darc’s cognitive powers were engaged in the search for Mala. From the moment Janey had drawn the picture, Darc had known that the doctor was alive. There was something odd about the knowledge, however. The logic lines confirmed that the head inside the cauldron was more than likely not Mala’s. The probability there was 83%. Enough for a statement of cautious optimism.

But as to whether or not the doctor remained alive, there was no logical consensus whatsoever. While Darc’s argument that Mala would have been killed at the hospital were she one of the targets was accurate, it did not take into account everything that had occurred afterwards.

Darc’s defeat of the priest could have sent the associate into a panic, causing him or her to purge everything related to the man, including Mala. That was a strong possibility, as Darc well knew. Mala was also intelligent and strong. She was unlikely to remain a willing captive. If she were to attempt to escape, that attempt could prompt the helper to kill her as a prophylactic measure.

And yet, something inside of Darc insisted that Mala was alive. There was no definitive line that Darc could trace to reassure himself, and yet the feeling persisted. Mala was alive.

This was a gray area that was beginning to intrude on Darc’s process more and more lately. He was not sure exactly how to proceed. These gray flashes seemed to dismiss, ignore, or openly challenge the findings of the bands of light and swirls of glowing symbols on which Darc had relied his entire life.

It was troubling. And distracting.

Trey got off the phone, demanding a bit more of Darc’s processing capacity. He turned more of his attention toward his partner.

“Captain’s contacting the group home. He’s covering for us, for some unknown reason, probably to cover his own butt. Says he’s going to tell them it was an emergency situation that necessitated taking the girl into protective custody.” Trey turned to Janey. “We’ve got you at least until tomorrow morning when the DSHS opens up.” 

The Department of Social and Health Services was not likely to look kindly upon what Darc had done, regardless of its necessity. The lines of information within Darc jangled in their irritation with such unthinking interference.

But for now, they had to start following the lines that would lead them to Mala, starting with finding footage from the hospital, as well as any surrounding ATMs or traffic cameras. The priest and his helper had to leave the hospital somehow.

Darc began moving toward the exit to the apartment, Janey in tow. Trey moved around in front of him, cutting off his pathway toward the next logical step. Darc could have left using the fire escape, but with Janey with him, that form of egress would be less than efficient. Trey held up a hand.

“Darc. We have to figure out what to do with Janey. It’s great that we may be able to avoid jail time here, but it’s still a terrible idea to have a little girl up and running around in the middle of the night. Seriously, Darc. People will stare.”

“That is unacceptable. Her support is vital.”

The glowing streams of intelligence within him sparked and fizzled in frustration. Janey was an important part of this process. Without her to identify the accomplice, their search would be impaired. The longer it took for them to find Mala, the greater the likelihood that she would be harmed.

But Trey remained planted in front of them, apparently unmoved. Darc was about to explain in greater detail the reasons behind taking Janey with them when a voice interrupted them.

“Someone want to explain what the hell’s going on here?”

It was Maggie. Their conversation must have woken her up. And while so much of their relationship remained shrouded in the gray emotional fog that so baffled Darc most of the time, there was one thing of which he was certain.

Maggie would not like what he was planning one little bit.

* * *

Feigning sleep after finding out that she’d been abducted by an unknown person was proving to be one of the most challenging things Mala had ever done. Upon discovering that she was not in her apartment, but rather in an elaborate reconstruction, Mala had gone back to bed like nothing was wrong.

But she hadn’t gone back to sleep. There would be time for that later. First, she needed to figure out with what—or, rather, whom—she was dealing.

The fact that he had been working alongside Father John meant that there were more than likely some common threads there. Some sort of religious or moral common ground, no matter how warped by their respective psychoses.

But the apartment, that was the key to her captor’s persona. The fact that he or she… most likely he… had gone to such lengths to recreate her apartment. What did it mean? It could be an obsession with her. Mala was not so immodest as to refuse to recognize that she had qualities that might attract a stalker.

This felt texturally different, however. There was a level of detail here that even someone who had developed an obsession with her would more than likely not attempt to recreate. 

Whoever had done this wanted control. Control over the situation, control over her environment, control over her. More than likely, the entire space was under observation. Microphones, video cameras, possibly even infrared.

The realization threatened to overwhelm her. Every instinct inside her warned that she needed to shut down, make sure she did nothing. But that was the exact opposite of what was required here. She needed to actively convince her captor that he had succeeded in dominating her, while at the same time getting him to let her go.

And the first step? Letting him know that she knew of her captivity. That she knew… and approved. She opened her eyes and spoke to the ceiling.

“Thank you,” Mala whispered. “Thank you for taking me here. For keeping me safe.”

If she was right, even such a quiet response would be heard and processed by her abductor. She waited, the darkness and silence around her oppressive.

Mala had been waiting for several minutes and was about to drift back into sleep in spite of her situation, when she heard something. It was a voice, quiet and distorted—male in its timbre, although that could have been part of the distortion.

“You are welcome, Dr. Charan.” There was another pause. “I am happy to discover that your intelligence is as high as I had assumed. You have not tested the door, yet you know that this is not your apartment. Impressive.”

Swallowing every rational response, Mala stepped into the crazy with the voice. “Please. Call me Mala. And of course it’s not my apartment. My apartment would not have kept me unharmed.”

“You understand. I was worried you would not… Mala.” The voice managed to caress her name, even through the distortion. Her captor was definitely showing all the signs of a masculine persona, although that did not have to correspond to actual physical gender in the concrete world.

“I do. I do understand. You did this for me. For my own good.”

“Yes. I did. I truly did.” The voice seemed earnest and utterly sincere, which made the distortion, both of the voice and of the rationales employed, that much more bizarre. Mala suppressed a shudder.

“I only wish I could properly thank you… in person.”

“No.” The response from the voice sounded harsh and abrupt. “No! That is not the kind of person that you are. ‘Properly thank you’? Like some slut on a Wednesday night sitcom? And in person?” The voice stopped speaking, but Mala could hear breathing, low and heavy.

“I’m sorry,” Mala pleaded. “That’s not what I meant by that. Not at all. I would never—”

“Do you think I’m stupid?” The volume of the voice had been raised and was now closer to a shout. “You think I don’t know what you’re doing?”

“No, no, I’m not doing anything. I just wanted to thank—”

“Shut up! Shut up!” There was a piercing moment of agonizing feedback from the speakers, then the whole system went silent.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just wanted to thank you.” Mala whispered those words to the empty air, over and over again using every variation she could think of. She had no way of knowing if what she was saying was being heard, but she kept on going, speaking to the darkness around her.

Round one had not gone quite as she had planned.

 


CHAPTER 2

The only thing worse than a pissed off Maggie was a tired pissed off Maggie.

And as far as Trey could see, there were a lot of reasons for her to be both. There were currently two too many people in the apartment… one of them her ex-husband. Trey wasn’t in bed, where he was supposed to be. And there was a little girl in footy pajamas holding onto Darc’s hand with a death grip.

Didn’t seem like a scenario made for the Disney channel.

Shockingly, once Maggie made her way into the living room and saw the entire crew in front of her, there was no yelling. Instead, Maggie knelt down in front of Janey and asked her if she wanted any cocoa. Janey looked up at Darc, then over to Trey, back to Maggie, then nodded her head.

Trey was about to breathe a huge sigh of relief when Maggie leaned in closer. “Don’t think that this is the end of this, lover boy. You’ve got some serious explaining to do as soon as I find some marshmallows.”

Maggie bustled about the kitchen, heating up some milk over the gas range, and mixing in a little bit of this, a little bit of that. Cocoa powder, sugar, some chocolate chips, a splash of hazelnut Torani syrup, even what looked like some kind of spice. Cinnamon, maybe? Nutmeg? 

Trey was now wanting some of that concoction for himself, but judging by the look on Maggie’s face every time she looked at him, he decided it maybe wasn’t the moment. Maggie found a baggie full of miniature marshmallows and threw a handful of them into the steaming mug that she then placed in front of Janey.

Darc showed his impatience by verbalizing at random intervals how much time they had now wasted. By his latest utterance, they were up to five minutes, thirty-seven seconds.

“She’s a little girl, Trey. I get that she’s been through a lot, but that makes what you’re doing worse, not better.” Maggie’s voice was next to a whisper as she stood at Trey’s side, watching the tiny figure on the stool pushed up to the counter blow on her hot beverage.

“Yeah, I know.” Trey winced as Maggie turned a disbelieving eye on him. “Trust me. I do know. It’s just that… she’s formed this weird attachment to Darc. Wants to be around him all the time. And… there’s a woman whose life is in danger. Janey’s the only one who can help.”

“It’s one-thirty-five in the morning, Trey. This can’t wait until tomorrow?” Maggie held up a hand and blew out a sharp breath. “Don’t answer that. Darc’s involved. Of course it can’t wait until tomorrow.”

“Every second she’s out there, the chances of us finding her alive go down. You know, the first—”

“I know,” Maggie interrupted. “The first forty-eight hours are the most important.” She took in a deep breath, held it for a moment, then sighed it out. “Okay. I get it. You guys have to do what you’re going to do.”

“Thanks for understanding, babe.” Trey leaned over to plant a kiss on her cheek. Maggie held out a hand to block him.

“Not so fast, babe. I’m coming with you.” Maggie started moving back toward the bedroom.

“Wait. What? You’re what?” Trey followed behind her, not sure he had heard correctly.

“What are the chances that you two bozos are going to be able to watch out for her like she needs?” Maggie rummaged through the drawer of their bureau, pulling out clothes to change into.

“We could—”

“Save it, Trey. I’ve seen what you think food looks like when you’re on a case. Janey needs more than Cup-o-Noodles and cheese puffs to survive, even if it’s only for a little while.” She pulled on a sweatshirt, whipping her hair out of the back of the neck hole with an ease of practice that Trey had always found strangely sexy. “I’m coming with you, and that’s final.”

And that was that. Trey had heard that tone from Maggie before. There were only two options here. He could tie Maggie up and slip out while she was trying to get free, or he could try to convince Darc that having Maggie with them was a good idea. Only one of those options allowed for Trey to ever be in the same room with his girlfriend again.

Looked like Maggie was joining their motley crew. Now all he had to do was figure out how to tell Darc that his ex was coming along for the ride.

No problem. 

* * *

Darc’s fingers flew across the keyboard of his computer. Of course, his fingers were not actually flying. That was a metaphor. Imagery that had nothing to do with what was happening in the real world. 

It was something Trey had spent a good deal of time explaining to him. Dude. Sometimes people say things that don’t exactly match up with how things really work. It’s called being colorful. You should try it sometime.

So he was trying.

He was not good at it.

His fingers were jointed appendages that could move only as fast as the impulses from his brain caused them to move, limited by the dexterity and functionality of the nerve endings and musculature contained within. And right at this particular moment, that functionality was being pushed to its utter limits.

Maggie was in a room the precinct currently used for storage. Trey had found a couple of cots and had set up a bedroom of sorts for Maggie and Janey. Janey hadn’t seemed too keen about the whole thing until Trey had explained to her that it was the only way she’d be able to stay close to Darc. After that, she’d settled down right away, clutching her bear with incomplete fur to her chest.

Trey was on the phone with the hospital, trying to get footage from security. From the look on his face, he was not having much success. That, or he had to take a bowel movement soon. Those two expressions seemed remarkably close to Darc. More of the gray clouds he always had trouble sorting through.

Darc was pursuing other footage. The priest had always been cautious. His partner would more than likely operate under the same basic parameters. The probability that Trey would find anything on the hospital security cameras, Darc placed at 17%. Not impossible, but highly unlikely.

So Darc was putting together a list of all of the businesses surrounding the hospital parking lot exits, as well as any traffic cameras in the vicinity. Each camera turned into a glowing symbol that he placed into the growing pattern of light within his inner vision. It was creating a web that Darc hoped would prove inescapable.

Trey hung up the phone and turned to face Darc. “They’re sending over the footage, but there’s a problem.”

“Several of the cameras have malfunctioned.” 

Trey’s face went slack. Surprise, perhaps? “Wow. That’s… hold on. Are you checking up on my work again? I thought we were past that point.” Trey’s eyes had now gone squinty and his brow was furrowed. An indication of growing anger, or a sign of existential angst? Gray, gray, gray. Darc often felt that he was surrounded by nothing but gray.

“Look at the pattern of the cameras. I think you will find that they lead in a direct path from Janey’s hospital room down to the parking structure and out onto the street.”

“Allowing our favorite psychopath a free pass out of the structure without being recorded.” Trey hit his hand against his thigh. “You know, if the guy hadn’t murdered like everyone in sight, I might have to admire him.” Trey’s frown deepened. “But that leaves us with just about nothing.”

“That is not accurate,” Darc responded. “I am locating all cameras in the nearby areas.”

“But sorting through all of that footage will take days. Weeks. We’ve probably got hours.”

Darc did not deign to respond. The answer would be self-evident, as the patterns that currently existed only in Darc’s mind began to appear on the computer screen. Pulling up a schematic of the hospital, Darc marked the cameras that were inoperative, using the information sent over by security.

Trey moved over behind him as Darc used the points of camera vulnerability to map out the route the priest and the abductor must have taken. A path that led from the room to one specific elevator, then down to and out of the parking garage.

They had their exit point. Now to fill in their surroundings. From the glowing symbols in his mind’s eye, Darc began putting up possible points of observation from surrounding businesses. There was even a traffic camera close by which might help, depending on the direction the two had turned as they moved out onto the street. Behind Darc, Trey stirred.

“Oh. I get it. We know where they went, so we know where to look.”

Once more, Darc felt shock at how little those around him could perceive about their surroundings without the comfort of the lines of logic that guided Darc’s own course. It put into stark relief the difficulty Darc himself now faced.

How did he continue trusting his reason-based results if he knew that the gray clouds of emotion could override a valid conclusion? Logic told him Mala was dead. But he knew Mala was alive. That was illogical. And yet he was using logic to find her. It was a paradox.

All he could do was move forward and hope his universe did not implode.

* * *

Stay away from the locked door. Stay away from the locked door. Stay away from the locked door.

Mala could feel her sanity slipping away from her, one stifled impulse after another. She had to consciously remind herself to keep from lingering near the one exit she knew would take her to the outside world. Keep herself from throwing her body at the door, trying to force it open. Keep herself from screaming at the microphones placed around the mock apartment for her captor to let her out.

But there was a calmer, quieter, colder part of her mind that kept ticking away. Analyzing her abductor, taking all available information and categorizing it, correlating and creating patterns. From what Mala knew of Darc, it was not at all his process, but it was her approximation of it.

And that part of her mind was adamant in its insistence that she make no move that would indicate a desire for her to escape. That was paramount in her interactions with this individual.

One of the pieces of information to come out of this clockwork side of her own persona was that her captor was romantically interested in her. It was the only explanation that fit all of the available information. The time and effort spent on containing her in an environment so precisely recreated went beyond the obvious desire of her abductor to control her. It spoke to an attachment that had built, perhaps over an extended period of time.

When she had spoken of her desire to thank the priest’s assistant in person, she had inadvertently violated some part of that attraction. Perhaps it was one based off of her lack of romantic interaction. It had been years since she had seriously dated anyone. Even casual entanglements had been lacking for months.

The unintentional sexuality of her words had sent her captor into a rage. Mala had ruptured a dearly held image the abductor seemed to hold of her—but hopefully not broken beyond repair. Attraction was organic. Organic breaks could heal.

But not if she appeared anxious to leave her admirer’s fervent embrace. For that is what this recreation of her living space really was. A way to control her, certainly. But more significantly, a manifestation of twisted love.

Time to once more attempt to take control of her situation. The same kind of control a palm tree had over the storm that threatened to uproot it. Yield, submit, let the storm winds bend you double, so that when they blew themselves out with the force of their own fury, you remained. Whole. Root system intact. Ready for the next thing the world decided to throw at you.

There was something that was probably very Zen about all of it, but Mala wasn’t very concerned about that aspect. She just wanted to survive this. Survive, and escape with her own persona still in place, her root system still in the ground.

“I miss you,” Mala breathed out into the microphones that she knew were there, waiting to receive her input. “I hurt. I’m in pain knowing that you thought I wanted… that. To use it to fool you. To escape. Nothing could be further from the truth.” She waited for a long moment, then added, “I’m so sorry.”

There was a long, sustained sigh from above. It was so quiet that Mala wasn’t positive she had heard it at all. It blended into the background noise of her not-apartment. But after another extended pause, the voice returned.

“I have to be so careful, Mala. You have no idea.”

Yes. Let him take control. “Tell me. Please.”

“The world is filled with corruption. Hypocrisy. Deception.” Another long breath, this one more audible. “Sometimes I despair. When I thought you…”

“It’s all right,” Mala encouraged the voice. It was important to keep her captor talking. Building a relationship of trust. “I understand. I won’t make that mistake again.”

“I want to believe you. I truly do.” The timbre of the voice changed, even through the distortion. It was softer somehow, more intimate. What Mala was attempting seemed to be having an effect.

But now was not the time to push. It was the time to establish a pattern of complete submission.

“Don’t worry. It will take time,” Mala assured her abductor. “And we have all the time in the world. I’m not going anywhere.”

“No,” the voice agreed. “No, you are not.”

There was a click of the microphone switching off, and Mala was once more in the dark. According to the clock by the bed it was now 4:17 in the morning. And really, regardless of what time it truly was in the outside world, for now she had to operate on that fact. That it was 4:17 in the morning and that she had another couple of hours of sleep left before she should start her day.

What that day would look like, she had no idea.

 


CHAPTER 3

The sun peeked over the horizon, its first tendrils of light snaking their way through the ever-present clouds. It was going to be another gloriously overcast Seattle morning. Just the kind of day that called for staying in bed with a cup of hot cocoa and little marshmallows. 

Especially the kind of homemade stuff he’d seen Maggie making Janey. His girlfriend had been holding out on him. Oooh. Maybe a candy cane to stir it with. That would be nice. Although the peppermint wouldn’t go with the spices and hazelnut. Probably. Something to think on.

Trey rubbed at his face, forcing himself to refocus on the task at hand. So far, he had gone over the video footage for two of the four traffic cams that surrounded the streets leading away from the one unmonitored exit of the parking lot. 

At least this was getting him off of his current ongoing case. He’d been stuck on that one for quite a while and could probably use a break. Before the priest had come along, Trey had been working a low-priority serial killer case, mostly on his own. Low-priority because the victims were prostitutes. Trey’s because, at one time, those had all been his girls. Still felt like they were.

Stretching out his arms to get rid of some of the stiffness, Trey darted a look over at his partner, whose face was less than an inch away from his computer. How in the world he managed to focus his eyes when he was that close was beyond Trey.

“Hey, Darc. You find anything?”

“Yes,” his partner responded, without looking up from the screen.

“What? You found something? Why didn’t you say anything?” Trey bounded up from his chair, almost knocking it over in his rush to get to Darc’s side.

“I said nothing because what I found was irrelevant to our current search.”

“Oh.” Trey walked back to his chair and slumped into it. “You could’ve said that before I almost killed myself.”

“I have little to no control over your ability to keep yourself safe,” Darc intoned.

Oh, that was just… Actually, no, that was true. Trey had just about gotten himself massacred more times than he could count. Still, Darc didn’t have to rub his face in it. Trey harrumphed and went back to looking at his footage. Then he stopped.

“Hold it. What did you actually find?”

“I told you. It is not relevant to our present scenario.”

“Humor me, dude. What was it?” Trey had found over the years that what Darc considered unimportant was often exactly what Trey wanted to know.

“I found the vehicle the priest used to take Janey away from the hospital.”

“Whoa! You found footage of Father John? And you didn’t think that was important?” Chalk another one up to Darc’s Asperger’s. Seriously, the guy operated on a completely different wavelength than anyone else. It was like he was from another planet. Or, better, another dimension.

“It is not important, and I suspected that it might distract you, which it seems to have done.”

Trey took a deep breath. It didn’t work. He took another. Still didn’t.

“Um, Darc. Do you think you could just show me?”

Darc didn’t answer him, but he did open up the section of footage that Trey was asking to see. There, in a silver Ford Escort, was a shot of a face that Trey had thought he would never see again. And, in the seat next to him, a smaller figure. Janey. Seeing the priest now, after the experience they had down in the cathedral underground, made Trey shiver.

Darc started to move back to the footage he had been working on earlier, but Trey put out a hand to stop him. “Hold on. What are they wearing?”

“I am not sure, and nor does that matter.” Darc shifted the mouse again, ready to click out of the video image frozen on Father John’s face.

“Dude. Would you just… stop for a sec? I want you to punch in closer on them.”

The muscle in Darc’s jaw tightened, but he did what Trey asked. It was a minor miracle, and something that wouldn’t have happened four years ago, when they started working together. Progress. Excruciatingly slow progress, but progress nonetheless. The image moved in and the focus sharpened.

“Scrubs.” Trey whistled through his teeth. “That’s it.”

“What is it? I do not understand your fixation on what they are wearing.” Darc was doing his version of irritated, which included a flat tone to his voice and lots of teeth grinding.

“Of course you don’t understand, Darc. Two days ago you were walking around the streets of Seattle after dark covered from head to toe in blood. That’s my whole point.”

“What is your whole point? You are not being clear.”

Wow. Hey, pot, this is the kettle calling. Guess what? You’re black. “Okay, I’m going to ignore the abject hypocrisy of that statement for a moment. What I’m saying is that there was a whole lot of blood in that room. And for them to get out without anyone noticing, they had to put scrubs on over their clothes. Not just Father John, but our accomplice, as well. Scrubs and facemasks. That jibes with Janey’s picture.” Trey pointed at the screen. “See? Father John is in green.”

Darc’s face got that thousand-yard stare that it sometimes did when he was thinking hard. “So we can fast-forward through the footage much faster, looking for that specific clothing on the driver. And possibly the passenger.”

“Totally! It’ll cut down our search time by half.”

“I calculate that it will take off closer to 67 percent.” Darc was already scrolling through footage at a rate of three times what he had been using before.

Trey froze in place. He might have been imagining it, but that sounded awfully close to a compliment. Darc didn’t give compliments.

Maybe it would be a good idea if Trey sat down. Before he fell down.

Besides, he had footage to go through.

* * *

If it had been her apartment, Mala would have seen the sun peeking through the curtains in her room. Well, seeing that it was Seattle, that wasn’t necessarily true, but there should have been a brightening.

There had been no further communication between her and the voice since much earlier that morning. That conversation had gone much better than the first, but had gotten her nowhere close to getting out.

Although it had given her a number of ideas. Her captor had two things going on. There was the romantic-slash-obsessive thing happening with Mala herself. Then there was the desire for control.

It was likely that her abductor had no conscious idea of this. In his mind, that need to dominate would be thought of as a strong protective streak. He probably thought of himself as a Nice Guy. Maybe more than that—one of the Truly Good.

If it were the first, a more direct approach might work. But the latter required finesse, and Mala worried that it was the latter. There was only one way through that scenario, and it was a path spiked with emotional landmines, all ready to explode in violence at the slightest misstep.

She needed to test her theory to make sure.

“I’m sure they never appreciated you,” Mala murmured.

And then there was the wait. This was the painful part for Mala. Was her captor not responding out of a desire to manipulate her? Or was he not there? Or had he seen through her charade and was about to do something horrific? There was no way of knowing other than to be patient.

In a circumstance like this one, the last thing in the world Mala wanted to do was be patient.

Fortunately, this time it paid off. “Who is it that never appreciated me?”

“Other women. They can’t have thought as much of you as I do.”

This was the telling moment. If he responded to this, he was some version, if totally warped, of the Nice Guy, and easily manipulated. If not… well, she’d figure that out when it came to it.

The voice hesitated for a moment. “I suppose. I’m not sure. I’ve never paid that much attention to most women. They just never proved themselves worth that amount of energy.”

Fantastic.

Well, that was clear enough. One of the Truly Good. This was not going to be easy. Not even a little bit.

With a Nice Guy, all that was required was to get him to see that the only chivalrous option was to let her go. It wasn’t without its difficulties, but it was pretty straightforward.

With one of the Truly Good, the subject did very little second-guessing of himself or herself. There was a solid paradigm that would not shift regardless of how much talking Mala did. The only way through this was to convince her captor that she was not what he needed. How to do that without triggering his immorality radar would be a real challenge.

Because if that happened, she was dead. It wouldn’t even be a hard decision. The barest hint of what he deemed to be innuendo from her and he had flown into a rage. Tip the scales too far in that direction, and there was no hope for her. None at all.

So, how to proceed? What angle to use? How to demonstrate to him that she was not the companion he desired without sullying herself in his mind during the process?

As she pondered, she picked up a piece of toast from the tray in front of her and took a bite. Somehow, in the later hours of what Mala assumed to be the morning, her abductor had managed to slip a tray of food into the apartment. Buttered toast, eggs fried over medium, coffee with a splash of skim milk and… was that stevia? Her perfect breakfast, all there on an ornate tray in front of her.

While eating the food was troubling to her on so many levels, she forced herself to move forward. Not only did she need to be at the top of her game mentally, but showing her appreciation for every detail of her captivity was vital. Plus, the eggs were cooked perfectly. Whoever this guy was, he was a damn fine cook, no doubt about it.

Doubt.

There it was.

It was her own doubts that would prove her passageway to freedom. Her insecurities about her unworthiness for her magnificent protector, not any actual fault that he could vilify her for. That was the way past this Scylla and Charybdis.

And to plant the seed…

“This breakfast is perfect,” she breathed. Now, to let out all the pain and fear and frustration she was feeling. This could not look forced. She thought of Trey. How frantic he must have been when he found she was missing. Darc, who probably showed nothing on the outside, but Mala suspected was profoundly affected internally. Janey, all alone once again. Tears rose up, filled her eyes, spilled over her cheeks. Exactly what was needed right now. Now, just one more touch…

“I don’t deserve this. I… I don’t deserve you.”

And then Mala allowed everything to flood out of her. Sobs wracked her body as her head sank down into the fold of her arms. It was real. All of it. She would say no more for a long time, regardless of what her captor demanded of her. And he would. He would be desperate to know what was going on.

This was her path. This was her way out.

This was her salvation.

 

* * *

When all was said and done, sorting through the footage took them less than four hours. Darc sat looking at a screen divided between two different photos. These were the best of what Darc and Trey had been able to find. Once Trey had located the first, it had only been a matter of reviewing the footage immediately surrounding the same time stamp.

One of the angles came from a bank across the street and to the left of the hospital parking exit. The other was from a traffic camera. They had brought Janey in to look at the pictures, and even though both showed the driver’s face covered by the mask, she had nodded her head, her face solemn. Maggie had whisked her off moments later.

The lack of a good picture of the man’s face had been a frustration to his partner, but Darc was more interested in the license plate at the present time. They would, of course, want to track this back to the priest’s accomplice, but right now, all Darc wanted to do was find Mala.

As Darc turned back to his computer, looking for something that would leap out at him in a burst of light to join the pattern forming in his head, Captain Merle opened the door to his office and strode over to Trey’s desk.

“Keane,” the captain rumbled. “There’s been a murder that looks like it belongs to your case… you know, the prostitute killer with the fingernail thing.”

Trey glanced up at the captain and then back down to what he was doing at his computer. He then looked back up at the captain. Darc’s partner seemed unsure of himself, his mouth open as if to speak but with nothing coming out. The captain patted him on the back, an unusually familiar gesture from a man who was not demonstrative.

“I know you’re working on finding the doctor right now, and that takes precedence here. Just wanted to let you know so you could get on it as soon as you get her back.” The captain slapped some additional paperwork on Trey’s desk and nodded to Darc before slipping back into his office.

The implied confidence in the captain’s statement was not something Darc shared. It had been less than twenty-four hours since he had last seen the doctor. Less than twelve since they had discovered what they thought was her severed head in an enormous black pot over a campfire. And yet, in that time, Darc had felt a sense of profound loss, akin to the moment when his mind had overloaded after Mala’s supposed death. But in this case, the shift was in the gray landscape of his soul.

Changes. So many changes. And Darc had no idea whether those changes were for the good or would end up paralyzing him at a crucial moment. So far, the lines of light and the increasing gray had interfered with one another on only a small scale, but would that last? Could it?

From the license plate on the car from the traffic camera, Trey had been able to trace the vehicle back to a less-than-reputable secondhand car lot. It was a black 1998 Chevrolet Impala that had been purchased in cash less than three days previously. The name given to the dealership was obviously false—Thomas Kinkade. The self-styled Painter of Light, an artist famous for second-rate paintings sold en masse. Also, deceased.

So, the dealership had been a dead end, but there were other options. Now that they knew what vehicle they were looking for, it would be difficult, if not impossible, for their quarry to evade them forever. Unfortunately, forever mattered little to Darc. The next few hours were much more important.

The idea that Mala could end up dead after Darc had realized she was still alive was anathema to him. Somehow that fear was so much worse than it had been when he had seen that deadly stew in the park. The resurgence of hope, only to have it dashed once more…

What was happening to him?

He was slipping. Before, with a case like this, he would have already found both the victim and the perpetrator. There would have been no extended search. The patterns in his mind would have coalesced instantly, and the problem would no longer exist.

Darc shook his head. Was that true? Even his own assessment of his work was suspect. Was it his own emotional involvement that was creating this sense of his own weakness and errors?

Typically, Darc’s own margin of error was something he accounted for, with a fair amount of precision. But the idea of allowing himself that same sliding scale in this moment seemed irresponsible. He could not afford to make mistakes right now.

This was a problem. Objectively speaking, Darc knew the dangers of not allowing for human error, even his own. By pushing himself to perfection, he could be forcing himself to overlook the very details he was missing.

The entrance of Maggie, with Janey trailing behind, took his attention away from his own failings and their unexpected consequences. His ex-wife had an arm around Janey’s shoulders. It looked… natural. Darc had never seen Maggie with a child before.

“I’m guessing there’s nothing around this place that would serve as breakfast?” Maggie scowled around the office, as if blaming the location itself for its shortcomings.

Trey looked up from his computer. “There’s a vending machine around the corner there. Coffee and donuts and stuff.”

Maggie just looked at him, then looked down at the girl in her embrace, then back up at her now-boyfriend. She said nothing, but Trey somehow managed to understand exactly what she was not saying.

“Yeah. Bad idea. Sorry.”

“Little girl, Trey. Little girl.” She patted Janey on the shoulder and gave her a squeeze. “How about pancakes? Do you want some pancakes? There’s a place pretty close here that makes them with chocolate chip smiley faces.”

Janey looked up into Maggie’s face and grinned at her, nodding with enthusiasm. Maggie nodded at Darc, winked at Trey, then turned on her heel and led the little girl out.

Such a simple thing. Pancakes. And yet it had lit Janey’s face up in a way that Darc had not seen since he had known the young girl.

Simple.

Darc was overcomplicating things. The answer was simple. Right in front of his face. And he had overlooked it out of a desire to be more than human.

He knew what to do now. He only hoped it would be in time to save Mala.

* * *

It had felt fantastic.

Crying for almost an hour straight? Best therapy ever. Sure, her nose was stuffed up and she had a pounding headache, but emotionally, Mala felt as light as she could remember feeling in a long time. Not bad for being shut in a creepy replica of her own apartment by a psychopath. Actually, sociopath was more likely. Especially with this guy’s Truly Good thing.

She had been right. Her captor had begged her to know what was going on. He had been frantic, almost angry, as he pressed her again and again for details on what she was going through. She had not replied, other than to say that she didn’t deserve him.

After a while, though, something had started to happen. Rather than push for more information, the voice would go silent for long stretches. They were currently in the middle of the longest one yet. According to the clock by the bed, he hadn’t said anything for at least twenty minutes.

That was exactly what she needed. Whatever he might say, the fact that Mala had planted the idea in his head that she might not be worthy of his goodness was working its magic. He was wondering what it could be. But right now he was only wondering.

Mala had given him nothing specific to latch onto. No hint of immorality or lack of dedication to him. No jagged edge for him to cling to with his fingertips. He was scrabbling at the sheer face of a high wall, unable to gain any purchase.

This was a necessary but extremely dangerous part of the game Mala was playing. She was keeping her abductor in a very uncomfortable place, a place where he had no information. A lack of information was a lack of control. This man was all about control.

Dangerous indeed.

If she had gone here immediately with the voice, her life would have ended quite abruptly. Without submitting to him first, there would have been no way to resist him so completely now. But now, her withholding of information seemed a part of her wanting to protect him, be a better partner for him. No control over the immediate scenario? Yes. But no control in a place where he still felt himself to be dominant.

The voice cleared itself into the microphone. Interesting. That hadn’t happened before. He was showing hesitation, some insecurity. Mala was stripping him down to his youngest, most fragile, most vulnerable self.

“Why won’t you tell me why you don’t deserve me?” The voice pleaded with her. The tone was high, almost a whine, even through the distortion.

Time to move forward. “I just don’t want you to think less of me. You’re so wonderful.”

“What have you done? You can tell me.”

“Oh, no,” Mala corrected him gently. “I haven’t done anything. That’s the point.”

The voice fell silent. Her captor was mulling that little nugget over.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m inexperienced. Weak. Unlearned.” Mala shook her head, allowing her eyes to fill up with tears, but not allowing any to spill over. This would take finesse. “Unworthy.”

“But it’s your deeds that would make you unworthy,” he argued. “You haven’t done anything wrong, so you… you are perfect.” Her abductor sounded like was trying to convince himself. Perfect.

“It’s my fear that makes me unworthy.” Mala decided to play out a hunch. If he was one of the Truly Good, there was a strong possibility that it would work. “‘Perfect love casteth out fear because fear hath torment.’” She allowed herself a small, choked off sob. “I have torment.”

“Saint John,” the voice whispered, and Mala breathed a silent sigh of relief. Her captor continued. “What do you fear? Not me?” His tone sharpened.

“No, no,” Mala quickly responded. “Not you at all. Me. My doubts. My insecurities.”

“That’s not important. I can help you through all that. My love will purify you.” His tone was becoming more insistent. Perhaps to push though his own doubts that were creeping in?

“But that will distract you. Take you away from the marvelous work you are doing.” Mala took another breath and plunged in once more. “You are doing a work, aren’t you? Something special.”

“Yessss,” he answered, his extended response hissing on the s of the word. “You know. You understand.”

“We can’t risk you being sidetracked by my weakness. You are too important. What you are doing is too vital.” Mala allowed a tone of pleading to creep into her voice. “Please. Don’t let my frailty keep you from your destiny.”

“But you’re such an important part of what I want to do.” His tone was now thoughtful. He seemed to be trying to work his way through the problem on his own. Which was exactly what Mala wanted. “How can I move forward without you?”

“You don’t have to. I will be with you in spirit. Joined with you in purpose. And soon,” Mala continued, “I will be with you in body as well. But only once I have cleansed myself of my fear.”

“Ah, Mala. I’m not sure. I have so many conflicting thoughts and feelings surging through my being. I must think on this.” The microphone cut off abruptly, the silence in the air heavy.

“Of course, my love,” Mala whispered, not knowing whether or not he could hear her. But it didn’t really matter. The seed had been planted. Now it only remained to be seen whether or not it would produce the fruit Mala desired.

If not, her life could be forfeit. 

 


CHAPTER 4

“Okay,” Darc’s partner had stated when they got into his Land Rover. “Time to get our team back.”

The sun had gone from creating a colorful blanket for the awakening city to hiding sullenly behind a thin layering of clouds. Its ruddy outline shone faint against the wispy moisture caught in the atmosphere. Darc followed the less obscured trails of light-based logic in his mind, pointing out the turns to his partner as Trey navigated the crowded early morning streets in his old Land Rover.

In the end, it had been simple. Rather than track the vehicle through the purchase of the car or a non-existent GPS or some sort of Lo-Jack system, they followed the vehicle itself. The nearest sensation to what Darc had experienced in that moment was what others referred to as embarrassment. Especially since Darc and Trey had already started along the lines that ended up yielding results. 

They had managed to trace the movements of the helper’s vehicle to a warehouse in SoDo using a combination of traffic and ATM cameras. It was laborious, but they had tracked down footage at each possible intersection where the Chevy Impala could have travelled. When they had run into an intersection where there was little to no camera coverage, they had to back out to all of the surrounding ones.

One of the major irritations was that the driver had been careful not to be seen. He had his car visor down, a baseball cap pulled low with sunglasses on, and the side windows were tinted far darker than the law allowed. It was not unexpected, but Darc’s inability to find a clean shot of the man’s face meant that tracking him down would be much more difficult later.

But they had a location. They knew where to go. According to the latest recordings, the vehicle was no longer at the warehouse, but the trails of intelligence Darc was following wept blue light. Mala was still there.

At another time, in another set of circumstances, Darc would have waited in order to set a trap for the returning suspect, so as to catch the perpetrator at the same time they saved the victim, especially seeing that they had no photo of the man’s face. That was the course of action logic dictated. In fact, all of the glowing lines of information in Darc’s mind were currently vibrating in what Darc could only describe as irritation with him.

Further evidence of the massive changes that were occurring in Darc. The changes were proving to be a fundamental shift in the way he interacted with the world. They also appeared to be lasting ones, perhaps permanent.

These changes thrust Darc into an area of gray emotion that had previously confused and terrified him. It still did. But the consequences of not venturing into this new territory were too negative for him to take any other action.

The scenery whipped by them, the forms blurring in the periphery of Darc’s vision. That blurring effect mirrored what was happening to him. He no longer trusted implicitly the tracings of reason that had so securely led him in his life up until now.

How that would end up influencing his work remained to be seen. He could not think that it would be a positive turn.

As they neared their destination, Trey pulled off into a side street, coming around the back face of the warehouse. If the accomplice was as intelligent and careful as his predecessor, he would more than likely have employed some form of surveillance around his lair.

Trey stopped the Land Rover and put the vehicle in park. He placed his hand on the car door handle, looked over at Darc, and seemed about to speak. Closing his mouth without a word, Trey opened the door and stepped out onto the pavement.

Joining him, Darc noticed a cloying scent of rotten milk that pervaded the area. One of the nearby buildings must have processed or stored dairy products. The odor latched itself onto Darc’s palate, overwhelming any more subtle nuances in scent or taste that might have existed in this region.

Moving toward the nearest door, Trey unbuttoned the holster to his gun, placing a hand on top of the weapon, apparently in preparation for a quick draw if it were needed. While nothing appeared on Trey’s face to indicate it, Darc’s more intimate knowledge of his partner suggested that Trey was fully engaged in what they were doing, as opposed to his more typical laissez-faire attitude.

Trey’s previous comments regarding their “team” resurfaced in Darc’s mind. It was true that Darc had experienced a strange sense of incompleteness as he and Trey had tracked down the priest’s assistant. While Mala was not a trained law enforcement professional, her insights had proven themselves vital.

And he missed her.

More gray threatened his equilibrium. He had a task at hand for which he needed all of his focus intact. Directing his attention to his partner, Darc nodded toward the door, indicating that Trey should open it up.

Placing his shoulder against the metal door, Trey turned the handle, which yielded to his touch without resistance. Trey shrugged at Darc, his eyebrows lifting in what Darc deemed to be surprise. That made much more sense than the equally indicated sexual advance the eyebrow lift could have indicated.

The door creaked open, the room within a blanket of shadows. Darc moved ahead of his companion, pulling out his penlight, which he shone into the corners of the room. There were no signs of other inhabitants, nor did the space appear to have been used in many months. A layer of dust, previously un-trampled by human feet, stirred with each of his steps.

Was it possible they had come to the wrong place? The illuminated pathways in Darc’s mind lit the way before them, but the trust that he normally placed in that internal process was lacking. Perhaps the killer had entered though another door.

Darc felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to see Trey pointing toward a hallway that appeared to be the only egress from the large room. His partner mouthed the words “this way” and began moving toward the exit.

A sudden noise caused Darc to shoot out his hand, bringing Trey to a halt. The sound had come from behind the door set at the end of the hallway. Darc held up a hand for Trey to remain motionless.

There.

More scuffling from behind the door. The handle began to turn. Trey whipped his gun out of its holster and leveled it at the exit as it began to swing open.

What Darc saw there challenged not only his newfound sense of emotional connection, but the logic lines, as well.

“Is that any way to greet a damsel in distress?” The familiar voice mocked them both, its tone playful and exhausted at the same time.

It was Mala.

* * *

“And then it was only a matter of time before he decided on his own to let me go. I looked around for a bit, when I got outside the apartment set he had built, but there wasn’t anything there that I could see. My guess is that he was communicating with me remotely from quite a ways away.” Mala rested her head against the worn leather of the back seat of the Land Rover. “In the end, it proved to be relatively simple.” The car smelled of man and fast food. The scent was almost overwhelmingly comforting to her.

“Ah, yes. So freaking simple.” Trey scoffed at her.

“Whatever,” Mala teased back, then stiffened up once more. “You’re sure Janey is okay?” A feeling akin to panic resurfaced in Mala’s chest. That feeling would more than likely not leave until she had seen the little girl in person and held her close.

“For the fifteenth time, she’s fine,” Trey chuckled. The detective had a grin on his face that hadn’t diminished from the moment he had recognized her. The obvious warmth there created a reciprocal glow in her.

Darc, on the other hand, had said exactly two words to her. You’re safe. That was it. From that moment on, he had sunk into what Mala could only describe as a sullen pout. That was so far outside her experience with Darc up to this point that she figured she had to be mistaken.

“The girl has suffered no ill effects from your absence,” Darc grumbled.

Nope. Not mistaken.

Against all sense and reason, it was more than evident that Darc was pissed off. And Mala had no clue why. She nestled her head more firmly into the seat, feeling the enveloping softness of the material made soft by years of friction.

Men. 

She truly did not understand them at all. Maybe that was why her relationships to date had been mostly short and unfailingly unsatisfactory. With one notable exception.

Mala let out a long sigh, both of relief and frustration. Her life over the past little while had taken her so far beyond her comfort zone that it was impossible to see the boundary from where she now was. And yet, she had never felt more… present.

Trey had given her a brief overview of what had happened since she had been captured, and while Mala was convinced that a good portion of it had been sanitized for her protection, what remained was shocking. The whole underground defiled cathedral defied even her darkest imaginings.

And while Mala was relieved that Janey was safe, she could only imagine what horrors had stayed behind in the little girl’s mind. Children were much more resilient than many adults gave them credit for being, but that kind of trauma would end up shaping Janey for her entire life, even with the best that therapy had to offer.

“Not to interrupt your little siesta there, Mala…” Trey spoke to her reflection in the rearview mirror. “But if you’re up for it, we can swing by the precinct so you can see Janey.” He looked a bit more closely. “Or maybe by your place for a shower and a change of clothes?”

Darc finally spoke up at that. “She needs to be debriefed first.”

“Dude.” Trey shook his head at his partner. “We are so far off the reservation right now, I’m pretty sure we can take a few side trips. I probably could’ve gotten away with not coming back in to work at all. At least for a while.” Trey found Mala’s eyes in the mirror again and grinned at her. “I got PTSD from being attacked from above by a mutilated corpse. Can’t you tell?”

“Hmmm. Sounds serious, Detective. Perhaps you should seek the help of a professional?” Mala winked at him. “And yes, I would love to see Janey. But it’s still early, and that shower sounds magnificent.”

Trey nodded and turned his attention back to the road ahead of them. His hair, messier than usual, bobbed as he hit a pothole in the street.

Mala closed her eyes, thinking of what lay ahead for her. A shower sounded divine, but the thought of seeing Janey again made her eyes tear up and an involuntary sob escape her chest.

And what would happen after that? Mala found that, for once, she had no answer.

* * *

It had been a long time since Janey had eaten pancakes.

Her mommy used to make them for her, but there hadn’t been lots of time before they moved, and then once they were in the new house, it was just unpacking boxes all of the time. They had eaten a lot of cold cereal. And McGriddles. She loved McGriddles.

But not as much as she loved pancakes.

And this was the best pancake Janey had ever seen. When the waitress came out, it had looked like it was bigger than Janey’s head. It was ginormous, filling up the whole plate. The mouth was made of chocolate chips, the eyes of whipped cream. The nose was a cherry. And there were three different kinds of syrup to choose from.

Tears sprang into her eyes, but Janey pushed them back down. She was sad, ‘cause this was a pancake that her mommy hadn’t made. She would never get pancakes from her mommy again. That was hard. Really, really hard.

But Maggie was here, and she was nice. She had such pretty hair. It was red and curly, and it was like each of her curls had a mind of its own. There was one that kept flopping down into Maggie’s face. She would brush it away, but it would come back. Janey liked it a lot. She wound her own hair around one of her fingers to make it curl, but it wouldn’t stay that way.

Janey looked back down at her pancake. It was way too big for her to eat all at once. She would need to cut it into pieces. Looking at the big circle face of food in front of her, Janey could see the lines where she needed to slide the knife. It made a pattern that made the pancake so much prettier. She began to cut where the lines told her to cut, making letters. Pretty letters.

Like the symbols Darc had shown her. She saw things now that she had never seen before. The way things were put together. The way they wanted to fit.

And her pancake wanted to fit. It wanted to fit inside her belly, but it wanted to fit with something else, too. Something that had been bothering her. Words that the bad man had said. Not the bad man from the nasty church. The other one. The one that took Mala away when they were in the hospital.

My turn.

He had said that as he left. The words made symbols like from her pancake. They swirled together like they were dancing. Like when her mommy and daddy would sometimes dance when they were listening to music. Dance and kiss. Gross.

The letters moved around and bumped into each other and kissed and backed away and kissed again. Then they settled down like they were about to take a nap. And another one showed up right next to them. She knew what the other symbol meant.

And she had to tell Darc.

He would be proud of her. He wouldn’t show it, like mommy or daddy, but she would still feel it. What the symbol meant would make him sad, but Janey telling him would make him proud.

But for right now he wasn’t here, and she was hungry. Maggie smiled and nodded at Janey, her curls bouncing up and down, and then pointed at the pancake.

Janey dug in and started to eat.

* * *

Trey sat in a chaise lounge in the middle of Mala’s apartment. It was as tasteful and understated as the doctor herself was. The wood accents were all dark mahogany, the colors light green accented with pops of blue here and there. The overall effect was welcoming as well as relaxing.

And Trey was pretty sure this was the first time he had ever sat in a chaise. He kinda liked it. Felt like some sort of Egyptian goddess or something. All he needed was to be naked and eating fruit.

It had been odd, watching Mala enter the space. She looked at everything around her with such intensity, reaching out and touching her surroundings, almost like she was reassuring herself that they were real. And hers.

Trey couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to be held hostage in a place that looked exactly like your home but wasn’t. There was something so creepy about it. The mind that had come up with that little doozy had taken a step or two into some pretty serious crazy-town territory.

Darc paced the floor, doing his best to dig a path in the hardwood. There was something off with his partner. Trey had never seen him act like this before.

The whole ride over here, the bald detective had been acting like a sullen teenager who had just found out his girlfriend was dating the football team. Trey halfway expected Darc to pop in a Smiths CD and start into an 80s film montage of youthful angst.

Whatever it was, Trey was pretty sure he wasn’t digging the new development. Darc at his best was truculent. Darc as a pouty hormonal victim? Wasn’t exactly going in the right direction, as far as Trey was concerned.

The apartment was spacious, but not too large for someone who clearly lived alone. It was small enough that Trey could hear the rush of the water from Mala’s shower. He quickly diverted his attention away before thoughts of the good doctor stark naked surfaced.

Come to think of it, Darc seemed very… attentive… to the same sounds emanating from Mala’s bedroom. No matter where or how he paced, there was always one ear cocked in that direction.

“Dude. Are you thinking of Mala in there taking a shower?” Trey joked. Darc started, came to a complete stop, and glared at his partner.

Hold the phone. Was that what Trey thought it was? Was Darc actually blushing? There was no way that was what was going on, but what else could it be? It’s not like Darc took a lot of B vitamins or something that would cause that kind of reaction.

“Okay, Darc. I gotta ask. What’s going on with you? You’re edgier than a pyromaniac in a fireworks shop.”

Darc opened his mouth, shut it, opened it once more, let out a noise that was suspiciously close to a groan, and sank into a chair. Trey was dumbfounded. They were in uncharted waters here, and Trey didn’t have his compass on him. Darc lifted his head.

“I am not certain. I find that I am… unsettled.” Darc waved his hand toward the bedroom. “And I am also thinking of Mala in the shower.”

Trey stifled a shocked laugh. That wouldn’t help right at the moment. “Okay. Didn’t really think you were gonna answer that one. But okay.” Trey peered into Darc’s face, trying to discern what little he could from his partner’s minimalistic expressions. “I knew you liked her. But you like her like her, don’t you?”

“I am not certain what the repetition of those words is meant to indicate, but yes, I find I have strong feelings for the doctor.”

“Right. Well. Listen, man, there’s no one happier about this than me, but you gotta keep your feelings under some kind of control here if you want anything to happen.” Trey paused for a second, cleared his throat and continued. “Was it like this with Maggie?”

“No. It was not.” Darc paused for a moment, almost like he was trying to figure something out. Another real shocker. Darc usually didn’t have to figure out much at all. And when it was emotional stuff, he didn’t even try. “This is different. I am questioning how I should behave when she is present.” Another pause. “I do not like it.”

Holy cow. Trey knew from experience that Darc never questioned his own behavior. An assumption about a case? Sure. But his own actions? Especially when they related to someone else? This was big news. Really big. Enormous.

Well, no matter how stunning this whole situation was, Trey was determined to be there for his partner. “Right. Gotcha. Totally. And…” Trey took a deep breath, held it, then let it out in stages. “Every guy feels that way when they’re around a chick they like.”

“That is less than helpful.” Darc sounded downright morose.

“Yeah, I know. Sucks, doesn’t it?” Trey thought for a moment, then an idea blossomed. “Hey, I got it! I’ll help you!” He rummaged around in his pockets, finally pulling out his detective pad. It hadn’t seen much use up to this point. Trey wasn’t much of a note-taker. He was more of a fly-by-the-seat-of-his-pants kinda guy. To be perfectly honest, the only things that had gone in the pad up to this point were some random doodles.

Trey’s partner looked askance at the booklet. “Your notes on previous cases will be of little assistance.”

“Not previous cases, dude. Present tense female troubles.” Trey whipped open the pad and started scribbling. “I’m gonna put together ‘Trey’s Rules of Dating.’ Once I’m done, I’ll put ‘em on a card and get it laminated just like the other list I gave you.”

Darc reached into the right breast pocket of his jacket and removed the well-worn list of everyday rules for interaction Trey had made for him years ago. “I’ve already memorized the other ones.”

“Yeah, but these are going to be different. Well, there might be some overlap. Not sure yet. And now that I think about it, there may be too many of them to fit on a card.”

Trey finished up the first rule that had popped into his head just as Mala came back into the room, her hair still wet from the shower. “What are you writing down there? You’re not taking notes on the state of my apartment, are you?”

Looking around the room, Trey gave Mala an elaborate shrug. “Why would I? Maybe to give some cleaning tips to Good Housekeeping or something.” He then cleared his throat and put away his pad. “Not that I ever read it. You know. Just…”

Mala laughed, a deep throaty chuckle. It was good to hear that from her, especially after what she must have been through. Her humor didn’t last long, though. Within moments, her face grew solemn once more.

“Janey hasn’t said anything yet, has she?”

“No,” Trey answered. “But she really does seem to be doing okay. She’s smiling more. She even let Maggie take her to get some food this morning.”

“Maggie?” Mala asked. “Your…?” She pointed at Trey.

“Yeah,” Trey answered, then coughed. “My… and Darc’s…”

“Darc’s what?”

“My ex-wife,” Darc responded, stepping in before Trey had a chance to figure out how to tactfully explain. “I believe that is what Trey is attempting to say, although he appears to have lost the use of basic vocabulary words.”

“Ex-wife?” Typically, Mala was pretty low-key and under control, but right now it kinda looked like her eyebrows were racing each other to the top of her forehead. “You were married?”

Darc got the blank look on his face that meant he was trying to process something emotional. “Your tone and inflection seem to indicate surprise? Do you find me aesthetically unpleasing to the point that marriage would be implausible?”

“No. No, Darc, of course not.” Mala’s face seemed to be getting awfully red. “I just… You never…” She paused and took a breath. “I just didn’t know you had been married before. That’s all.”

“That information seemed irrelevant to our endeavor.”

Mala’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times, then she looked over at Trey. “And now you’re…?”

“Dating her?” Trey finished for her. “Yep.”

“And he…?”

“Knows about it? Yeah.” Trey gave her a slightly sour smile. “We did a lot of talking down there in the Underground. That place does things to a man.”

To Mala’s credit, she pulled it together pretty quickly. “I can see that. Well, now that we’ve gotten that little tidbit out of the way, what say we go see Janey?”

Under normal circumstances, Trey would’ve thought that an excellent idea. But with Maggie in full protector mode, Darc acting like a peevish lovesick puppy, and Mala just having found out about Maggie and her relationship with both detectives, this meeting could be quite the interesting soiree.

Oh well. Just another day in the life of Trey.

 


CHAPTER 5

The drive back to the station was proving to be… uncomfortable… for Mala. She had a lot of information to process and the time was slipping by too fast and not fast enough. In retrospect, wanting to take a shower before meeting up with her young charge had less to do with cleanliness and more to do with stalling. Her affection for Janey had done nothing but grow over the course of the last week, and the thought of being reunited with her filled Mala with joy.

But Janey was a traumatized little girl. And Mala knew well the fallacy of projecting one’s feelings on someone else. While Mala knew how she felt about Janey, there was no way for her to know if Janey felt the same way. Any pressure put on the little girl to reciprocate affection she didn’t feel would further harm her. 

Even if Janey’s reaction was positive, the possibility that it was mostly a response from the stressors of losing her parents and going through a horrific kidnapping was high. That kind of attachment, while strong in the moment, would not last.

And Mala found that she wanted it to last. That desire was rising up in her to the point that it threatened the very fabric of her well-established life. Mala had a career that she loved, a routine that was stable enough to provide stability, while still challenging her on intellectual and emotional levels. Her lack of a romantic relationship was something she lamented on occasion, but nothing that caused her overt pain.

In short, her life was wonderful. Or so she had thought.

But in working with Janey, Mala had realized that there was a fundamental need inside her that had to be addressed. A need for which nothing else in her current life would make up. She had yet to work out exactly what she was going to do, but it was a powerful drive that Mala couldn’t deny and wasn’t sure she even wanted to.

“Hey, everything okay back there, Doc?” Trey called over his shoulder. “You’re quieter than a Goth in a country bar.”

Leave it to Trey to get a smile out of her with his random observations. “Sorry. I didn’t realize I was being so glum.”

“Well, glum is a bit harsh.” He grinned at her in the rearview mirror. “Accurate, but harsh.”

Darc gave something resembling a sniff and turned toward the passenger-side door. The same door that Trey had held open for Mala, only to have Darc slip in before she could. Trey had stood there for a second, shrugged his shoulders, and opened up the door to the back seat instead. What in the world was going on with her favorite bald detective?

Choosing to ignore him, Mala turned her attention back to Trey. “Guess I’m just thinking about Janey.”

Trey’s grin faltered. “Yeah. That’s a tough one. I want to keep her close, but…”

“But there’s no way to make the DSHS see it that way?” Mala finished for him. “I understand completely.”

“We’ll figure something out. The captain bought us a little bit of time with her, but that’s not going to last forever.”

The Land Rover pulled into the parking lot of the precinct building. It was not a pretty structure, although it was interesting. Lots of mirrored windows with metal bars protruding out everywhere. Looked like a structure designed by a man to appeal to men. A not-so-subtle nod to the prevalent boys-club mentality that still ruled in most law-enforcement departments.

Just the sort of place to house a reunion between a damaged little girl and a child psychologist hoping to keep that child in her life. Perfect. Couldn’t ask for better.

Mala sighed, identifying her bitter and destructive self-talk masquerading as sarcasm. So easy to blame awkwardness on a building, rather than identify something uncomfortable about herself.

And the truth was tough to face. Especially in this instance.

She was the epitome of the cobbler whose children went shoeless. As good as Mala knew herself to be at her job, she was identifying an area that had gone unnoticed in her own psyche for too long. Children terrified her.

That wasn’t exactly true. Mala loved children. The thought of being with a child for long enough that he or she figured her out and knew how to push her buttons… that terrified her. Seeing a patient one or two times a week for an hour was fine. Day-to-day living? Not so much.

And yet that was exactly what was on Mala’s mind right now. She wanted more than what her job was offering her.

Mala sighed and waited until Trey slid the vehicle into a parking slot before she opened up her door to feel the unusual sunshine caress her cheeks and forehead. At least there was that. The weather was cooperating to make this reunion a little bit warmer.

Straightening her shoulders, Mala walked toward the entrance of the stark building in front of her. What she’d find on the other side of the doors, she had no idea.

* * *

Maggie was so pretty. When she walked, her hips swung back and forth, making her red hair flip side to side down her back. Janey tried to copy her, but it just made her trip on her own two feet.

But Maggie saw her stumble and reached her hand back. Janey grabbed a hold and steadied herself. She moved over to Maggie’s side and walked next to her.

Janey needed to talk to Darc. She had already drawn him a picture. It was a good one. It had a lizard and an elephant, but just because Janey liked lizards and elephants. What was really important about the drawing was what was inside of the lizard and the elephant. Darc would see. He would know what to do.

There were a lot of things going on that Janey didn’t understand. She got more than everybody thought she did, but there was still some stuff that was kind of confusing.

She understood that she couldn’t go back to her house to live. Her parents were gone, so going back wouldn’t do any good, even though Janey sort of wanted to. It was the only place that was even a little bit familiar.

What she didn’t get was why she had to stay at the stupid home place. It was stupid. And it smelled funny. Like sweaty socks and oatmeal. Gross.

More than anything else, she wanted to be with Darc. That was where she felt safe. Trey was awesome. Maggie was pretty. Mala was kind. Actually, Mala was pretty close. But Darc was home.

It sounded weird to say that, even inside her own head. How could a person be a home? A person didn’t have a bedroom with pink curtains and fluffy pillows and her very own pink Powerpuff Girls toothbrush. But that’s how it felt.

Every time she was with him, though, someone was trying to take her somewhere else. Like they didn’t like Darc or something. Janey couldn’t understand that at all. Well, maybe a little bit. He did look a little scary at first, but that was only until you got to know him. Then it was like he was Superman. Or maybe Batman. Probably Batman.

But Janey wasn’t at the home now, so maybe she wouldn’t have to go back. Maybe. She didn’t want to get her hopes up. Like that time she asked for a pony for Christmas and it didn’t come. Daddy had said it was because they didn’t have room in the backyard, but Janey was pretty sure Santa could’ve figured it out if he’d really wanted to. Maybe she hadn’t been good enough. She had hit Danny in the arm really hard. But he had deserved it. He was always pulling her hair, and that was not nice.

This was one of those times where she just had to be patient. Her mommy had always told her to be patient. Be patient and things will work out. Maybe not exactly how you want, but they’ll work out.

Janey really, really, really hoped that it was true.

* * *

Trey followed behind Mala, who was doing her best impersonation of the Road Runner. She was walking so fast it was closer to jogging. Trey halfway expected her to lift up her elbows and start swinging her hips like one of those speed walker types he used to see all the time swaying down the street near Pike Place Market. Now that was a fad Trey was happy to have put in his rearview mirror.

Darc, of course, was going his normal speed, which meant he was keeping up with Mala just fine, although he was conspicuously not looking at the doctor as he cruised along. Come to think of it, maybe that wasn’t all that unusual. Trey was dead last, which was not unusual, and huffing and puffing, also not unusual. Seriously. It was time to invest in a stationary bike or something.

Not that Trey blamed Mala for wanting to race to see the little girl. When Trey had first seen Janey standing next to Darc by his bed, his heart had practically jumped out of his chest. You know, before he started thinking about how much trouble they were all going to be in once the group home found out she was missing.

The two in front turned the corner that led to the bullpen and Trey broke into a trot to keep from losing them. As he rounded the corner himself, he had to slam on the brakes fast to keep from running into Mala and Darc, who had stopped out of the blue.

The reason for the abrupt halt made itself known as Trey looked down the hall and saw Janey standing next to Maggie. Man, she was pretty. Maggie, not Janey.

The little girl by his lady’s side was clutching a piece of paper. Mala was bending down on one knee and motioning for Janey to come over. Janey started moving toward her, then veered around and headed straight for Darc.

Ouch.

Mala straightened up as quickly as she could and smoothed down her pants, not meeting anyone’s eye. Janey stopped in front of Darc, her face solemn, and handed the piece of paper to the tall detective. As Darc took the page, Trey could see that there was a drawing of what looked like a gecko and a pachyderm.

Great. 

Another picture. Trey had figured out by now that drawings getting passed between these two conspirators was never a good thing.

Once her duty was discharged, Janey turned back around, ran over to Mala and buried her face in Mala’s hip. A look of surprise on the doc’s face was quickly replaced by a look that Trey could only describe as radiant. Her eyes filled with tears as she wrapped her arms around the little form that clung to her with a death grip.

“Oh, Janey. I missed you so much,” Mala whispered down to the top of the girl’s towhead. “So very, very much.”

Janey’s head bobbed up and down against Mala’s pants, leaving a trace of moisture there. Mala might have thought Janey had forgotten about her, but it was clear there was a bond here almost equal to the one she had forged with Darc.

Trey looked up to share the warmth with someone himself, seeking out Maggie. To his surprise, his girlfriend seemed overcome as well, but the look on her face was much different. It was… wistful? Sad? Trey wasn’t sure, but it was not a look he’d seen Maggie make before. 

She was watching Janey and Mala embrace, and she looked… jealous.

For the first time, Trey wondered if Maggie had ever wanted kids. With Darc… or maybe…?

His train of thought was interrupted as Darc moved over to his side. He was gripping the drawing Janey had given him, and his knuckles were white. The intensely blank look on his face told Trey all he needed to know. Something was not good.

“We need to talk.”

Yep. Not good. Not good at all.

* * *

The lines were clear. There was a precision to them that was razor-like, quite distinct from those that normally inhabited Darc’s mind. They were also limned in pink. 

Odd.

The symbols that had separated themselves from the drawing were swirling, agitated, urgent in their gyrations, looking for all of his attention. Their message was straightforward and somehow warped all at once. It was disturbing.

Trey had followed without comment as Darc moved away from the reunion between Janey and Mala. This was a departure from his partner’s typical behavior, which seemed to indicate that Trey had recognized the severity of the situation. Perhaps this was a sign of a growing sensitivity in the frivolous detective.

A comment that, had Darc voiced it, would have evoked from his companion a comparison between two cooking containers of the same color. It was nonsensical, as much of what Trey uttered seemed to be, but his partner seemed to put great stock in the statement, so perhaps there was unseen wisdom held within it.

Another oddity was Darc’s own reaction to watching the doctor with the small child. This reuniting was something that would not normally affect him at all, and yet he found himself bothered that he was not there to witness it, even as he recognized the necessity in leaving. Why on Earth would he desire to see them together, especially when the resultant conversation was guaranteed to be nonexistent?

More gray. Again, disturbing.

“Okay, dude. Spill it. What’s going on?” Trey had stopped just beyond the entrance to the bullpen. His arms were crossed over his chest. Seeing as how he had no reason to cover his breasts in a sexually defensive posture, Darc assumed Trey was showing resolve. In this case, a determination to speak with Darc. Which was exactly what Darc desired, so the confrontational stance seemed out of place. His partner could be so odd at times.

“The man who abducted Mala.” Darc struggled to articulate what the symbols and lines were communicating. Straightforward, but warped. “He seeks… He is beginning… He…” Darc fell silent, unable to formulate words.

Trey’s features softened and his arms fell to his sides. “Darc. Man, are you okay?” He moved over to Darc’s side and guided him toward a chair. Sitting would hardly allow for greater cognitive processing, but Darc saw no reason to argue the point right at the moment.

“I am not unwell.” Darc settled into the chair, seeking for a settling of the lines within him simultaneously. “Give me a moment.” The more the patterns danced and spun and hissed, the less he could find cohesive patterns that would allow for cogent speech. After taking a deep breath, Darc closed his eyes, reaching out with his mind to coax and soothe. The lines shivered under his mental caress, backing into an uneasy quiescence.

“This about the picture Janey passed you back there?” Trey probed, his forehead creased into sharp lines. Seven lines, to be precise, although one of those lines joined another midway through its progression, so a more accurate count might be six. Six and a half? Darc was uncertain. The uncertainty troubled him. Gray clouds threatened his stability.

When Darc remained silent, Trey sighed and reached out a hand, resting it on Darc’s shoulder. The weight there, although something he would normally consider unpleasant, created an easing of the tension Darc could feel jangling through his body. The additional release of pressure allowed for the shining patterns within his mind to finally congeal.

Fascinating.

Darc peered into his partner’s eyes, reading the concern there. Then the gray obscured it once more. But for an instant, the expression on Trey’s face had been as plain to Darc as the logical patterns within.

“Yes. It was Janey’s drawing. She saw or heard something in that hospital room.”

“Yeah,” Trey muttered. “She saw a security guard getting offed right in front of her eyes. Seriously, if I could go back and kill that priest twice—”

“No,” Darc cut him off. “She did see the killing, but that was not what the sketch conveyed. This was about the man who took Mala.”

Trey’s mouth formed an “o” and his eyes dilated. Since there was no evidence of breakfast meats nearby, Darc arrived at the conclusion that his partner was surprised by the new information Darc had supplied. Evidently, his new insights regarding his partner’s emotional states were limited and sporadic.

“So… what’d Rango and Dumbo say?”

Rather than educating his partner about the manner in which Janey and he communicated, Darc focused on the connotative meaning of Trey’s words. “Mala’s captor is a killer. Or will be soon, if he has not started as yet.” The lines were clear on that part, at least.

“Whoa.” Trey rubbed his hands over his face. “That sucks.” There was a pause, as Trey’s expression changed into something else indecipherable. Anger? Frustration? “How do these serial killers manage to find each other? Are they going on Craigslist? Somebody make a Facebook page?”

“Statistically speaking, similar interests tend to gather individuals together in close physical or even virtual proximity. Your facetious comments regarding Facebook and Craigslist are not far off the mark. It is not unusual for serial killers to know one another, especially when they operate in the same city.”

“That’s fantastic.” Trey slapped his thigh. “Now they’re getting together to brainstorm and stuff. Might as well start a club. The Happy Hackers. ‘No entrance without an evisceration.’”

“The fact that Janey saw the killer and gleaned information from the encounter is significant,” Darc continued, unsure of what to make of Trey’s last outburst. “Both because her life is in potential danger and the additional intelligence to which we are privy.”

“Okay, but where does that leave us?” Trey asked. “Unless there was more in that picture of yours.”

There was something else there, but Darc could not make sense of it. He wasn’t completely sure that Janey herself understood its significance. Probably something she had heard but not understood fully. Darc shook his head, knowing the complexity of the not-quite-information would just frustrate his partner at this point.

Trey huffed. “Well, in that case, until the C.S.I. unit comes back with their findings from the kidnapping site, I’m going to go work on my fingernail eater. Captain told me there was another killing that I needed to get on as soon as we found Mala. Something weird about this one, apparently.”

“Weird?”

“Yeah, something about it not quite matching the guy’s M.O. Maybe an escalation. If it’s getting nasty enough, I might want to bring you in on it?” Trey made the sentence into a question, an indicator that could mean his partner was unsure of what Darc’s response might be.

Darc knew that Trey had an emotional attachment to cases involving prostitutes. Before his recent changes, he had not understood even a small part of that attachment. Now it was beginning to make more sense to him. He nodded, seeing his partner’s eyes widen in response. Surprise or excitement.

It was always so hard to tell.

 


CHAPTER 6

No response.

There had been no response whatsoever to the actions taken by the servant of the Lord.

Disappointment writhed like a coil of superheated metal, searing the gut with the bitter dregs of shame and despair. This was not what was supposed to happen. The unrighteous were to suffer, not the holy.

Perhaps this was a necessary part of the process. A cleansing of the inner vessel. The coal that must be placed upon his lips so as to make pure his utterance.

If that were the case, this one would not complain. The servant of the Lord would not turn their face from that of the Most High. The sacrifice would be as that of Job, suffering all without murmur. The very life of this servant would be an affront to that brightest of the angels who had fallen.

Still…

A life was gone. True, the life had been twisted, corrupt, a pox on the face of Seattle. That was part of why she had been selected. Only the wicked would burn.

She had been important. A socialite. Not one to be overlooked by the sycophants currently in power. Those whose souls had already been given fully to Mammon. Her death should have created an immediate reaction.

And that reaction was something the servant of the Lord had been counting on. It was a necessary part of the plans. People must be afraid. They must fear for their lives. Fear for their sins.

Fear God.

And fear God’s servant here on Earth.

Anger at the apathy of a city that had given itself to the Father of Lies coursed through veins throbbing with desire to serve the Most High. It pulsed in the hands, throbbed in the throat, pounded in the temple. And with each beat, the servant heard the voice of righteous wrath intone, “The wicked shall be turned into hell, and all the nations that forget God.”

It was time to escalate and accelerate the plans. If a death could not penetrate the insensate faculties of the city’s “elite,” then more deaths would be forthcoming. The servant of the Lord would push harder. The Lord had called, and the servant would answer. The place was assured. The number amongst the 144,000 was assigned.

But only if the servant kept from shrinking now.

The resolve grew, welling up from deep within. There would be no failure. There would be no shirking of duty. The words of life sounded in the mind.

And in the greatness of thine excellency thou hast overthrown them that rose up against thee: thou sendest forth thy wrath, which consumed them as stubble.

The servant was the instrument of the Lord’s wrath.

It was time for Seattle to reap the bitter harvest.

* * *

As Trey read over the file for the hundredth time, he massaged the bridge of his nose in between his forefinger and thumb, trying to get his eyes to focus. There was nothing new here, but he kept hoping that some detail he had overlooked previously would jump out at him and scream, “This is it! This is the key to the case!”

He blew air out between his lips, making a raspberry noise. That kind of detective work was not really his thing. Deductive leaps were Darc’s purview. Trey did more of the work-your-butt-off-only-to-see-no-results kind of criminal investigating.

This case was one he’d been working, off-and–on, for the last year or so. The defining characteristic of the killer was that he removed the fingernails of his victims after he killed them. Some kind of bizarre trophy or something, Trey figured. 

But other than that oddity, the bodies were always treated with an unusual level of respect. No sexual assault, either pre- or postmortem, was found in any of the cases, even though semen had been present at several sites. No matches to the DNA, of course. 

The victims were always clothed and carefully posed. Only the missing fingernails pointed to some kind of messed up psychology. Well, that, and the fact that they had all been murdered.

When most of what you looked at was homicide, it was hard to remember that just the fact that a life had been ended was significant. There were days that Trey longed for the low-level dregs of humanity he’d had to deal with in Vice. At least there, the murders had made some kind of logical sense. 

Very few dealers, whether they worked in sex or drugs, killed just because. It was to protect or to expand their territory, to send a message to competitors, or to keep from getting caught. Not because they got off on it. Usually.

Trey sighed and rattled the papers in front of him. Maybe if they made enough noise, he’d be forced to focus on them. Problem was, this new victim didn’t fit the pattern. Sure, the fingernails were gone, but the rest? Not so much.

First off, Trey was pretty sure this wasn’t one of his girls. She’d been found close to Pike Place Market, and there were prostitutes in that area, of course. But there were also a ton of trendy nightclubs and bars around there, as well. And this victim’s clothes were a bit too pricey for your run-of-the-mill streetwalker.

Could be a high-end escort, but Trey knew that group too, and something about this woman felt off. It could be tough to tell the difference between fashionista and call-girl, but this felt like more of the former and less of the latter. Trey wasn’t exactly sure how he could tell. Maybe it was that escorts looked a little less slutty.

But the main thing was the facial mutilations. That was new. That seemed to indicate a level of rage that hadn’t been seen in any of the other cases. The body was posed just like the others, and the fingernails were gone, but the hacking up of the face just didn’t fit in with any of the other details.

It just didn’t feel like his guy.

Trey’s phone rang, cutting off his thought process with its shrill demand and flashing red light. He scooped up the receiver, holding it between his cheek and shoulder with the ease of years of practice.

“Detective Keane.”

“Oh, hey. Detective. Glad I caught you in.” The voice on the other end of the line was familiar, but Trey couldn’t quite place it. The caller ID showed the office of the D.A. 

Since he was pretty sure the District Attorney wouldn’t be deigning to give him a buzz, it must be the new A.D.A., Bryce Van Owen. Now that Trey had a name to attach to the voice, a face popped into his head from when the Assistant D.A. had come by the precinct a few months ago to glad-hand everyone. Blonde, blue-eyed, with a vaguely non-descript handsomeness about him.

“Mr. Van Owen. What can I do for you?”

“Please, call me Bryce. I can’t stand formalities, especially from guys working on the same side.” The A.D.A.’s tone was casual and friendly, with a warmth that made it feel like Trey was the most important guy in the world.

“Yeah, okay. Bryce. Gotcha. And you can call me Trey.” There was a pause on the other end that went on long enough that Trey was starting to feel a tad uncomfortable. Finally, Bryce cleared his throat and coughed.

“Sorry, Trey. This is an awkward call for me. Office politics and BS like that. This is coming from the D.A.” Bryce really did sound like he was embarrassed. The D.A. was a prick of a guy who spent more time worrying about how his hair and makeup was going to look on camera than about whether or not justice was served. Trey’s initial impression of Bryce as just another stuffed shirt looking to move his way up was starting to take a serious hit.

“Hey, Bryce, don’t stress about it. We all have to deal with that kinda stuff. I just suck at it more than most.” Trey muttered the last part almost under his breath, but it got a chuckle out of the A.D.A. He was liking Bryce more and more by the minute.

“Look, Trey, you’re the guy that’s been working the missing fingernail case, right?”

“You mean the case that no one will touch with a ten-foot pole? Yep, it’s the kind of case that has my name written all over it.”

Bryce gave him another chuckle for that one, although this time it felt a little forced. “I’ve read through your file, Trey. You’ve got a good record.”

“If you’ve read through my file, you’ll know that most of that comes from my brilliant, if socially backward, partner.”

“Sure, sure, Darc’s had his share of collars, but that’s not what I’m talking about. You had one of the best records in Vice before you transferred over. You’re one of the good ones, Trey.”

Trey looked down at the file still clutched in his fingers. “What’s with the sudden interest, Bryce? I’ve been working this case for nearly a year now without anyone saying ‘boo.’ Can’t even get enough press on this sucker to give the killer a decent nickname. That’s ten deaths. Almost one a month.”

Another clearing of the throat before Bryce answered. “This one was in an area where people take notice. And it was more brutal than the others.”

“So because there were tourists around, and the vic got her face hacked up, this one gets the attention of our beloved D.A.?”

“I don’t like it either, but there it is.” Bryce paused for a moment before continuing. “Anything interesting pop up with this one?”

“No, nothing. I’m pretty frustrated with it,” Trey began, but then recalled his earlier train of thought. “Although I’m not positive this one is the same guy.”

“Oh, really? What makes you say that?” Trey could feel Bryce’s attention laser in as the A.D.A pressed for more details. The poor guy must really be getting pressure from his boss.

“Just a sense of it. The escalation seems out of character, considering the rest of the guy’s M.O. I’m not sure the woman was a pro. Gut level stuff. Nothing concrete.”

“Well, that’s something. A guy like you gets a ‘feeling,’ and I for one start paying attention. Let me know if you need any additional help, and I’ll try to get it for you. And keep me up to date on it, okay?” Bryce asked. To Trey’s surprise, he realized the guy sounded totally sincere about the offer to back him up.

“Yeah. Will do, Bryce. Thanks.” He set the receiver back in its cradle.

This was the first time that Trey could recall where an A.D.A. was looking to be helpful. Usually, they were just busy covering their asses and sucking up to the rich and powerful. This guy seemed like the real deal.

Trey slapped the file in his hands down on the desk in front of him. He needed a different perspective on this. He needed the big guns.

He needed Darc.

* * *

The lines snaked and swirled and snarled, then snagged on themselves and ended in darkness. No light. No new paths. There were no viable routes left for Darc to take.

Darc was inside the mock apartment that had been built by the unsub. There had been no logical reason for him to come here. Taking a hard look at his own motivations, Darc realized he had done so out of a vague hope that he might see something the C.S.I. unit had not. While that might have been a realistic assessment of some of the individuals that worked for the department, the captain had sent out the best of the best to process this particular scene.

It was almost as if the person he was attempting to find did not exist. Considering what had occurred to date, that was not a viable possibility, and nor was the idea that Mala’s abductor had somehow suffered some kind of accident. That would leave loose ends that Darc’s abilities would easily detect and follow.

Instead, he was confronted with dead end after dead end. When the C.S.I. unit had reported back in from the crime scene, Darc was unsurprised to find that they had found nothing. No prints, no tracks, no video evidence. Nothing that could be linked back to the man who had drugged and taken Dr. Charan.

Indeed, Darc would have been shocked if they had uncovered anything usable. He had calculated the probability of the man leaving trace evidence, using as a reference his caution in taking Mala from the hospital and the precision with which he recreated her apartment. He had placed the odds at less than four percent.

But to come to a halt in every other vein of inquiry was beyond precision. It indicated an intellect that was on a par with that of Darc himself. Even the priest had not achieved that level of precision in his endeavors.

And the level of destruction Father John had managed had been devastating. Darc found himself experiencing something distinctly unpleasant that was a new sensation. It included a clenching of the stomach muscles, both the exterior abdominal muscles and the inner workings of the digestive tract. There was also a heightened cardiovascular response that included an elevated heart rate and light sweating along his brow.

Summing up the details of his response left Darc with only one acceptable conclusion. A viral infection that affected the stomach had briefly been considered and rejected due to the absence of fever.

Darc was afraid.

A noise behind him caused Darc to spin on his heel to confront the new stimuli. The door to the “apartment” swung wide as he turned to reveal Trey. His partner nodded as he caught sight of Darc.

“I thought you might be here.” Trey pointed at Darc’s pocket. “You weren’t answering your phone.”

Seeing as how Darc often neglected to answer his cell phone, he did not feel the need to respond to Trey’s statement. Instead, he looked at his partner, waiting for the inevitable explanation that would follow.

“Yeah,” Trey said, as if he were responding to something Darc had said. “Why am I here? Well… I need your help.” Trey waved his hands. “I know, I know, you’re working on finding Mala’s kidnapper, but I’m really stuck here and the D.A. is—”

“All right,” Darc answered, cutting Trey off.

“Wait. What?”

“I said, ‘all right’.”

“Okay, yes, but… really?” Trey’s face was devoid of any discernible expression. That generally denoted extreme surprise. “Just like that? I was sure you’d throw a fit. Or… you know… just not help.”

There were gray mists covering this entire exchange. Something was off in their interaction. Something that Darc needed to understand before he went any farther. Trey knew Darc well, and was rarely surprised by his behavior. The surprise was an anomaly.

Trey’s unusual response caused Darc to reexamine his own motives. It was true that when Darc was focused on a task, he rarely allowed for outside distractions. What was causing his change in attitude in this instance?

Had the urgency of the case changed any? No, it had not. Janey and Mala were still at risk, due to their being the only individuals who were known to have had contact with the abductor. And the symbols from Janey had indicated an escalation in his plans, which seemed to now include murder.

If the necessity of the search had done nothing but escalate, what could account for Darc’s readiness to abandon the case? The gray fog of emotion covered over his attempts to follow the clear, lighted paths that logic would take.

Was it possible that he was acquiescing to Trey’s request in order to avoid his current failure? That seemed uncharacteristic. But so did his newfound sense of fear.

No.

This was a simple matter of prioritization and compartmentalization. Darc did not have the leads that he needed at the moment to continue to pursue this case. Trey needed help. It was exigency, not fear, that was guiding his actions. Having a better understanding of his own motivations, Darc answered with assurance.

“I can go no further at the moment, so I have time to assist you,” Darc responded to his partner, whose eyebrows went up his forehead in response. More surprise? “It was a simple assessment of available resources.”

“Yeah. Okay, dude.” Trey turned to head back out of the apartment, then muttered over his shoulder. “Maybe you could just keep that in mind next time I come asking.”

Darc began to follow Trey out, leaving behind the only remaining evidence of Mala’s abductor that he knew of. It was fine. It was not a problem. He would return, and when he did, he would find the man responsible.

But for some unknown reason, Darc still felt uneasy.

It was not a good feeling.

 


CHAPTER 7

Bureaucratic mazes made Mala’s head hurt. She had spent several hours now at the offices of the DSHS, trying to make sure that her foster care license was up to date. It was not out of the question for someone in her position to hold that license, although it was unlikely for it to see much use.

But not only was Mala wanting to become Janey’s foster care parent, she was looking to go much further down that path. She had already spoken to her superior about her desire to take an extended leave of absence, and to Captain Merle about the possibility of some part-time consulting work with the precinct.

Now all she had to do was make sure that she was in a position to take responsibility for little Janey when that became a necessity. Technically, the girl was still in protective custody. In real world terms, that meant that she was back at the station house with Maggie while Mala tried to sort everything out.

Part of the problem in dealing with government agencies, Mala had decided, was the redundancy involved. In cases of legal guardianship, no one wanted to be the one to make a bad decision. And since there were multiple people who could take the rubber stamp to Mala’s documents, whomever she was speaking to at the moment was more than happy to shuffle her case off to someone else. Mala had now made three complete revolutions of the DSHS department without ever getting to a single person willing to accept responsibility for a decision.

In the meantime, Darc and Trey were off trying to track down Mala’s abductor before he could start on the killing spree Darc had decided was on its way. That was more than fine. Mala knew that Janey wouldn’t be completely safe until her captor was behind steel bars. She also knew that those two detectives could use her help.

There was a reason Merle had been more than happy to take her on as a part-time consultant for the department. She had proven herself to be a canny profiler. And while Darc could deduce the hell out of any situation he found himself in, and Trey could charm the pants off of the people they came into contact with, neither could truly spot a would-be killer. It was a serious blind spot in their otherwise picture-perfect partnership.

But for now, she was trapped in mediocre-minded hell. Perhaps it was time to put some of her vaunted skills as a psychologist to use here. Mala regarded the woman behind the desk in front of her, the latest human obstacle in her own personal game of parenting merry-go-round, with a dispassionate eye.

The woman was thin to the point of being gaunt, with the almost jaundiced look of someone who rarely got out from under the florescent lighting that illuminated the entire building here. Her hair was limp and somewhat stringy, there was no wedding ring on her finger, and the only picture on her desk was of a pygmy hedgehog.

This was also the woman who had just told Mala, in a condescending tone, that there was a problem with her paperwork that would necessitate Mala retaking the entire 27 hour P.R.I.D.E. parenting course over again. A course, that was a pale and anemic version of the training that Mala had already received as a child psychologist.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt,” Mala said to the woman, who had left her conversation with Mala to return to her game of Minesweeper, “but I couldn’t help noticing the picture of your adorable hedgehog.”

After glowering at Mala for daring to speak to her again, the woman’s face brightened a bit at the mention of the hedgehog. “Yeah. He’s pretty great. I’ve had him for almost three years now.”

“Wow. He’s a handsome one. African Pygmy, right?” The worker nodded her head. Mala chuckled to herself. “If I had one of those guys, I’d carry him around in my shirt pocket, forget he was there and end up taking him to work.

“I’ve done that more than once,” she responded with a crooked smile.

Mala smiled back. “What’s his name?”

“Oscar,” the woman responded, ducking her head. It was clear to Mala that the woman had some issues with shyness, something that would account for her abruptness when dealing with the public.

“That’s a perfect name for him.”

“I thought so. My ex-boyfriend didn’t. He hated the little guy.” She sniffed, looking with fondness at the photo of her pet.

“Probably part of the reason he’s now your ex, right? I think the way people treat animals is a big indicator of what they’re really like.”

The woman looked up at Mala with big eyes. “Totally. That’s exactly what I said to him when we broke up.”

“Well, you’re a perceptive woman.”

She muttered to herself, “He didn’t seem to think so.”

While they’d been talking about the woman’s pet, Mala had been scanning the desk to see if there was a name plaque or some other indicator of the social worker’s name. Nothing. That was another part of the problem. When a person felt anonymous, there was little to no reason to have any sense of accountability. Time to change that.

Mala sighed. “One way or the other, it’s nice to see someone so willing to commit to that kind of responsibility.” She shook her head suddenly, as if she were only now realizing she’d committed some kind of social faux pas. “I’m so sorry. My name’s Mala.” She extended her hand to the woman behind the desk.

There was no hesitation this time. The woman grabbed her hand and shook it warmly. “I’m Brenda. Nice to meet you.”

“You too, Brenda. And listen, I wanted to apologize.”

“For what?” Brenda seemed baffled by Mala’s statement.

“For earlier. I’m sure I must have come across as impatient and frustrated, and my guess is that I took it out on you. Totally not fair of me.”

Brenda got a look on her face that Mala could only interpret as chagrined. “It’s okay. I get it. At a guess, you’ve probably already talked to five people so far.”

“Seven, actually.” Mala grinned and waved off Brenda’s half-started apology. “I know that what I’m asking is outside of the norm.”

“Let me look at your file again. What did you say your full name was?” Brenda pulled up the departmental software and looked up at Mala, her expression expectant.

“Dr. Mala Charan.” There were moments for modesty. Mala decided this was not one of them.

“Doctor?” Brenda’s eyebrows crawled up her forehead. “What kind of doctor?”

 “I’m a child psychologist.”

Brenda made a silent “O” with her mouth until a beep from the computer drew her attention back down to the screen that had pulled up all the information in Mala’s file. “It looks like your P.R.I.D.E. classes were marked as being incomplete.”

“Really? I was there for all of them…” Mala thought back on the classes that at the time had felt unending. “Wait. There was one time where I got called in on an emergency and had to leave early. But it was less than an hour from ending.”

“Hmm,” Brenda muttered, looking at the file. “Let me see who your instructor was.” She leaned in toward the screen. “It was Richard. Well. That explains a lot.” 

“Oh?”

“He’s an ass. Probably felt threatened by an intelligent woman like you and got pissy that you were called away on something important.” She glanced up at Mala, then back down at the screen. “You know what? I shouldn’t do this, but…” She made a few clicks with her mouse and then grinned. “Done.”

“Done?” Mala asked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you’re all taken care of. Official. Give it a day to update in our system, but as of then, you’ll be good to go.” Brenda smiled up at her. Mala was amazed at the change. This was not the woman that had completely blown her off just a few minutes ago. And all that it had taken was a little bit of kindness on Mala’s part.

“Thank you, Brenda. You have no idea how important this is to me.”

“No problem. Honestly, when they found out you were a child psychologist, they should have just let you skip most of the classes. You just get a few idiots that have to count every single bean, you know?”

Mala nodded, having decided that pointing out that Brenda herself had been one of those bean counters until a few moments ago wasn’t such a good idea. Better to get out while the going was good.

“Take good care of Oscar.” Mala nodded at Brenda, then turned back. “There’s a little girl that I’m trying to take in as a foster child. I’m pretty sure she’d love to meet Oscar, if you could ever arrange to “forget” him in your pocket.”

“I think we might be able to figure something out.” Brenda winked at her, and Mala thought as she walked out the door that she had done more than just having to redo 27 hours of parenting classes.

She may have also made a friend.

* * *

“Pimps.”

The word, uttered by Darc’s partner, interrupted the flow of the paths inside him momentarily, jolting him out of his process. He was sitting with all of the previous case files from the fingernail killer open in front of him, sifting through the information provided within each folder, each box.

“You are referring to the prostitutes’ procurers.”

“Yeah. Well, I guess so. Except I think people stopped calling them ‘procurers’ back in the 1800s.” Trey flipped one of the chairs around and sat backwards in it, looking past Darc’s shoulder at one of the files. “But maybe there’s a link there.”

“Possible, but unlikely. Some of these women seem to be on their last rung. Making sure they were protected by having a procurer might not be the highest thing on their list of priorities.”

Trey shook his head. “Pimp, dude. Just call them pimps. Seriously, no one will understand you.”

The phone on Trey’s desk rang at that point, cutting Darc off just as he was about to begin a lecture on vocabulary. It was unfortunate. It was an excellent lecture that Darc had been preparing in his mind for quite some time.

“Detective Keane,” Trey answered, then paused for the response. “Right. We’ll be over there in a sec… Yeah, we. Darc’s helping out on it.” Trey hung up and turned to face Darc. “Captain wants us in his office ASAP. Sounds pissed.”

As they moved through the hallway leading to Captain Merle’s office, Darc pondered the meaning of the word “pissed.” It linked with the word “pimp.” His preempted speech on the value of vocabulary was still threading its paths of logic through his mind, and some of the tendrils attached themselves to those two words.

Trey had a penchant for colloquial speech. He called it “colorful.” Darc had always eschewed language that didn’t have its basis in the Oxford English Dictionary, or at least Webster’s, but the very arguments he had been formulating to convince Trey to expand his mind were now working against him. 

Not learning everyday vulgarisms was hampering his ability to be able to converse. Darc needed to be able to converse at times to better do his job. Ergo, Darc needed to learn how to speak “street” in order to better function as a detective. It was a troubling syllogism, but one that was completely accurate, according to the glowing threads of reason.

Unsettling. He would need to think more on this.

But fortunately, they had arrived at the captain’s office. Trey rapped twice on the door, and after the booming voice of their captain barked at them to enter, they did so, moving to stand in front of Captain Merle’s desk.

Seated to the side of the desk was a man that Darc had only seen once, and then only at a distance. It had been at a law enforcement fundraising party last year that Darc had been coerced into attending, although he had not understood why his presence had been requested. He knew himself to be less than competent at social functions. Perhaps the higher-ups in the precinct had not understood the possible negative repercussions of having Darc attend. He certainly had not been asked back since.

But this blonde, blue-eyed man with the chiseled jawline and high cheekbones had been present. He was one of the new senior deputy attorneys in the Most Dangerous Offender Project for the prosecuting attorney in King County, and his name was Bryce Van Owen. Not unusual, perhaps, that he was here in the captain’s office. Definitely unusual that he would be in the captain’s office during a routine reporting on a low-profile case. Something had changed, and not for the better.

“Darc. Keane. Sit.” Their captain was, as usual, terse. “I wanted you two to meet Bryce Van Owen here. He’s come at the request of the prosecuting attorney himself to check up on this case.”

Trey appeared to choke on his own saliva. “What... He… Um, sorry.” He cleared his throat and began again. “Why’s he down here for this case? I thought it was pretty low priority. Since it’s just a bunch of hookers, you know. No biggie, right?”

The Deputy Attorney grimaced at that. “I suppose that comment’s deserved. Look, I get the honor of serving the Prosecuting Attorney’s whim, and sometimes that whim’s less about justice and more about public perception. Which is actually kind of important if we’re going to do our jobs.”

Trey brushed aside his comment with a gesture. “No, no. I get it. I know how things work, even when they suck. I’m just surprised that he’s focusing on this case.”

“Keane,” the captain growled, a warning tone creeping into his bass voice. “After making so little progress, try not to embarrass the precinct any further by—”

“Captain, it’s okay.” The attorney held up a hand. “I’m not here to bust anyone’s chops.” He turned to face Trey. “My guess is you’ve been working on this without much support, right?”

“By myself, actually. Well, until just about an hour ago, when I called in Darc to help.” Trey seemed to have been placed off balance by the Deputy’s attitude. “But I still don’t get it. Did the Prosecuting Attorney just have a change of heart here? I didn’t think going after serial killers that targeted hookers played out well in the press.”

“Well, this one was closer to Pike Place Market than any of the others. With all the tourist traffic and the mutilations to make it more frightening… Well, it was just a matter of time.” The attorney pursed his lips and continued. “Plus, a local affiliate’s news program picked it up, and it’s caused a bit of a splash. This isn’t just a back-alley slasher with a nail fetish anymore.”

“You seem more than current on the specifics of the case,” Darc asserted.

“I should be. I was the deputy attorney that got called out on this last one. Saw it up close and personal.” Bryce Van Owen indicated to Trey. “I understand you were out working a kidnapping at the time. Everything turn out okay?”

“We got her back, so I guess so. But we haven’t tracked down the kidnapper, so maybe not as okay as we’d like, Mr. Van Owen.”

“Please. Call me Bryce. We’re going to be working together on this one, and I can’t stand formalities. We’re all supposed to be working on the same side.”

“Look,” Captain Merle grumbled from his seat behind the desk. “The reason we brought you in here, beyond meeting Bryce here, was to make sure you understand that you need to make progress on this case. Like, now.”

“Not to contradict you, Captain,” Bryce interjected, his tone soft, “but I want to make sure we get a conviction. Fast progress is great, but not if it compromises the detail work that leads our perp to prison.”

Darc approved of this kind of thinking. Too often, those from the prosecuting attorney’s office were so focused on showing demonstrable movement on a case that they sacrificed the integrity of the evidence. An attorney that understood detail work was unusual, and as far as Darc was concerned, vital to the success of the precinct.

The captain, not used to being contradicted, harrumphed a bit before responding. “Sure. Okay. But let’s still try to get some traction here. With precision, of course.”

The meeting was clearly concluded, but Darc wanted to find a way to show the attorney that his support was valued. According to Trey, that was an important part of interpersonal communication. Perhaps now was a good time to use a colloquialism. Darc searched for the perfect one for this scenario.

“Thank you, Bryce. Meeting you was… bitchin’.” Darc stuck out his hand to shake that of the attorney. Trey made a sound somewhere in between a laugh and a sneeze. Captain Merle seemed to be choking on something, as his face was turning an unnatural shade of purple. After a brief pause, Bryce grabbed Darc’s outstretched hand.

“Nice to meet you, too. Darc, right?”

Darc nodded before turning on his heel and marching back out of the office, Trey at his back. Once the door shut behind them, Trey burst into laughter.

“Bitchin’? Did you really just say that? And to the Deputy Attorney?”

“Was that not appropriate?” Darc asked, unsure of where he had gone wrong.

“I thought it was awesome. Merle looked like he’d swallowed his own tongue.”

Moving back toward their desks and the case that was awaiting their attention, Darc shook his head. There were intricacies to using this kind of language that seemed beyond him.

Perhaps Trey could include it in his list of dating rules.

 


CHAPTER 8

As Trey sauntered back to his desk in the wake of his partner, trying his best not to look like he was a puppy following after its master, he noticed a woman hovering near his workspace. While women were not uncommon in the precinct, since he’d been dating Maggie, they rarely spent much time close to his desk, and they never hovered. What was going on here?

The moment Trey entered her field of vision, she oriented toward him. There was no flirtation here, no pretense at attraction. There was only what looked to be a digital recorder clutched in a hand that was slightly extended. A reporter.

The woman was one that Trey recognized. Charity King, one of Channel 13’s reporters for their evening news program. Channel 13 was Seattle’s local FOX affiliate. Trey watched FOX News, not because he agreed with everything they were saying, but because it was the only one that didn’t make him feel stupid. In fact, he was pretty sure he could take a couple of those guys on in a debate.

Not Charity, though. She was sharp, and not just smarts-wise. Everything about her was razor-like. Her face was all angles. Her body was lean and mean. Even her hair looked like it was honed enough to cut, all dark shine and clean lines. The woman screamed professional cutthroat with every move she made.

“Detective Keane?” the reporter asked, stepping forward with a smile to shake his hand. Even her teeth looked ready to cut, the flat edges of each tooth so precise they didn’t seem natural. “I’m Charity King, from FOX News.”

“Yeah, I know,” Trey blurted, before he could stop himself. “I mean… right. I’ve seen a couple of your reports. Nice to meet you.” Not that I obsessively listen to every word that falls from your mouth. Probably best if she didn’t know that part. In fact, he probably had her recorded on his DVR right at this very moment. He’d been kind of busy the last couple of days and had some catching up to do on his TV watching.

“Anyway, sorry to barge in on you without an appointment. I was doing an interview nearby, and wanted to chat with you about the Nail Biter Case.”

“Nail Biter?” Trey was taken off-guard. “I didn’t know it was being called that. Actually, I didn’t know until two minutes ago that anyone was calling it anything.”

“Well, honestly, that name was my idea. And no one else is covering it. Just me at this point.” Her face hardened, the sharp angles of her face intensifying. “I seem to be the only one who cares about women getting slaughtered here in the city.”

Trey scrunched up his face. “You may be one of the few that thinks of prostitutes as living, breathing human beings.” Charity snapped her head up at that statement, peering into Trey’s face as if trying to determine whether or not he thought that way himself. Whatever she saw there must have satisfied her, as her expression softened.

“For all the moralizing that happens on my program, there’s a hefty streak of misogynistic thinking that runs through the staff.”

“Misogynist? Gesundheit,” Trey whispered as he leaned in, a grin on his face. Charity’s face went blank, and Trey was sure that he’d offended her, until an answering smile grew. Unlike the one she’d approached him with that was all teeth and aggression, this one reached her eyes, turning her hard, professional demeanor into something quite different. This was a person Trey could actually talk to. Well, you know, if she wasn’t a reporter.

“Don’t play the fool with me, Detective. I’ve been watching over the years. You’ve taken more than your fair share of cases that involve women who work the streets. And didn’t you use to work in Vice?” Her tone was conspiratorial, and she leaned in toward him, mimicking his movement a moment earlier.

Wow. She’d done her homework. It was flattering. It also threw him for a bit of a loop. “You got me. I’m a sucker for the red light girls, what can I say?” Trey stopped, then stammered a bit. “Wait. That’s… I didn’t mean…”

“Relax, Detective, I know what you mean. At least, I hope I do.” Her gaze narrowed in, and her features took on a predatory cast once more. “But I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about the case. Off the record, of course.” She made a production out of powering down her recorder and placing it in her purse.

“Hey, I’d love to, but you know the rules.” He shrugged. “Active case, no talkie-talkie. Sorry.”

“Yeah. It was just wishful thinking.” She made a slight pout with her mouth, but her features didn’t soften. “But listen. If you need to get any information to the public about the case, maybe we can scratch each other’s backs.” She held out a business card that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.

Trey took it with caution, as he would handle a spider that might or might not be poisonous. “I’ll do that. Thanks for stopping in.”

Charity King waved a hand as she walked out, her heels clacking against the tiles of the floor. Man, even the way she walked was whetted down like a well-sharpened knife. There was no shake with those fries.

Darc’s voice cut into his observations, bringing him back to the task at hand. “Now that the reporter has exited, I want to show you something I found.”

Trey trotted over to his partner’s desk and looked over his shoulder at the crime photo of the last victim, the one with the mutilated face. He had seen the picture so many times he’d practically memorized it, but it never got any prettier. Trey had developed a certain tolerance bordering on respect for the killer Charity King was calling the Nail Biter. This picture had changed all that.

“Okay, dude. Whatcha got? Did you find a picture of an ocelot in there somewhere?”

“No,” Darc answered, his tone flat. Someday, Trey was going to teach his partner how to recognize a joke. “I found a Babylonian symbol.”

Trey did a double take. “You say what now? Baby-what?”

“Babylonian. From Babylon. An Akkadian city-state of ancient Mesopotamia in modern-day Iraq.”

“I know what Babylon is.” Trey huffed in exasperation. “Well, actually, no. I didn’t know any of that stuff you just said. But I’ve heard of Babylon. In Catholic school. It was supposed to be this really wicked place or something.”

“In reality, it was a dominant cultural center that contained one of the Seven Wonders of the World at one point in history.”

“Whatever. But they didn’t believe in God or anything. I think that’s what the nuns were getting at.”

“The ancient Babylonians were polytheistic,” Darc continued, as if Trey had any idea what polytheistic meant. But apparently his partner caught his own mistake, as he clarified with his next statement. “Their worship included multiple deities, including one named Ishtar, the goddess of love and sex.”

“Right. I can see why the nuns might’ve had a problem with that. If anyone so much as thought the word ‘sex’ in their vicinity, the rulers would fly fast. Oh, and they were pretty sure the words ‘love’ and ‘fear’ were synonyms.” Ah, memories. And Trey’s mom wondered why he didn’t go to Mass.

Darc held up a magnifying glass to the victim’s forehead in the photograph. What had appeared to Trey to be just a part of the rest of the mutilations of the face was, at a closer view, a symbol slightly separated from the other cuts. It looked like an upper case Y, with the two upper arms of the letter connected with a horizontal line.

“That,” Darc said, pointing at the letter, “represents the number one in the Babylonian system.”

“I’ll have to check, but I’m pretty sure none of the other victims had anything like this on them.” Trey was sure he’d remember if there were any weird cuts or slashes on the other bodies.

“They do not. I have already examined both the photographs and the examiner’s reports. The only reason this symbol was not noticed was that it was thought to be part of the random slashes already present on the face.” Darc paused, looking like he was doing that processing thing he always did when he was working a case. “I may need to get the M.E. to examine the body again. The mutilations were done pre-mortem. I want to know if the symbol was, as well.”

“I’ll call him,” Trey offered. He moved to the phone, but before he could pick up the receiver, it started ringing. Trey scooped it off the cradle and answered. “Detective Keane.”

“Keane. It’s Halliwell over in Missing Persons. Just wanted to let you know that we had a report called in earlier today. Matches your vic. I sent you an email with the deets.”

“Halliwell, you rock, man,” Trey thanked him. “I’ll take a look and call you back if I have any questions.”

Darc looked at Trey as he slapped the phone back down and rubbed his hands together. “What did Halliwell say?” Darc asked, with more curiosity than he normally exhibited. What was going on with his partner? Trey shook his head, putting it aside for another time. He pulled up the email to confirm his suspicions.

“This case just got a lot more complicated.”

“For what reason?”

“Because,” Trey replied with a half-smile-half-grimace, pointing at the email on the screen, “this time, our vic isn’t a prostitute.”

* * *

The way Mala was talking to her made Janey nervous. Not nervous bad, but first-day-of-school nervous. Like fieldtrip-to-the-zoo nervous. The good kind.

She was saying things like foster care and adoption and home. Words that didn’t mean the same thing to Janey that they seemed to mean to Mala. Janey had heard words like that when the people from the home had taken her away from Darc.

But this was Mala. She was so nice, and she was smiling and even crying a little bit. Not crying like when Janey missed her parents. More like when she watched E.T. and she thought the alien was dead but then found out he was alive. Like that.

And she was so pretty. Not pretty like Maggie. Maggie’s skin was pale, even paler than Janey’s. And her hair was almost like watching a fire in the fireplace. Warm and cozy but crazy and beautiful, too.

But Mala was dark. Dark eyes, dark hair, dark skin. She was like the magic guy from The Little Princess, the one that made breakfast appear. Like magic. But also soft and comfortable, like Popeye.

And even though Darc used to make Mala cranky, it didn’t seem like that was happening any more. She liked Darc now. At least that’s how it seemed. So maybe if she went with Mala, she could still see Darc. That would make her happy.

So when Mala asked her if Janey would like to come back and live with her, at least for a little while, Janey had nodded her head, yes. And Mala had cried even harder. Good crying. And she gave Janey a hug. That had felt nice.

Mala even rubbed Popeye on his head. She liked her bear. That was important. Popeye hadn’t even gotten mad, and he usually hated it when people touched him. Except Janey. Of course he didn’t hate it when Janey touched him. He loved to get cuddles from her. He was such a silly bear.

But if Popeye thought it was a good idea, then it must be right. No one could fool Popeye. He might be a silly bear, but he was a super smart bear, too. The only thing he was worried about now was whether or not the covers in their new bed were going to be soft. He’d hated the scratchy sheets at the home. He said they smelled like plastic. He hated plastic.

The only bad part was when Janey looked at Maggie. Her eyes were sad, even though she was smiling. She reached over and ruffled Janey’s hair, like Trey did all the time. She was trying to look happy, but she wasn’t.

So Janey did the only thing she knew how to do. She leaned over, gave Maggie a big hug and kissed her on the cheek, real soft like her mommy used to do to her when she’d get tucked in at night. Maggie cried a little bit when she did that, but Janey was pretty sure it was good crying.

She hoped so, because when she reached up to her own face, Janey could feel tears there, too. But she was pretty sure she was happy.

In fact, she was more than pretty sure. She was almost positive.

* * *

Dental records had confirmed that their victim was, indeed, the missing socialite that had been reported missing. Porsche Diamante, only daughter of Italian fashion designer Alessandro Diamante, who had immigrated to the U.S. in the late 70s. Darc had made no immediate connection to this information, but his partner had.

“Dude, he’s the guy that was almost single-handedly responsible for the geometric shapes on shirts during the 80s.”

“That means nothing to me,” Darc informed his overactive partner, who even now was dancing from one foot to the other, as if he could not contain the amount of energy he had contained within his body.

“Well, it should. The guy’s mega-rich. And his daughter’s his only heir. The girl buys cars like you buy socks.” Trey paused and glanced down at where Darc’s socks should be, covered up by his slacks. “Okay, like I would buy socks. Are you even wearing them today?”

“Yes.”

“Just checking. You stop wearing socks, and car rides with you start getting really stinky. I’m not going through that again.” Trey paced back and forth, his hands moving as fast as his mouth was. “So anyway, she’s constantly getting into trouble, she posed nude for Playboy a couple of years ago, she’s probably bought half the available cocaine in King County. You know… your typical rich socialite heiress.”

“The pertinent question that you are not asking is what would cause the killer to target her?” The lines of logic were snarled and doubled back on themselves. Nothing was making sense.

“That’s just the thing,” Trey answered. “I wouldn’t have thought that he would. Of course, I also would’ve thought he’d never mutilate a body, but…”

“But clearly he has,” Darc finished for him. “This could indicate a dramatic escalation in his pattern, or we could be looking at another killer.”

“Two killers that remove fingernails? That doesn’t seem right.”

“I calculate the probability at less than six percent,” Darc confirmed. “Statistically possible, but highly unlikely.”

“So at least for now we gotta treat ‘em like they’re all the same guy. Okay. I’m telling you, there’s something about this whole mutilation thing that seems so familiar.” Trey rubbed his temples with the index and middle fingers of both hands. He then shook his head. “Nope. I got nothing. So, where are we on linking them?”

“With the semen found at several of the crime scenes, I pulled up the sex offender registry and correlated it with the geography of the killings. The fingernail pulling seems to be more sexual than violent in nature, and sexual compulsions can exhibit themselves in multiple outlets.”

“Like a Peeping Tom that also likes to expose himself?” Trey asked.

“Exactly. I came up with a list of ten suspects within the boundaries I defined, but cannot easily eliminate any others without additional input.”

“Perhaps I can help,” a new voice chimed in.

It was Mala.

* * *

The look of pleased surprise on Trey’s face was gratifying to Mala. Darc, on the other hand, instead of his usual blank expression, looked as if he had sucked on a particularly sour lemon.

“Hey, Mala!” Trey gushed. “What’re you doing here?”

“I’m on the case,” Mala replied, grinning at his enthusiasm. “I’m working for the department part-time as a consultant. And since everyone found out that it was Porsche Diamante that had gotten killed, the captain’s phone has been ringing off the hook. He wanted to give you guys all the help you could handle.”

“I’m not sure we could ever ‘handle’ you, but I’m glad you’re working the case with us.” Trey glanced over at his partner. “This is great, don’t you think, Darc?”

“I am not certain how her skill set will improve our chances at apprehending our suspect,” Darc muttered. “However, I am not opposed to her presence on the team.”

“Oh, well that’s good,” Trey muttered, making a face at Mala, as if to say, what’s his deal? “Glad to hear you’re not actively opposed to it. I mean it’s not like she helped us take down the priest or anything, right?”

Darc paused, looking intently at Trey. “That was sarcasm, correct?”

“Ya think?” Trey sniped back, and then added, “That was sarcasm, too, in case you missed it.”

“Okay, guys, okay.” Mala stepped in, trying to alleviate some of the tension in the room. “I just want to help. If I can’t, I promise I won’t get in the way.” She delivered this last sentence to Darc. 

He was the last person she would have expected to behave in this fashion, particularly after their successful interaction on the last case. Perhaps he was still upset about how she had kept him from seeing Janey after the slaughterhouse incident. That, in retrospect, had been an error on her part. Something to talk through with him at another time, perhaps.

“Hey, this is really my case,” Trey added, “so if he doesn’t like it, he can go zone out in another room while we’re working on stuff.” He rapped Darc on the arm. “Sorry, dude, but I think we could use anything she’s willing to offer. And stop being so surly.”

“I am not being surly,” Darc responded. “I am simply stating—”

“Yeah, yeah. Insufficient, blah, blah. Unnecessary, yada, yada. You’re like a broken record sometimes, Darc.” Trey pulled up a chair and thumped it, indicating that Mala should take a seat. “Belly up to the bar there, Doc. Take a look.”

Mala perused the materials they had gathered. It was a thorough job, so far. Looking over the list of suspects Darc had assembled, Mala saw something that presented itself almost immediately.

“Here,” Mala said, pointing at one of the suspects on the list. “Jeremy Krauss.”

“What is it about him?” Trey asked.

“Well, first I have to explain a little bit about the whole fingernail thing.”

Trey nodded. “Yeah, that’s a little freaky.”

“It’s actually not all that uncommon. It is a subset of the fetish referred to as partualism, where the subject is aroused by specific body parts. And fetishes usually start in childhood.”

“So the fingernails are taken as a trophy,” Darc interjected, his tone reluctant. At least he was trying to engage. Unfortunately, Mala needed to disabuse him of his current notion of what was probable in this case.

“That’s a possibility, but it’s much more likely that he disposed of the nails somehow. Out of a sense of shame, potentially.”

Darc retreated back into his mute state at that, but Trey seemed even more curious. “So, he’s taking the nails because he feels bad?”

“The coroner’s report shows that the nails were taken post-mortem. There was no desire to hurt the victim by taking them, as far as we can tell, right?”

Trey shook his head. “Sure, but that doesn’t match at all with the last one.”

That brought Mala up short. “No, it doesn’t, does it? To be honest, I don’t get that part at all. Maybe it was an anomaly? Something the victim did made him angry? Not sure. It doesn’t seem to make a lot of sense.”

“You know what? Doesn’t matter. Let’s focus on the guy you picked out. Mr. What’s-His-Bucket.” Trey looked at the list. “Krauss. What’s his deal?”

“He was picked up for voyeurism and had a run-in for trying to pick up a prostitute a few times.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t make him any different from most of these other guys.” Trey’s face was a study in confusion as he scanned down the suspects, picking out their sexual crimes and misdemeanors.

“No, not at first glance, but if you look deeper into his file, you’ll see that he never tried to have sex with any of them. He just wanted them to drink glasses of water while he… you know.”

“Uh… okay.” It was clear that he had no idea where Mala was going with this. She decided to put him out of his misery.

“Watching them drink gave him the perfect way to see their fingernails without asking them to see their fingernails. Remember the shame part?”

Darc was still not saying anything at this point, but he was obviously listening. And as he listened, he seemed to be agreeing with her assessment. She thought. It was always so tough to tell with the bald detective.

“So,” Trey mused. “The guy’s embarrassed. I guess I would be too if I got off on fingernails.

“No,” Mala corrected. “Not embarrassed. Ashamed. They’re two completely different things.”

“Explain,” Darc spoke, his tone flat. Well, that was about par for course, from what she knew of the tall detective. He wasn’t much for small talk.

“Many times, these fetishes begin with the mother. For Mr. Krauss, my guess would be that he watched his mother having sex with multiple partners. She could have been a prostitute herself, or perhaps had a strong sex addiction. That kind of exposure at a young age could create not only a sexual obsession, but one around which there would be a preponderance of shameful feelings.

“Urg. That’s not creepy at all,” Trey muttered, then shook his head. “Well, all right then.” He clapped his hands together. “Let’s go pick the guy up and see what he has to say for himself.”

Mala was not at all positive that this was going to be the guy they were looking for, but she knew he was the most likely on their list. And one way or another, she wanted to help these two track down a killer who was preying on women. That was the only reason, right? There wasn’t any other ulterior motive going on inside of her, was there? Something prompted by the presence—and disapproval of—a certain tall, handsome savant?

No, that couldn’t be it.

But as they all gathered their things to leave, heading for the last known residence of Jeremy Krauss, she found herself really hoping that she was right. Probably not the best way to do detective work.

But then again, she wasn’t really a detective, was she?

 


CHAPTER 9

Darc was not pleased with the current scenario. There was no logical reason for him to feel this way. In fact, the ribbons of light within him seemed… not pleased, of course. That would not be logical, and seeing as how the bands were made up of pure logic, that kind of emotion would be antithetical to their very existence. They did seem oddly bright and submissive, however.

Mala proved herself valuable, over and over again. His insistence that she was not needed on the case had no basis in any kind of factual framework. It was, in fact, patently false. Darc did not typically utter falsehoods. Therefore, he was acting atypically. It was another uncomfortable syllogism.

She sat in the backseat, having refused to ride in the front passenger seat he had offered to her. Why had he done that? He always took the front passenger seat when Trey was driving, which was so close to always that it made little statistical difference. He had never made accommodation for anyone previously. So what had made him do so now?

And why had she refused?

The tendrils of gray were reaching out for him, doing their best to overwhelm his sense of self. Though, strangely, they did not seem to have any impact whatsoever on the strands of logic laid out like a network in his mind. The information continued to flow into and out of his system in a steady stream of patterns and rhythms. New symbols arose as connections were made and then tossed aside as irrelevant or stored for future use.

Darc tried to catch a glimpse of Mala in the rear view mirror, but the angle was such that he could not see her. Turning around to face her made sense, but for some unknown reason, Darc did not want to let Mala know that he was observing her.

Instead, he pulled up her face in his memory. Eidetic memory was fairly precise, and her features seemed etched with even greater clarity than he normally experienced when remembering individuals.

The features were highly symmetrical, pleasing in their aesthetic. Dusky skin, with an even, smooth tone, slightly darker around the eyes, which lent her eyes a smoky look that, according to makeup commercials, seemed to be in vogue currently.

Her lips were full without looking like she was puckering them up. That was a look that also seemed to be in fashion currently. Trey called them “duck faces.” Darc thought they looked like someone had struck them with a large mallet.

But what was the most troubling of all were the bodily reactions he experienced during his observations. His breathing became more shallow and rapid. His heart rate increased perceptibly. There was even a light sheen of sweat across his forehead.

Unacceptable.

Replacing Mala’s features with the map of logic paths regarding the case, Darc attempted to refocus on what they were doing now. But Mala’s face continued to insert itself into his thoughts, keeping him from weaving the threads into a cohesive pattern.

He sighed, pushing all thought from his head as rain began to splatter against the windscreen in front of his face. Trey must have heard the sound, as he turned his head to look at Darc, one eyebrow raised. He took one look at the look on Darc’s face and chuckled, slapping Darc’s leg.

“Don’t worry, buddy. We’ll figure it out,” Trey whispered to him.

“What was that?” Mala called up from the back seat.

“Um, nothing. Just saying we’ll check it out. You know. The guy. Krauss.”

“Oh. Right.” Mala sat back in her seat.

“C’mon, Darc. Get your head back in the game, man. We need your smarts when we go in there.” Trey kept his tone low enough not to spark Mala’s interest, as she didn’t ask what they were talking about.

Trey was correct in his assessment. Going in intellectually handicapped would hamper their ability to successfully bring in the suspect. He would need to stop thinking about Mala.

The only problem was he had no idea how to do so.

* * *

Trey checked in with the uniformed cops that had been sent ahead of them to the apartment of Jeremy Krauss. The suspect was not at home, which sucked as far as apprehending the guy went, but at least they’d get a crack at his place. The manager of the apartment complex had been called and was on her way out to meet them as they pulled up into the parking lot.

The complex possessed all of the charm of a structure built in the early 80s. Faux wood siding painted a slightly magenta color that had now faded to almost a dull pink covered the structure, which had a boxy shape that had probably been intended to look ultramodern when it first opened its doors.

As the manager lurched out to meet them, Trey had to wonder if it was an unwritten rule that if you managed apartments, you had to give up on all things relating to personal hygiene. The woman had straggly hair that was somewhere in between blonde and brunette, with the end result being easily described by pointing at the water left over from washing a sink full of dishes. Her clothes were rumpled, like she’d just gotten out of bed, even though it was two o’clock in the afternoon.

Trey thought about it for a second, realizing that if he didn’t have to go in to work, he’d probably never get out of bed, either. He might not brush his teeth, either. Trey decided that it could be prudent to keep out of the woman’s breathing radius. You know, just to be on the safe side.

“So, what did he do?” The manager’s teeth were crooked, and it looked like at least two of them were rotten. Trey mentally patted himself on the back for a good call.

“Possibly nothing, ma’am,” Trey answered. “We’re just checking his apartment as part of an ongoing case. Can’t really talk much about it.” He handed her a copy of the search warrant that she made a pretense of scanning as they entered the stairwell leading up to the second story. “Do you know Mr. Krauss?”

“Well, I don’t know him know him, if you get what I’m saying.” She smiled, playing the coquette, and made an attempt to twirl her hair, but got her finger caught in a snarl. Trey turned his sudden laugh into a cough.

“But it sounds like you had some interaction with him, at least,” Trey said, once he’d gotten control of himself. “Sorry. Getting over a head cold.”

“Oh, yeah. Stuff’s been going around. I was shitting my guts out day before yesterday.” Trey shifted himself a slight step away as the woman continued. “Jeremy’s a bit of a lone wolf kind of guy, you know? Comes and goes as he pleases. Never stays in one spot too long.” Her look got wistful.

“Did you two date?” Mala interjected, as she moved alongside the woman.

The manager’s face screwed itself into a self-depreciating grimace. “Naw. I thought we might, at first, but… You know. Lone wolf. Can’t get tied down.”

They arrived at the door to Jeremy Krauss’s apartment, and the woman pulled out a wad of keys and started going through them, trying to find the right one for the door. After some fumbling around, she finally managed to get it unlocked and moved to the side as Trey, Darc and Mala entered the space.

The apartment appeared to be a typical bachelor pad. Dark colors, fairly simple layout, nothing fancy. It was messy, but not trashed to the point that the suspect would need to be embarrassed to bring someone home with him. A flat-screen TV was flush with the far wall, the most expensive piece of furniture in an otherwise Ikea wonderland.

“Nothing here that indicates the kind of psychosis that would drive someone to mutilations,” Mala murmured as she scanned the room.

The manager of the complex, who had crept in behind them, gawking around the room with a sense of invading the privacy of a celebrity’s home, gasped at that. “Jeremy’s hurt somebody?”

“No, no,” Trey reassured her, giving Mala a look. “Like I said, we’re just checking on some stuff. We don’t know anything yet. Could you please wait outside while we search? We’ll call for you if we need anything.”

The manager sniffed at that, looking decidedly disappointed. But she turned and left the living room, after one more longing look around the place. Definitely a case of love unrequited with that one. They’d want to keep an eye on her.

They moved from the living room into the kitchen, which showed more use than was typical for a single guy. From the dishes in the sink, Jeremy looked to have made himself a nice white truffle risotto the evening before. Trey found that his level of respect for the suspect was rising, in spite of himself.

The suspect’s bedroom was, again, much neater than Trey would’ve imagined. The color palette was masculine, but showed an eye for placement, shape and line that would’ve done a design star proud. The artwork above the bed looked to be original, and maybe even done by the suspect himself. 

Dude. Nice.

But so far, nothing that really screamed serial killer. In Trey’s experience, they tended toward either extreme. Crazy-organized or hoarder-messy, there didn’t seem to be a lot of in-between kind of behavior from most of the real nut jobs.

And then they came to the second bedroom, which was locked from the inside. It was one of the door locks common in apartment buildings, one that could be popped open with a straightened coat hanger or ice pick. Not finding either handy, Trey slipped the ink cartridge out of his pen and rammed it into the handle until he heard a sharp click.

The door swung wide, revealing all of the crazy that any of them could ever hope for. Pictures of fingernails, all of them well-manicured, most in shades of either dark red or black, covered every blank space on the walls. It was 360° of insanity.

There was no overt pornography included. No naked women, no disembodied shots of genitalia, nothing overtly sexual about any of it. Just fingernails. Lots and lots and lots of them.

“Yeah,” Trey breathed. “I think we may have found our guy.”

There was a sound behind him. Apparently, the manager had snuck back in and caught a glimpse of the room of crazy. It seemed to have been a bit too much for her.

She had passed out in the hallway.

* * *

A tiny nudge, and the work was progressing once more. 

The Lord giveth…

It hadn’t taken much. While those in the higher positions of power were corrupt both morally and intellectually, the two soldiers with boots on the ground were much purer of intent. And infinitely sharper.

Perhaps too sharp.

The short one was dull enough, though he had an empathetic streak that might prove problematic. But now that the shaven inspector was involved, the Lord would have to guide His servant’s actions carefully to avoid the successful interference of the forces of the Master of Darkness.

For no matter how likable these detectives might be, how seemingly upright, they submitted to the power that refused to bow the knee to the Lord of Lords and the King of Kings. The one was living in sin, and the other worshipped his own intellect.

Neither of those false idols would deliver them from the wrath of righteous indignation. They would not prevail against the chosen of the Savior. The Lord would help His servant to pass through the hands of the unrighteous and uncircumcised of heart.

Shall the prey be taken from the mighty, or the lawful captive delivered? But thus saith the Lord, Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken away, and the prey of the terrible shall be delivered: for I will contend with him that contendeth with thee…

The words soothed, smoothing away the tension in the forehead, in the set of the shoulders. The burden was heavy, but it would be lightened, if only the Lord’s servant could prove worthy. And worthiness was the only true goal to which could be aspired.

Now was the time. The plan was set. The players were in motion.

Was there pain? Certainly. But nothing of worth was ever done without discomfort. A stiffening of resolve was part of the process. And the process was never easy. Straight is the path that leads to everlasting salvation. Just as Samuel hacked Agag to pieces before the Lord, God required difficult things of those that He chose to do His greatest works.

And this servant would not be found wanting.

Ever.

It was an oath taken that was bound down to the very core of cores. Nothing would keep those waiting on the will of the Lord from doing their duty before Him.

A trembling coursing through the veins sang of redemption. Of forgiveness for past sins. A forgetting of the wrongs that laid heavily on these unworthy shoulders.

Salvation waited.

* * *

Jeremy Krauss huddled in his chair in the interrogation room, apparently doing what he could to remain inconspicuous. Unfortunately for him, that time had passed the moment Mala and the two detectives entered that room.

In addition to the photo decoupage on the walls, they had uncovered twenty bottles of nail polish in varying shades of red and black, as well as more nail files than they could shake a stick at. Mala had to admit, there was something fascinating about seeing a fetish play itself out to a deadly extreme almost right in front of her eyes. 

And now she found it hard to look away from the figure that sat on the other side of the one-way mirror. He was good-looking, in a vague sort of way, his features pleasant, if a little vacant. His hair was dark and well groomed, a three-day scruff adorning his cheeks. Fashion-wise, he seemed to gravitate to neutrals, with a dark black shirt and a grayed-out pair of jeans.

Basically, he seemed like a normal guy you might run into at a bar on a Friday night. The kind of guy that, if he listened well and acted respectfully, might get taken home for some extracurricular activities.

Not exactly the type of person she would suspect of being a serial killer with a fetish for fingernails.

Trey and Darc entered the room, Trey slapping a thick file down on the table between them and the cowering suspect. He pointed to the folder, making a tsk, tsk sound with his lips and tongue.

“There’s a whole lotta nasty in there, Jeremy.”

“Hey,” the suspect whined. “I don’t have any idea what this is all about.”

“Oh, you don’t?” Trey snickered. “I suppose you figure most normal guys have a wall of weirdness hiding behind a locked door in their apartment?”

Jeremy’s head slumped down. “Okay. I admit it. I’m a freak. But that doesn’t mean—”

“Freak is mild for what I saw in there, dude.” Trey paused for a moment. “And, man, I gotta ask… Fingernails? I don’t get it.”

The suspect took a deep breath, then let it out in a huge sigh. “I can’t explain it. I’ve always been… interested… in really nice nails.”

“Wouldn’t have anything to do with mommy, now would it?” Trey asked, his tone innocent.

Jeremy’s head snapped back up. “What are you talking about?” His eyes hardened. “You know what? Forget it. I haven’t done anything illegal.”

“Weeellll,” Trey stretched the word out. “We’ll see what the guys down in forensics have to say about that. All it takes is matching up the DNA on the hairs we gathered from your bathroom to the semen found at the crime scenes, and… well, you’re pretty much screwed.”

The blood drained out of the suspect’s face, his shoulders slouching forward even further, if that were possible. All of the defiance that had appeared when Trey spoke of the man’s mother seemed to dissipate, leaving the expression of a scared little boy who had been caught doing something truly terrible.

“I… I…” Tears welled up in Jeremy’s eyes, his face scrunched up in a rictus of guilt. “You… I can’t…”

“Listen, man.” Trey’s tone softened, and he leaned in toward the suspect. “You’ve got some major stuff going on in there.” He pointed at Jeremy’s head. “Probably enough to get some consideration as a mental case. You know? But we can’t help you out if you won’t work with us here.”

Darc inclined his head in a solemn nod. “The evidence against you is significant. I place the probability of your conviction for these crimes at 93 percent.”

The combination of Trey’s empathy and Darc’s dispassionate intellect proved to be a near-irresistible one-two punch. Jeremy laid his head on the table in front of him, a sob shaking his body. 

Trey reached out and patted him on the shoulder. “I want to help you. I’ve been tracking your case for over a year now, and as serial killers go, you’re not the worst I’ve seen.” Trey glanced up at his partner, a significant look passing between them. “Trust me.”

The suspect’s shoulders shook with the force of his crying. Mala had seen that response too many times in therapy not to recognize what was happening. The walls of self-deception were low right now. Trey was close to getting to this man’s core. She could only assume that would mean a confession was near.

Making his voice even more gentle, Trey coaxed the man in front of him. “There’s only a couple of things I don’t get, man. This last one. Her face was torn to shreds. You’ve never done that before.”

Jeremy’s head popped back up with the force of a jack-in-the-box that had been wound too tight. His eyes were rimmed in red, streaks of tears covering his cheeks. “That wasn’t me. I didn’t… I would never…”

“Hey, c’mon. You can’t expect us to believe there’re two guys out there taking people’s fingernails.” Trey was striking the perfect balance, his tone soft but disbelieving.

“No, yeah, that’s not…” The suspect shook his head, wiping at his eyes. “I didn’t do anything to her. I just found her already like that. She was lying there, you know, like that…” He glanced at the crime scene photos, then looked away and shuddered. “But her fingernails were still there… and they were perfect… so…”

“So you took them?” Trey finished for him. “And then you hid them?”

“No, I…” Jeremy’s expression seemed confused. “I thought you knew?”

“Knew what?”

“What I did with the nails.”

“Um, nope. Enlighten me, dude.” Trey made a come-here motion with his hands.

The suspect looked back and forth from Trey to Darc, looking for something that he didn’t seem to be finding. He shook his head.

“I can’t. I can’t. It’s too… I can’t.”

Mala felt a chill run up her spine and realized what it meant. A man who had ended the life of dozens of women couldn’t bring himself to say what he was doing with their fingernails.

What on earth was that bad?

 


CHAPTER 10

Trey had been in law enforcement for a long time now. He’d learned a fair amount in that period. Okay, sure, there were days, especially when Darc did something all savant-y, that he felt like what he knew could fit inside a very small and not very well-cleaned coffee mug—the same coffee mug where most of Trey’s intelligence seemed to come from on some early mornings.

But on this particular day, facing this particular suspect, that coffee-mug-measure of intelligence seemed to be shrinking down to the size of one of those espresso shot thingies they served at snooty coffee shops around here. Trey decided it was time to take control of the situation before it shrank to thimble-sized proportions. He shifted in his seat, trying to ignore the powerful scent of cleanser covering over something much more foul that lingered in the room. Someone must have thrown up in here earlier.

“Okay, dude. You don’t hide the fingernails. You don’t bury them, right? You don’t collect them, as far as we could tell.” Trey tried to peer past the shame in Jeremy’s eyes, but the veil was too thick. “Enlighten me. What do you do with them?”

“I do collect them,” the suspect replied, his eyes shifting from side to side as he spoke. He then rubbed his hands over his face and mumbled something unintelligible.

“What was that?” Trey probed.

“I said that I do collect them… sort of.”

That was a puzzler. “How do you sort of collect fingernails? I’m pretty sure collection is either a do or a do-not kind of situation.” Trey turned to Darc for confirmation. His partner graced him with a sober nod of the head. Okay, so he wasn’t crazy. Or at least not more crazy than the guy on the other side of the table.

The crazy guy on the other side of the table who seemed to be sinking into a puddle of self-loathing. Jeremy Krauss’s face was screwed up in a grotesque parody of his normally fairly attractive features. The guy was a mess. Good for questioning, not so great for Trey’s sense of empathy. Again, the suspect mumbled into his hands. At least this time it was somewhat intelligible.

“You don’t understand.”

“Hey, you’re right. You are totally right. I don’t understand.” Trey leaned in closer to Jeremy, his voice soft. “But I want to. Help me out here. What did you do with the fingernails?”

“I guess it doesn’t make any difference any more. And I’m kind of glad you guys caught me. I don’t… I don’t like being… you know… like this.” He flopped his hands in his own general direction, his motion listless. He took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. “I eat them.”

“You…?” Trey felt his jaw unhinging a bit, took a moment to shut his mouth, and then continued. “You eat them?” Hmm. That may have sounded accusatory. Perhaps he should dial it back a bit. “I mean, you eat them?” Better. Maybe. Just a bit. But Trey felt the need to clarify, just in case. “The fingernails, you mean?”

Jeremy nodded. “Yeah. I take them, clean them and then eat them.”

“You clean them first?”

“Well, yeah. If I didn’t… well… that would be pretty gross.”

Trey nodded sagely. “Right. That would be gross, wouldn’t it? Would you excuse me for a moment? I just have to…” He gestured vaguely out the door, stood and made his escape. Trey could tell that he was out of his depth here.

He darted around from the interrogation room to the observation room right next door, where Mala was waiting, a thoughtful expression on her face. That was promising, right? Definitely seemed promising.

“You heard that, right, Doc?”

Mala nodded, her mouth pursed in a pensive way. She seemed to have a lot of those “thinking” kinds of faces. Maybe Trey should cultivate one or two, so people didn’t just assume he had no clue what was going on. That was generally true, but it would be nice if everyone didn’t always think it. The doctor turned to face the one-way mirror, observing the suspect on the other side of the glass.

“Fascinating. This has to be from early childhood trauma. You said his mother was picked up for prostitution a few times? He may have seen it. Watched her getting ready. That would explain the combination of arousal and extreme guilt.”

“Yeah, but eating the nails?” Trey scrunched up his nose in disgust. “That’s just all kinds of crazy.”

“It actually makes a certain amount of sense,” Mala corrected him. “With as much shame as he seems to be exhibiting, he would want to get rid of the evidence of his actions. But he also could be attached to those same trophies, so the logical conclusion…”

“Would be to eat them?” Trey yelped. He glanced over at the interrogation room to make sure they hadn’t heard his outburst. Jeremy’s head was on the table and Darc was… well, Darc had his normal vacant look on his face, so it appeared that the soundproofing around the room was working.

“There’ve been stranger cases. Including the one we just worked together, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yeah, okay. Father John was a nut job to end all nut jobs. But still… he didn’t eat any of his victims.” He felt a shudder take over his upper torso and shook out his arms to get rid of the resultant goose bumps. “Whatever. Doesn’t matter to the case, I guess. Any tips on how to continue?”

“Be as parental as possible. Treat him like a misbehaving child. The more he feels like he’s being punished, the more likely he is to be pliant.”

“Parental. Got it.” Trey moved to the door, then stopped. “Oh… Mala?” She turned away from the window to look at Trey. “It’s great to have you back.”

The last sight Trey could see as he walked out of the observation room was a smile creeping over Mala’s face. The team was back together, and Trey, for one, couldn’t be happier about it. Now if he could just get Darc to stop acting like a love-struck teenager every time he was around her…

Slipping back into his seat, Trey gazed across the table at the fingernail-eater. Jeremy had lifted his head back up, and was sitting slack-jawed, his expression vacant. Trey could see the tips of his bottom teeth. Were they extra pointy? No. It was just Trey’s imagination playing tricks on him.

“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” the suspect asked, his mouth turning down into a frown.

“What? No. No, of course not.” Trey held out for all of three seconds before breaking down and continuing. “Okay. Yes. Yes, I was. How could you eat them, man? I don’t get it. Did they taste bad?”

Jeremy’s demeanor turned wry. “No clue. I swallow them whole. No taste unless I don’t clean them properly. Only made that mistake once.” He rolled his eyes at Trey, for all the world like a buddy of his from high school that had once gotten them both busted for smoking in the boy’s room at the Catholic school they’d attended. The nuns did not take kindly to tobacco consumption.

“Whole. Of course.” Trey glanced down at the file in front of him, then over at Darc, who was still zoned out, as far as Trey could tell. He then took his gaze back to Jeremy. “I gotta say, man, you’re not at all what I expected.”

“Yeah. I get that a lot.”

“Really? How many people have you talked to about… well, this?”

“You’d be surprised,” the suspect sighed.

Trey remembered Darc talking about how serial killers sometimes knew each other. “You mean like other killers and stuff?”

“Oh yeah. We run into each other all the time. And some of them like to talk. A lot. Like, never shut up kind of talking.” Jeremy paused for a moment. “In retrospect, that may have not been a good idea. I don’t keep secrets well. I start off fine, but once I get to know someone…”

“You can’t stop talking?” Trey probed, a grin on his face.

Jeremy laughed, a deep one that shook his shoulders. “Wow. I guess I am that guy, aren’t I? And I thought they were so annoying.”

“Look, not to get too obnoxious or anything, but we could use some help on some of the cases we’re working on.”

The suspect leaned back in his chair and scratched his belly, lifting up his shirt a bit in the process, exposing the white undershirt below. “Sure. You seem like a good guy. I’ll help you out.” He lifted a finger. “But I’m telling you now, I don’t know all that much. And what I know probably won’t help you.”

“Let’s start with the body you pulled the fingernails off of.”

“Yeah, that’s a puzzler. Doesn’t match up with anybody I know. Or even know of. But I was talking to this one guy… he does homeless men down close to the water… and he was saying there was someone new on the scene.”

“Someone new?” This whole thing was so bizarre to Trey. It was like some weird online dating service or something.

“Right. Sometimes one will move in, or… you know… start up. It can take some time for them to come on the radar, but if they’re really weird, sometimes we notice pretty fast.”

Trey nodded. Made sense, in a bizarre kind of way. He was about to ask another question when a sound interrupted him. It was coming from Darc’s direction. Wow. That was strange. It sounded like…

“Hey, man. I think your partner fell asleep,” Jeremy said, pointing at Darc. And sure enough, Darc’s head had slumped forward and his eyes were closed. Trey had thought the great savant was processing stuff, but instead he was just taking a catnap. He was taking this hormonal teenager thing to an awkward extreme. Trey shook it off.

“Whatever. He had a late night. Anyway…” Trey collected his thoughts, trying to get back on track. “So, this new killer. He was weird?”

“Well, my friend seemed pretty freaked out by him. Wouldn’t talk much about it. My guess is he was religious or something. They’re the worst.”

“Hold on. Religious ones are bad? How do you mean?”

“Well, they’re even crazier than the rest of us,” Jeremy responded. “And then there’s the whole judgmental thing, you know? I mean, hello. You’re killing people. Get off your high horse. Know what I mean?”

“Like Father John?”

Jeremy shook his head. “Naw. None of us saw that one coming. He didn’t really mix with our crowd much. Except for Henry over at the slaughterhouse, and no one liked him. He was one messed up dude.”

Trey felt like his world was expanding in all kinds of uncomfortable ways. This serial killers social scene was right out of his darkest nightmares. But here Jeremy was, and he seemed willing to help, so… Plus, Trey couldn’t help it. He kind of liked the guy.

Clearing his throat, Trey asked, “Is there anything useful you could tell me about this new one? He could be the killer that took down this woman.”

“Only that my friend said he got the feeling this one was going to be here for a while. You know. Settling in for a long spree.” Jeremy shrugged away his lack of information, his body language apologetic.

“Well, that’s more than what we had, anyway. Thanks. I’ll make sure the Deputy Attorney knows that you were cooperative.”

“I appreciate it. But you know, I did kill a lot of women.”

“Yeah. You did.” Trey pushed himself up to his feet, reaching over a fist to slug Darc in the arm to wake him up. He snorted and glanced around the room, then stood up himself. Before exiting, Trey turned back to Jeremy. “You know, if it weren’t for the fact that you kill people, I could totally see us going out for a beer.”

Jeremy nodded. “Being a serial killer sucks.”

Trey could only imagine.

* * *

The moment after taking the life of a sinner was both sublime and horrific. This one had been gratifying and troubling all at once. The pig of a man had squeaked at the last, pouring out confession after confession, the words spewing up from the black ooze that doubled as his soul. The crimes, some trivial, some far-reaching, had tainted the soul of the servant of the Lord just in the hearing of them.

The man’s blood had been thick and sticky. It had taken a long time to wash off the stains.

But the deed was accomplished. The first act had created little effect, at least at first. But these acts of God’s justice would gain notoriety. The progression would be exponential; it would grow to fill the world. Just like the Lord’s judgment.

Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.

But sometimes He needed His servants to give things a little nudge.

The first act had been obscured within another case, languishing in the world of high-profile cases because it had been thought only one more in a string of slayings. And no one remarked on the death of a prostitute.

But now, the identity had been revealed. A socialite. An attention seeker. A glittering example of the harlot who bestrides the many waters. 

And now the chickens were clucking, scurrying around, crying that the fox was in the henhouse. One of their own had been taken. As long as they thought the victim was on the fringes, everything was fine. But now…?

Soon they would discover the next,  a particularly hideous man who had met nothing but an appropriate end to the misery he had called his life. Oh, how the chickens would squawk now.

They would call on their best and brightest to fix things. It was what the servant of the Lord was counting on. All part of the plan.

But now, to wait. Not too long. If the incompetents on Seattle’s police force didn’t find the scene within twenty-four hours, the servant would find a way to bring it to the attention of the public.

This would not go away. There would be no happy resolution to the plan that was being set in motion. At least not for the wicked.

For the servant of the Lord there would be trials and tribulations. But that would be followed by the joy of the righteous who dwell in the bosom of Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end.

It was a rest for which the servant yearned both day and night. Peace would come. It was promised.

Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you  not as the world giveth, give I unto you.

The peace of the righteous.

It was coming.

* * *

The patterns flowed, waxing and waning in Darc’s mind, the glowing threads weaving a web of intricate forms and shapes, creating negative space that throbbed with meaningless meaning. One frustrating aspect of image-based reasoning and deduction was that when there was no discernible structure, the streams of logic would continue to strive toward conclusions that created only more chaos within.

That chaos wrapped itself around the gray clouds of non-logic that formed every time Mala was anywhere in the near vicinity. That had been fine while she was spending time getting things ready to become Janey’s foster parent. But now that she was actively helping them on the case, at the captain’s behest no less, the mists never seemed to leave for long.

And the situation was quickly degenerating. Even right in this moment, with Mala off doing another errand imposed by the DSHS, the gray clouds threatened. That did not make rational sense. She was no longer here, yet the effects of her presence remained.

Were even the thoughts of her mentally toxic? She was quickly becoming anathema to Darc and his reasoning process, and yet when she was not present he found himself wanting her to show up. It was an emotional paradox the likes of which he had never experienced, not even during the worst of the dissolution of his relationship with Maggie.

Meanwhile, the threads of color intertwined with the formless fog, creating a lightshow of epic proportions, the colors reflecting and refracting off of the emotional droplets of moisture. The images they created were stunning and disturbing. Darc felt as if his entire equilibrium had been placed in a container, shaken, and placed back down, but with a different orientation. What was once up was now down. What was once left was now right.

Only his focus on the case at hand allowed for any semblance of order to prevail. Working on the task caused the lines of logic to align, disentangling themselves from the emotional haze. But the equilibrium felt tentative at best, an uneasy truce between the forces of order and entropy within him.

As Darc walked down the hall to the bullpen, he passed in front of Captain Merle’s office. The door was ajar, and Merle’s bass voice echoed out past the door and into the hallway around him, creating a tunnel effect with the sound.

“Darc. Come in here for a moment.”

Entering the office, Darc took a second to allow for his eyes to adjust to the darker lighting. The captain rarely had more than just a small desk lamp lit, seeming to prefer relative darkness to a brightly illuminated working space. Perhaps he had some form of early-onset macular degeneration that he was seeking to minimize.

“Pull the door shut, would you, Darc?” The captain waved him toward an empty chair facing the desk. After making sure the door to the office was indeed closed, Darc took a seat in front of his superior officer.

“I’ve been keeping tabs on your work on this case,” the captain shared, nodding his head as if in approval. “That was short work with Jeremy Krauss.”

“The majority of our success with Krauss was due to my partner.”

The captain clucked his tongue. “Never take credit when it’s not yours to take, eh? Laudable. Shortsighted, maybe, but laudable.”

“I had fallen asleep during the interrogation, so could not be of any help to Detective Keane.”

Sighing deeply, Captain Merle took a moment to massage the bridge of his nose. “You know, Darc, there is such a thing as too much honesty.”

“I do not see why that would be the case. My partner was discussing things in which I had no interest. I was physically and mentally drained. It seemed prudent to take the time to recharge.” Darc never understood the importance of what Trey called “putting a good face on things.” Situations did not have faces. They had facts.

The captain shook off the statement, waving his hand at Darc, presumably to ask him to refrain from speaking. Seeing as how that was exactly the type of nonverbal communication Darc was attempting to learn, he chose to follow the unspoken request.

Leaning in across his desk, Merle spoke again. “Whatever. I want you two to know you’re doing a good job.”

“But we are not doing a good job, sir,” Darc corrected. “We have yet to apprehend the killer of Porsche Diamante.”

Merle coughed into his hand. “That’s precisely why you’re here. Look…” The captain grabbed for a mug and took a long pull from the liquid within. “Things are complicated right now, with the press and the Prosecuting Attorney and the public. I need you and Keane to help things out. Help me out.”

“We are attempting to do so.” Darc was unsure of what the captain was saying. There seemed to be an underlying message that Merle was attempting to convey, but it did not match the language that sallied forth from his mouth. This may be what Trey referred to as “subtext.” If so, this would make for a fascinating test case.

“Yes. Yes. I can see that.” Merle rubbed at his forehead, his eyes darting around the room as if he were searching for something. “I would’ve had this conversation with Keane, but you are the one I’m worried will…” The captain broke off, clearing his throat. “Okay, here it is. I need you to pretend that Krauss is the one who killed Diamante.”

“But he did not.”

“I understand that,” the captain growled. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know. But allowing the public, and perhaps even the Prosecuting Attorney’s office, to believe that Krauss is our man would be helpful at the moment.”

The glowing paths snarled and snagged on one another. This did not make sense. “That is an untruth.”

“No,” Merle corrected. “No, it’s not. It is a diversionary tactic. A strategy by which you and Keane gain time to pursue the real killer in relative peace. If everyone believes the killer has been apprehended, the heat comes off of you two.”

The threads within settled. Tactics. Strategies. These were understood. They made logical sense. In fact, the chains of light pointed to another benefit that Captain Merle seemed to be overlooking. Darc took the opportunity to point it out.

“It will provide the added benefit that it will also remove pressure from you, Captain.”

The captain’s face seemed to pucker, as if he had consumed something sour or extremely bitter. Darc conjectured that the coffee in Merle’s mug had not been adequately sweetened. That would account for the displeasure that the captain’s expression seemed to indicate.

“Yes, Darc. It will take the pressure off of everyone in the department.” The captain grunted. “So, will you do it? Make sure no one knows of the second killer?”

“Of course, Captain. It is a logical command to make, given the circumstances.”

The captain’s shoulders seemed to relax at Darc’s statement. “Good. That’s good.” He waved toward the door. “You can go now.”

Darc stood and moved toward the exit, attempting to understand what that conversation had accomplished. Strategy was imparted, but that could easily have been accomplished in an email. The interview format was inefficient and allowed for no follow-up. It was a mystery to Darc, wrapped in gray shrouds. Perhaps the captain was suffering from nervous exhaustion. He would bring it up with Trey when next they spoke.

It would not do to have a captain unable to effectively lead the precinct.

 


CHAPTER 11

Trey had a headache. It was one of the dull, aching ones that started off right behind his eye and slowly progressed until it encompassed his entire head. As far as Trey could tell from the feel of things, there was a hot metal band slowly constricting itself around his cranium.

Nothing was panning out. Their perp on the fingernail case had ended up being a Chatty Cathy, but nothing Jeremy Krauss had told them so far had led to anything concrete. Krauss might as well have been completely unhelpful for all the good he was doing them.

That wasn’t completely fair. The guy had coughed up everything he had. There had been a couple of times that Trey had halfway expected Jeremy to regurgitate the fingernails he’d eaten, just to be helpful. For a serial killer, he really was turning out to be a standup guy.

But Trey was still stuck with a case for which he had no suspects. And while some of the pressure was off thanks to the captain’s little diversionary ploy, Trey suspected that cover wouldn’t hold up for too much longer. There were too many people sniffing around it, especially now that everyone knew the “unidentified prostitute” was actually a rich and beautiful heiress. That reporter Charity alone had left no less than five messages on Trey’s work voicemail.

And Darc hadn’t been much help this time around, either. Normally, Trey was playing second fiddle to the prodigious steel trap that was his partner’s deductive reasoning. Now that he was having to deal without it, Trey felt like he was constantly playing catch-up.

This was not what he had signed on for. Back when he was working Vice and Merle had twisted his arm into coming over to Major Crimes, the arrangement was that Trey look after Darc while Darc caught the bad guys. No one had told Trey that he would have to shoulder responsibility like this largely on his own.

He looked over at his partner, who was gazing into his computer monitor, his eyes glassy. Under normal circumstances, Trey would’ve thought that he was processing information in that freakish way he had. But now? Now, Trey was pretty sure that Darc was just mooning after Mala.

“Dude.” Trey snapped his fingers in front of Darc’s face. His partner’s eyes refocused on Trey, the faraway look retreating. Too little, too late. Trey was pissed off. “What the hell’s going on with you, Darc? You’re like a zombie. We’ve got a murder on our hands, with no suspects in sight, and according to Jeremy, it sounds like it’s someone about to go on a rampage. And you’re… what? You’re picking out a house for you and Mala to live in?”

“Dr. Charan has no interest in cohabitating with me,” Darc replied, his tone morose. That was another thing. Morose? Really? Since when was Darc’s tone anything but an EKG flat line? He normally had less inflection than Ben Stein in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.

“Seriously, Darc, I am going to strangle you.” Trey held up his hand before Darc could say anything. “No, not actually strangle you, although the idea is tempting. But you have got to get your head out of your ass. I’m drowning here.” He took a breath and held it for a moment, trying to calm down. “Look, I get that this is new territory for you. I even think it’s kind of cool. But we’ve got to make sure our priority is this case.”

“Perhaps if you could get me that list you promised?” Darc prompted.

“Are you hearing yourself? This is insane. I am going insane.” Trey sat down at his desk, reached into the first drawer on the right and pulled out a handful of cards. “Fine. They’re not done yet, and I was going to get them laminated, but here.” He thrust the notes at Darc, who snatched them up and immediately started scanning them.

This situation was so much worse than Trey had thought.

The phone ringing on his desk kept him from continuing with a conversation that seemed doomed from the start. He scooped up the receiver and held it to his ear with his shoulder. “Keane.”

The voice on the other end was a familiar rasp. “Trey, buddy.” It was Bill Harris.

“Hey, ya big lug,” Trey answered. “Whatcha got?”

“Well, it may be nothing, but you know how word gets around on the streets. There’s a… well, a working professional I know who was called in for a job. You pickin’ up what I’m puttin’ down?”

“Yeah, I think I still remember the lingo from my days in Vice,” Trey chuckled.

“Anyways, she ran out as soon as she’d gone in. Called me just a second ago. The john she’d gone to see was a bloody corpse. It was weird enough I thought it might be related to your case.”

“You were right to call. Got an address?” Trey pulled out a pen and jotted down the location the crusty P.I. listed for him.

“I’ll meet you there. You know, just to make sure there’s someone there who knows what he’s doing,” Bill joked.

“Sounds like a plan. Pick up a pastrami on rye for me,” Trey answered, then slammed the receiver down. He then turned to Darc. “C’mon, man. We got a hot crime scene. We’ll check in with the captain on the way out and call in Mala and the C.S.I. unit on the way.”

As Darc pushed himself up to standing, Trey kept thinking one thing over and over. The thought was as persistent as it was terrifying.

What if Darc never got it back together, and Trey had to figure everything out?

It was just way too much for him to even consider.

* * *

As Darc followed after Trey, he watched his partner move with an urgency and assurance that Darc had never seen in Trey before. It appeared as though Trey were trailing a nimbus of glowing purpose similar to Darc’s threads of logic.

Even as he recognized the change in his partner, he discovered the genesis of that transformation. Trey filled the void left by Darc’s immobilization. It was not a pleasant realization, and nor did Darc have any idea what to do to rectify the situation.

Moving toward the entrance to the precinct building, Darc spotted a familiar face approaching. It was the chiseled features and Aryan genetic heritage belonging to the Deputy Attorney, Bryce Van Owen. The attorney moved to intercept Trey.

“Detective Keane, do you have a second?”

Trey, normally more than happy to put off a trip to a crime scene by having a conversation or two on his way out of the building, kept walking without slowing, giving the attorney a brief shake of the head as he passed him by. “Sorry, man. Got a possible crime scene waiting.”

“Uh, okay.” Clearly, Bryce Van Owen was not used to being put off in that way. “But it was the latest case I was wanting to talk to you about. I’m not sure you have the right guy in custody.”

“Tell me about it,” Trey muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Darc to hear. But Van Owen, who had fallen behind, was out of earshot. Darc’s partner then raised his voice to reach the trailing attorney. “We can discuss it once Darc and I get back. Sound good?” He didn’t wait for a reply, pushing out of the double doors that led to the parking lot.

“Wow. I didn’t think your partner was so… focused,” Van Owen confessed to Darc. “Let him know I’ll be waiting for a call once you two get back.” The attorney spun on his heel and headed back down the hallway, either to talk to the captain or to check in on other cases, Darc deduced.

As Darc pushed his way out of the double doors, he almost collided with Trey, who seemed to be in the middle of a heated discussion with a tall, professional-looking brunette. They were almost the same height as one another, but the way the woman held herself, she appeared to loom over Darc’s partner. Fascinating. Darc decided that at some future point he would need to make a study of that phenomenon.

“Look, Ms. King—” Trey asserted.

“You can call me Charity, Detective. Please.” She flashed a smile that reminded Darc of certain breeds of shark.

“Ms. King,” Trey continued. “I don’t care what you’ve heard through the grapevine. There’s nothing going on with the fingernail—”

“Nail Biter,” the woman corrected him.

“Whatever. There’s nothing to talk about.” Trey moved as if to pass her by, but the brunette countered, keeping him immobile.

“That’s not what my sources say. They say there’s a cover-up happening in the department right now. That there were actually two killers.”

Trey laughed, sounding for all the world as if what he had heard were the most ridiculous thing spoken by human lips. His facility with deception was impressive, Darc decided. Perhaps he could get his partner to write up a third set of rules regarding that topic, as well.

“Your sources think that there are two crazies out there pulling fingernails off of corpses? Maybe you need to dig up some better informants, Ms. King.” Trey moved around the woman, successfully outmaneuvering her this time.

“Well, you can’t stop me from following you, wherever you’re going,” the woman called out to Trey’s back. She sounded far less confident than she had a moment ago.

As the two detectives moved away from the brunette, who appeared to be running as fast as she could in high heels to get into a nearby new van, Trey turned to Darc. He shook his head in obvious disbelief.

“Dude. I never realized how hard it was to be out in front. No wonder you always just shoved your way past everybody.”

“That was a reporter.” Darc made sure his tone conveyed that this was not a question, but an observation.

“Yeah. She’s been sniffing around the Krauss case lately. Even came up with a media name for him. “Nail Biter.” Not bad, if you like that kind of on-the-nose stuff.” Trey sniffed.

“Having her follow us to the crime scene could be uncomfortable, particularly if it relates to the Diamante murder,” Darc cautioned. The threads of logic were unclear, but the majority pointed to a causal link.

“We’ll sic Mala on her,” Trey replied. “If there’s anyone that can stand up to that barracuda back there, it’s her.”

The tenuous strands of reason dissipated at the mention of the doctor. Darc felt the creeping tendrils of gray wind their way through his mind, stifling thought, chilling reason, crippling inspiration. This pattern could not be allowed to continue.

But as the chill fingers of his self-doubt penetrated farther into the recesses of his psyche, Darc realized that he might not have any choice in the matter.

* * *

There were times that Mala longed for the luxury of screaming at the top of her lungs, regardless of which ears might hear.

This was one of those times.

After finally being walked through the labyrinthine foster parent process by her hedgehog-loving new best friend, Mala had thought the nightmare over. But, apparently, it had only just begun. With a surprise inspection of her apartment. It seemed that Mala had been living in a veritable death trap for years without even suspecting it.

Her hot water was too hot and needed to be turned down—to a level that Mala was fairly certain was not hot. Her medications needed to be under lock and key. Her cleaning supplies needed to be under lock and key. Her personal life? Well, that didn’t need to be under lock and key, because it would no longer exist.

She wanted to be grateful for the process. It was one that weeded out the undesirable foster parents only in it for the cash payout. But having to place child locks on every single cabinet in the house? This was a girl who had been strapped up to a bomb set to destroy the entire downtown area of Seattle. Mala was pretty sure Janey wasn’t going to accidentally overdose on Ibuprofen.

Thinking about all Janey had been through made this whole process both more urgent and frustrating in the same breath. Mala wanted to get her home to start the process of healing the poor girl’s battered psyche, but that couldn’t happen until all the hoops were leapt through. After being chased down by exotic venomous snakes and shoved into the chest cavity of a murder victim, the girl was not going to be traumatized by a few unpadded corners on a coffee table.

The “deadly” problems now having been identified, Mala had a lot of work to do to make her home ready for Janey. Work that she had little time for, especially since the case was heating up with new crime scenes. New crime scenes that had come about after their prime suspect had been taken into custody. Not good.

At least this crime scene was in a nice area. Up to this point, most of Mala’s experiences with cases had taken her to some pretty seedy areas. This was one of the more upscale neighborhoods. Beat-up Toyota Camrys from the late 90s had given way to brand new Audis and BMWs. And the streets were kept clean.

As Mala approached the door of the upscale apartment complex, she noted a FOX news van parked out front. An attractive but severe-looking woman was leaning against the vehicle, attempting—and failing—to adopt a casual pose.

From the door or the complex, a uniformed police officer trotted over to meet her. “Dr. Charan?” he asked.

“Yes. I am Dr. Charan.”

“I’m Officer Garren. I was told to keep you down here in the lobby until Detective Keane comes to meet you.”

Mala felt her back stiffen at the implied insult until she stopped and realized that it was Trey who had requested it. She knew Trey. Trey valued her as a strong woman. Not that he would probably put it that way. It would probably be closer to ‘She is one tough chick.’ But the end result was the same. There was respect there.

So there must be a good reason for why he wanted her to wait down here. Mala might or might not agree with him, when it came right down to it, but she was pretty certain that whatever was up there was bad. The last time Trey had told her not to look at something and she hadn’t paid attention, she had regretted it. You couldn’t un-see things like that. Not without a lot of head trauma.

So, she sat outside in the  floor-to-ceiling mirrored lobby with mahogany accents, trying not to fume. At this point, she wasn’t sure whether she was fuming at Trey for trying to protect her or at herself for being a wimp.

Mala didn’t have too long to wait. Trey bounded out of the elevator and ran up to her, bouncing around like an excited puppy.

“The elevator has a glass floor. Totally freaky. You gotta try this.” He grabbed her hand and started back toward the door, which was just about to close. “Wait a minute. I wanted you to wait here.” He stopped, totally deflated. “And you probably should.”

Chuckling at his erratic mood swings, Mala asked, “Okay, spill it. What’s so bad up there?”

Trey thought for a minute. “Well, it’s not as bad as Father John, but you didn’t see a lot of that stuff. This is more… how should I put it? It’s intimate. It’s in-your-face murder. I thought it might affect you more.” He shuddered, his face turning white, then green. “It was more than enough for me. Darc’s still up there, flying his freak flag.”

“Do you think I can handle it?”

“Please,” Trey scoffed. “You can handle a lot more than I can. I just wanted to spare you the sight if you didn’t want to see it.”

Mala thought about it for a moment. While it was true that she didn’t really care for the nightmares that sometimes came after seeing this kind of brutality, if she was going to be any help to this case whatsoever, she had to know what was going on. She could wait for the crime scene photos, but they would lack the immediacy of seeing the site itself.

Time to face her demons. She squared her shoulders, turned to Trey and said, “Time to see that glass floor.”

Trey nodded and led her over to the elevator. The floor was, indeed, glass. That was weird, and more than a little disconcerting. Mala decided that maybe she wouldn’t continue to look down while the elevator was still in motion. There was a scent of something floral in the enclosed space. Lavender? Jasmine? She couldn’t place it, but it was pleasant, and it managed to offset the vertigo caused by the transparent floor.

As they rode up together, Trey filled her in on the details of the murder. “Okay, Doc, I’m gonna be honest with you, this one’s gross. Oh, hey, you don’t have an issue with bees, do you?”

“Bees? What—?”

“You’ll see when you get up there. Just wanted to make sure you weren’t allergic or anything. Anyway, according to the M.E., it looks like the victim was force-fed and then beaten in the abdomen, which made his stomach blow up.” Trey shrugged. “Not the technical term Dr. Hutchinson used, but whatever. Guy’s a stuck-up prick.”

The elevator dinged their floor, and Trey put out one hand to hold the door open, the other to keep Mala from leaving. He faced her, peering into her face, and said, “There’s another part you need to know about. It’s pretty gross.” He paused, looking for all the world like he was gearing up for something. “The killer cut out the victim’s tongue.”

Mala shuddered, but then thought about it for a moment. That, while extreme, didn’t seem to be enough to make Trey keep her away.

“Is there something else you’re not telling me about this?”

Trey ducked his head. “It’s what the killer made the victim do with the tongue once it was cut out.”

Mala waited for a moment, expecting more information to be forthcoming. When Trey remained silent, she probed further.

“So what did the killer do with the tongue?”

Trey’s face went white, and Mala could see his Adam’s apple bob up and down in his throat as he swallowed. Whatever it was, it was not pleasant.

“The killer forced the guy to eat it.”

All of the sudden, Mala found that she wasn’t so sure this was the job for her.

 


CHAPTER 12

The symbol detached itself from the victim’s forehead, revolving in space, trailing gleaming spirals of color that left an indelible path carved into Darc’s mind. The symbol appeared to be two capital Ys attached to one another, once more with the upper arms connected by a horizontal bar. It was the Babylonian symbol for two.

The second murder.

Darc knew that Mala was on her way upstairs. The uniformed officer had scuttled in a few minutes ago, whispering to Trey that the doctor was here. After years of working with Darc, Trey must understand that Darc could perceive those suspirations, regardless of how miniscule they might be.

The fact that Trey had wished to spare Mala from the shock of the crime scene was baffling to Darc. Mala was to be an integral part of this investigation, regardless of the havoc it would cause to Darc’s equilibrium. If he could deal with the inconvenience of emotion, she could handle some exsanguination.

Plus, there might be elements of the crime that Mala, as a psychologist, could see that would remain hidden to Trey or Darc. He was honest enough in his assessments that he knew himself to be hampered as far as his emotions and empathy were concerned.

Finding the connective through-lines of the killer’s psyche would be like wandering through a dense inner fog for Darc, whereas Mala could trace those ties as easily as Darc found logical paths. Glowing trails of colored lights…

The pattern of the blood spatter from the victim lifted itself up off the ground and gyrated several times, glowing brighter with each revolution, then settled into its proper place, spitting out another image, a cipher that spoke of the force of impact required to create the spray. Pounds per square inch. Facts.

The bees buzzing around the face of the victim traced another radiant motif that worked in counterpoint to the first, the bright lines merging and repelling one another in an endless dance of logic. The insects left traces of the golden viscous fluid that surrounded the mouth of the corpse, the design melding and mixing with the deeper-hued red of oxygenated hemoglobin. Honey and blood.

“Okay, so the honey… that’s weird,” rasped a voice behind Darc. As Darc and Trey had arrived at the scene, they had encountered Bill Harris, a private investigator who seemed to have some long-standing relationship with Darc’s partner. Trey had seemed initially surprised to find Bill there ahead of them, but had quickly included the man in almost every detail of their investigation.

Bill began circling the body as he consumed a pungent-smelling sandwich. Darc found this troubling on many levels, not the least of which was because the man seemed to think that Darc was obligated to converse with him until Trey arrived. 

In addition, the chatter of this ungainly man disrupted the flow of the symbols and patterns within Darc’s mind. The unattractive investigator shook his head as he leaned in to better observe the body.

Darc segregated out the random interference that the man’s presence caused. As the noise of non-essential information was filtered out, the ciphers clarified, spinning and sliding into spaces where they would either land or continue in their purposeful movement.

The soothing balm of the symbols was ruptured by the entrance of Trey, followed by Mala. Gray tentacles wormed their way in between the glowing letters, forcing apart the lines of logic.

“Okay, Mala’s here. The party can start.” Trey glanced down at the corpse surrounded by a pool of blood and honey and winced. “All right. That might have been a poor choice of words. I can see that.” He looked up and caught sight of the P.I. “Hey, Bill. See anything useful?”

“Naw. Probably nothing you haven’t already spotted. Just that the guy’s got more of a gut than me.” Bill scratched at his belly, taking another bite of his sandwich.

Trey glanced at him. “Wait a minute. Is that my pastrami on rye?”

Bill shrugged. “I got hungry. Sue me.”

Mala came farther into the room and nodded at Darc, paused for a moment as she observed the private investigator, and then reoriented to the room, her gaze drifting down to the body. The only indication that she was having a reaction was the stiffening of the muscles along her jaw.

“Do we know who he is and what he did for a living?” she asked, glancing around the room.

Trey answered. “His name is Robert Clayton. He was a sales team manager at the Philip Morris sales office over in Bellevue.”

The M.E., Dr. Hutchinson, approached the loose grouping made up of Trey, Darc and Mala. “Dr. Charan, I presume?” His tone was cool, professional.

Mala matched him tone for tone, but did it with a warm smile that seemed to defrost the cold exterior of the coroner. “You presume correctly, Doctor. You’re the M.E.?”

“I am. It’s nice to have another university-trained intellect on the case.” The doctor flicked his eyes from Darc to Trey and then back to Mala. “I told Detective Keane that you would want to see the crime scene.”

“Yes. He was just being chivalrous. He does that sometimes.” The smile Mala directed at the M.E. was all teeth. As far as Darc could tell from her expressions, Mala was either interested in the man or wanted to eat him. The latter seemed unlikely. The former cast a gray shadow over Darc so dense it seemed possible he could suffocate.

“Well, as you can tell,” the M.E. said, returning his attention to the body, “the distended stomach is a direct result of force feeding. The victim seems to have been only moderately overweight. We will take the contents of his stomach back to the lab to ascertain what, exactly, he was fed. Although we do know at least one thing that was on the menu.”

“The tongue?” Mala inquired.

“Indeed. It was cut out of his mouth and then fed to him in one large chunk. I thought at first it might be the cause of death, but it appears that it was not asphyxiation. It’s possible his stomach ruptured, as there was obvious blunt force trauma to the abdomen and upper torso, enough to cause the blood spatter found close to the body. Again, we’ll know once we get him back to the lab.”

“Well, I appreciate you waiting for me to see the body.”

“Anything for a professional such as yourself,” the M.E. gushed. Fascinating. Darc had never seen this behavior from the doctor before. For some unknown reason, that fact caused the gray clouds to threaten Darc’s internal equilibrium once more.

The coroner turned to the rest of the C.S.I. team, giving them their assignments for the cleanup and removal of the body. He then nodded to Mala, followed by a much briefer acknowledgment of Darc. Trey received no eye contact whatsoever, and Bill might as well have not existed.

“Seriously?” Trey barked as the doctor left. “Am I the only person here who thinks that guy is a total ass?”

“Oh, no,” Mala agreed. “You couldn’t be more right. He’s an ass of the highest order.” Hearing Mala discuss her negative feelings toward the M.E. caused a sensation of warmth to arise in Darc, starting with the chest cavity and radiating outward. This was strange. Mala continued, “He did give us some good information to go off from, however.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Trey groused. He looked down at the body being taken care of by the C.S.I. unit. His forehead scrunched up in what Darc took to be thought. “There’s something about this…” He trailed off.

“Yes?” Mala probed. “What is it? Sometimes feelings or impressions can be very helpful. Our intuition often leaps ahead of our reasoning abilities.” She looked sideways at Darc. “Well, for most of us, anyway.”

“I dunno,” Trey answered. “It’s just… Both of these murders remind me of something. They seem so familiar.”

Bill, who had now finished his sandwich, interjected, “Yeah. There is something freaky about them. Like they’re straight out of a movie or something.”

“That’s it! That’s exactly it!” Trey snapped his fingers and pointed down at the corpse. “It’s just like that film with Morgan Freeman and Brad Pitt.”

Darc felt the strands of logic snap together at that statement. “The film you tried to make me watch during your aborted attempt to instruct me in popular culture. The two detectives investigating a string of deaths related to the seven deadly sins.” The glowing strands of logic retreated, settling back into quiescence. One lone thread continued to vibrate. Something was not perfect here.

“Yes! That’s the one!” Trey yelled. Then he stopped, his face wrinkling up in some undecipherable expression. “Hold on. You actually watched that? I thought you were reading some case file or something.”

“I was,” Darc responded, nonplussed. “But reading does not preclude me from hearing the dialogue. I am quite familiar with the entire plot of the film.”

“Dude. Sometimes…” Trey breathed. “Okay, whatever. That’s exactly what was bugging me about these two cases.”

Mala nodded. “I see it now. The first was similar to the killing that matched up with the sin of pride.”

“You’ve seen it?” Trey asked, his voice cracking in what sounded like surprise. Or puberty. Considering the fact that Trey was a grown man, surprise seemed a better fit. 

Ducking her head for some odd reason, Mala’s mouth twitched upward slightly. Perhaps these were the first signs of Parkinson’s?

“I’m a fan of Brad Pitt.”

Trey moved the facial muscles surrounding his eyes, causing his eyebrows to move up and down independently. “I see. Confessions of a psychologist. Juicy stuff.” He straightened his shoulders. “All right. Moving on. The second one looks an awful lot like gluttony, don’t cha think?”

Mala pursed her lips, looking down at where the corpse had lain. “Yes, it does. Sort of. This guy wasn’t morbidly obese.”

“I dunno,” Bill stated, slapping his abdomen. “He’s bigger’n me, and the last time I went in for a checkup, my doc said I was borderline. Guy doesn’t understand the beauty of a good handmade milkshake.”

“That may be true enough,” Mala said. “Still, there’s the whole bees and honey thing.”

“Yeah,” Trey put in. “Not perfect, but then again, the killer probably didn’t want people thinking he was just a Hollywood copycat. No real creativity in that.” Both Darc and Mala stared at him after that comment, and Trey held up his hands. “That seems to be a pretty big deal to serial killers. At least according to Jeremy.”

“He has a point,” Mala stated. “Most serial killers that don’t want attention are far more careful than this one. He’s looking for acclaim. Recognition of some sort.”

“Right. Well. Once we get the M.E.’s report back, we should know more. We’ll see what our killer shoved down our vic’s throat, at least. You know, other than the honey. That could be important.” Trey turned to head back toward the elevator.

Leaving Mala and Darc essentially alone for the first time since she’d escaped. Dark gray filled Darc’s consciousness. His throat muscles seemed to contract in an unusual fashion, making his breathing difficult. Additionally, his heart began to beat at a rate far exceeding his resting rate. Was he ill?

No, he determined. He was not ill. Darc was having a reaction to being close to Mala. The scent of her hair, a combination of strawberries and something more earthy, wafted toward Darc, increasing the gray fugue in his mind.

He wanted to say something, anything, but could think of nothing. So he remained silent until Mala, with one more curious look into Darc’s face, turned and followed Trey out to the elevator.

Darc should follow. It would make sense to follow. He needed to continue working the case. In order to do so, he needed to leave the building, get in a car, and head back to the precinct building. And yet…

His feet rooted to the floor, Darc remained. He heard the distant bell signaling the arrival of the elevator. Still he stayed immobile. Long moments after he was certain the elevator had left, Darc stood as if mounted on a taxonomist’s stand. Dead. Filled with cotton or polyurethane batting or some other stuffing agent.

And all because he had no desire to share an elevator with the one woman Darc wanted to spend all his time with. Even the time during which he was engaged in other endeavors, regardless of the fact that he would be unable to interact with her in a satisfactory manner. Logic had no bearing here.

As he finally managed to lift his feet from off the floor, Darc could think only of how much he did not find any of this pleasant.

* * *

Things were kinda almost normal again.

Janey hated it.

She was going to school, which was weird, because it was a new place where she didn’t know anybody. And people were trying to get her to talk. She didn’t want to talk. The only person she talked to was Popeye, and that was just because if she didn’t, he would get all snippy with her. He was such a bad bear.

And she was going to live with Mala. It was only a few days away, but Janey couldn’t wait. They had put her back in the home. Mala had said it was for the best. Something like it was easier to adopt from there instead of from detective custody. Was that what she had said? Janey couldn’t remember.

But the home smelled. And even though the boss lady smiled at her, it seemed like she was saying something else with her eyes. Something about how Janey wasn’t a good girl because she’d left and stuff.

But at least Mala came to visit her every day. That was nice. It was Janey’s favorite part of the day. Sometimes when Mala left, Janey would draw pictures of her and pretend the picture was still talking to her. She had such a pretty voice. Janey would pretend that Mala was snuggling with her and reading her bedtime stories like Mommy used to do.

Maybe she could even get Mala to make up stories like her daddy did. Was that just a daddy thing? Janey didn’t know. But those were her favorite stories, because they were always about her. Not Janey. Her old name. But still her.

But when Mala would leave to go home and the lights would turn off and Janey was all by herself, sometimes she would get scared. The shadows would stretch out toward her and there was something beeping where she couldn’t see it and she couldn’t run or scream or anything and tears would fall down her face and Popeye would get mad and say stop crying, stop crying, why are you crying?

Sometimes she hated her bear.

Just a few days. Then she would be with Mala. Just a few days. That wasn’t too long, right?

Janey lay in the dark and listened to her pillow throb.

* * *

Trey bounded out of the Land Rover without waiting for Darc to mosey out, saw who was waiting for him in front of the precinct building, and almost hurled himself back in. It was Charity King. How the hell had she managed to make it back here before him? Trey could’ve sworn she’d been parked out in front of the apartment complex when he left.

The woman was assertive, he had to give her that. And, apparently, she had a GPS that knew all of the shortcuts. Trey had to figure out how to get that hookup. Charity maneuvered herself to make sure she crossed Trey’s path as he sped toward the front entrance of the building.

“So, Detective, what did we find at the apartment complex?” the reporter asked.

“Uh, ‘we’? What, have you got a frog in your pocket?” Trey countered, swerving to get around her. At the last second, Charity darted in front of him again, blocking his route. Man, she was good at that. She was like some kind of ninja reporter. He could continue and bowl her over, or he could stop. Since he was sure there was a camera trained on them somewhere, Trey went for the second option and stayed planted.

“There’s another murder,” Ms. King crowed.

“Are you asking, or telling?”

“Come on, Detective. I saw the M.E. arrive with the C.S.I. unit.”

Trey nodded. “Yes. You are very smart. And observant.” At that point, Darc finally caught up to him. It was like someone had taken his speedy partner and replaced him with a defective model. At least now maybe they could tag team the reporter.

“So…?” Charity prompted.

“So… we’re in the middle of an investigation,” Trey answered. “No comment.”

Ms. King frowned, her forehead wrinkling up in a way that still managed to be attractive, and her eye line flickered over to the far side of the street. So Trey had been right. She had a camera over there recording this. And Trey had already said too much.

He used her momentary distraction to slip past her. Trey turned around, walking backward to see her reaction. When it dawned on her that she had lost the subject of her sting operation, she swore, a very unfeminine curse word, and turned her attention to Darc.

There was a moment when Trey was sure she was going to attempt to ply her wares on the tall detective. But something in his eyes must have stopped her, as she made no move to keep him from following after Trey.

Perhaps the reporter was even smarter than she looked.

* * *

Ah, the writhing of the wicked. If it did not pain the servant of the Lord so much to see the city immersed in so much corruption, it would almost make the servant laugh.

But the Lord’s work must continue. It was ironic, truly, that those who chose to follow Beelzebub would call this mission criminal. Could they not see that each and every so-called victim was an abomination before the Lord?

Of course they could not. The sins and atrocities of this mortal coil had blinded them all. It was a miracle that they could navigate their way through the city without colliding into one another more often than they did.

The Emerald City? Green and verdant? It was a lie told by a madman to an insane asylum, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.

Sometimes, during a break or lull in activity, the servant of the Lord would take a walk through the streets of this cesspool, counting the unhappy faces that passed by. When the faces reached fifty, the break was done.

The breaks were always very short.

No one was happy. Even when they appeared happy, laughing, smiling—all one had to do was wait. Follow for a few minutes, and the smiles would fade into frowns, the laughter would evaporate like dew on grass in the midmorning sun, the pleasantries would turn to vile excoriations.

At those times, the servant of the Lord felt the spirit quail within, retreating from the acid of the sin and degradation of the human spirit. The atrocities committed by man on men. The erosion of the offspring of Adam and Eve.

The servant was so tired. So very, very tired.

But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.

Sometimes all it took was a single passage from the scriptures to lighten the burden that rested so heavy on the shoulders of those that would serve God.

The servant went forth in the strength of the Lord, ready to accomplish all.

 


CHAPTER 13

Mala jogged from her car to the DSHS offices. This was beginning to feel like a second home to her. A second, completely dysfunctional and thoroughly depressing home in which she was stuck in an upside-down mortgage.

She had been maybe thirty seconds behind the two detectives, ready to take what they had discovered from the crime scene and begin processing it all. Working out the clues. Taking random pieces of information and forming them into a mosaic of actionable plans that could take down this killer before more people died.

Instead, she had hopped into her deep-blue Prius and found the cell phone that she had neglected to take in with her. Sure enough, there were a missed call and a voicemail waiting for her—a call from her friendly neighborhood social worker.

As she stepped past the double doors, she caught a whiff of the inside of the building. It was a combination of cheap disinfectant cleanser, old paper, and the tears of small children. 

All right. Perhaps that last one was unfair. Mala knew that the department served an honorable purpose, and that the people working within had all, at one point, probably wanted to help make things better. Unfortunately, the system as it was set up managed to suck the life out of not only the families the department served, but most of the people who did the actual serving. It was not a profession that treated its workers well.

Case in point—her new social worker.

Getting moved to a new worker was not such an unusual thing. Mala’s case had been cleared and passed along to another part of the inner workings of the DSHS. And now that the case was in less than friendly hands, once more she found herself embroiled in a mess of epic proportions.

The new social worker to whom her case had been reassigned was a woman named Joan Bladworth, who looked exactly like her name sounded. And it seemed that the community of social workers was quite small. Richard, the teacher of the P.R.I.D.E. classes who had counted Mala absent when she had been called out on an emergency, was Joan’s best friend. No matter what Mala did to reach out to the woman, her efforts were batted aside and crushed underfoot.

The woman lurked behind her desk, the sides of her stomach flowing over the armrests on either side of her ergonomically designed office chair. As Mala approached, Joan looked up, a demonic gleam darting out past her defenses before she replaced it with a placid smile.

“Ah, Dr. Charan. Thank you for coming in on such short notice.”

“Certainly, Ms. Bladworth. What is it that you need?”

The social worker shifted in her seat, the chair complaining underneath her. “Well, there are a couple of things I thought we should talk through.”

“And you didn’t feel that these are things we could have discussed over the phone?” Mala responded, doing what she could to keep her tone light.

Ms. Bladworth did not deign to give Mala’s question a direct response. “We have some concerns about your support system.”

“My support system? I don’t follow.”

“Yes, well, neither do we, to be candid. You’re single, not dating, have no family to speak of, no church group. You don’t even have a hobby that would allow for some normal friendships to develop.”

Mala felt her blood begin to boil. Keeping her temper might end up being a serious problem here. Normal? Who did this woman think she was? No, Mala didn’t have any hobbies. She was a doctor. Doctors didn’t have much downtime for screwing around, with friends or without.

“Well, Ms. Bladworth, I can certainly understand your concerns. However, as a licensed child psychologist”—Mala did what she could to keep from overemphasizing those words—“my leisure time is minimal, and most of my associations are made with people at work.”

“Raising a child can be difficult, and a strong support system can mean the difference between a successful placement and a situation where the child is further traumatized. Which brings me to the more significant issue.” The social worker pulled her lips together in a prim line. “As you know, we are tasked with making sure that the children we assign out to homes are in places where they will be safe and secure.”

Mala nodded. “Of course.”

“Well,” the officious worker pouted, “it’s come to our attention that Caitlyn was exposed to a series of horrific events surrounding a murder case.”

It took Mala a moment to register that the woman was talking about Janey. The name she had gone by before sounded almost foreign to Mala’s ears. It didn’t seem to fit her at all. Mala make a mental note to ask her which she preferred when Mala saw her next. She shook her head at the social worker.

“That’s hardly a secret, Ms. Bladworth. It’s the reason she’s without any family. Her parents were mur—”

“Yes, yes, I know that,” Joan spoke over the last of Mala’s sentence, her volume rising. “What was shocking was the amount of violence she was exposed to after that. Under your guardianship.”

Mala swallowed against a throat gone suddenly tight and dry. This was bad. Even a social worker who liked Mala might balk at giving custody to someone who might put a little girl in danger’s path. But for the person slouching in front of Mala, it would take nothing more than a flick of the finger on her computer mouse to scuttle Mala’s plans.

Ms. Bladworth waited a long moment, seeming to wait for some response from Mala. When none was forthcoming, she cleared her throat with a wet, chesty sound.

“Now perhaps you can understand why I wanted to talk to you in person.” Her tone was a stab of condescension wrapped in honey sweetness.

Feeling like she was attempting to swim to the surface of the sticky substance, Mala nodded her head. “Yes. I can.”

“This is a serious problem, Dr. Charan. I’m sure you can appreciate that.” The woman seemed to be attempting to keep a smug smile from creeping onto her face. She was not succeeding.

A chill wash of dark feelings surged out from the center of Mala’s gut. The sensation threatened to overwhelm her, even as she pushed to try to push the feelings back down. It was not a feeling Mala would have expected to feel in the offices of DSHS, talking to a bloated lump of a human being who could barely manage to get out of her own chair without a shoehorn.

It was fear.

Mala was terrified she was going to lose Janey.

Putting words to her fear helped to put things into perspective. All was not lost. Not yet. And until Mala gave up, the fight was not over. And on this count, Mala knew that giving up was not in her makeup. She had more than a few tools at her disposal and was prepared to utilize every single one of them.

“Ms. Bladworth, I can certainly appreciate your concerns. And, possibly, the concerns of your co-worker Richard.” At Richard’s name, Joan gave a start, her eyes darting around the office as if to determine if anyone else could hear. It was a telling slip. From what Mala could tell from the woman’s body language, it was clear that she didn’t want anyone to know about the possible connection between Richard and Mala’s current troubles. She continued without giving any indication that she had caught the look.

“What you don’t have access to in those files of yours are the signed affidavits of Detectives Keane and Darcmel, as well as that of Captain Merle. Oh, and that of the mayor. Affidavits that speak to the heroism of a little girl who saved the entire city.”

Ms. Bladworth scoffed, then choked on the sound as she saw the look on Mala’s face. “You can’t be serious. The whole city?”

Mala nodded. “It’s very easy to judge from that chair, but you weren’t there. What you see as endangerment was empowering to that little girl. She was afraid, yes, but she chose to help. She chose. And I’m not going to let you second-guess her. Or me, for that matter. Are you a licensed child psychologist?”

The woman’s face blanched. “You know that I’m not.” She shuffled through the papers in the file that was open on her desk. “And I have certainly never seen anything like those affidavits you mentioned in her file.”

“That’s because they aren’t there,” Mala responded.

“Well, then—”

“They aren’t there yet,” Mala continued over Joan, “because I haven’t asked that they be written.” The social worker opened her mouth to protest, but once again, Mala cut her off. “But let me assure you, when they write them, and they will, those gentlemen I mentioned will also be told of a social worker who was doing all she could to work against the best interests of that very child.” And just to put an additional nail in the coffin, Mala continued. “And those names I mentioned are just what I can round up in the next fifteen minutes. Give me a day, and your desk will be flooded with statements.”

Ms. Bladworth’s eyes narrowed, becoming mere slits through which her pupils glittered, tiny black coals entombed in wrinkled pink flesh. “Are you trying to scare me?”

“No,” Mala answered. “I’m appealing to your sense of enlightened self-interest. Not only is this what’s best for Caitlyn, it’s what’s best for you.”

“Well, I’m concerned with what’s best for Caitlyn,” Joan fired back.

“Yes, let’s talk about that, shall we?” Mala had been hoping the conversation would cycle back around to this. Did this woman really believe that Mala hadn’t been keeping tabs on Janey? “How many homes has it been now?”

The social worker’s face went slack. “Excuse me?”

“Caitlyn. How many different homes has she been shuttled off to at this point?” Mala watched Ms. Bladworth’s face for a sign. “Four? Five? Oh really, more than that? Six? Seven?” At seven, the woman’s eyes narrowed. “Seven homes in two days. That has to be some kind of record. And let me guess… she’s scaring the other kids? Drawing disturbing pictures on the walls in crayon? None of the heads of the group homes can handle her? She’s being sedated?” The last was just an educated guess, but Mala knew the way things worked. The furrowing of the social worker’s brow was all the confirmation Mala needed.

“There are the interests of the other children to take into—”

“I’m going to stop you right there. I’m well aware that the other children’s well-being must be given precedence. But if you’re not wanting to be judged out of context, I suggest you offer me the same professional consideration.” Mala paused for a breath. “Now, I expect to be in full custody of Ja—Caitlyn Walker—within two hours. If that has not happened, a storm will rain down on your head the likes of which you have never seen before.”

Without waiting for a response, and hoping the social worker had missed the slip up with the names, Mala turned on her heel and walked back toward the entrance. She could check in on the status of her application tomorrow with another worker. While the two-hour time limit had been dramatic in the moment of their confrontation, Mala knew the reality of the system. If things hadn’t changed by the next day, she would hope that her mouth hadn’t tried to write a check that her relationship with Seattle’s police department and the mayor couldn’t cash.

But as she strode toward the double doors she had come in through just minutes ago, the detectives, the captain and the mayor were not on her mind. Her body began trembling, her breath came in huge gasps, and Mala had to struggle to keep from bursting into tears. Even more disturbing than the physical reaction was the thread of doubt, of fear, that Mala couldn’t shake. Joan Bladworth was an unpleasant woman with a vendetta against Mala, sure.

But what if she was also right?

* * *

The threads of logic wound themselves about the precinct hallways, stretching out to their limits, then retracting, ever moving, never content. The space here was familiar, theirs, in a way that even Darc’s apartment was not.

As he made his way past other faces, some familiar, many not, Darc paused for a moment as one glowing stream caressed the head and shoulders of a specific individual. Someone involved in the case. Blond hair, blue eyes, chiseled jawline. Van Owen, the Deputy Attorney. He was engrossed in a file he had open in his hand while he walked.

The lawyer looked different than the last time Darc had encountered him in Captain Merle’s office. The change was processed in the same moment in which Darc recognized there was a change. Van Owen’s hair was messy, looking as if he had just run his hand through it. The top button of his crisp pale blue dress shirt was undone, his tie pulled down and off to one side.

The differences registered, but the reason for them remained a gray mystery to Darc. In the same way that facial expressions continued to puzzle him, this new appearance of the Deputy Attorney baffled Darc’s attempts to decipher it.

Van Owen’s head popped up as he came close to colliding with young woman in a white blouse and a charcoal skirt. The woman blushed as Van Owen turned his ice-blue eyes on her. Curious. That seemed an unusual response for unsustained eye contact. Perhaps she had committed some sort of social faux pas that Darc had not caught. That seemed unlikely, but Darc could think of no better explanation. Especially as social interaction was not his area of expertise.

His gaze now drawn up from the file he was carrying, Van Owen caught sight of Darc. The lawyer’s face brightened in a smile and he hurried forward, his unoccupied hand extended. Darc accepted the handshake.

“Detective Darcmel! I was looking for you.” He glanced around the hallway. “Is Keane around? I wanted to talk to both of you, actually.”

“Trey went on ahead of me. I calculate it at an 87 percent possibility that he is at his desk.”

Van Owen’s lips quirked up in a pursed smile. Trey called that type of smile a smirk. At one point in their professional relationship, Trey had drawn an array of different smiles and labeled them all, including their likely meanings. This one indicated some sense of irony or humor. Or sexual intention. Darc concluded that Van Owen was a homosexual. The margin of error was significant, but there seemed to be no discernable irony in this situation, and it certainly was not humorous.

“I see,” the lawyer replied. “And what about the remaining 13 percent?”

“Four percent that he could be in the bathroom. Eight percent that he is at the vending machines.”

“Your math is off. You’re missing a percent.” The smirk grew. Darc wondered if he should inform the attorney that Darc was heterosexual, and therefore uninterested.

“My math is precise. The one percent is for the margin of error.”

“Wow,” Van Owen breathed. “That’s a pretty narrow margin.”

“Actually, I rounded up for ease of conversation.” Darc turned to maneuver around the Deputy Attorney. There was evidence from the crime scene he wished to examine as soon as possible, and this conversation had extended further than desired.

“Hey, Detective,” Van Owen urged, putting up a hand to stop Darc’s sideways motion. “I have to go drop off this file with the captain real quick, but why don’t you grab Keane and meet me for a drink. You guys are almost off, right?”

Darc glanced at his watch. It was not a habitual motion. Darc rarely concerned himself with what time it was. When Trey started complaining that he lived here at the precinct, that usually meant it was time to go home. The watch display winked back at him. Six forty-five. It may be time for most to have completed their daily tasks, but there was far too much for Darc to accomplish.

“I do not consume alcoholic beverages.” Darc was unsure of the protocol, but not drinking seemed a good excuse not to go to a bar.

“That’s fine. We’ll get you a Shirley Temple or something. A Red Bull. Whatever.” Van Owen waved the concern aside. “Listen, if you’re worried about knocking off ‘early,’ I’ll tell whoever wants to know that you’re still working. ‘Cause we will be. Sort of.” The smile had progressed from the pursed-lip variety to the showing-teeth kind. Anticipation or excitement, according to the chart. Darc pondered the wisdom in rebuffing the attorney’s apparent advances now. Perhaps he should discuss the matter with Trey before doing so. That seemed prudent.

“You wish to discuss something work-related? At a bar?” Darc had heard other detectives and officers refer to similar events, but Darc himself had never experienced one. It seemed time to bring Trey in on the decision-making process. “I will discuss it with my partner. Where did you wish to go?”

“The Owl N’ Thistle. Down on Post Avenue. I’ll meet you guys there in like fifteen minutes.” Van Owen waved for Darc to go as he turned to head back down the hallway before Darc could interject that he was uncertain that either he or his partner would be attending. At a loss, Darc contemplated running after the blond-headed lawyer, but then decided that this was best left in Trey’s hands.

Darc understood so little about what had just happened. All he could really do now was just report the events as they had occurred. Darc found it unsettling.

* * *

The pub had a sign out front with a huge yellow owl perched on what Trey guessed was a branch of thistle. Branch? Did thistles have branches? Or were they stems? Darc probably knew, but Trey figured it wasn’t important enough to suffer the humiliation that inevitably followed on the heels of any question he ever asked of the bald detective. Probably best to leave the embarrassments to the case at hand. Trey was sure there wouldn’t be any lack of those.

There never were.

The place looked like your typical Irish pub. It was dark, loud, crowded, and filled with serious drinkers. You know, the kinds of drinkers that only make eye contact with you when you bump into them and almost spill their drink. “Almost” because serious drinkers never spill their drink, no matter what happens.

The walls were exposed brick and plaster. The booths were backed with plush red leather. All of the tables looked like they had come with the original building that was opened back in the 1930s, battered and beaten into comfortable submission by each and every patron thereafter. The décor was tacky-kitsch, made up of old Guinness ads, pictures of dogs, and what looked like tintype family photos of grim Irish potato farmers. There was an antique turquoise bicycle hanging from the ceiling.

It was an awesome bar.

To be honest, Trey was surprised he had never made it out here before. He’d heard people talk about it. He’d even made plans to meet with some of the guys here once or twice, but they’d never panned out. And now he was going to down his first Guinness at this Seattle landmark in the presence of the Deputy Attorney.

Didn’t sound like the best idea, but as long as it included the Guinness, Trey figured he’d make do. No use crying into his beer over the whole thing. So to speak.

Trey’s prospects brightened when he saw the now almost unrecognizable attorney wave them toward a table at the back. Unrecognizable because Van Owen had removed his tie, rolled up his sleeves, and looked like he had already pounded back at least a beer or two before Trey and Darc had gotten there.

“Detectives! Over here!” The Deputy Attorney’s voice was too loud even for the noisy bar. Trey mentally re-tabulated Van Owen’s beer total and came up closer to three or four. Maybe this “meeting” wasn’t going to be so bad.

“Hey, gents,” the bright-eyed attorney gushed. “Glad you could make it. Lemme order you both a beer.” He waved toward the bar, then stopped and snapped his fingers. “Oh, right. Detective Darcmel. You don’t drink.”

“Just Darc,” Trey corrected him. “Nobody calls him Darcmel. And call me Trey. You know, unless our bosses are around.”

“Right. And you can call me Bryce, whether our bosses are around or not.” He looked at Trey’s partner, assessing. “Darc. I dig that. It’s cool. Like the Dark Knight or something. Which is just about the way people describe you, by the way.” Darc had no visible reaction to that, which was not surprising. But Trey knew Darc had heard it. He heard everything. His tall partner just had no way of processing what it meant, so it appeared to go unnoticed.

“Yeah,” Trey answered for his silent companion, cutting through the awkward silence that had fallen on the little bubble around their table. “He’s definitely on the darker side of the graphic novel spectrum. No one’s going to accuse him of wearing brightly colored tights.”

“It’s an ugly world. I’m not sure the good guys should always be wearing primary colors.” Van Owen’s face pulled into a grimace that brightened the second he looked down at his dark brown beer with the foamy head. “But there’s no point in being all melancholy when there’s beer to be drunk. Drank? Drunken? Man, I can never get that one right. Ms. Jenkins would be ashamed.”

“Ms. Jenkins?” Trey prompted.

“My high school English teacher. Everyone thought she was an uptight bitch, and I’m pretty sure she was a lesbian. But she was the best damn teacher I ever had in my life.” Bryce turned back to the bar. “Screw it. You may not drink, Darc, but Trey and me are gonna make up for it.” He raised three fingers after catching the eye of the shapely redhead behind the counter. Refocusing on Trey, he shrugged. “Sorry, man. You don’t have a choice.”

“You’re forcing me to drink Guinness? Bastard,” Trey replied with a grin. This evening was turning out to be so much better than he’d expected. Maybe he should text Maggie, let her know he was going to be late. Trey watched while Van Owen took a long pull from his beer. On second thought, maybe he should call. He pulled out his phone, gesturing with it toward the exit. Bryce gave a knowing nod.

“Checking in with the lady? Good call. I’ll watch your beer until you get back.” The lawyer smirked. “But don’t take too long. Once I’m done with the other two, I’m going after yours.”

Somehow, Trey knew Bryce wasn’t joking.

 


CHAPTER 14

The way the layers of light in Darc’s mind intersected with the dark atmosphere of the bar was oddly soothing. A cramped, noisy space filled with too many people was not an environment that was conducive to Darc’s comfort on a typical basis. But something about this evening… the unexpectedness of the event, the combination of companions, even the dank pub itself, created an unusual sensation within Darc.

He could not be certain, but he might be having what Trey always called fun.

How strange.

Van Owen was well into his next beer, taking large swallows of the dark substance, then wiping off the ivory colored foam from his upper lip. “You sure you don’t want any? This stuff is good for your soul.” Bryce held up his glass mug, raising his eyebrows at Darc. More flirting? Darc was uncertain, and Trey was not present.

“No.”

“No, it’s not good for your soul? Or no, you don’t want any?” The lawyer laughed. “I’m just kidding. Don’t let me corrupt you.”

“It would not corrupt me,” Darc corrected the Deputy Attorney. “Guinness, while a corrosive agent, is considered by many health specialists to be as effective as aspirin at preventing heart clots.”

“Wow,” Bryce replied. “That’s good to know.” He turned to the bar at large. “Hey, everybody! I’m preventing heart clots!” Several bar patrons cheered and whistled as Van Owen downed another large swallow. He returned his attention to Darc, his eyes taking a moment to focus. “I gotta tell you, Darc, I had heard you were smart, but seeing it in action is a whole ‘nother thing. The way you’ve handled this case so far? Genius.”

Darc shook his head. “The vast majority of this case has been handled by Trey. I have offered only minor support.”

“Really? Everyone I talk to says you’re the brains of this operation.” He waved his hand back and forth in front of his face. “Don’t get me wrong. Everyone loves Trey. But you’re the guy. You know. The one who gets the job done.”

“That is accurate under normal circumstances. But not on this case.” Darc looked down at his hands, realizing that he did not know what to do with them. That had never been an issue before. When he had no need to use his hands, they rested at his sides. But now they felt awkward, like foreign bodies somehow attached to the ends of his arms.

Van Owen’s face grew less animated. An indication of the attorney growing serious? “So what makes this case different?”

“I do not know.”

“Huh,” Bryce muttered. “That can’t be easy for a guy like you to admit.”

“It is neither easy nor difficult. It simply is.” Even as Darc said the words, a part of him rebelled, the logic spirals within him twisting in their discontent. They were never wrong, the patterns clamored. Darc was uncertain what was happening inside of himself. This inner turmoil was disconcerting.

“Whatever,” the attorney said, pulling from his beer once more. “Sounds like girl trouble to me.”

“Explain.”

Bryce finished up his beer and grabbed another from off the table. “Sure. Okay. Whenever I’m off my game and I can’t figure why, it’s always a girl.” He reached over and punched Darc in the arm. It hurt. “There someone you’ve got on the brain?”

“Yes.”

“See? Girl trouble. Knew it.” Van Owen pounded the table with his fist.

“Is there a solution to this problem?” Darc interrogated. If the lawyer were correct in his assessment, perhaps he had a cure for this mental disorder.

“Uh, yeah. It’s right in front of you.” The Deputy Attorney pointed at the remaining mug of dark stout. “Nothing like a night of drinking to get your mind off the one you can’t have. Get a little tipsy, sing a few songs, throw a few punches… It’ll get her out of your system. Guaranteed.”

That did not sound logical. The twisted threads of light within wound themselves tighter, rejecting the proposal. However, this was a scenario that seemed to fall within the gray spectrum of emotional non-logic. In those areas, the glowing paths failed, leading into tangled, barbed roads that ended in sorrow. Maggie leaving. Trey’s increasing frustration with him. Mala rejecting his offers of social interaction.

A quick calculation of the risk to the brain from moderate drinking of mild alcoholic beverages yielded results that landed in favor of the experiment. Contrary to popular conception, alcohol consumption did not result in the destruction of brain cells. Indeed, most contemporary research asserted that, in small amounts, adult beverages could actually increase cognitive ability, including memory.

The largest risks to him this evening would be overconsumption, with its attendant behavior modification due to a lowering of social inhibitions. There was also the possible acetaldehyde intoxication, hypoglycemia, dehydration, or glutamine rebound, all of which were commonly referred to as a hangover. The effects were temporary, and therefore negligible. At least the dehydration could be mitigated. Darc reached for a tall glass of water and drank the contents, pausing only for a brief moment to take in air.

“Okaaaaay,” Van Owen said, watching as Darc set down the empty glass. “That wasn’t exactly what I meant, but whatever floats…”

Without pause, Darc retrieved the final mug of Guinness from its position next to Bryce. Bringing it up to his lips, he inadvertently inhaled the aroma of the foamy head, a potent yeast scent invading his nostrils. The first swallow was almost his last, as the taste had the bitterness of things burnt melded with a distinct tang of things dead.

The lines of logic swirled around the cascading bubbles from the stout, identifying and quantifying. The burnt flavor from the portion of the barley that was roasted. The tartness from the souring of the fermentation process. But in addition to the disappointing aspects of the powerful drink, the gleaming strands detected some other, more subtle notes. The sweetness of caramel. The earthiness of coffee.

By the time Darc had finished his first swallow, he was ready for his next. Bryce raised his eyebrows. That was either surprise, or the lawyer’s motives for having Darc drink alcoholic beverages involved a seduction. That could prove awkward. But, from the next words out of Van Owen’s mouth, Darc assumed the former.

“First time drinker, right?” Bryce asked. At Darc’s curt nod, the Deputy Attorney whistled in apparent admiration. “I spat out my first taste of Guinness.”

“I almost did,” Darc conceded. “But the second mouthful was much more pleasant.”

Bryce pursed his lips. “I may have just created a monster.”

Darc was not positive what that meant, but decided it was time to take another swallow of his beverage. If he was to ascertain the efficacy of drinking for taking his mind off of Mala, he would need to drink faster.

Because, as of that moment, it was not working.

* * *

The phone call with Maggie had taken longer than Trey had intended. What he had thought would be a quick check-in had turned into a much more involved conversation which included graphic descriptions of what Maggie would do with him and to him if Trey managed to come home sober. It had all ended in Trey pledging on his grandmother’s grave not to let a drop of alcohol cross his lips.

Who would’ve guessed that all it would take was the promise of wild monkey sex to turn Trey into a teetotaler? Trey couldn’t decide if he was pissed off that he was so easily manipulated, or just excited to ditch Darc and Van Owen and see how many speeding tickets he could accrue on the drive home.

As he ducked back into the seedy dive, Trey paused for a second to let his eyes adjust. Once they had, he immediately regretted it. What he was seeing could not—repeat, could not—be possible.

There at the table was Van Owen, looking a bit more flushed than the last time Trey had seen him. No big shocker there. The guy had been putting it away even before Trey and Darc had arrived at the pub.

No, the shocker was the other figure at the table. It looked like Darc. Sort of. Same bald head, same stubbled face, same hulking tallness. But where Darc typically walked around like he had some kind of ramrod shoved up his rear end, this unidentified man was slouching. And holding a half-drunk mug of beer.

Darc didn’t drink. Therefore, this couldn’t be Darc.

And, glancing down at the table, Trey could see that this slouching impostor was flanked on either side by an additional four empty mugs. So, not just half a beer, but closer to four-and-a-half.

If Darc were to lose all sense of who he was and start drinking, Trey couldn’t imagine he’d make it much past the first sip before the taste of the alcohol and the idiocy of what he was doing took over. People drank to lose a little control. 

Darc hated to lose control. Therefore, this couldn’t be Darc.

Plus, drinking caused brain damage or something, didn’t it? Darc would never risk even the thought of losing one of his precious bits of gray matter. One time, he had shoved an old man out of the way to get the last hardhat at a construction site they’d gone to for a case. Rationale? His brain needed more protection.

Darc would never risk his cognitive powers. Therefore, this was not Darc.

The tall figure turned around in a sloppy circle, caught sight of Trey, and waved. Waved. This was so clearly not Darc. And then the figure called out to him.

“Trey! It is I!”

It was Darc’s voice, although a much more relaxed and slurred version than what Trey was used to. And no one but Darc would ever say It is I. What the hell was going on here? Taking a mental breath, Trey applied Sherlock Holmes’s axiom—often repeated to him by Darc—to the situation. “When you have eliminated the impossible, what remains, however implausible, is the truth.” The first time Darc had said it, he’d had to explain to Trey what implausible meant. Twice.

It looked like Darc, it sounded like Darc, it clearly knew Trey. It must be Darc.

Son of a…

Trey stalked toward the table, murder on his mind. His first words were addressed to Bryce, even though Darc had reached out to give him a hug. Wait. What? Darc had just tried to hug him.

This was so not okay.

“Did you get my partner drunk? What the hell’s wrong with you? I was gone for like five minutes, tops.”

Bryce shrugged his shoulders. “It wasn’t me, man. We were talking about his girl troubles, and then he just up and started chugging beer. He downed four beers in three minutes flat. I had to physically restrain him when he started on his fifth.”

“Wait a minute. He was talking about women with you?” Trey stared hard at his partner. There was something seriously amiss here if Darc was willingly sharing information about his personal life. “I’m not sure you have any idea how messed up this whole situation is.”

“Probably not,” Van Owen agreed. “But I’ve heard enough stories around the office to get that this is outside the norm.”

“Outside…?! Out…” Trey took a deep breath and let it out on a ten count. “Dude. ‘Outside the norm’ is snow in July. It’s sixty-year-old women getting pregnant. It’s aliens coming down and deciding to take over Disneyland. It is not—I repeat—it. Is. Not. My. Partner. Getting. Drunk.”

Darc moved over to Trey’s side, attempted to place a hand on Trey’s shoulder, and missed the first two times. Once he had his hand placed as he seemed to wish, Darc turned Trey to face him and looked him straight in the… eyebrow. His partner seemed to be having some trouble focusing.

“Trey, this occurrence is not his responsibility. I am conducting an experiment.”

In all the possible scenarios that Trey had played out in his head having to do with Darc—and there had been some real doozies—Trey had never once thought this would be one of them. “An experiment? Are you kidding me? Darc, even I know you’re not supposed to experiment on yourself.”

That seemed to give Darc pause. He stopped speaking for a moment and appeared to be thinking something through. “You are correct. I had not taken that into consideration. That was unscientific.” His face fell, but then brightened once more. “But it has been successful. The point of the exercise was to distract me from thoughts of Mala. And it has worked.” His face crumpled in on itself again. “Up until this moment.”

Darc’s shoulders hunched over as he slumped into a chair next to the table, and he brought the mug back up to take another long pull of his beer. As he did so, his form shook a couple of times. Was Darc crying? Into his beer? This was like some hideous perversion of a country song.

“Okay. That’s it. I’m taking him home.” Trey dug around for his wallet to pay the tab. There was no way he was letting Darc stay here and get completely blotto. Trey took another glance at his partner, who was now humming to himself, and reassessed. That ship may have already sailed.

“Hey, come on.” Van Owen waved away Trey’s attempt to put money down on the table. “I’ll pick this up. I feel really bad about the whole thing.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I just wanted to get a chance to talk to you guys about the case. You know… away from the office. It gets a little tight in there sometimes.”

Trey felt the knot of anger that had formed in his stomach start to soften. A little bit. Bryce wasn’t a bad guy. If anything, this whole going-out-to-a-bar-together thing would normally have made Trey like him a whole lot more. And it’s not like anyone could make Darc do something. Or keep him from doing it once he’d made up his mind, for that matter.

“I get it,” Trey answered, doing his best to calm down. “I guess it’s—”

“Hold on a sec,” Bryce interrupted him. He was staring off in the direction of the bar. “I think that’s one of my cousins over there. Hey, Sean!” The blond attorney waved his hand in the air to get the attention of a guy with curly red hair.

What happened next was not quite clear to Trey. It looked like Van Owen’s cousin stumbled and bumped into one of the serious drinkers at the bar. But however it occurred, one thing was clear after the incident—the drinker’s beer was now dripping down his very broad chest and expansive belly.

There was a moment, a very long and silent moment, when nothing happened. The entire bar seemed to take a collective breath, waiting to find out exactly what response was coming next. It was an eternal instant, in which all things were possible. Like that stupid cat with the funny name that Darc had once tried to explain to him… neither dead nor alive until the box was opened up.

And then the bar exploded.

The large man at the bar swung his now-empty glass mug at Sean’s face, and he managed to turn to the side, taking most of the impact on his shoulder. The force of the blow knocked him into another patron, who shoved back harder than necessary. Within milliseconds, everyone close by was throwing punches. 

“Ah, great,” Bryce muttered, then sighed. “I should go help him out.”

“Hold on,” Trey cut in. “You can’t get into a bar fight. You’re a deputy attorney.”

“Yeah, but if I don’t step in and my mom finds out about it, I’m toast.” 

Trey snorted. “You that much of a momma’s boy?”

“What? She’s right. My cousin’s a hemophiliac. One well-landed punch and he’s got a nasty sub-dermal hematoma.” 

There was a sharp crack that dragged both Trey and Bryce’s eyes back to the bar. The big guy who had started the fight had picked up a beer bottle and smashed it against the corner of the countertop. He was now waving the sharp jagged end in Sean’s face.

Bryce groaned. “Well, now I have to go help out.” He rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. I’m more scared of my mom than I am of the Prosecuting Attorney, any day.” With that, he charged into the fray, his fists flying.

Great. The deputy attorney assigned to their case was now in the middle of a full-fledged bar brawl. And as if that weren’t enough, when Trey turned back to grab Darc and pull his partner out of the pub, Darc wasn’t there. Darting his eyes around the bar, Trey finally located Darc by his gleaming bald head. The gleaming bald head that he was currently using to bash in the nose of a dude who was even bigger than the guy who had started the whole thing.

The night had officially crossed from totally weird into bizarro-alternate-reality territory. So, Trey did what he always did when he was out drinking and a fight broke out. He ordered a beer, crossed to the darkest corner, and watched. His face might not be pretty, but he wasn’t about to go making it worse.

* * *

The threads were hazy, soft around the edges, and feathered in a way that made their glowing surfaces beautiful, but hard to define. So as Darc surged into the fight, he knew he would need to make adjustments for both the delay in his reflexive conditioning and the lack of precision in his calculations. He stumbled against the leg of a bar stool, the paths of light lazily calculating the change in Darc’s perception and reflexes.

Fighting multiple opponents required an altering of standard psychological, as well as physical, tactics. Darc scanned the crowd of fighters, doing what he could to keep his gaze level and his eyes focused. He sought the alpha. 

Often, it would be the first person to engage, but in this case, it was a much larger and more aggressive individual who had joined in after the conflict had begun. This individual had tipped his head back toward the ceiling and was howling like a coyote after having broken the nose of another bar patron. 

Darc rushed the alpha from the side, keeping out of the man’s peripheral vision as long as possible. This first engagement would serve two purposes. One, if Darc were successful, defeating the leader would dishearten the other participants, giving Darc a psychological advantage. Two, it would give the streams of logic running in his head an appropriate co-efficient of the delay caused by the consumption of the alcohol. That would allow for the remainder of the fight to continue with a more controlled level of defensive wounds.

Wobbling to the front of the berserker, Darc reached up to grasp the man’s massive shoulders, pulling the fighter’s torso toward him as he thrust his head at the alpha’s nasal bone. This was a move calculated to break the leader’s nose. A broken nose would be highly visible due to the blood. It would also cause the man’s eyes to tear up, making Darc a more difficult target for retaliation.

Unfortunately, Darc misjudged the angle of the attack, hitting the man’s frontal bone instead of the much more vulnerable nasal bone. The result was an approximation of an irresistible force hitting an immoveable object. Both men reeled back, clutching at their heads. The large alpha grunted, shook his head, and focused on Darc. Instead of incapacitating his opponent, Darc had only managed to enrage him.

Perhaps this had not been such a well-thought-out experiment.

And why exactly was he engaging in the fight? Darc assessed the possibility that the alcohol consumption could have influenced every decision he’d made since he began drinking. That assessment was cut short by a fist flying directly at Darc’s right eye.

He attempted to dodge the blow, but moments later was pushing himself off the floor, random splashes of light interfering with the hazy ribbons of logic. Darc’s head throbbed from the impact.

The pain was considerable, even muted by the ethanol in his system.

But the coefficient was now clear. The logic pathways had tracked the delay and the shift in Darc’s ability to take in stimuli. He could now engage with purpose, knowing the strands of gleaming information would support him fully.

The large man and someone else who appeared to be his friend began to charge Darc. Stepping to the side, Darc made sure the large man’s body created an obstacle that would keep his friend from joining in at the same time. Maneuvering to keep his opponents in a straight line kept dangerous triangles from forming, where the angles of attack and defense began to approach the infinite.

Darc allowed the bull-faced alpha to complete his approach, using the coefficient to judge when he should duck. The roundhouse punch that had been aimed at Darc’s temple swung harmlessly over his head, the momentum from the swing putting his opponent off-balance. Darc used the slight stumble to his advantage, jabbing the man in the outer thigh just above the knee, aiming for the nerve there.

The blow must have connected, as the large assailant dropped to his knees. Darc took the time to place another hit squarely to the solar plexus. The man was on the floor and gasping within seconds.

Darc moved through the dark space in front of the bar, weaving through the struggling individuals there, taking out any that appeared to threaten either the Deputy Attorney or his cousin. It was strange, but there was a feeling of immense satisfaction in using his various limbs as weapons to disable his opponents. It was a feeling of being completely in his body, experiencing every moment, every sensation. 

The lines of logic only seemed to heighten it all, instead of pulling him out as they usually did. The softness of the pathways served as an informative background instead of another, harder, more precise universe imposed on the real one.

Dancing his way through the interwoven streets of glowing light, Darc continued to protect his newfound friend until the police arrived.

 


CHAPTER 15

Trying to catch up to Trey and Darc was like bailing water out of a canoe with a sieve, and Mala was getting tired. It had taken five calls and three texts to Trey to finally get a response from him, and when the response came, it was cryptic. Come to the Owl N’ Thistle. Now. I need you.

If it had been from anyone other than Trey, Mala would’ve thought it was a booty call. But if Trey was being cryptic, there must be something pretty desperately wrong. Trey was the kind of guy that couldn’t help but use five words when one would do. So Mala found herself speeding along toward downtown Seattle, hoping that there were no patrol cars around to stop her. Or that if there were, they’d recognize her and let her go with a warning. Right now, with everything that was going on with the DSHS, it was not the moment to start getting speeding tickets.

In fact, if it hadn’t been for the fact that she really needed to get Trey and Darc to write up some statements about Janey’s case, she more than likely would have just headed home without trying to check in with the guys. The meeting with her social worker had drained the life out of her.

But they needed her, and she found that the idea they might be in trouble was rapidly replacing her feelings of lifeless discouragement into something more resembling an adrenaline rush. Knowing those two detectives, they could be in a stand-off with a serial killer in a back alley.

The only thing that kept the panic to a minimum was that the place she was going to was public. Not likely that there was a hostage situation happening in the local pub. Then again, it was Darc and Trey…

Mala stepped on the gas pedal, giving a slight burst of speed to her vehicle. It was a Prius, so the burst was more of a hiccup, but she was going a little bit faster.

Rounding the corner of Marion Street onto Post Avenue, Mala felt her heart sink. There were several squad cars, lights flaring, parked around the bar. A group of people were milling around the entrance, looking confused and angry.

Whatever had happened here, it wasn’t looking good.

There was enough of a barricade happening in front of the bar that Mala felt safe to double-park alongside one of the police vehicles. As she stepped out of her car, a uniformed cop approached her.

“Ma’am, I’m going to need you to step back in your car and—”

Mala held up the identification card that she had gotten from HR the day before. Being a part-time consultant had its perks. The uni bent down to take a closer look, then glanced back up at Mala to match her picture to her face.

“Sorry, Dr. Charan. Come on through.” He waved her into the press of cops and bar patrons, where she spent the next few moments trying not to get jostled too heavily.

Ten seconds later, Trey was at her side. “Hey, Mala. Thanks for coming. We… I…” The detective flapped his hands around in a vague gesture that Mala took to mean that Trey had no idea what to say or do next. The gesture ended in him pointing toward one of the patrol cars. Specifically, at one of the figures sitting half in and half out of the back of the patrol car, the door swung wide.

His head was bent down, but the broadness of the shoulders and the gleam of the skin of his head identified him as Darc. What was odd was the way he was slumped down in the seat… well, that, and the fact that he had handcuffs on.

Mala darted her gaze at Trey, who just shrugged his shoulders. Moving over toward the seated figure, Mala tried to figure out what chain of events could possibly end up in Darc, restrained, sitting slouched over in the back of a police car. The only thing that was coming to mind was the Apocalypse, but seeing as there was no fire raining down from the sky, Mala was keeping that one in reserve.

As she neared Darc, Mala caught a whiff of something. Was that… alcohol? Darc’s head popped up, and Mala gasped. Darc had a lump on his forehead and the beginnings of what looked to be one hell of a shiner. He grinned at her.

“Hello, Mala,” Darc slurred. He patted his pockets, seeming to look for something. After a sloppy search using both of his hands, which were cuffed together, the bald detective pulled what appeared to be a small handwritten card out of his inside jacket pocket. He put the card within two inches of his face, peering at it. Then, putting the card back into his pocket, Darc spoke again.

“You look very beautiful this evening.”

Mala barely took in the compliment, she was so stunned. “What are you doing in the back of a police car? In handcuffs?” She leaned in toward Darc and took a deep breath. “Drunk?”

Another voice from deeper inside the shadowy backseat of the car spoke up. “Is this her? The woman?” A form shimmied its way over toward the light. A blond head and piercing blue eyes peered up at her, framed in a striking face that seemed to be all angles leading down and forward to full lips. “Wow. I can see how this one could mess with your sleep cycle.” He gave her a roguish wink that made her skin heat up.

Darc was mumbling to himself. He refocused his gaze on Trey, who had come up beside Mala. Darc’s face pulled into a scowl. Mala was fairly confident that she had never seen Darc scowl. Or grin, for that matter. What was going on with him?

“It did not work,” Darc muttered at Trey. “And I read it straight from the card.”

Trey made a shushing sound and held up his hands as if to restrain Darc from further speaking. Mala had next to no idea what was going on, but whatever was happening, she wasn’t happy about any of it.

“Does someone want to explain to me what is happening right now?”

“Yeah,” Trey responded, then stopped. “No, actually, there’s too much, and a lot of it was in a dark bar where I couldn’t really see well.”

“I’m sorry,” the blond-headed man in the backseat spoke up. “All of this is my fault. I invited these two detectives to come down to the pub with me to discuss a case we’re working on, and things got out of hand.”

“And who are you?” Mala shot back, not sure what to make of this new addition to the group.

“Oh, right,” Trey put in. “I forgot you two haven’t met. Dr. Mala Charan, this is Deputy Attorney Bryce Van Owen.”

“You’re a prosecuting lawyer?” Mala tried not to allow her surprise to register in her tone, but failed miserably. “And you got into a bar fight?”

“What can I say?” The attorney leveled a lopsided grin at her. “I’m Irish. It’s in the blood.”

“You’re Irish?” Trey seemed more shocked by this information than Mala had been at the fact that he was a deputy attorney and in custody. “With a name like Van Owen? And the whole cheekbones thing you got going on? What the hell kind of Irish are you? I’m Irish. You are not Irish.”

Bryce shrugged, his handcuffs jangling. “It’s on my mom’s side. She’s from the O’Brien clan. Some of the first Irish settlers in Washington.”

Trey pursed his lips. “Well, that explains the pub. And the Guinness. And the redheaded cousin. And the bar fight.” He ticked off the points on his fingers. “But… No, actually, that pretty much explains the entire evening.”

“Yeah, I got the hair—and the bone structure—” the lawyer had the decency to look sheepish at that, “from my stuffy German dad. Everything else comes from me mum.” The last sentence was delivered in an Irish brogue. It changed the entire look of his face. Roughened him up a bit. Mala smiled in spite of herself.

“What is the plan now?” She asked of the group.

Trey glanced around. “I think I saw a couple of friends in and among the unis here. I’m going to see if I can get one of them to cut these two loose.” He snorted. “I hope it works. ‘Cause a detective and a deputy attorney getting arrested for drunk and disorderly will make the evening news. And that would not make Captain Merle happy.” He wandered off in the direction of a group of uniformed officers nearby.

“I drank water,” Darc spoke from in between his knees, where he had rested his head. “I drank a glass of water in between every beer. That should mitigate the effects of the dehydration common with alcohol consumption.”

“But what on earth made you decide to drink?” Mala could not get over the fact that this was Darc in front of her. Granted, her experience with the autistic detective was not what you would call intimate, but this went against everything she thought she knew of him. Precise, logical to a fault, opposed to anything that might even appear “sloppy.”

“It’s my fault,” Van Owen interjected once more, cutting Darc off before he could speak. “I pressured him into it.”

“My experience with Darc has been that no one pressures him into anything.” Mala replied.

“Yeah, I can see that’s probably true. Fair point.” The attorney flipped his blond hair up on his forehead with a flick of his neck. “I think he was just stressed out and trying to unwind.”

“It was you,” Darc growled from in between his legs. “I drank because of you.”

Mala had no idea what to make of that at all. Was Darc speaking to her or to Van Owen? She opened her mouth to speak, but was saved from having to respond by Trey returning with a police officer in tow.

“Okay, gents, Officer Duncan here is going to spring you.” Trey waved the officer toward the two men in the backseat. “And let this be a lesson to you, Darc. Leave the drinking to the professionals.” He shook his head. “Wow. I sounded just like my mom. That is so not all right. Your fault, Darc. Your fault.”

Darc nodded his head, and then winced at the sudden movement. It was the closest Mala had ever seen to the tall detective looking meek. He spoke in a low tone.

“I do not think that I will ever repeat this experiment. I found it to be less than effective.”

Effective? And what kind of “experiment” would make this overly-logical, empathetically challenged man decide to get hammered?

It was mystifying, but Mala wasn’t convinced she wanted to know the answer.

* * *

The lines of light buzzed at Darc, expressing their dispassionate annoyance. It was strange, but he had never before noticed any sound emanating from the pathways of logic within his mind. But now that any noise whatsoever made his entire head throb, their vibrations were more than clear. Was it possible they were doing it on purpose?

Even the muted light seemed to pierce into the depths of his mind, causing him to wince in pain. Never before had Darc experienced anything quite as uncomfortable as this, not even when he contracted the influenza and had been sick for two weeks.

As he entered into the main part of the office the next morning, headed toward his desk, everyone came to their feet and began applauding. The wave of sound hit Darc in the forehead and drove him back several meters before the clapping dissolved into knowing chuckles. They were laughing. Everyone in the office was laughing at him.

This was a completely new experience for Darc. He found he did not enjoy it.

“Darc!” Trey called out to him. The sharp call seemed to echo through his head, disrupting the patterns of light within. His partner grinned at him and spoke in an overly solicitous tone. “Oh, hey. Sorry, dude. Was that painful?” Trey turned back to the rest of the officers and detectives gathered around. “All right. Nothing to see here. C’mon. Shoo.” They grumbled as he waved them off. “Here, man.” He handed Darc a cup.

“What is this?” Darc asked, peering down into the container. It was filled approximately one-quarter full with an unidentified clear fluid with a slight orange tint.

“Drink it. It’ll help with the hangover.”

Darc lifted the vessel up to his lips and emptied the contents into his mouth. The fluid burned all the way down his throat. He coughed and almost spat part of the liquid back out.

“What is this?”

“Just deserts, dude. Don’t ever do that again.” Trey glanced over at Darc and must have seen something in his face, as his tone gentled. “Hair of the Dog. Gin and hot sauce, dude. It’ll make you feel better. Promise.”

“Drinking additional alcohol will reduce the effects from drinking alcohol?” The pathways of logic turned inward on themselves, seeking to make sense of this seeming paradox.

“I know. Sounds weird, but it works. Something about the combination of the spice to kick-start your digestion and the alcohol to take your body’s attention away from what you did to it last night. Give it a minute or two and you’ll be feeling lots better.”

This seemed highly improbable to Darc, but if there were anyone to whom he should defer on this topic, it was Trey. They walked side by side over to their desks.

“I’m glad you made it in this morning, Darc,” Trey said. “We just got a call in. There’s been another murder. You up for going out there with me?” He seemed to think for a moment. “On second thought, screw it. I don’t care if you’re up for it. You’re going. Do the crime, serve the time.”

“I did not commit a crime.”

“Depends on how you define crime. Felony? No. But you stepped into misdemeanor territory last night. Drunk and disorderly, remember? And it’s a slippery slope that leads down the path into eternal damnation. Or suspension. One of the two.”

The phone on Trey’s desk rang, and the sound reverberated through Darc’s skull. He clutched at the corner of the desk, doing what he could to remain erect, while Trey snatched up the receiver with a chuckle.

“Keane.” Trey paused, listening. “Hey, yeah. How did you…? You know what, never mind. Just meet us there.” He glanced over at Darc and appeared to rethink. “Actually, give it a few minutes, okay? You got the address? Course you do. What was I thinking?” Trey dropped the receiver in the cradle, wrinkling up his nose. “That was Harris. I swear, that guy seems to know everything that happens in Seattle before it even happens. He’s coming to the crime scene.”

Darc nodded, turning to head back out toward the parking lot. Before he could begin moving in that direction, Trey took hold of his jacket and steered him toward a chair next to the desk.

“We’re not going anywhere until we talk this out.”

“There is nothing to discuss.” The paths of light throbbed their agreement. They snaked around Darc’s head, pulling him toward the crime scene, where their logic could unravel the tightly tied knots of a madman. Here there was nothing but fog and mist. Out there, logic reigned, pure and clean.

“Nothing to discuss? Dude, you got drunk last night.” Trey shook his head. “No, you got hammered last night. And then took part in a bar brawl.” Darc’s partner sighed, rubbing his hand over his forehead. “Don’t get me wrong. There’s a part of me that’s impressed. But come on. This is you we’re talking about. Darc, the super detective who never gets emotional about anything.”

The trails of light grew insistent in their urging. This was gray area, not their domain, and as far as they were concerned, a waste of time. “This conversation helps nothing. There is work to be done.”

“Man, if you can’t see that there is work to be done here, you aren’t nearly as smart as you think you are.” Trey breathed out. “I get that this is uncomfortable. But apply that giant brain to this problem. First thing, you’re acting all wonky.”

“Wonky. That is unspecific.”

“Whatever. Weird. Freaky. Irrational. Take your pick. Second, you never do that. Third thing, that means there’s an issue here, right? Don’t you call that, like, a syllogy or something? Dammit. I can never remember that stupid word.”

“Syllogism,” Darc corrected, unthinking. But the threads of logic had picked up the pathway that Trey had, however imperfectly, laid out for them. Darc’s partner was correct in his assessment, even if it had not been a true syllogism. Even though the conclusion lay buried in the haziness of gray emotion, the reasoning that brought Darc to this destination was sound. Trey had exposed a blind spot in the seemingly infallible web of logic.

There was indeed an issue.

“You are correct.”

“I am?” Trey sat back, his face losing all outward expression. “I am. Hey, that never happens.”

“That is not accurate. You are correct seven-point-three percent of the time.”

Trey ran his hand through his hair. “Awesome. You couldn’t possibly just say ‘congratulations’ or something, could you?”

“Would that change the facts?” Darc did not understand Trey’s constant need for validation in this area. Either one was right or one was wrong. This was a quantifiable metric. Congratulating Trey for being right was akin to congratulating a rose for being red. It would remain red regardless of the well wishes.

“You know what? Forget it.” Trey muttered.

“It is unlikely that I will forget. And if you are using that phrase in the connotative sense of ‘do not worry about it,’ rest assured that I am not.” 

“Seriously,” Trey groused. “Are you trying to pick a fight with me? We were just getting somewhere good, and now you’re off quantifying and measuring again.”

Was that accurate? The idea of staying with the emotional side of this problem was uncomfortable. It was conceivable that Darc was seeking comfort in the soothing glow of the threads of logic with which he was constantly surrounded. 

“That is also correct. I am having difficulty identifying this issue, as it falls outside of any logical analysis I can make.”

Trey waved his hands back and forth in front of his face. “Whoa. Hold the phone. You’re saying I was right two times in a row? That really never happens.” Trey held up a finger, cutting off what Darc had been about to say. “Stop. I don’t want to hear the percentages this time.” His finger remained poised until Darc closed his mouth. “So, what are we going to do about this?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

Darc moved down the points as the streams of logic laid them out. “I am unable to self-diagnose, as I cannot see the area that is the issue. You are not qualified to diagnose the problem, or treat it if once you do discover it. Mala is not here. There is a crime scene that needs our immediate attention. Therefore, we do nothing for the time being.”

“But that means you have to listen to me.” Trey had folded his arms across his chest. An indication of intransigence, or perhaps his partner’s body temperature had dropped.

“I always listen to you,” Darc replied.

“No, you always hear me. Those are two completely different things. What I’m saying is, if you’ve got some unidentified personal issue that’s affecting your work, you need to trust me when I tell you something’s wrong. And maybe even follow my advice.” Trey spread his hands, mimicking a scale with balancing arms on either side. He lifted one hand. “This is reason. You’re top banana here, and I’ll always trust what you say about it.” Then he lifted the other. “This is emotion. And you gotta pay attention to me when we’re there.”

As filled with discomfort as this situation might be, Darc could see that Trey’s reasoning in this regard was clearer than his own. Darc nodded, submitting to the lines of logic that wove their way between them both, tying the two men together. They needed one another in order to keep Darc’s issues from tainting their work.

Trey seemed to take in the nod, his forehead creasing. “You just agreed to trust me. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.”

On the outside, it would more than likely appear that Darc also did not know how to respond. But on the inside, the glistening fibers of light were dripping globs of color, bleeding their gleaming from one strand to the next, occasionally pooling on the floor of the mental space that was their playground.

Inside, Darc was weeping.

 


CHAPTER 16

It had all been Popeye’s idea. 

Well, maybe that wasn’t true. Not exactly. It had been Janey’s idea, but Popeye was the one who told her to do it. Usually Janey tried to be super good, but being super good right now didn’t seem like such a good thing. Being super good would make the grown-ups think that they knew what Janey was supposed to do. They kept saying stuff like that. I know you’re scared, Caitlyn, but this is the best thing for you. They didn’t even know that her real name was Janey now. Dumbos.

Janey wasn’t supposed to use words like that, but it was the only thing she could think of.

Popeye and Janey had talked it over on the way to the first place. Not talking like people could hear. That would be silly. The lady that took her away from Darc would have heard, and then they never could have made the plan. That lady probably would’ve taken Popeye away from her, and even though Popeye was really naughty sometimes, Janey didn’t want him to be taken away.

So they talked quiet. On the inside. Like the inside voice that Mommy used to tell Janey to use when it was Saturday morning and Mommy and Daddy were sleeping. But even quieter.

She had put all her clothes in the trash bag that the lady gave her. A big, black one, like the ones that Daddy would fill with grass when he mowed the lawn in the summer. All of her clothes and things stuffed into a bag.

But Janey never took her clothes out of the bag. Not even once.

Because Popeye and she had a plan.

They were going to get out of this stupid place where the kids were mean and the room smelled like a hospital and everybody talked to her like she was dumb. She wasn’t dumb. Just because she didn’t want to talk didn’t mean she was dumb.

She could talk. She had called out to Darc. Yelled his name when the lady was dragging her away. The lady was stinky. Okay, that wasn’t very nice, but she shouldn’t have taken her away from Darc. That was just mean.

So Popeye and Janey had come up with something good. Well, it was bad, really, but it was going to get Janey back to Darc and Mala, so it was good, right? 

When she got to the first house, she had seen a big fish tank with lots of fish inside, swimming around. All the kids liked the tank, and Janey could maybe even see why, even though the fish seemed kinda bored. They were pretty, but all they did was swim around and around until it made her a little dizzy. 

Popeye agreed with her. Those fish were so, so, so bored. So, when all the kids were asleep that night, Janey snuck down and took them out of the tank. She filled up the tub in the bathroom and put all the fish inside. They did seem to swim faster then.

The next morning, yells broke out in the bathroom and by the tank at almost the same time. Janey had made sure she got her arm wet all the way up to her shoulder when she moved the fish, so when the grown-ups started looking around to see who did it, they knew it was Janey.

Then she found out that the other kids didn’t like Popeye. Not only did they not like him, they were scared of him. Janey thought that was silly, so she introduced them all to Popeye. Really close, so they could see him good.

They didn’t like that much.

She got moved to the second house that afternoon.

The second place needed decorating, so she used her red and black crayons all over the walls. By the time the other kids started screaming and crying at the pictures she’d drawn, Janey was on her way to the third place.

They tried to give her “vitamins.” Please. She wasn’t stupid. When the grown-ups caught her running around pinching the other kids in their beds later that night, she was on to her fourth home. She hadn’t pinched them that hard, the babies. She felt a little bad about that one.

But the next place had a hamster, and Popeye told her the hamster wanted to be free. So she let him go outside, but then smeared ketchup on her hands. The grown-ups hadn’t been very happy with her after that.

The fifth place needed to have its floors watered. They looked really thirsty. All it took was plugging up all the toilets and flushing them all a bunch of times.

The sixth place tried to give her lots more vitamins. They even watched her while she was supposed to swallow them. But Janey was smarter than that. She just kept the pills in her hands until they left the room. When they’d found her running away with her garbage bag full of clothes, they’d just looked at each other and picked up the phone.

Now she was stuck in the seventh place. It had only been a couple of days since the first one. She wondered if her Mommy and Daddy would be mad at her, or if they would be proud. Darc would be happy. Janey wasn’t sure about Mala. She thought Mala would be happy, too, because Mala wanted Janey to be with her. But she didn’t know for sure quite yet.

This was the worst place so far. They locked her in her room, so Janey had started banging her hands against the door and slamming her body against the ground. She was careful to make sure she didn’t get too hurt, but the grown-ups got scared looks on their faces and then took her to a room that had lots of mats and pillows on the floor so she couldn’t hurt herself.

So, she did the only thing she could do. She pulled out her markers and started drawing all over herself. Red, black, and a little bit of orange. Those seemed to be colors that grown-ups didn’t like.

She was in the middle of painting a mouth with lots of pointy teeth on her arm when a man from the house opened the door.

“Caitlyn, there’s someone here to see you.”

It was Mala.

Janey grinned through the red and black ink on her face. Mala stretched out her hands and Janey ran and gave her a huge hug and it felt like Mala would never ever let go of her ever ever. It felt so good.

Mala was happy.

Janey had done a good job.

Popeye started complaining then, but Janey patted his head and told him it was okay. He had done a good job, too.

They both had.

* * *

It had been a little bit of a shock, seeing Janey like that. Mala had an idea of what had been happening since Janey had been taken to the first home, but when she came into the impromptu padded room and saw Janey covered in ink, Mala wondered just how troubled this little girl was. Mala would have sworn that Janey was not the kind of girl who could do the things the social worker had detailed in the blunt text she had sent Mala late last night.

But when Janey’s face lit up, Mala could think of nothing more than getting this precious little one out of here as fast as humanly possible. When Janey ran to her and buried her face in Mala’s waist, a suspicion started worming her way into Mala’s mind. It wasn’t possible, of course. Janey was a smart and capable girl, but there was no way that she… Was there?

But as Janey grabbed up her garbage sack of belongings, the suspicion grew into a distinct possibility. Janey hadn’t unpacked. As far as Mala had been informed, Janey had been there most of the day yesterday, and all of the previous night. Why hadn’t she put her clothes away?

Janey scooped up her ratty bear from off the bed. The bear looked at Mala out of his lopsided eyes, the green stitching of his patched wound almost florescent against the tattered brown fur of the rest of his body.

The head of the group home, who had identified himself as William Nagle, had done what he could to keep the chitchat to a minimum. “You will, of course, need to keep giving her the medicine that’s been prescribed to her.” He handed Mala several bottles, all of which contained various drugs intended to calm her down. She took the vials without comment. Wow. When Mala had guessed that Janey was being sedated, she’d had no idea how bad it had really been. How was Janey still upright?

Mr. Nagle set down the paperwork Mala needed to sign, then nodded once before exiting the room. He didn’t say goodbye to Janey.

As for Janey, she hadn’t stopped smiling since Mala walked in. Mala hadn’t had time to notice it before, but Janey had a dimple on the left side of her face that only showed up when her smile was full. 

The dimple was in full evidence right now.

Mala reached down and took Janey’s empty hand. But when she made contact, she found the delicate hand she clasped wasn’t quite as empty as Mala had thought. There, grasped in Janey’s palm, were about fifteen pills. Mala couldn’t tell from just looking, but her guess was that they corresponded to the bottles Mr. Nagle had given her.

On purpose. Janey had done it all on purpose.

Mala couldn’t help it—she started laughing. It was the kind of laughter that took over her entire body. Bending down to get on the little girl’s level, Mala took Janey in her arms and gave her a huge hug.

“I am so proud of you,” Mala whispered in her ear. “But don’t you ever try to pull that stuff on me.” She winked at the tiny girl in her arms. Janey’s grin somehow managed to stretch even wider across her face.

It was amazing how much she could come to love this damaged creature in such a short period of time. If someone had asked her a few weeks ago if she would be willing to turn her life upside down like this, she would probably have said no. Now, she couldn’t think of any option that would keep Janey out of her life.

And somehow, the fact that Janey had made the choice to misbehave in order to get back to Mala made it all just… click. She was doing what had to be done. Because, for better or for worse, they belonged together. Mala knew that with a certainty.

Janey was hers.

And she—for now and forevermore—was Janey’s.

* * *

As Trey stepped out of the Land Rover and into the ever-present gray mist that was a Seattle morning, he spotted the FOX news van and groaned. Seriously, how did this woman seem to know how to get to a crime scene even before the cops did? Trey had called her a barracuda before. Now he was reconsidering. Barracudas came off nice when placed next to Charity King. 

“Detective Keane!” The pretty reporter waved, looking for all the world like she’d just caught sight of her lunch. “Would you like to comment on this serial killer who has Seattle quaking in fear?”

Please. Any large city usually had at least a couple of serial killers operating at any given moment. The only difference here was that the victims weren’t the invisible—prostitutes or the homeless.

Not that he was about to say that on camera. “No comment.”

“No comment?” Ms. King pressed, her teeth bared in a vicious mockery of a smile. “No comment on the third brutal slaying in the space of less than a week? No comment on the fact that the man you have in custody is clearly not the killer?”

She was good. Trey had to give her that. She managed to say exactly the right thing to set his teeth on edge and make him want to fire back something witty. But anything at all would be an admission in one way or another, and he wasn’t about to go back to face Merle after speaking to a reporter about an open case—with a camera in his face. That wasn’t just stupid, it was career suicide.

Plus, there was a certain amount of satisfaction to be gleaned from seeing the look of frustration on Charity King’s face as Trey pushed past the cameraman and stated once more, “No comment.”

And why was it that no one ever bothered to question Darc? His partner was trailing behind him, but there was no attempt by either Ms. King or her camera operator to stop the bald man. Trey had to figure out how Darc pulled that off. Was it something in his expression? Or did his partner just radiate some scent that confused his predators?

Trey turned his attention to the Tudor-style home where he and his partner were headed. They were in the Capitol Hill area of Seattle, another area of wealth—and power. The registered homeowner here was a Mr. Kyle Carson, one of Seattle’s highest-paid defense lawyers. According to the office scuttlebutt, Carson had gotten off more criminals than the rest of the top ten defense lawyers combined. He worked most often for the high-end drug dealers, and it was an open secret that he was in the pocket of the Colombian cartel Norte del Valle.

As Trey and Darc neared the door, it swung wide and out rolled Bill Harris. Bill always managed to look like he was walking on the deck of a ship instead of on solid ground. He must have been a sailor in a previous life. Or a pirate. Yeah. Bill would definitely have been a pirate.

“Hey!” Bill called out. At Trey’s side, Darc winced. It was a smaller reaction than he’d had back at the precinct, but Trey felt a surge of almost parental satisfaction in the response. That’d teach him.

“Hey, Bill.” Trey took pity on his partner and muted his response. “What’ve we got in there?”

“Dunno. Unis wouldn’t let me into the room where the body was.” He turned to look over his shoulder and called into the house. “Jerk-offs!” Turning back around, he gave Trey a sheepish grin. “Sorry, man. That wasn’t really a what-would-Jesus-do moment, was it?”

“Don’t stress about it. The uniforms like the abuse. Why else would you ever become a cop?” Trey motioned for Bill to precede them into the house. As Trey stepped over the threshold, he could barely take in what he was seeing. The place looked like the Rococo age had thrown up all over the house. Everything was gilded and ornate, with mirrors facing one another all the way down the entryway.

Trey glanced back to make sure Darc was following, and so managed to catch the tall detective’s reaction as he entered the space. He recoiled, his gaze darting from one side of the mirrored hallway to the other. Trey felt the stirrings of sympathy deep within him. It was hard enough to take it in as he was. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like with a hangover.

The hallway opened up into a great room with a vaulted ceiling with… was that a mural painted on the ceiling? Really? Who was this guy? Seriously. Who painted cherubs on their ceiling?

In the corner of the great room was a uniformed cop standing guard in front of a spiral staircase that led up to the second story. He caught sight of the motley group coming in and trotted over to meet them.

“Vic’s upstairs in his office. It’s not pretty.” He looked past Trey to Bill, who was standing behind him and off to one side. “And sorry about your friend there. Captain’s cracking down on visitors to crime scenes.”

“No worries… Gutierrez, isn’t it?” Trey asked. The officer nodded. “Just know that Bill here is working with us on this case. I’ll talk to the captain about it. Make sure he knows.” He thrust his chin toward the upstairs. “And as for being pretty… they never are.”

“Yeah. Guess not. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Trey did a double take at that. It wasn’t like the uniforms to comment all that much on the crime scenes. There was usually some amount of competition in the department as to which cop was the most stoic when it came to the murders.

It must be bad.

Trey worked his way past the C.S.I. unit members who were busy taking pictures, dusting for prints and putting things into little baggies. From long experience, Trey knew how important their work was, but sometimes it just seemed like they were bees swarming around their hive. You knew they made honey. You knew they pollinated plants. But you still didn’t love having them around most of the time.

And then Trey walked into the office and forgot all about the crime scene guys.

This was just nasty.

The first thing Trey saw as he entered the room was a hand. A well-manicured hand that was not attached to anything else. It was resting in a large pool of blood on the top of the desk, right next to a wicked-looking black knife and a cell phone. The phone made sense. After all, the guy was a lawyer. But the knife? That was an odd thing to see in a house like this. Mr. Kyle Carson didn’t seem to be the type of guy to collect knives or guns or stuff like that.

The next thing that Trey noticed was how utilitarian this room was, compared with the rest of the house. Everything was stark and square. Utilitarian lines, Spartan décor, a lack of any gilding whatsoever. It was like the guy who worked in this office and the guy who lived in the rest of the house had nothing in common, and if they did chance to meet, they wouldn’t get along well at all.

The desk was a squat monstrosity that looked like it had been made out of pure steel. Without even touching it, Trey could tell that trying to lift that sucker would probably give him a hernia.

The blood wasn’t just contained to the desk. There were spatters all over the walls, the highest concentrations seemingly on one side of the room. The only spot that was clean was directly behind the desk.

So… lots of blood, but where the hell was the body?

And then, moving forward, Trey saw it. The victim was slumped behind the desk, the chair pushed out to one side. The middle drawer had been removed, leaving a sturdy metal crossbeam exposed. A pair of handcuffs kept one of the man’s arms attached to the crossbar, holding the body up in a strange half slumped over, half squatting position. There was a second, empty set of cuffs at the body’s feet, covered in blood.

Turning around, Trey caught sight of Darc, who seemed to be clenching his fists at his side. Yikes. That wasn’t a good sign. He hadn’t seen Darc do that since the stuff with Father John. His head was cocked to the side, and he appeared to be listening, his brow furrowed into deep grooves.

“Any idea what happened here?” Trey asked the general air.

Strangely enough, Bill was the one to answer him. “Don’t know what happened, but I might know when it happened. I was working a divorce case for this guy’s law firm. I don’t do too much for these guys. They have ties to Norte del Valle, the Colombian drug cartel. But this seemed like a pretty straightforward infidelity thing. Right up my alley. Anyway, I had some information for him, but no one at the office knew where he was. They’ve been trying to get ahold of Mr. Carson here since late afternoon yesterday. So I finally said I’d go out and see if he was home. This is what I found.”

The M.E., the pompous Dr. Hutchinson, lifted his head from where he was examining the body. “That fits with what I’m seeing here.”

“And what are you seeing, Doc?” The M.E.’s face squished up, looking like he’d sucked on a lemon. Oh, right. He hated it when Trey called him ‘Doc’. “Anything worth sharing? Doc?” Sometimes, Trey just couldn’t help himself.

“Well,” said the doctor, after a long pause and an intense glare in Trey’s direction. “I’m always hesitant to say much before the body’s on my table…”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t jump to conclusions, blah, blah… Not good to taint our perceptions, yada, yada… C’mon, Doc. Just give us whatcha got.”

The M.E. took in a deep breath, held it for a moment, then released on what felt like a slow ten count. When he was done, he gave Trey a smile that didn’t reach his eyes and continued as if there had been no interruption.

“…But I can tell you that the victim shows another mark in the forehead, just like the others.”

“Show me.” Darc stepped forward, his gaze intent. He looked down at the symbol pointed out by the examiner. It was a series of three capital Y shapes, connected by a bar across the top. “That is the Babylonian symbol—”

“For the number three,” Trey interrupted. “Yeah. Even I can figure that one out. Not like our killer was really trying to confuse anyone on that count.” Weird. This one didn’t seem to fit in with the Seven Deadly Sins at all. At least not that he could see. He’d talk to Darc about it later. And maybe Mala. 

Trey stared down at the corpse. One hand, the right one, was still intact and keeping the body chained to the desk. The other was a bloody stump. 

“What was the cause of death?”

The M.E. held up a finger. “Again, I can’t be—”

“Jeez, man, we get it. Just spit it out.” Holy cow, this guy could be tiresome.

“It appears the victim died from exsanguination from the loss of the hand.” Even that amount of speculation seemed to stick in the examiner’s craw. “The knife on the desk appears to be what was used to sever it.”

“Hold on.” Trey looked to the knife on the desk and then down to the bloody wrist. “You mean he...? With the…? Whoa.”

Bill moved closer to the desk, peering intently at the knife. “That’s a Yarborough.”

“That’s a whozit?”

“A Yarborough. It’s a knife that’s given to a member of the Special Forces when they graduate.” The private investigator pointed to the black blade. “See that serial number—SF 0127? That means it’s the one hundred twenty-seventh blade sold to someone from the Special Forces when they started selling them again in 2010. If there were no SF in front of the number, it would be one of the ones that was given out at the graduation ceremony.”

“How did you know that?” Trey asked.

“I was Special Forces. Served in Afghanistan back in 2004.”

“Hold the phone. You were Special Forces?” Trey’s eyes felt like they were bugging out of his head. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“It was almost ten years ago, Trey.” Bill’s face was studiously blank. “I don’t like talking about it much, and it never came up.”

“Yeah. Okay, I get that.” Trey tried to move off the topic, but then had a burst of inspiration. “Wait a sec. That serial number. We could track down who it belonged to, right?”

Bill looked uncomfortable at that. “Well, it’s possible, I suppose. Most of the Special Forces guys keep their blades close, but I guess one of them could have sold it. Maybe. We all know they can be tracked. I know exactly where mine is.” He stopped talking, looked down at the knife, and gave a sigh. “Might be worth tracking it down.”

“You don’t think our killer could be Special Forces?” Trey queried.

Bill raised his head from his examination of the instrument of death on the desktop. His face was a mask of warring emotions.

Waving his hand, Trey brushed off his own suggestion. “Forget I mentioned it.”

“No, you’re right. It could have been.” Bill shuddered, his eyes distant. “Afghanistan was rough on the best of us. It could have gotten under someone’s skin. Cracked ‘em up. Sure.”

“Okay. Well, it’s worth a shot.” Trey whipped out his notepad and started jotting down the serial number, feeling like a real detective for once. He never used his notepad.

“Hey.” Bill held up a hand to stop Trey. “You mind if I check this one out? Since I kinda have a personal connection to it?”

“Uh,” Trey uttered, nonplussed. It probably wasn’t completely kosher, but it seemed to mean a lot to Bill. Couldn’t hurt, right? He sighed and put his notepad away, unused. “Sure. Go ahead.”

Trey glanced around the rest of the room, trying to find an avenue of investigation that no one else would want to snatch away from him. Darc hadn’t moved since he came into the room. He continued to stare at the body, his entire frame tensed up. It was a look Trey had seen before, and it wasn’t one that boded well. That, combined with Darc’s volatile emotional state, made for what Trey was pretty sure was the equivalent of a nuclear warhead on a countdown.

“Darc,” Trey called out to his partner. “Hey, buddy. You doing okay?”

“All wrong,” Darc croaked, then seemed to snap out of his stupor. “The phone.”

Man, Trey hated it when Darc got all cryptic on him. At least this one wasn’t all that hard to figure out. “Phone. Right. Hey!” Trey yelled to one of the C.S.I. guys. “Once you’re done dusting the phone for fingerprints and whatever else you’re going to do to it, could you pull up the last few numbers dialed?”

This was a good lead. From Bill’s reaction, the knife might end up being a dead end. It was unlikely someone from Special Forces would use a knife in a murder, knowing it could be tracked. So, it had probably been sold or stolen, and Trey wasn’t sure he wanted to meet the guy with big enough stones to steal from a Green Beret.

So, the phone might just end up being the thing that led them to their guy.

 


CHAPTER 17

The lines were tangled. They snarled and snared, binding around one another, hissing and spitting in their frustration at not finding their proper space.

And they would not go. As much as Darc coaxed and urged, they would not settle. Would not coalesce. Their constant refusal sapped at his strength, leaving him brittle. Emptied out. A false construct of light and logic that appeared solid but would fall apart at the slightest push.

Darc walked behind Trey as they left the crime scene. Behind. Constantly behind. He had always trailed his partner in social and emotional connection. That had never been a question. But now he was falling behind physically. Mentally.

Trey’s shoulders were squared, his walk purposeful. The easy, rolling gait that seemed to flow with the terrain was absent, swallowed up in a seeming sense of responsibility and duty. Darc knew that feeling, the feeling of burden that he had welcomed as a part of himself.

But now Darc knew it was not. It had never been. It had been a mission, a goal, a calling. A calling shared by and supported through the intricate interlacing web of glistening information in Darc’s mind. With it gone or hidden, Darc could now see that it was no part of him. Simply a task he had taken up at one time.

What had taken its place? Darc could still feel some part of that urgency, that drive to track down the killer. The pathways inside continued to spiral and snake inside of him, looking for the correct arrangement that would bring enlightenment. And yet…

And yet.

Darc was still behind.

The ever-present reporter stalked toward them, her heels clicking against the pavement of the sidewalk. Her camera operator struggled to keep up with the woman, dodging around, apparently seeking a proper angle to film his footage.

“Are you ready to admit that there has been a cover-up at the department?” The woman started in without a preamble.

“Wow. Cover-up. That’s new.” Trey pushed past her without slowing, weaving his way around the cameraman.

“What else would you call it when there is a man in jail for these crimes that are still continuing?”

“No comment.” Trey spared a single glance in the direction of the reporter. “And please. Just let us do our jobs.”

Do their jobs. A simple statement. One that Darc could not conceive of uttering. Ever. A statement almost eloquent in its banality and straightforwardness. And yet, at least in Darc’s case, it was not true.

Analyzing his performance since the beginning of this assignment, Darc had contributed next to nothing. Trey had made a remarkable attempt to fill the void left by Darc’s negligence. Darc’s partner had done some solid detective work, worthy of any bearer of the gold detective badge.

The same could not be said of Darc.

For the times when Trey had less to offer in the way of solid police work, he had more than compensated by caring for Darc in his moments of crisis, when Darc would push himself beyond his physical limits in pursuit of the solution. He had also found ways to make himself valuable socially, navigating waters that Darc could never hope to swim. His network of friends, colleagues and informants had been of incalculable worth over the years.

But with Darc lagging behind on the deductive process, what else did he offer?

Darc opened the passenger-side door to the Land Rover and climbed in, slamming the door behind him. A stray stream of light caressed his cheek, whispering of the vectors involved in that simple motion. The amount of acceleration needed to overcome the inertial forces acting on the door. The push of the foot against the pavement to propel his body upward. A simple act, yet filled with hidden pressures and meanings.

Identical to the murders. Identical to Darc’s own emotional landscape.

Something inside Darc clicked. He could not identify what it was, but a thread settled into place, clearing a space in which Darc could work.

When taken as a whole, the emotional barrage assaulting Darc seemed overwhelming. But it was all excessively simple.

Darc was a detective, first and foremost. It was what he did. It was what he was. Without his detective work, his life would have no rationale. Regardless of the fact that this should have been gray emotional territory, it was a point on which the lines of logic agreed. Darc belonged here.

He was currently not doing exemplary work. His work had begun to deteriorate when he allowed romantic thoughts of Mala to interfere with the logical web within him.

Mala was not the problem. His response to Mala was the issue.

While it was true that Mala had been caught up recently in her attempts to recover Janey, she had still managed to contribute significantly more than Darc. The problem was specific to Darc.

Turning to Trey, Darc reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved the notecards—the ones that Trey had written for Darc to aid in his pursuit of Mala.

“I will no longer be needing these.”

Trey darted a glance at Darc’s face, then down at the cards. “What? Keep ‘em. I worked hard on those.”

“I will no longer attempt to interact with Dr. Charan on a romantic level.”

“Dr. Charan? What?” Trey took his eyes off the road and gave Darc what appeared to be a searching look. “What’s going on?”

“I have allowed thoughts of Dr. Charan to distract me in an unprofessional manner. I wish no further such distractions. Therefore, I will no longer pursue the doctor.”

Letting out a big breath, Trey turned his attention back to the road. “Okay. I can’t say I don’t know what you’re talking about. Fact is, you’ve been pissing me off. Royally.” 

Darc nodded, satisfied. This was emotional territory, and the fact that Trey seemed to agree with him allowed Darc a certain level of strange comfort.

Then Trey shrugged. “Do what you gotta do. But. Don’t rule it out completely, okay? Let’s get through the case, but then after, you can see. All right?” He pointed to the cards in Darc’s outstretched hand. “Put those away.”

Darc’s comfort vanished. The certainty he had found in his web of glowing pathways shattered into a million points of gloaming. The yes-and-no answers made sense to him. This “wait and see” suggestion from Trey was uncomfortable. Painful.

And yet, Darc took the cards and placed them back in his pocket. And as he put the rules of dating away for safekeeping, some part of him breathed a sigh of utter relief.

* * *

The first order of business had been to get Janey home and get her cleaned up. Mala drew a bath for her, making sure the water was warm but not hot, then left the little girl to scrub off the ink that had so frightened the leader of the last group home.

Mala left the door to the bathroom open so that she could keep an ear out for Janey. She was old enough to bathe herself, and at least for the moment, Mala wanted to give Janey as much space as she could while keeping her safe. But there was no way Mala was going to lessen her vigilance. She knew from experience just how fast Janey could move when she was motivated.

Chuckling again at the tactics Janey had employed in getting out of the group homes, Mala took the garbage sack into the room that she had decorated for Janey. The feel of the black plastic bag under her fingers stopped her mirth dead in its tracks. 

The fact that these children were forced to carry their belongings as if they were garbage was not lost on Mala. The system had so many flaws it almost seemed worthwhile to scrap the whole thing and start anew. But without that very system, Mala would not have been able to bring Janey home with her. Such a mix of strong opposing feelings.

Because of her ties with the police department, Mala had been able to obtain all of the trappings from Janey’s room in her previous home. Pink curtains, pink bedding, even a pink princess dress-up outfit. Mala had taken it all and made up the room to be as close to what Janey had before as possible. She wanted Janey to feel as comfortable as she possibly could.

Taking the clothes out of the sack, Mala began folding them up and placing them in the dresser by Janey’s bed. She was only three shirts in when she heard a noise from the bathroom. The splashing had stopped, but there was another sound.

A sound of choking.

Mala rushed out of the bedroom and into the bathroom, running at top speed. She skidded to a halt in time to see Janey wiping tears out of her eyes. She wasn’t choking.

She was crying.

“Oh, sweetie. Oh, Janey. Come here.”

Mala knelt down and took Janey in her arms, soaking her clothes in the process. She didn’t care in the slightest. Janey sobbed into her shoulder, her small form shaking from the strength of her cries.

“I’m so sorry, Janey. I’m so sorry. I never should have left you alone. I just wanted to get your room ready.”

Janey pulled back from the embrace, wiping the tears from her cheeks again as she shook her head in negation. No? What was she saying no to?

“I don’t understand, honey. You don’t want me to make up your room?”

Another shake of the head. That wasn’t it. It wasn’t the fact that Mala had left her alone. It wasn’t her fixing up the room.

“You’re scared to be here? It’s all new to you?”

Janey’s lips flattened into a straight line and she cocked her head. No, that clearly wasn’t it either. Janey began drawing in the bubbles of her bath. A detective’s badge.

Ah. There it was. Of course.

“Okay, Janey. Let’s get you scrubbed clean and dressed, and then we’ll go find Darc. Does that sound good?” Mala would never admit it to Janey, but it stung a little that she was so desperate to see the detective.

Janey nodded and started soaping herself up again. Mala went to stand up, ready to start in again on Janey’s room. But before she could push herself off her knees, Janey’s hand shot out and grasped the hand with which Mala was balancing herself against the tub. Janey grabbed her hand and shook her head. She pointed at the floor.

Don’t go.

So, Mala sat and helped Janey scrub off the marker. And as the stains came off, the sting of Janey’s connection with Darc subsided and eventually disappeared. Somehow, the fact that Janey wanted her near made any competitive feelings with Darc seem just petty.

* * *

“You’re sure?” Trey asked, surprised.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Bill answered him. He’d called Trey an hour after Trey and Darc had gotten back to the precinct building. Trey had still been waiting for C.S.I. to get back to him about the last number from the cell phone on the desk when Bill’s call came. 

Bill had managed to track down the owner of the blade lickety-split. It had belonged to a Sergeant Greg Maxwell who was living here in Seattle, but it had been stolen from him within the last two months. So, it appeared their killer had some pretty massive stones, after all.

“He filed a report about the theft?”

“Yeah,” Bill grunted. “He seemed to be genuinely pissed off that it had happened. I know I’d be if it happened to me.”

“All right. We might want to bring him in, just in case, but it sounds like a dead end for the moment. Let me know if anything else pops from it.” Trey hung up the phone, musing about a serial killer that wasn’t afraid to tweak the nose of a Green Beret. This case just kept getting better and better. Three murders down and no solid leads in sight.

And Darc didn’t seem to be stepping up his game, no matter what kind of “epiphany” he’d had back in the car. Once Trey had convinced him to put his notecards away, he’d sunk into a stiff silence.

Okay, maybe telling Darc to put the Mala thing on hold was the wrong answer, but Trey knew what he had seen developing between those two. And as much as he kind of wanted to punch Darc in the nads right now, he wanted his partner to be happy. Eventually Darc would figure out a way to integrate his savant abilities and his love life, right? Trey couldn’t help but think that the emotional softening that came from being in a relationship would be a positive thing. You know, after the dating part.

Because it wasn’t a positive thing right now, clearly.

Darc sat hunched over his computer, his shoulders almost vibrating from the tension in them. That couldn’t be comfortable. If Trey didn’t think his partner would freak out the masseuse, he’d get Darc a massage. The thought of Darc naked on a table created an image so ridiculous, he couldn’t help but laugh.

Darc’s head popped up, and Trey’s partner glared in his direction. Trey turned his laugh into a cough, hoping it was a good enough cover.

“So, any thoughts come out of that information factory of yours? Any ideas of where to go next?” Trey asked.

“No. There is something amiss.”

“Yeah, you told me. Mala.”

Darc shook his head. “Something else. The paths are… not cooperating.”

“Yeah, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Trey responded. Darc opened his mouth to reply when two figures rounded the corner, a tall and shapely woman with dusky skin with a tiny blonde figure clutching a ragged bear at her side.

When Janey saw Darc, she pulled her hand out of Mala’s and darted straight at him. She skidded to a stop in front of the seated detective, grinning into his face. She held out her bear to Darc, who solemnly took the bear and looked him over, then handed him back to Janey. He nodded at the girl, who nodded back. Their greeting ritual completed, Janey rushed around the desk to give Trey a hug.

“You’re back!” Trey cried out. Janey pulled back from the hug and nodded her head as if she was trying to make it separate from her spine. She perched herself on the edge of Trey’s desk and looked around the space, completely at home.

“Sorry. I tried to talk her out of it, but she really wanted to see you two,” Mala apologized, a smile on her face.

“Us two? Oh, you mean Darc.” Trey reached out and tickled Janey. She giggled. Trey had never heard a better sound in his entire life.

“I know this probably isn’t the best place for a little girl, but she wanted to be here. And I wanted to get caught up on the case, so…”

“Listen, you never, ever need an excuse to bring Janey in.” Trey reached out and ruffled Janey’s hair. She squirmed away and grinned at him. “As long as you think it’s okay for her, we’re okay with it.” He thought for a second and then murmured. “Besides, she might be able to help us at some point. We still have to find… well, you know.” He gave Mala a significant look, and she returned it. Just because they were working this case didn’t mean they had forgotten about her kidnapper.

Wait a minute.

“Darc. Is it possible that our guy is the same as the one who… you know… did… that… to Mala?”

“I had already considered that possibility,” Darc replied, his tone flat. 

“You considered…? And you were going to let me in on that fact when?” Trey raged.

“It was irrelevant. If the two cases are connected, which they have a greater-than-average chance of being, it will become apparent. Otherwise, it does us no good to make that assumption.”

“Dude. Sharing.” Trey dragged his hand through his hair. “Remember? Sharing. You’re not at your best right now. You have to keep me in the loop.”

“Is something wrong?” Mala asked. “I wanted to ask you about that the other night at the pub.”

Oops. That wasn’t good. Trey wasn’t sure how this whole thing between Mala and Darc was going to work out, but he certainly didn’t want to be in the middle of it when it started to get awkward. Which it would, if he didn’t do a little tap dancing right about now.

“Darc’s been having some trouble since our last case. You know. Kinda messed him up. Both of us, really, but you can’t tell so much with me, ‘cause I’m mostly useless the vast majority of the time.”

“Messed you up in what way?” Mala inquired. That must be the psychologist in her coming out. Trey almost felt like he should be lying in a couch.

“Oh, you know, the usual. Seeing your head floating in a pot. Getting a corpse dropped on your head in a freaky underground church. Having to temporarily kill Janey to keep Seattle from blowing up. Stuff like that.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Mala offered, turning to face Darc. “If it’s affecting your performance, we might want to talk about it.”

“I’m not sure—” Trey began.

“It is not needed. I am fine.” Darc turned back to his screen, which Trey though was an interesting choice, seeing as how it was blank.

“I know that emotional issues are difficult for you to process,” Mala pressed. “But they can hinder your savant capabilities, rendering your mental capabilities useless for all intents and purposes.”

Trey checked to make sure Darc was facing away from him, then waved to get Mala’s attention while he spoke. “That does pretty much describe you to a “T” right now, Darc.” Trey pointed at Mala, then at his own chest, made a forward-circling motion with his finger and mouthed the word later.

The doctor must have picked up what he was putting down, as she immediately backed off. “Well, just know that I am here if you want to talk.”

“Again, that will not be needed,” Darc muttered, then paused and lifted his head from his computer screen. He reached into his jacket pocket, glanced down at what looked like the card Trey had given him in his hand, then looked back up at Mala, making eye contact. “But thank you very much for asking.”

Mala’s jaw dropped.

Trey would have laughed at her expression. There was only one problem with that. He couldn’t. 

His mouth was hanging open, too.

* * *

Mala took Janey with her to grab something from the vending machines. Normally, the idea of having Janey eat pretty much any of the items to be found in those big metal boxes would be laughable, but it was serving a purpose at the moment.

There was some sort of odd tension going on between Trey and Darc, and Mala wanted to get a second away from it. Darc had been showing significant signs that there was something off with him, and Trey had pretty much just confirmed it for her. 

What the issue was, Mala had no idea, but whatever it was, it was hurting Darc’s work. Him getting drunk the other night was probably the equivalent of seeing the tip of an iceberg above the water. It was a blatant manifestation of the underlying problem, but it didn’t even begin to show where the borders of the issues might be.

Besides, Mala was pretty sure she’d seen a machine with fruits and vegetables in it over in the corner. Trey might have no idea it was there, but as long as the food inside wasn’t rotten, she could get Janey a snack while allowing the boys to talk it out.

As Mala walked through the door to the break room, she almost collided with a man headed out the same door. They both took a step back, and then Mala looked again. There was something familiar about him. Blonde hair. Square jaw.

The guy from the other night at the pub. The one who had been sitting in the backseat of the police cruiser with Darc.

“Oh, hey!” The man smiled at her, showing just a flash of his teeth. His very white, very even teeth. In his very chiseled face. This was one attractive man. “Remember me? I’m the guy who almost got your friend arrested.”

“Yes… ah…” Mala groped for his name and then found it. “Bryce, correct? The Deputy Attorney?”

“You remembered! It’s Dr. Charan, right?”

“Please, call me Mala.”

Bryce grinned at her. “Absolutely. It’s a beautiful name.” He glanced down and spotted Janey at her side. “Why, hello there.” He glanced back at Mala. “Your sister?”

“Very charming. No, she’s my foster child.” Mala answered, trying not to blush. The compliment was outrageous, but the intent behind it was flattering. The lawyer knelt down, getting on eye level with Janey. 

“I’m Bryce. What’s your name?”

“Her name’s Janey. She’s not speaking much these days, I’m afraid.”

“Yeah? Good choice. Most people aren’t really worth talking to anyways.” The lawyer grinned and held out his hand to shake Janey’s. Janey hesitated a moment, then darted around behind Mala and buried her face in Mala’s hip. 

“Sorry, Bryce. It’s been a rough few weeks for Janey. Looks like she’s not quite up to meeting anyone new right now.” Mala watched the lawyer closely, monitoring his response to this rejection. How a person handled a situation like this could be telling.

“Hey, no problem. Probably good that she doesn’t take to new people all that well.” He turned his attention back to Janey, who had peeked around Mala’s leg. “Stranger danger, right? And who’s this?” He pointed to the bear in the crook of Janey’s other arm. “Is it okay if I shake his hand, instead?” He waited for Janey to respond. She appeared to think about it for a minute, then stuck her bear out from behind Mala. Bryce reached out and took the bear’s paw in two of his fingers. “Cool bear.” He smiled at Janey again, then pushed himself back up to his feet.

That was… impressive. No hint of defensiveness from Bryce or any kind of push to get Janey to open up. It was pretty much textbook perfect. Mala couldn’t help but respond to the kind of care he was taking with Janey. 

Mala felt a tug at her waist. Janey was urging her away from the lawyer, toward the vending machines. Mala put a hand on Janey’s shoulder, urging her to be patient.

“Well, it was nice to run into you again… under better circumstances.” Mala gave Bryce a knowing grin and began to move toward the vending machines.

“Actually, I’m glad I ran into you,” Bryce replied, shifting slightly to be able to continue the conversation. “You’re working the case with Trey and Darc, right?”

“Um, yes... I am.”

“I’d love a chance to change your first impression of me. Maybe grab a coffee together… no beers, I promise.” He gave her an apologetic grin that Mala found more than a little bit charming.

Charming, and yet… was this even okay? Mala felt certain there must be fraternization rules, or at least guidelines, in the department. This felt like more than a friendly get-to-know-you cup of coffee. And then there was Janey to consider.

“I don’t have a bad first impression of you,” Mala stated, then clarified. “Well, at least not completely. You were willing to accept responsibility for your actions, you didn’t seem to be trying to talk your way out of trouble, and from what Trey told me, you were protecting a relative?”

“Yeah,” Bryce responded, sheepish. “A cousin of mine. Not that being my cousin is that big of a deal. I probably have hundreds of them floating around Seattle.” He gave her a half-grin, half-grimace. “You know us Irish Catholics. We’re like bunnies.” Chuckling, he continued to maintain eye contact with her. The moment stretched out, and then Bryce gave a little shrug. “You know what? I know you must be super busy. Maybe some other time for that coffee.” He smiled at her again before turning to leave.

Now that Bryce was taking her off the hook, Mala realized that she kind of wanted to go. “Actually…”

He turned back. “Yes?”

“Why not? It’ll give us a chance to go over our impressions of the case.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.” He gave her a grin. “Perfect. Say, this afternoon around five-thirty?”

Mala glanced down at Janey. “I need to stay close to Janey the next couple of days. Can we make it next weekend?”

“Sure thing. Or, you know, you could bring Janey with you. I could get her a hot chocolate.” He leaned down to talk to Janey. “Whatcha think? It might be kinda boring, but I bet we can get you some cocoa with marshmallows. Maybe even a cookie.” Bryce looked back up at Mala. “As long as it’s okay with you.”

It seemed like the perfect solution. Janey didn’t seem particularly happy about it, but it would be good to help her begin to socialize again. Why not?

“Okay. This afternoon at five-thirty. There’s a great place just around the corner from my place. I’ll give you the address.” As she wrote down the directions, Mala felt a thrill of both excitement and doubt that she immediately covered over. It was stupid.

It was just a cup of coffee, right?

* * *

Leaving the knife had been a mistake. 

It had been a symbol of honor and trust betrayed that made the death of that parasite so much more resonant. Still, the knife was traceable. And though the servant of the Lord had been careful, it was a potential loose end. Hopefully tied up, but knots could always unravel.

A flush of excitement sent the blood singing through the servant’s veins. Mistakes had been made, yes. But there had been progress, as well. Blindfolds tied around the eyes of the servants of Mammon. Decoys and distractions set to confuse and confound the enemy.

Already that confusion was wreaking havoc between the two detectives. They continued to surpass the expectations of the servant of the Lord, but the seeds of destruction had already been sown.

For thus saith the Lord of Hosts. Consider your ways.

The Lord’s ways had been considered. Weighed. Carefully chosen.

There was nothing that could stop the work from progressing. The heathen nations would fall to their knees, either in confessing their Lord, or in the agony of a painful and humiliating defeat. One way or another, they would bend. They would submit. There was no other choice.

The servant of the Lord felt a smile begin to spread. Happiness is in the Lord, and only in Him. All else is dross.

 


CHAPTER 18

There were some days you wanted to just shoot yourself in the foot. Not because there was anything wrong with your foot, mind you, just because… Well, because you needed to feel something, anything. And to relieve yourself from the never-ending tedium with which you were surrounded.

Trey was having one of those days.

Nothing was working out right. Leads were drying up left and right, and even the leads he still possessed he had no idea what to do with right at the moment.

The knife? Dead end, at least for now. Bringing in the ex-Special Forces guy who had owned the knife before it had been stolen wasn’t a terrible idea. It was just way down the list as far as things to do that would be good possibilities for achieving results were concerned.

And the cell phone left on the desk wasn’t proving to be much better. No prints, of course. Plus, it was a burner phone, which had one call listed. Guess what? The call was from another burner phone. From the timeline the M.E. had given them, the call had come in while the vic was chained to the desk. So, whatever the call had been about, it had probably happened right around the time the hand was being cut off.

Awesome. Might be nice to know where that call had come from. And who had been on the other end of it.

Darc had been staring at his screen pretty much since Mala and Janey had left. There was something off there. Up until now, his partner, even at his worst, was effective. He might be pissing everyone in the general vicinity off. He might be self-destructing at a frightening pace. But he got results.

And right now? Nothing. And Trey had very little clue what was going on.

Okay, sure, the whole Mala thing played into it. That seemed pretty plain. But that didn’t seem like enough to completely derail Darc. Thinking that a woman, even one that seemed to be as perfect for Darc as Mala, could keep Darc from his logical deductions was ludicrous. It was putting a penny on a train track and thinking that it would make the cars jump.

Trey just wished he had some idea of what he could do to help. It was clear that whatever was going on with his partner was not pleasant, but Trey felt like he had both hands tied behind his back. Oh, and was then being asked to tie a complicated knot.

There had only been one other time when Darc had struggled like this. One time in which Trey had seen his partner fight his own abilities, and what had helped him through that period was Mala, the very person who seemed to be giving his partner conniptions.

This was a conundrum.

The fact was, they were stuck. Trey had exhausted his limited resources and detective smarts. He had tested himself against the big bad killer and had come up lacking. No big shocker there, but usually he could count on his partner to swoop in—okay, it was generally more of a brisk stride—to save his bacon.

But the sizzle just continued, and Trey was starting to smell smoke. He looked over at Darc, who might as well be a corpse for all the movement he was making. What could he do? What could anyone do?

And then, out of the blue, Darc spoke. “We need to call Mala.”

“What?” Had Trey heard his partner clearly? “You want to bring Mala in on this?”

Darc turned around, his face blank, his tone level. “Yes. Is that a problem for you?”

“For me?” Trey squeaked.

“Yes, for you. Are you having auditory difficulties?”

“No, no,” Trey rushed to respond. “I just thought that you… Well, because of your… It seemed like maybe…”

“You were concerned that my feelings for Mala would influence my decision as to whether or not we should involve her in the case.” The matter-of-fact quality of Darc’s statement made it seem like he was discussing his grocery-shopping list.

“Um. Yes?”

“That would be an inefficient way to conduct myself during this investigation. I am having difficulties processing the information we have uncovered. My contributions to this case have been limited. Mala is intelligent, but can discuss the social and emotional aspects of the case with you effectively.”

What Darc was really saying was that they needed more brainpower on the case than what Trey had. And Trey was all right with that. He knew that the whole detective thing was not his strong suit. He was a people person. And in that area, he gave even Mala a run for her money.

“Yeah, I think you may be right.” Trey went to pick up the phone, then glanced back at his partner, who had gone still once more. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

Darc peered back at him, expressionless. “No, I am not.”

Trey wasn’t sure which was more disconcerting. Darc’s emotional weakness, or how honest and straightforward he was being about it. Maybe it was all healthy and stuff to be that way, but right now Trey could use some rock-like strength. This admitting-to-weakness shiz just wasn’t working all that well for him.

Now Trey had another thing to worry about—whether or not to get ahold of Mala. Fantastic. At the end of the day, calling Mala in or not could make or break this case. You know, unless Trey could figure it all out on his own. Hardy har har.

Captain Merle rounded the corner and strode down the hall, his face looking like someone had pickled it. That wasn’t cause for concern; his face usually looked something like that. The concern came from the fact that he was here late, and out of his office. He was like a predatory beast out of its ecosystem.—on edge and dangerous.

“Where are we on the case?” Merle asked without preamble.

“Well, we’ve got—” Trey began.

“We’ve got more murders and the beginnings of a cover-up scandal,” the captain cut him off. “When I told you to keep the new leads off everyone’s radar, I intended for you to have this wrapped up as soon as humanly possible. The longer it drags on, the more we end up with egg on our faces.”

Trey didn’t want to bring up the fact that it was the captain himself who had wanted to keep everyone thinking that the Nail Biter was the guy. It wasn’t Trey and Darc’s fault that there was another serial killer out there. Okay, the fact that they hadn’t caught him yet was maybe their fault, but still…

“We’re on it, sir,” Trey answered, doing his best to sound apologetic.

“I hope so,” Merle grumbled, moving off back toward his natural habitat once more. “There are stirrings in the Prosecuting Attorney’s office. And I prefer shaken, not stirred.” Before Trey could even process the James Bond reference, the captain had moved out of earshot.

If the Captain wanted things shaken up, Trey would oblige. Well, at least he’d try to get Darc to oblige.

Same difference, right?

* * *

It was a typical Seattle coffee shop, filled with lots of dark wood shelving and hardwood floors, dim lighting, and hipster patrons. Watching the guys with patchy beards, ironic T-shirts and skinny jeans trying to impress girls with ratty hair, oversized glasses with the lenses popped out, and even skinnier jeans made Mala feel old. And tired.

Because it was a typical Seattle coffee shop, getting a hot chocolate for Janey proved to be a bit more of an issue than any of them had expected. There was a thick European drinking chocolate that looked like the sludge at the bottom of a river, but that didn’t seem like such a great idea. Finally, they settled on a milk steamer with cocoa and hazelnut syrup shots.

There was no way this place would have marshmallows, and Mala hoped that Janey wouldn’t be too ungracious about the lack. She was about to bend down to say something to that effect when Bryce pulled out a baggie filled with the tiny white confections.

“Wasn’t sure they’d have any, so I brought some along.” He winked at Janey. “I promised marshmallows, so marshmallows the little lady shall have.” Bryce swept a quick bow in Janey’s direction, which elicited a slight smile from the stoic girl.

Janey picked out a table for them, clambered up onto one of the chairs, and plopped her bear down on the tabletop right next to her drink. She then waited a moment, looking into the cup with longing. Finally, she stuck out her hand for the baggie of marshmallows.

Bryce handed them over. “You can put all of them in your cocoa, but that means you don’t get another one.” Janey glanced up, skepticism written all over her face. She turned her gaze to Mala, the question plain in her expression.

“Yes. I’ll let you have another one. But only if you behave yourself while you’re here.” Mala watched while Janey seemed to have some kind of battle with herself, but eventually the little girl leaned back in her seat, kicking her legs against the bar of the chair. It may have been Mala’s imagination, but there seemed to be a spark of something stubborn in Janey’s eyes.

That might be a warning shot across the bow. Mala debated cutting the meeting short… finding a convenient excuse to leave within a few brief minutes. But the truth was she wanted to get to know Bryce. She sighed to herself. Well, it couldn’t be that bad. Really, how much trouble could a little girl get into in a coffee shop?

“So, how long have you known Trey and Darc?” Bryce asked, his tone casual. His eyes, however, were not. They were two beams of light focused through sapphires. There was intensity here, and precise focus. Mala felt like the Deputy Attorney was peering into her soul as he set his coffee down on the table.

“Um, it’s been a few weeks. Not much longer than that. We met during their last case. The one with the reverend.”

“Right. I know about that one. I’m pretty sure everyone knows about that one.” The lawyer cocked an eyebrow at her, his expression somehow managing to be both respectful of the tragedy and playful with Mala all at once. But still, there was that singularity of focus that was so disconcerting. Mala felt exposed, naked.

She also wasn’t positive that she didn’t like it.

Janey moved her arm to grab for the baggie that held the marshmallows, apparently to put more in. As she reached for them, her elbow knocked her bear off the table. She scurried under the table to grab her bear. It must have been pretty dim lighting under there, as it took her a bit to come back up. Janey placed the bear back on the table beside her cup of hot chocolate.

Bryce lifted the paper cup back up to his lips for another sip of coffee. A moment later he was spitting into one napkin and using a second napkin to wipe off his tongue.

“What? Ah… Is that...?” he glared into his cup at the offending liquid.

“Is it too hot?” Mala asked, surprised at the large reaction.

“No, it’s…” He looked down at the table, and an expression of understanding crossed his face. “It’s salty,” Bryce finished, nodding at the tabletop.

There, right in front of Janey’s bear, were four packets of salt that had been torn open. Janey grabbed the bear and clutched in a tight hug, a look of beatific innocence on her face. Mala was stunned.

“Janey, did you—?” Mala started.

“Hey, don’t stress about it,” Bryce said, cutting her off. “I can grab myself another coffee, no prob.” He went to step out of his chair and fell flat on his face, the chair tumbling up around his legs, which were splayed at an awkward angle.

“Are you okay? What happened?” Mala said, moving forward to help him. As she got closer, she could see that the lawyer’s shoes had been tied to the legs of the chair.

“Oh my… She’s… I’m… I am so sorry. I don’t know what—” Mala stammered. She had no idea what to say to make this moment less awkward.

But to her surprise, a sound came up from where Bryce lay sprawled on the floor. Not a groan. Not a growl. He was laughing. And not some I’m-trying-not-to-be-pissed-off laugh. This was a full-on shake-your-belly kind of guffaw.

“Ah, man,” he managed, in between bouts of laughter. “I was trying so hard to be smooth and suave, and here I am on the ground, tied to a coffee shop barstool. I’ve been taken out by a small child.”

“Here, let me help,” Mala urged as she knelt down and began untying the knots that connected Bryce to the chair. “I had no idea—”

He held up a hand, holding off the rest of her statement. “This is my bad. You told me it might not be a good idea, but I pushed.” Bryce looked up at the little girl who was still sitting as if nothing had happened. “You got me, kid. Twice.” His expression grew more serious. “Don’t think it’s going to happen again, though.” He winked at Janey, apparently to let her know he was still joking.

“Let me get you another coffee, at least.” Mala wanted to do whatever was necessary to make this right. Or as right as it could be. Then she was out of here. She and Janey had a lot to talk about.

“No, no, I’ll get it. It’ll let me walk off the shame and indignity of taking a nosedive into the wood floor. Plus, I’ll be able to tell if I’ve permanently hurt something.”

Bryce stood, testing his legs one at a time before giving Mala and Janey a grin and heading back to the counter. Mala and Janey had a moment or two before he was back, and Mala intended to use every millisecond of that break.

“Janey, what in the world was that all about?” Mala asked, planting herself right in front of the girl and kneeling down to get on her level. Janey looked right back, her gaze open and vulnerable. Mala had expected defiance, maybe even hostility, but there didn’t seem to be any of it. Janey just shrugged her shoulders, her eyes sad.

“Okay. I can see you’re upset. We can talk about it when we get home.”

Janey nodded and smiled at Mala, for all the world like she hadn’t just pulled two pranks on unsuspecting adults. Mala was starting to feel like she may have stepped in over her head and then some.

“I know you can’t really talk about it, but we are going to discuss this, you know that, right?”

Once more, Janey nodded. There was something strange here. It didn’t seem like she was nervous or frightened of that conversation. It almost seemed like she was excited.

Mala’s perception of events started to shift. This felt too similar to what Janey had pulled with the group homes to be a coincidence. Janey seemed to carry little to no guilt about what she had done at those homes, and there didn’t appear to be much guilt happening here, either.

And Mala had to admit, she agreed with Janey on that one. The little girl had known that she belonged elsewhere, and she pushed the system to make it happen. 

Perhaps this wasn’t just random acting out.

At that point, Bryce came back with another cup of coffee. He pulled out his chair and started to sit down when he pulled up short. His seat was already taken.

There, staring back at him, was Janey’s tattered bear.

The lawyer paused for a long moment, then looked at Mala with a wry grin. “I think someone’s taken my seat.” He picked up the bear and set him down on the table with a pat on the fuzzy thing’s head. Taking his seat, he set down his second cup of coffee and settled himself in.

Janey pulled a gold crayon out of her pocket and started drawing on the table. She jumped off of her chair when her arm reach wasn’t long enough to continue her picture.

“Um,” Bryce murmured. “I may be wrong, but this joint probably frowns on that kind of behavior.”

Mala had to agree. This was getting out of hand. “Janey. Stop it.” She got up to go to the little girl to take away the crayon, but Janey had finished up what she was doing. It was a gold detective’s badge that covered most of the middle of the table.

But Mala was completely unprepared for what came next. Janey grabbed Mala’s cup of coffee, her own cocoa and her bear, and put them inside the badge. She then swept her arm out, catching Bryce’s cup and knocking it off of the table.

Well, Mala supposed Janey couldn’t have been clearer than that. For a long moment, no one moved or spoke. Then finally, Bryce heaved a big sigh.

“Well, it was a valiant attempt, at least. Right?”

“I am so, so, so sorry. And I think that also about sums it up,” Mala agreed. She picked up her cup of coffee and nodded to Janey to do the same with her cocoa. “Maybe we can try this again at some point. And the next time, I’ll get the coffee. And hide the salt.” She gave Janey a meaningful glance. “And find a babysitter.” At least this time Janey had the good grace to look a tad embarrassed.

Bryce chuckled at that. “Sure thing.” He turned to walk them out, but then stopped. “But let’s not make it too soon, shall we?” He grinned at Janey and shook his head. “You’re good, kid.”

“Thank you for being so understanding. I mean it. You were great.”

“You’re worth it,” he replied, no hint of a grin on his face this time. “And I get the feeling this little one is, too.”

The heat from the first comment combined with the glow from the second, and that potent concoction kept Mala warm all the way home.

* * *

It was late, and Darc was walking back to his apartment. Trey would have said that it was far too great a distance to travel by foot, but the simple act of putting one foot in front of the other was soothing. There was nothing awaiting him back at his domicile. Unlike Trey, he had no one there with whom to interact. No Maggie to caress away the hurts of the day.

No Mala to cast a gray fog over his entire mental process.

And sleep would not come tonight. Darc knew that. When there was this much chaos within, the brief surcease that slumber afforded would elude him. He had experienced as much too many times not to recognize the patterns. Even if those were the only patterns he could currently recognize.

The ever-present Seattle drizzle accompanied him as he moved through the night, the sound of the light patter echoing through the narrow streets, beating on the cars parked along either side, tapping against his face, running down his neck as it accumulated. The rain, too, was an old acquaintance, one that had carried him through many a difficult night. It was a constant presence that watered the informational pathways that were the sum and total of Darc’s life.

Darc was logic. Logic was Darc.

What that said about him, he could not decipher.

More lines, their glow tracking residual flashes across his consciousness, crashed into one another as Darc pushed to get answers. No matter how much he pushed to make them cooperate, there was no coherence.

Their case refused to coalesce. And the more information that came in, the worse it became. It seemed to be an essential misconception that was interfering in the processing of the case.

Was it possible for one woman to so disrupt his mental capacity? It seemed to be so, for at this moment, Darc could come up with no other solution.

The decision, since rescinded, to abandon or bury his feelings for Mala had made sense. And yet if this were the block, the obstacle which stood in the way of Darc’s deductive process, what did it mean if Darc chose not to remove it? Would that not mean that every successive death was his responsibility?

As if he had summoned it with his thoughts, a text alert chimed on his phone. Darc pulled out his cell and observed the screen, shining brightly against the dark, wet night that surrounded it.

Dude. We got another one. Where are you?

Trey. There had been another killing. It was the only thing that would cause his partner to interrupt him in the middle of a walk.

As Darc began to text Trey his location, another murder settled onto his shoulders, resting there with the weight of an entire life.

 


CHAPTER 19

Responsibility sucked.

There was a part of Trey that had always wondered about that. Responsibility didn’t come his way very often, so there had been a real possibility that he’d been missing out on something all of these years.

Yeah. Not so much.

The swish of the tires against the wet pavement droned in the background of his thoughts. Driving in the rain in Seattle. Trey thought for a moment about what his tires sounded like when the street was dry. He came up with nothing.

Normally Trey got the crap jobs, but he didn’t mind them all that much. He was the guy who made sure Darc’s shirt was buttoned up correctly and that he put food in his gob from time to time. That was just being a good friend, right?

Well, maybe not typically, but it was when your friend had Asperger’s.

But now? Now, Trey was handling all the same stuff as before—keeping Darc from bullying the other detectives and government workers, and taking candy from small children—while simultaneously shouldering accountability for a freaking murder case.

Maybe this is what most detectives lived for, but that was not Trey. He lived for breakfast meats. Well, that and a good Reuben sandwich. And pie. Pie was good.

Okay, so maybe he thought about food too much, but that was the point. He was not designed to be in charge. Some terrible mistake had been made on a cosmic level, and Trey was the unfortunate recipient.

The windshield wipers set a constant rhythm that punctuated and orchestrated his morbid thoughts. The rain pelted against the glass, creating a mosaic of tiny beads that was swiped away by the rubber wand each second, leaving a clear streak. Driving through the dark trying to find his partner. This felt awfully familiar. But there was one significant difference. There was no answer to the case waiting for Trey when he found his elusive partner.

What made chasing Darc down, keeping him dressed, and making him eat all worth it was that Trey could rely on him. Darc would bring it home. He’d done it again and again and again.

But not now.

Up ahead, Trey spotted the lean form of his partner under a streetlamp. The drizzle of rain caught in the light created a halo effect around him, outlining his bald head and spare form in an almost angelic glow. Like he was the answer to everything. Usually, Trey would totally buy into it. He’d seen Darc pull answers out of thin air in the past.

The real issue this time was that Trey had a sense that the case wasn’t even all that difficult. If Darc were on his game, it would already be solved. If Trey were even a halfway-decent detective, it would be put to bed.

But here they languished, in some kind of horrible limbo.

Limbo.

That was it. That was where he had seen this behavior from Darc before. It was like their last case. Darc had struggled with that one, too.

What had been different about these two cases? Mala was involved with both of them, that was true, but Trey didn’t really believe that Darc being lovesick was keeping him from functioning as a detective. When Maggie had left him, he’d been despondent, sure, but he’d been even more focused as an investigator.

Was it Janey? The girl had certainly softened the brittle detective. Darc seemed to believe that emotion dulled his deductive powers, but Trey didn’t buy that either. He’d never seen Darc more sharply honed than when Janey had been captured. Well, after he came out of that coma thingy.

Truth was, Trey had no clue. About any of it.

Acting on an impulse that he couldn’t completely explain, he picked up the phone to text Mala, in spite of Maggie’s voice nagging at him not to text and drive. Contacting the woman who was Darc’s biggest distraction right now might be a terrible, terrible idea, but Trey trusted her and her instincts. It was time to get some additional input. Not necessarily for the case, but for getting objective eyes on Darc.

Perhaps the doc could head-shrink his partner. Get his brain cranking. It was a choice that would either blow up in Trey’s face or be the key to unlocking his partner’s potential. Or… it could just be a big ol’ fat nothing. There was always that possibility.

Maybe that could be what Darc’s issue was. He was such a binary guy. It was either one thing or the other, black or white, yes or no. It was usually a fantastic trait as a detective, but perhaps in this particular instance it was working against him. Not allowing him to see the many other levels that existed between the two extremes. 

Again, Trey had no real clue. He was out of his depth here on pretty much every imaginable level. Which was why he needed Mala, regardless of the possible negative reaction from Darc.

Trey pulled up beside his partner and leaned over to push the passenger-side door open, a smell of ozone wafting through the opening created. Darc climbed in, his clothing wet, his bald scalp dripping. 

“Aw, man. You’re always getting my car wet.”

“I am not always getting your car wet. It only occurs when I have been out during precipitation.” Darc looked straight ahead out of the windshield, seemingly interested in the splatters of water against the glass.

“Thank you, Captain Obvious. My point was… You know what, never mind what my point was.” Trey pulled back out onto the street and began to head to the crime scene. “Figure anything out?”

“To what are you referring?”

“C’mon, dude. I know you. You know I know you. Do we still have to do this dance?” Trey shook his head and reached over into the backseat for a towel that he kept there for these situations. He handed it to Darc, who began toweling off his head. “You walk in the rain when you’re upset and trying to figure stuff out. So…?”

“I have gleaned nothing about the case.”

“Okay, Darc,” Trey responded, seeing that Darc was not going to let him in this time. Not unusual. Disappointing, but not unusual at all. “That’s not what I was talking about. But okay.”

They sat in silence for the rest of the car ride.

* * *

The idea of working as a part-time consultant for the Seattle P.D. had seemed like such a brilliant plan. Mala could continue to work, bring in a salary, and bond with Janey. The reality, especially during a serial-killer spree, was somewhere south of that ideal.

Trey’s text had been a bit of an enigma. After giving her the address where she was supposed to go, he ended with, We need your help. I need your help. It almost sounded like it was for something beyond just help profiling the killer.

At least Janey knew the drill. It’s not like she’d never been to a crime scene before. And after the fiasco at the coffee shop, Mala wasn’t about to leave her with a babysitter. For all she knew, she’d come back to the sitter tied up with her hair set on fire.

As Mala packed up a few essentials, including a blanket, some pillows, a couple of juice boxes, and some cheese crackers for Janey, she glanced over at her foster daughter, who was busy coloring on a piece of paper with some crayons. There was a moment of dread, wondering what horrific images Janey was calling up, but then she saw what colors the little girl was using. Pink. Yellow. Tan. Brown. Blue. No red, no black, nothing on the sinister side of the color palette. Mala breathed out a sigh of relief.

“C’mon, Janey, it’s time to go.”

Janey looked down at herself. She was wearing a pair of footy pajamas that Mala had insisted she put on. It might be a long night, and Mala didn’t want her sleeping in her clothes. It was a strange enough thing Mala was trying as it was, taking her foster daughter to an active crime scene looking for a murderer. Having her in pajamas at least made her feel like she was trying to be a good parent.

But Janey seemed less than impressed. The look on her face clearly said that wearing footy pajamas and wearing footy pajamas out in public were two completely different things. And even though they were Janey’s own pajamas, it was possible she was starting to get past the stage where pj’s covered in fuzzy animals was kosher.

“I know, I know. But you’re probably not going to be seeing much of anybody tonight.” Janey wrinkled up her nose at that. “Okay, yes, you’ll see Darc and Trey, but I’m going to get one of the uniforms to watch over the car while you sleep in the backseat. It’s way past your bedtime, missy.”

Heaving a huge sigh, Janey finally nodded her head and padded over to Mala. She held out her hand with the picture in it. It was a blue sky and a bright sun. There were two figures in the middle, a blonde girl and a dark-haired woman with mocha skin. And both of them were surrounded by a gold detective’s badge. Darc.

“Is that why you were so upset tonight? You wanted to be with Darc?”

Janey shook her head no, but then wavered her head back and forth like she wasn’t sure exactly how to answer. She pointed at the picture she had drawn once more. Mala didn’t know with certainty what Janey was saying, but it was clear that her acting out had to do with something she thought was important, both to her and possibly to Mala, as well.

“Janey, honey, I know something was bothering you tonight, and that you’re having a hard time expressing it. But what you did was not okay. You could’ve really hurt Bryce… Mr. Van Owen. Next time if you don’t want me to do something, let me know. Even if you have to draw me a picture. Okay?”

There was a moment’s pause as Janey thought this over. Then she nodded her head slowly. It was apparent that there was still something on her mind, but at least she seemed to be on board with the idea of not causing any more collateral damage.

At this point, Mala would take it.

She gathered the little girl in her arms. Janey was getting taller by the day, and it probably wouldn’t be too much longer that Mala would be able to carry her like this. She wanted to take advantage of every possible excuse. Footy pajamas wouldn’t do too well on pavement, so guess what? Janey was getting carried. Done deal.

And Janey seemed to enjoy it. She snuggled in to Mala’s shoulder and wrapped her arms around Mala’s neck. It was probably Mala’s imagination, but she could swear she felt Janey’s heart beating against her own chest. Hard to imagine something more intimate and precious.

Such a juxtaposition with where they were going and what Mala would be doing. This girl was a partial product of the very same kinds of acts Mala was seeking to avert. And while her approach with Janey might be controversial, it felt right.

Bad things happened in the world. Janey knew that better than most adults. Pretending it was not the case would not lead to healing. Letting Janey know that there were ways to combat the kind of evil than men practiced upon men was something that would end up giving this little girl power. Power to live. Power to grow. Power to thrive.

After a ride down on the elevator to the parking garage, Mala strolled over to her Prius and hit the button on the key to unlock it. She was about to open the door when a voice behind her caused her heart to leap up into her throat, cutting off her breath.

“Excuse me. You’re Dr. Charan, aren’t you?” the woman asked, her tone clipped and professional. Mala whipped around, holding tight to Janey. The figure in front of her was a brunette woman in a tailored suit. Noting Mala’s response, the woman took a step back. “I’m so sorry. I’ve frightened you.”

“Well, yes, to be honest,” Mala replied. “I didn’t expect to run into anyone here in the garage at this time of the evening.” She turned to put Janey in the backseat of the car, pausing a moment to lock the doors. Janey’s face peered out from the window, staring past Mala at the brunette, a curious look on her young face. It was the face of a child who could tell that something might be wrong but didn’t want to show any fear. She was a fighter, that girl was.

“Yes. Your manager let me in. He’s a big fan of my show.” The woman smiled, showing a row of white teeth. There seemed to be a few too many teeth for the size of her mouth, for some reason.

“Your show?” Mala pressed, confused. There was something vaguely familiar about this woman, but Mala couldn’t for the life of her figure what it was.

“Yes. I’m sorry. My name is Charity King. I work for FOX News.” The woman reached forward to shake Mala’s hand, but Mala was still recovering from the shock of being surprised from behind in her parking garage. She wasn’t ready for anything more personal than an exchange of words, which she would be cutting as short as she could.

“You’re a reporter?”

“Yes, that’s right.” Again, the excessive show of teeth.

“Then our conversation is over, I believe,” Mala said with finality. “I’m sorry if you’ve wasted your time.”

“No waste of time. You answered the question I hadn’t asked yet,” the reporter purred, her smile growing downright predatory. “I had heard the department had engaged the services of a psychologist as a consultant. It seems I heard correctly.”

There was nothing to say to that, so Mala stayed silent. But she wasn’t staying passive. Rather than wait for the next round to begin, Mala decided on tactical retreat. She moved to her door, opened it up, and stepped into her car.

“Well, that’s hardly polite, is it, Dr. Charan?” Ms. King stated as she stepped in closer to the car. “I just wanted to talk to you about your experience with the Seattle Police Department up to this point.”

Sure. Did this woman really think this was working? But within moments, Ms. King answered the question herself by heading back to the far corner of the garage where a news van was parked in the shadows. Mala never would have seen it if she hadn’t been looking for it specifically. Which she would be doing from here on out.

As the reporter headed back to her vehicle, she called out over her shoulder, “Hope you don’t mind us tagging along behind you, Doctor. We’re just so curious about what you might be up to so late in the evening. And with a child in tow? Sounds like a story in the making.”

Mala’s blood ran ice. This reporter was looking for information, more than likely on the serial killer case. But if she ended up reporting Mala to the DSHS, the placement could be ended. And what that would do to Janey, Mala didn’t even want to consider.

That might be far-fetched, but Mala wouldn’t put it past this predator masquerading as a human being. The woman’s instincts were plainly that of tooth and claw, fang and nail. It didn’t feel like mercy or kindheartedness was in her repertoire.

So, Mala would have to be careful.

Oh, and find out anything she could that might trip this Ms. King up. Didn’t hurt to go on the offensive when it came to taming a beast of prey.

 


CHAPTER 20

Okay, so this was gross.

Murders were never pleasant, but sometimes Trey wondered if the killers were just trying to outdo each other. But the worst thing about this was that, as brutal as this killing was, it didn’t even crack the top five. That honor was still held by good old Father John.

Not that this guy wasn’t trying to give the priest a run for his money. Blood spatter covered each and every surface in the bedroom. The victim had been tied to his bed, each limb attached to one of the bedposts. There were also two straps that went around the body and underneath the mattress—one just above the waist, the other around the upper chest just under the armpits. And then it appeared the killer had cut out the victim’s heart. While it was still beating.

The organ itself had been plopped into a container that contained some kind of fluid. The container was placed on a breakfast tray that was set up in a way to give the poor man a view of his own heart as it continued trying to beat.

And how did Trey know that?

Well, the heart was still beating.

“Lactated ringer’s solution mixed with plasma,” Darc intoned from behind Trey.

As Trey peeled himself off of the ceiling he thought to himself that he should really be used to Darc sneaking up on him like that. It’s not like this was the first time.

“That’s it. I’m getting you a bell or something,” he muttered, trying to catch his breath. Turning around, he saw that Darc’s attention was riveted on the container holding the heart. “What did you say? And try to make sure it’s in English this time.”

“The fluid into which the heart was placed. It is called lactated ringer’s solution. More than likely oxygenated. With additional blood plasma.”

“Okay, what the freak is that?” The only word Trey really understood was lactated, and that was just because he liked anything related to boobs. The rest was just so much gibberish.

“It is a homogenous mixture of one or more solutes dispersed—” Darc began. This was so not about boobs.

“Dude. English. En-glish. Seriously. Just tell me why it’s there in that tray.” Sometimes Trey wondered if Darc listened to him at all. No, that wasn’t true. Darc listened plenty. Usually when Trey didn’t want him to. And then repeated whatever he had heard at the worst possible time. 

“The reason that the heart continues to beat is due to the solution. It contains ions that the heart needs in order to generate the electrical impulse for the contractions.”

“So this had to have happened within just a minute or two, right? I mean our killer could be right around the corner?” Trey started to sound the alert, but Darc caught his hand before he could call the unis over.

“A heart, given proper oxygen and the correct proportions of sodium, chloride, potassium, and calcium, could continue to beat for up to forty minutes.”

Trey deflated. But not lots. “Still, that means we’re right on top of this one. Who called it in?”

One of the uniformed cops perked up at that. “It was an anonymous tip. Didn’t stay on long enough for a location.”

“Probably a burner cell. Jerk,” Trey growled. “He wanted us to find this. He’s taunting us.”

“That sounds like a real possibility,” a new voice called out from the doorway of the bedroom. It was Mala.

“Where’s Janey? You didn’t—?” Trey looked around, panicked.

“Bring her up to the scene of a murder? No, Trey, I didn’t. Can’t think why.” Mala’s tone was drier than the Sahara. “I left her down in the car with Officer Perry watching over her. She wants to see you both, though. Although,” Mala continued, looking around at the walls. “I’m not sure you’ll be able to get away from this before she falls asleep.”

“Yeah, it’s a doozy. Did you see that the heart was still beating?” Trey pointed at the tray. The contractions of the heart were getting fainter. If Darc was right about the forty-minute thing, they could have a pretty good timeline without waiting for the M.E. Speaking of which…

“Hey, Daniels!” Trey called out to one of the unis. “Can you check and see what the holdup is on the C.S.I. unit? We need to find out if this guy has the same mark as the others. It looks like there might be, but he’s covered in blood, so it’s impossible to tell.”

“I just heard over the radio,” Officer Daniels, a young cop with spiky brown hair, replied. “They got held up by an accident, but they should be here in a minute or two.”

“So, do we know anything about the victim?” Mala asked.

“Hey, you sound like a detective. Or at least a part-time psych consultant,” Trey teased, then sobered. “The vic was an author—if you can call him that. His name’s Richard Soft, which is ironic, considering. He wrote rape erotica. Nasty stuff.”

The C.S.I. unit, accompanied by Dr. Hutchinson, pushed into the room, snapping photos and collecting samples. Trey grabbed Mala by the elbow to keep her from getting run over in the stampede.

“Why is his name ironic?” Mala asked, distracted by the invasion. She then stopped, a look of dawning comprehension on her face. “Right.” 

“Yep. Anyway, good old Dick was in the news last year after there was an incident over at Franklin High School where some seniors acted out some of the stuff in one of his books. Messed up some girls bad.”

“I heard about it,” Mala said, shuddering. “It was horrible.”

“Yeah. So, Mr. Softy here goes on this media blitz, raging about how his books were entertainment. Art.” Trey felt his bile rise up in him at the thought of what this man represented. “He wasn’t responsible, everyone should be looking at the parents, writers can’t be held responsible, blah, blah, blabbidy, blah.”

“While meanwhile the kids who were victimized got to be traumatized again every time they saw him on TV. I only caught snippets, but it was enough to make me want to claw his uncompassionate eyes out.” Mala didn’t show her mama bear persona every day, but Trey kinda dug it.

The M.E. interrupted at that point. “I think you will want to take a look at this,” he called out from next to the body. “It certainly seems to be one of the same group. Take a closer look.” 

Where Dr. Hutchinson had cleaned away the blood from the forehead, another symbol could be seen. It was the same cluster of three Ys with bars across the arms of the letter, but this time there was another Y with a bar underneath the center of the top row, forming a sort of upside-down pyramid shape.

“Babylonian for four,” Mala murmured. “Well, at least we haven’t missed one yet. I guess that’s good news, right?”

But as Mala spoke, Trey could see Darc off to the side of the bed, his fists clenched at his sides. His body was rigid, and his head was cocked to one side. It appeared that every muscle in his body was clenched tight. Darc began to tremble from the clear strain on his system.

“Darc. Hey, buddy, you okay?” Trey strode over to his partner, placing a hand on Darc’s shoulder. The muscles were like cords under Trey’s fingers. “What’s wrong?”

The tall detective began to hyperventilate. “Four… not… can’t…”

“What’re you saying?” Trey pressed. “I don’t—”

“Seven…” Darc croaked.

“Seven? What the hell?” Turning to look at Mala, Trey begged her for help with his eyes. This was exactly what he’d brought her in for. Maybe she could calm him down better than Trey. It was worth a shot. He was about to ask her when a look of understanding crossed Mala’s face.

“I’ve seen this before.”

“What, this?” Trey shrugged. “Yeah, he does it. Not often, but when he does…”

“No, I mean I saw it during the last case. With Dante’s nine circles. He was trying to fit a piece of a puzzle in where it didn’t belong.” She took her attention from Darc’s face and connected with Trey. “Remember?”

“Remember? How could I forget? He almost launched himself off a catwalk, with me attached.” But even as he spoke, Trey could feel the tension drain out of Darc. His eyes cleared, and he straightened up.

“Mala is correct. That is the missing information which I could not decipher.” Darc nodded in her direction. “Thank you.”

Whoa. Darc had said “thank you” to the same person twice. In the same day. Trey glanced at the window, halfway convinced he’d see fire raining from the sky. 

He was used to looking back on his own decisions and swearing a blue streak, but his text to Mala was proving to be exactly what the doctor had ordered. And that doctor was Dr. Mala Charan. Too bad no one but Trey would know what he had done.

“You are welcome, Darc,” Mala responded. “But do you have any idea what it is that you’re trying to force into place?”

“Not yet. But now that I am not attempting to force an answer that would fit an assumption, the logical pathways should open up.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then his body shuddered and his eyes popped open once more. “Of course. The seven sins.”

“Wait. What? I don’t understand,” Trey cut in, glancing from Mala to Darc. “What about them?”

“You mean the listing of the deadly vices?” Mala pressed.

“That was the mistaken presumption. I was taking the list from the modern version of the seven cardinal sins. Pride, lust, envy, sloth, gluttony, wrath and greed.” Darc’s eyes glistened with knowledge that Trey didn’t share.

“Oh, I see,” Mala uttered, her eyes glowing as well. “Solomon.”

“Hold up. You guys are doing it again,” Trey whined. “That thing where you understand exactly what’s going on but I don’t.”

“Sorry, Trey,” Mala replied, her tone apologetic. “It’s a scripture from Proverbs, which is generally attributed to King Solomon.”

“Yeah, I know who King Solomon is, but what does he have to do with—?”

Darc cut him off. “It is a list. It is from Proverbs 6:16-19. These six things doth the Lord hate: yea, seven are an abomination unto him: A proud look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, an heart that deviseth wicked imaginations, feet that be swift in running to mischief, a false witness that speaketh lies, and he that soweth discord among brethren.”

“Really?” Trey asked. “That’s the scripture? Seven are an abomination unto him? Not nearly as catchy as the seven sins.”

“The first must have seemed like pride to you. And the second… what? Gluttony?” Mala asked Darc, as if Trey hadn’t spoken. Well, at least things were getting back to normal. Maybe now Trey wouldn’t have to shoulder the whole investigation.

“Yes,” Darc replied. “But the third and forth murders did not seem to fit within the pattern. The severing of the hand did not seem to match with the sequence from  the film, although it could have been a reference to greed, with the hand being severed for thievery. It would not come together logically.”

“But now it makes perfect sense,” Mala continued for him. “The hands that shed innocent blood. He worked for the drug cartels. In the killer’s mind, he would be responsible for the deaths of anyone drawn into that life. And this one… a heart with wicked imaginings. Spot on.”

“Hold on!” Trey shouted, fed up. Both Darc and Mala turned to face him at once, their expressions mirror images of each other. But no matter how shocked they might be at him yelling, Trey refused to be left in the dark any longer. “Okay. I think I get that we’re working off of a different list. But what does that mean for our next steps? Are we any closer to catching this guy?”

“No,” Darc said. “Although now that I understand the pattern, the available information should not fight me.”

“Fight you?” Trey asked, befuddled. “Okay, skip that for now. The next one’s what?”

“Feet that are swift in running to mischief,” Mala answered. “That could be just about anything.”

“Right. So, at the end of the day, not so helpful.” Trey held up a hand, staving off the doctor’s rebuttal. “Sorry. It’s been a long day.” Trey thought it through for a moment, then continued. “Actually, it has been a long day. For you guys, too.”

He could see from the way that Mala was standing that she was tired. Trey had no idea what she’d been doing, but just keeping up with a troubled young girl was more than enough. She had done what needed to be done here. 

“Mala, why don’t you take Janey and head back home. There’s nothing more for you to do here tonight.” Trey wasn’t positive, but it looked like Mala was grateful.

Now for Darc. Looking over at his partner’s impassive face, Trey realized this one wouldn’t be so simple. “As for you, it won’t do any good to tell you to go home, so why don’t you head back to the station and look over the files with this new angle? Maybe something will jump out. I’m going to wrap things up here, then I’ll meet you.”

To his surprise, Darc’s only response was a curt nod. Wow. Was this what a partnership was supposed to look like? Where each partner listened to the other respectfully and actually did what was asked if it made sense?

Mala sighed, then turned to walk toward the door. “I only hope that awful reporter didn’t manage to follow me here. I don’t really want to run into her again.”

“Hold up. Charity King was talking to you?”

“Yeah. She cornered me in my parking garage.” Mala shook her head, a dark chuckle escaping her lips.

“That’s it. I gotta talk to that lady. If you see her van, just give it a wide berth. I’ll take care of it after I’m done here.”

It wasn’t until Darc and Mala left, chatting with each other—since when did Darc chat?—that Trey noticed something about the crime scene that hadn’t hit him before. It was strange, but the more Trey looked, the more it made a weird kind of sense to him.

The crime scene had been staged to be as sickly fascinating as it could possibly be. The body in the exact middle of the bed, the walls sprayed with blood, the heart still beating while the dying man watched.

It was like it was all put together to play out in a movie. Or a TV show.

Or a newscast. 

It wasn’t something that either Mala or Darc would see, but it was clear to Trey. And then a thought hit Trey like a body falling from the roof of a church. It was probably stupid, but feet that be swift in running to mischief sounded an awful lot like that irritating barracuda of a reporter. And if their killer really was close by…

Stupid. Totally. There were a billion different things that scripture could mean. Still, it would only take a second or two to check out. And maybe it would turn out that Trey texting Mala was a good decision on more than one level.

“Daniels, let the M.E. know that I’m stepping out for a minute. I’ll be back to help with any wrap up.” The uniformed cop gave Trey a nod. Moving out into the hallway, Trey trotted toward the elevator and was down outside the apartment complex in no time.

And there it was, across the street. The FOX News van.

Okay, so she was here. That didn’t mean anything, did it? She was always anywhere that there was any kind of action.

But Trey didn’t see her anywhere, and it wasn’t like Charity King to keep sequestered in her news van. The more he thought about it, the faster he walked. By the time he had crossed the street, he was running.

He arrived at the van and heard footage playback from inside. They were just looking at footage they had shot. No problem. That realization almost convinced him to walk away.

Ah well. He was already here, right? Trey knocked on the door of the van, three hard raps with his closed fist.

Nothing.

He grabbed the handle to open the door, but it was locked. Trey sprinted around to the other side of the van, testing each door as he passed. When he got to the driver-side sliding door, it finally gave.

And there, inside, was a scene out of a horror movie. Both Charity King and her cameraman had been slaughtered. But that wasn’t all.

Their feet, with the shoes still on, had been severed from their bodies and lined up in front of the door, on display for whomever was unlucky enough to see it first. And the unlucky bastard just happened to be Trey this time.

But was it unlucky? Trey knew Charity King more than anyone else on the case. He was the only one who would have seen the connection. Maybe this scene was laid out specifically for him. He glanced up at the makeshift production station that had been set up in the van and noticed a camera pointing right at the door where Trey was standing.

The light on the camera blinked red. It was recording.

A chill ran up Trey’s spine, and he reached into his pocket for his cell to call for additional backup.

Right before a bright and nauseating pain blossomed just behind his right ear and Trey fell forward into blackness.

* * *

At least the strands of glistening light were no longer fighting him.

Darc had been staring at the files of the case for over two hours now. Patterns were beginning to emerge, but they included an individual about whom Darc had little practical knowledge. It was Trey’s acquaintance Bill Harris. And at this point, Darc was unsure how he should proceed.

After looking through all of the evidence, it was the name that continued to come to the surface. It was surprising how obvious it was once Darc let go of his preconceived ideas about the case.

It had not been Mala’s influence. Well, it was possible that had been a contributing factor, but it was not the salient point. He had been resisting the natural movement of the logic pathways within himself, trying to bend them to his own ideas. He knew better than to do that. How often had he chided Trey for the same sort of mental sloppiness? And yet, when it was Darc with the problem, it seemed less clear.

A mistake he would not make again.

But with his newfound clarity, the name Bill Harris began to be outlined in a clear, bright light. Not the blue light of certainty, but light just the same. Bill had been at every crime scene but this last one, seeming to know at the same time as Darc and Trey did where the murders had occurred. Sometimes even before.

The crimes had a religious backdrop, and Bill had talked of his shame at calling someone a “jerk-off,” stating that it was not what Jesus would have done.

And then there was the matter of the knife.

Bill had so much information regarding that weapon. Information gleaned from his own years in the Special Forces, which service would have allowed Bill to purchase his own blade.

Perhaps the very one they had found at the crime scene.

He had called Trey back, letting him know that the blade had belonged to a former member of the Special Forces who had reported it stolen. But Darc had no way of knowing for sure if Bill was telling the truth.

It had been too late to contact the company that sold the knives, and there was no way of knowing for sure if the company would supply the name of the buyer without a warrant. So, for the moment, Darc was at an impasse.

But at the very least, the information warranted a talk with the private investigator. And sooner, rather than later.

The only real problem at this point was the gray. Once more, Darc had stepped into an area that seemed laden with the foggy cover of emotion. Bill was Trey’s friend. And Darc found that he wanted to honor Trey’s friendship with this man by talking to his partner first.

These emotions were awkward things.

In truth, Darc had worked out most of this information within the first ten minutes of examining the case. But he had continued to study the files, hoping his partner would arrive from the crime scene so that they could talk about this situation.

Darc found the delay surprising. He would have expected that Trey would take no more than an hour or so at the crime scene. Perhaps he should give his partner a call.

Darc began to reach into his pocket to retrieve his phone when a noise down the hallway caught his attention. It was late enough that there was only minimal staff left in the precinct building, and none of them generally came down this way.

As Darc stepped around his desk, he found himself face to face with Bryce Van Owen. While the lawyer was not the least likely person for Darc to encounter here at this particular time, he was certainly not someone who Darc had thought to see.

Bryce appeared somewhat disheveled, his hair sticking up from where he must have run his hand through his locks. His tie was halfway undone, his top button loose. He was also in the middle of eating what appeared to be a microwaveable burrito.

“Darc! Hey, man. What’re you doing here this late?” Bryce asked, his mouth half full of food.

“I am working on the case.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s something I wanted to talk to you about. In fact, that’s the reason I’m here. I just didn’t think I’d actually find you. I was just gonna leave a sticky note for Trey.” He held up a bright pink square of paper that had scribbles all over it. “But since you’re here…”

Darc gestured toward the chair beside his station, watching Bryce seat himself before taking his own place behind the desk. He waited for Bryce to continue.

“So, okay, I’m not sure how to say this. It’s been bugging the hell out of me for a while now.” Van Owen took a deep breath and then let it out. “I think you’ve got the wrong guy for those murders.”

That was interesting. Darc had assumed that once the next couple of murders had shown up that Captain Merle would inform Bryce of the situation. But, apparently, the captain had kept the information to himself, forcing Bryce to follow the information to his own conclusions. Very slowly.

“That is correct.”

“Oh, you mean you knew?” Bryce’s eyebrows shot up. Since this seemed an unusual time for the lawyer to be flirting with Darc once more, the expression was likely one of surprise. “I wish you had told me. I’ve been agonizing about how I was going to tell the great Robi Darcmel that he was mistaken.”

Darc did not understand. The trails of light quavered, bumping into one another in confusion. “You would do so by stating that you believed me to be erroneous in my assumptions. And you would have had a thirteen percent chance of being correct.”

“Those aren’t great odds, Darc,” the lawyer quipped. “Besides, I didn’t really relish going head to head with the department’s resident savant. Anyway, I’m glad we’re on the same page. I was pretty nervous.”

“There should be no trepidation in doing your work to the best of your abilities,” Darc lectured. “My partner has a success rate in this department of thirty-seven-point-two percent, and yet he maintains his employment status as a detective.”

“Yeah, well, I have to do better than that if I want to stay in my bosses good graces,” Bryce grumbled. “But now that all that’s out of the way, what have you guys got on the case at this point?”

Darc hesitated, again feeling the creeping mists of gray reaching out their tendrils to surround him with their blanket of non-logic. He felt that he should not share this information with Bryce, and yet here was a largely objective party. It might be possible to explain the situation to this lawyer. Calculating the possibility that Bryce was more skilled emotionally than Darc, the numbers came up at ninety-seven percent. 

A near-certainty.

Using the most brevity he knew how to employ when talking about a case, Darc sketched in the information he had gleaned regarding Bill Harris.

“Bill Harris? I’ve heard that name,” Bryce mused. “Isn’t that the investigator guy Trey’s been using on this case some?”

“That is precisely my conundrum. I am unclear on how exactly to approach the situation with Trey. Is it inappropriate to bring Bill in for questioning without speaking to Trey about it? There is a possibility that the private investigator has nothing to do with the murders, and I find that I have a strong desire to avoid unnecessary discomfort for my partner.” Even as Darc spoke the words, he recognized the change in himself. This is not something that would have troubled him even a month ago. Something had shifted.

“I’m glad you talked to me about this, Darc,” Bryce said, putting a hand on Darc’s arm. “You could pull Bill in and no one could fault you for it, but I think it would be better all around if you talked it through first. Has he gone home?”

“No. He is at a crime scene and should be here shortly.”

“Well, give it a few minutes more and then just call him. It might be uncomfortable, but in the end I think it’ll work out better. Trey’ll know you can be trusted to tell him even the tough stuff.” Van Owen pushed himself up from the chair. “Well, listen. It’s late, and now that all my dark suspicions have been proven correct, there’s nothing for me to do but go home and go to sleep. We’ll talk more tomorrow.” He waved at Darc and strode out toward the front of the building.

Deputy Attorney Bryce Van Owen had given Darc good advice. Talking the situation through with his partner would allow Trey to be able to respond to Darc’s suspicions using information gleaned from his friendship with the private detective.

Trey and Darc would talk it through. It was surprising to him, but Darc found that he was looking forward to the conversation. That was unusual. Darc did not typically enjoy that type of social interaction.

Now all he had to do was wait for Trey to arrive.

 


CHAPTER 21

The text had simply read, Trey taken. Come now. With an address. The same address where the last murder had taken place.

At first, Mala hadn’t even understood what it meant. Or maybe she hadn’t wanted to understand. But when the panic had subsided a bit and Mala was in the car driving toward the crime scene with Janey curled up in the back with a blanket, Mala found herself perversely irritated by the brevity of Darc’s message. She wasn’t even sure exactly how she would have done it differently, but there had to be a better way to break the news that a friend and colleague had been kidnapped. Maybe a call? Was that too much to ask?

Then again, it was Darc. The fact that he had reached out at all was something of a miracle. And complaining about it to him would require more explanation than Mala had in her at this point. A lengthy conversation between herself and the tall detective was an imminent necessity, but it couldn’t happen right at the moment.

The windshield wipers of the Prius beat out the time, like a countdown to doomsday. What was normally a comforting sound to her was now a reminder of time passing and the importance of fixing this problem before it got worse. For good or ill, Darc was a part of the tapestry of her life now. Janey wasn’t about to forget about her ties with the taciturn detective.

Thinking of those bonds that Janey shared with Darc led to thoughts of Mala’s own feelings for him. She still wasn’t sure what to do about Janey’s fixation on Mala’s relationship with Darc. The feelings Mala held for Darc had always been a complicated mix of fascination, attraction, and frustration. He kept her on her mental toes, but his ability to interact on social and emotional levels were suspect at best. The mental stimulation was a turn-on. The other issues could very well be deal-breakers.

Which was one of the reasons that she had put Darc off when he had asked her out before. It had been during the Father John case, and it hadn’t seemed like such a great idea for the protective guardian of a child victim to date the man who kept putting the girl in dangerous situations.

In retrospect, Darc had been right about all of it. Janey’s ability to handle difficult and even horrific circumstances had been proven time and time again. And instead of debilitating her, as it would have any normal child, it had seemed to do nothing but strengthen her confidence and power.

But hindsight was always 20/20, and there was no way Mala could have known that at the time. And now that she was consulting for the Seattle P.D., specifically on one of Darc’s cases, it just seemed like a bad idea.

Not that that very same reasoning had stopped her from getting coffee with Bryce. Was it just that the Deputy Attorney seemed more engaged? That he appeared to really listen to her? Or was it even worse? Was it the blonde hair, blue eyes, and chiseled jaw? And if it were any of those things, did that make Mala shallow?

Well, as far as attractiveness went, Darc was no slouch. He might not have the conventional good looks of the Deputy Attorney, but there was an intensity there that more than made up for it. And the bald head was sexy.

Mala realized that she was avoiding the more important topic. Trey’s abduction didn’t seem quite real at this point, and seeing as how she had no information about it, there really wasn’t anything she could do. But it still felt like avoidance.

Who on Earth would have kidnapped Trey? It made no sense to Mala at all. If it were the killer, it would seem more logical to Mala for him to take Darc. The tall detective was by far the more threatening of the two when it came to getting caught.

Or was that true? Darc had been off lately. Now that they had determined the root cause of some of the disconnect, it had gotten better, but there had been some markers of additional challenges that Darc was facing. If Darc were a religious man, Mala would call it a trail of faith. And maybe that’s exactly what it was. His religion was logic, and perhaps logic wasn’t giving him what he needed at the moment.

If Trey had been kidnapped because he represented a threat to the killer’s plan, then it would be important to keep that in mind as they moved forward. Mala took a moment to assess Trey’s strengths. They all lay in the areas of empathy, social graces, and an almost anti-intellectual sense of street smarts. Gut instincts.

How that might fit in, Mala had no clue, but she’d try to look at all the evidence with Trey’s eyes as much as she possibly could. 

Glancing into the rearview mirror, Mala checked in on Janey. She had fallen back asleep and her head was tilted back and to the left, but her grip on her bear was just as firm as always. Mala wasn’t sure how she felt about that stuffed animal. Janey loved it, so of course it was going to stay, but Mala couldn’t help but feel that most of the little girl’s mischievous ideas seemed to originate from that misshapen creature.

One last look at Janey’s face showed her smiling in her sleep. This whole motherhood thing was proving to be even more challenging than Mala would have thought, but seeing that expression on that precious face filled Mala with almost more emotion than her heart could take. 

She was taking this little creature right into the heart of the lion’s den. The harsh words of the social worker echoed in her head, condemning her for her recklessness in taking Janey with her, as well as for pretty much every choice Mala had made concerning the little girl right from the beginning of their relationship.

Normally, the issue with having Janey around at a crime scene was more about the possible exposure to the results of violence. The likelihood of imminent danger was low. But with Trey having been taken, that might no longer be the case. It was unclear where and how it had happened, but any place that had a connection with this killer should now be considered unsafe.

At least there would be one of the cops there to watch over Janey while she worked with Darc.

Working with Darc.

The awkwardness of this whole situation was getting stronger by the moment. The lack of Trey’s presence was now painfully obvious to Mala as she thought through this next encounter.

As she pulled up to the curb outside the apartment complex, she was surprised to see that the lights and police tape were across the street, surrounding a news van belonging to FOX News. She’d seen that van just hours earlier in her parking garage. Seeing it now as part of a crime scene gave her stomach a sharp twist.

Stepping out of the car into the light drizzle, Mala gestured to one of the uniformed cops to take up station outside the car watching Janey. She had planned on a whole spiel explaining Janey’s presence here, but the urgency of the crime scene pulled her forward. It was a black hole of violence and pain awaiting a skilled craftsperson to extract its secrets.

Darc was crouched next to the sliding door on the passenger side of the van, observing something in the gutter. Mala stepped forward, and somehow amidst all the frenetic energy of the scene, Darc sensed her presence and turned to look at her.

“Mala. You are here.”

“Of course,” she replied. “I came as soon as I got your text.”

There was pain in Darc’s face. It perhaps wasn’t there for the entire world to observe, but Mala knew him well enough to look past the hard and somewhat blank exterior Darc presented to the world. He was hurting.

“There is evidence here that I would like for you to examine, as well as information which I must share with you.” The detective wiped his hand over his bald scalp, flipping the moisture from the falling rain away. “I need your help.”

Mala was flabbergasted. If Darc was asking for help in such a direct way, things were beyond bad.

“I’m ready to work. What have we got?” Mala queried, looking for a way to be useful. Seeing Darc vulnerable like this was disconcerting. She hadn’t realized how much she had come to rely on his stoic strength and prodigious intellect.

“The news camera had been aimed at the door and was recording when Trey came out to examine the van,” Darc launched in. “I am not certain what caused him to search the vehicle, but it is clear that this is the next set of murders in the series.”

Darc pointed to the severed feet just inside the door of the van. There were two pairs, masculine and feminine, both still clad in the shoes they were wearing the last time Mala had seen them.

There was something both chilling and fascinating about seeing the dead bodies of people Mala had encountered only hours previously. It was a jolt that sent her thoughts scattering around in random patterns, but that increased her heart rate to mid-workout levels. There was energy there, even if it felt uncontrolled. Mala could see why this life would appeal to some, and become an addiction to others.

“And the Babylonian number?” Mala asked.

“Present on both of the corpses.”

Mala puzzled over that for a moment. “It’s almost like these two killings were intended to be one act. Like these two were one individual in the mind of our killer.” She glanced around the rest of the interior of the van, looking for anything else that might tie in to her idea. “Have you considered the idea that these victims may have a personal link to the killer?”

“That is a standard line of investigative inquiry. There appears to be no link between these individuals, but there is an individual whom I am considering. He has not been looked at in regards to this.”

“You have a suspect?” Mala shot back, surprised.

“No, there is not enough direct evidence to consider him a suspect,” Darc responded, his tone flat. “I might regard him as a person of interest. There are enough unexplained coincidences that I calculate the probability of him having some involvement at seventeen percent.”

“That’s high enough for me. Why haven’t you brought him in yet?”

Darc paused and sighed. That was the closest thing to Darc expressing emotion that Mala had ever observed from him.

“I was waiting until I could speak with Trey.” At Mala’s look of confusion, Darc continued. “He is Trey’s friend. Bill Harris.”

Darc had taken Trey’s feelings into consideration. If she weren’t at a crime scene looking at two dead bodies, she would have squealed a little bit. At least done a small jig. This was huge. It represented a quantum leap forward for Darc. But making too big of a deal of it could be detrimental to the progress, as well as being somewhat inappropriate in their current environment, so Mala did what she could to containing her excitement.

“But now that Trey has been kidnapped…” Mala prompted.

“It seems foolish to refrain from speaking to him,” Darc concluded, nodding. “Yes. I wanted to confirm this with you, as you are much more emotionally connected than I. Your response has confirmed that my thinking is accurate.”

“Uh, yes,” Mala stuttered, surprised again at Darc’s emotional maturity. “Yes. I definitely think you should call him in.” She looked back into the van. “You said that the camera was on when Trey came out?”

“It was. It recorded Trey’s capture, but did not include the captor.”

“The killer seems to know what he’s doing,” Mala mused. “But there’s more than that. He’s taunting us. Giving us just enough information to make us feel that we should be able to figure it out, but not enough to truly be helpful.”

“That was my assessment, as well. I had hoped the arrogance of the killer would lead to additional information, but I have not found it as of yet. The next step is to pull phone call records, but my fear is that if any were made, they were made from another burner cell phone.”

Mala nodded, her mind elsewhere “Were there any surveillance cameras that might have caught the surrounding area? Maybe they saw the killer’s vehicle leave?”

“The only camera is from the apartment complex. We pulled the footage, but our own activity from the previous crime scene blocked the view of the street.”

It felt as though the killer had accounted for every possible avenue of investigation. But there had to be something else here. Mala recognized that she was duplicating the investigative efforts of one of the most brilliant detectives in the country, but what else could she do? How else could she be of service here?

And then it clicked into place. She could do her job.

Mala was there to lend support in the way a profiler might. To observe the crime scenes from the psychological angle. There didn’t seem to be enough information here for her to do much more than sketch a brief outline of the killer, but there was something else that she wasn’t considering.

She could profile the detectives working the case. The killer had pointed to possible evidence without even realizing he had done so. If only Mala could decipher it.

Before, she had realized that the killer targeting Trey might have some relevance. But it was also the fact that Darc had been completely ignored. Almost as if his skill set were irrelevant. That couldn’t possibly be the case, could it?

“This setup in the van seems to have been specifically designed for Trey.”

Darc cocked his head. “Explain.”

Okay, that was starting to sound more like Darc.

“Well, we don’t know for sure why Trey came out here, but he did. Something brought him out here. Something that you missed.”

“The likelihood that I missed any evidence is less than three percent,” Darc responded, his tone as close to offended as Mala had ever heard it.

She sighed, looking for a way to communicate this to the bald detective without getting his hackles up. Mala had no desire to go back to the moody teenaged version of the savant at this particular moment.

“Darc, I get that when it comes to investigating, you’re second to none. But what I’m talking about is something that you are not equipped to see.”

That stopped him. He seemed to mull over what she had said, his eyes darting from side to side as well as up and down. It was as if he were watching a movie no one else could see.

“I understand. You are saying that this lies in the realm of emotional context?”

“Emotional, social… something that Trey would spot in a heartbeat, but that would leave you and I scratching our heads.” Mala felt like she was walking in a minefield. Darc might not have an ego in the same way that many detectives did, but he was just as prickly in his own fashion.

“I am not certain I will be able to ascertain what that might be. So we are in the same position we were in moments ago, before we began discussing this topic.” He turned away from the conversation, clearly done with whatever crazy idea it was that Mala was trying to get him to contemplate. The vast intelligence that was Darc had peered into the problem and seen that there was nothing further to be done. When Darc pointed his intellect at a problem, it was like a laser. But this laser seemed to have an area it couldn’t penetrate, something beyond the range of its beam.

Or was it just an obscured area? A space that was easily accessible, if only Darc knew where to point the beam? A thought blossomed.

“Darc, I think we can work around this. Let’s go back upstairs.” She motioned for the detective to follow her as she moved back toward the first crime scene.

Whatever Trey had seen had to have at least started in the apartment. The chances of Trey seeking out the reporter at random seemed pretty low. Mala had mentioned her problems with the woman to Trey, but that wasn’t enough to make him go down to talk it out with her, was it?

Well, that was always a possibility, but until Mala could find no other explanation, she wasn’t going to give up so easily. Trey going down on her account was noble, but it didn’t help them out as far getting him back went. So, Mala chose to believe that he had come down because of something he’d seen.

At this point, it wasn’t much of a choice, really.

* * *

Trey woke up to the weirdest thing he’d ever experienced

He was in Mala’s apartment, chained to a bed.

At least, that’s how it had seemed at first. The apartment thing, not the chained to a bed thing. That was pretty clear. But when he stopped and thought about the apartment, everything started making sense. Mala had talked about her kidnapper taking her to an exact replica of her own place.

The kidnapper was the killer.

Awesome.

Too bad that information did Trey no good. It might help Darc out, but Trey had stupidly sent his partner back to the station. Smooth move, ex-lax.

But even if Darc knew, it wasn’t a sure thing that it would put them any closer to finding the guy. At least not before some bad, bad stuff went down, that bad stuff more than likely including Trey. He pushed that image out of his mind. It wouldn’t do him any good at this point, right?

Yeah, it was scary being kidnapped, but Trey figured at least he wasn’t dead yet. He was alive for a reason. And while he was alive, he was going to do everything he could to figure out how to get out of here. In the meantime, Trey was slightly pissed off that he had gotten a totally recycled kidnapping hideout thingy. The killer had gone to all that trouble for Mala, but apparently Trey only warranted the cast-off seconds.

Trey thought for a second about that. It was Mala they were talking about. The guy must actually have some taste.

Fantastic. Not only had he been captured by a homicidal maniac and put into a recycled trap, but Trey actually agreed with his abductor. It was time to get a new job or something. At least take a vacation. Getting clobbered by a corpse falling down on you was maybe a day-off kind of occurrence, but getting kidnapped had to qualify for at least a week or two paid leave.

Again, Darc would know. When it came to rules and regulations, the guy knew the book. Literally. He had memorized the entire book full of rules and regulations. Didn’t mean he always followed them, but he knew them.

Now, how the hell was Trey going to get out of here? He jerked the chains, but they were solidly connected to the very sturdy bed. Unless he could figure out how to pick the locks, he wasn’t going anywhere.

“Don’t bother,” an electronically altered voice rang out from the ceiling. “I took everything out of your pockets that might possibly allow you to get yourself out of your bonds. You’re stuck, Trey.”

“Who are you?” Trey called out, looking around for the camera that had to be there somewhere. “How do you know my name? Are you someone I know?”

“Really, Detective Keane, are you that keen on the idea of dying?” The voice ended in a light chuckle.

“Ha. That’s… wow. Ha. You should think about a career in stand-up. Seriously.” Trey jerked the chains, bruising his wrists in the process. He winced in pain.

“Yeah, that’s probably not a good idea, Trey. You’ll hurt yourself.”

“Something tells me that’s going to happen sooner or later, dude,” Trey spat.

“Dude? Are you so sure I’m a man?” The voice taunted him.

Trey shot back. “The only woman it could have possibly been was the reporter, but you killed her.”

“Maybe she was competition. Did you think of that?” The voice trailed off, but then got serious. “The more questions you ask, the closer you get to death. I’m not foolish enough to let you figure out who I am and then leave you alive to possibly get rescued. Oh no.” The next words were a near whisper. “But I do so enjoy this little cat-and-mouse thing we’ve got going on here. Don’t you?”

“Darc will find me, you know. He’s super smart. Smarter than you.” Trey tried to sit up, got to the end of the chain, and fell back.

“No. I mean yes, of course he’s smart. And possibly even smarter than I am. But he’s not capable of tracking you down. See, I’ve found his weakness.” The voice managed to sound smug, even through the voice modulator.

“Well, if he can’t, Mala will—”

“DO NOT!” the voice screamed, then paused. There was a breath before the killer continued. “Do not say her name. Ever. You are not worthy of holding her name in your mouth.”

Whoa. Well, that explained a lot, actually.

“You love her.”

There was silence for a long time. Long enough that Trey started to think that his kidnapper had taken a snooze or gone for a coffee or something. Killers still did stuff like that. It could happen.

But no such luck.

“When you die, it will not be pleasant.” Then there was a click and the silence stretched on into what felt like eternity. Eventually the lights turned out, and Trey was plunged into complete darkness.

No one would think to come here. Even with Mala and Trey working together, there was no way they would be able to deduce this. This was the craziest move Trey had ever heard of. Going back to a previous crime scene? It just didn’t make any sense.

When Trey finally started drifting off into sleep, the situation hadn’t gotten any better. If it had been Darc, he probably would have come up with something brilliant by now. But Trey wasn’t Darc. He was just a guy who was stupid enough to let a killer sneak up behind him.

He was way out of his depth here.

 


CHAPTER 22

This experiment that Mala was conducting seemed to be a waste of time to Darc. The lines of logic hissed and spat at him in their impatience. He needed to be tracking down Bill Harris, interrogating him to find out his involvement. Not looking over a crime scene that he had already memorized, after the body had already been moved to the morgue.

“Okay, Darc. We need to look at this from an emotional standpoint. Or, perhaps, a social one.”

The words made technical sense, but the meaning eluded Darc. They also eluded the pathways of light, which wrapped themselves around the doctor as if they wanted to do bodily harm to her. She was in the way of the investigation.

And yet…

Darc had seen for himself that his abilities were hamstrung by his lack of 360-degree vision when it came to his own emotional being. There was, when he stopped to analyze it, compelling reasoning in what Mala was saying.

But was that truly the case, or was Darc allowing his attraction for the doctor to affect him in an adverse way? Were her words more convincing because of the symmetry of her face, the pleasing lines of her body, the dusky color of her skin? Her scent rose from her body, creating a haze of gray that threatened to choke Darc.

“Stop.”

Mala turned to face Darc, a look on her face that spoke of bemusement or possible irritation. “What did you say, Darc?”

The patterns within swirled, a haze of colors and light dancing behind a curtain of shimmering gray. There was no pattern to decipher here. Nothing to fit into place. Only feelings that shifted and moved according to the dictates of some strange algorithm that Darc could not decode.

But that could not be put into words. Rather than attempt to communicate what could not be communicated, Darc lied.

“We should stop and look at the room from the first vantage point where Trey stood. Duplicating his movements could be part of it.”

Mala seemed unconvinced, but she moved back to the doorway of the bedroom, looing in at the scene. Something shifted in her face as she gazed in at the gore surrounding the room.

“Trey is fluent in body language. What did this body say while it was still here?”

This made no sense. Darc looked at where the body had been, trying to understand what Mala was suggesting. It was not helping.

“I do not know.”

Mala took her eyes off the outline of blood where the body had been. “Darc. You have an eidetic memory. You know exactly how the body was posed.”

“But that is not what you asked of me,” Darc answered.

A long sigh escaped Mala’s lips. “It is what I asked of you. That and so much more.” She seemed to think for a moment, then opened her mouth again. “I want you to tell me if there’s anything in the body positioning that might tell us something.”

“The victim was splayed, each limb attached to a different corner of the bed.”

Mala nodded. “As if on display.”

That was a possibility. As the parameters of what Mala was looking for became clearer, they formed into a gray symbol created of emotion and speculation. The positioning of the body was logged into Darc’s processing system.

“Stand here, Darc.” She pointed to a spot right next to her. Darc moved toward her, doing what he could to keep her scent out of his nostrils. “Now, what do you see?”

What Darc saw was a black hole where no light existed. There were no trails of light here because there were no traces of evidence to glean. 

Mala’s voice was almost a whisper in Darc’s ear. “Look and listen with more than just your eyes and ears. Pay attention to the spacing of the room, the way the body was presented. What does this tell us?”

Again, the symbols formed within and then made their way through the gray and presented their findings. A form began to take shape.

“The killer wished for this scene to be memorable,” Darc posited, attempting to put into words what the lightless symbols represented.

“Not just memorable,” Mala breathed. “Newsworthy. That’s what Trey saw. That’s why he went down to the van. He saw this. All of it.”

The symbols broke apart into the segmented parts of the emotional landscape they were. Darc was less than pleased with the results. 

“This has told us nothing more than what we already knew. Trey was taken. We had that information already.”

Mala shook her head. “No. We knew he had been taken, but we didn’t understand how or why. Now we do.”

Darc suspected that this feeling was akin to what Trey constantly complained of during every case he worked with Darc. He had no comprehension of what Mala was explaining. Mala must have seen the confusion on his face, because she continued.

“Don’t you see? Trey was taken specifically. He understands things on an emotional level that we are not good at. That seems to be exactly what the killer fears.” Mala reached out and grabbed Darc’s arm. “We are that much closer to catching him. If we work together like this, we can figure out whatever it was the killer didn’t want Trey discovering.”

It was ludicrous. Nothing about what Mala had just said seemed to make logical sense. And yet, the lines within did not complain. There was no uprising against this use of the gray fog of emotion. The way the non-logical information was being processed was something familiar to the bright streets of pure knowledge within him.

It was similar to what he did every day, just with emotion, rather than logic.

And if Mala believed that it would work, perhaps it was worth the attempt.

* * *

It was nearing the end. Not the end of the servant of the Lord’s work, just the end of this era. They were hours away from the time when the only ones standing in the way of the work rolling forth would be crushed underfoot.

Trey Keane would die, and his death would accomplish multiple goals. First, it would incapacitate Robi Darcmel. The bald detective seemed to be without emotion, but to the servant of the Lord, nothing was hidden. The damage to his psyche would be severe and long lasting.

Additionally, there would be a loss of prestige and trust within the police department. What the detective could do now as a matter of course would soon be curtailed. Part of what allowed the man to discern patterns was a willful disregard to the rules and how they applied to him.

Finally, it would prove to Mala that her destiny was not with Detective Darcmel. It was with the servant of the Lord. The Lord had given her to him. He would not be denied his eternal reward because Mala chose the lesser vessel. The weak one, who served the spawn of Mammon amongst them.

All. All would suffer as these had suffered. 

The socialite. The tobacco salesman. The lawyer. The writer. The reporter and her cameraman.

They were types of what was to come. It would not end with the seven abominations. That was only the beginning. A warning cry by the watchman on the tower. This would go so much further. Seattle would burn.

A reckoning.

A cleansing.

Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.

* * *

What had started out as a fantastic idea, if Mala did say so herself, quickly turned into an exercise in pounding her head against a wall. Darc and she had managed to track Trey’s progress using his unique blend of gut-level feel, pop culture knowledge, and empathetic insight. It worked.

But applying it to the rest of the case was proving to be like finding a needle in a haystack. So, as it neared two o’clock in the morning, they backed up and decided to pull in some favors. They needed to find Bill Harris, and barring that, they were going to have to search his apartment. After rousting a few people who were not used to dead-of-night wake-up calls, they had what they needed. Amazing what the kidnapping of a detective could accomplish. 

After spending time in some of the more posh areas of Seattle, it was a bit of an eye-opener to return to the areas south of the city. The apartment building wasn’t the worst of the lot, but it certainly wasn’t the best, either. The paint had probably once been a rather friendly color, but was now mostly a grayed-out yellow. It spoke of tarnished dreams and dying hopes.

More rousting, and the manager of the apartment complex grumbled all the way up to the top story of the building, the grouping of law enforcement right behind. He did not seem too happy about the whole scenario, but there also clearly some awe there, as well. That could have been caused by the initial sight of Darc standing with his arms crossed over his chest, his typical lack of expression making him look downright scary.

If she didn’t know him, Mala would have had a similar response. Sometimes it was hard to separate out your first impressions of someone from what you felt about them now. And what did Mala feel about Darc now? She was the last person who could’ve given an answer to that, at this juncture.

The hallway stank of a mixture of cheap new paint and decaying drywall. Several of the overhead lights were out, creating a dramatic light-and-shadow mosaic across the walls and floor as they moved toward Bill Harris’s apartment.

“Here it is,” the super groused. “Knock yourselves out.”

“Remain here.” Darc didn’t look at the man as he moved toward the door. “We may need you to use your keys.”

“Sure, whatever,” the man muttered.

There was no answer after repeated knocks, so Darc nodded to the manager to open it up. He shuffled forward. The man was in his fifties or sixties, and had the type of body that was thin everywhere except his stomach, which protruded out in an exaggerated swell, almost like he was pregnant. After unlocking the door, he shuffled back, his near-rotten slippers swishing against the grit on the floor.

As the door swung wide and Darc and Mala entered, Mala was confronted with an overload of information. On every wall there were surveillance photos, notes, receipts, and odd scraps of evidence attached to whatever case Bill was working on at the moment. It was as if he had used his entire studio apartment as one big bulletin board.

“Oh, man,” the manager spat. “He’s not supposed to be putting tacks in the walls. This is a direct violation of his lease. I’ll never be able to fill all those little holes.”

That’s what you find troubling about this? Mala thought to herself. She was overwhelmed by the implied invasion of these people’s privacy. Bill Harris was not a cop—and yet he was gathering information on these poor souls as if he were. And Mala was pretty sure it was all legal. She felt a sliver of cold make its way down her spine, causing her to shiver and get goose bumps. It was downright creepy.

Sorting through all of this information would take more than a little time, and Mala suddenly hit a wall. She was tired, dead tired. The adrenaline of losing Trey and the subsequent rush of starting to figure out his process had kept her from feeling the lack of sleep. Now, it was starting to catch up to her.

She wasn’t Darc, who seemed to be able to push through for days at a time. Of course, she had also seen the other side of that pushing, where he would collapse or turn into a veritable zombie. Mala wasn’t sure the trade-off was worth it.

It was time to get back home. She had a little girl who needed her bed. Hell, Mala needed her bed. But it wasn’t okay to continue dragging Janey all around town with her. She needed to figure out a way to balance this better. And she would start right now. With Bill not here, the urgency had diminished slightly. She had to get Janey home.

Opening her mouth to speak to Darc, Mala’s eyes caught on something in the corner of the room by Bill’s bed. Crime scene photos. Of the current case. Victims with the Babylonian numerals carved into their foreheads. How had he gotten those?

Next to each photo were what looked like scriptural references. Proverbs 6:16, Proverbs 6:17, others from Ezekiel and Habakkuk and Isaiah. For every picture, at least one quotation.

And then Mala saw something that made her blood run chill. Her own face. Tucked away in the darkest corner of the room, there was Mala herself, from every imaginable angle. Surveillance photos. Of her.

Darc moved up next to her, a stack of what looked like receipts in his gloved fingers. He gazed at the photos, then mutely held out the receipts to Mala.

They were from the Home Depot. Building materials, bathroom sink and counter, drywall, wood, paint, hardwood flooring… all paid in cash. And another receipt for the rental of the space where Mala had been held. 

“What is the possibility that Bill is not the killer?” Mala asked, her voice trembling.

But Darc just stood there, saying nothing. He never refused to discuss the probabilities of a case. It must be bad.

And, thinking about it, things could not be much worse. If there were any one individual who understood the most about the case, outside of Mala and the two detectives, it was Bill. He knew their methods, their plans of attack, the ins and outs of this case. No wonder they hadn’t been able to keep ahead of him.

He had been there, misdirecting them from the first.

Mala felt her blood turn from ice to boiling lava in the space of ten seconds. Trey had liked Bill, had treated him as a friend and colleague. Trey had trusted that man.

It was now up to Mala and Darc to make sure Bill paid for that violation.

But looking back at the photos, so many with her own countenance staring back at her, Mala felt a different kind of violation. This man had seen her vulnerable. He had taken pictures of her without her consent. Had observed her in moments when she thought herself alone.

How in the world could she ever tip those scales back in her favor?

 


CHAPTER 23

Popeye was complaining again. He did it all the time, so it wasn’t that big of a deal, but right now he was complaining about being in the car. He wanted to go home.

But Janey loved it in the car. She loved listening to the sound the car made when it was going. It hummed to her, almost like it was singing her a song. She loved how the backseat curved in just the right way to fit her. It was like being cuddled.

It even smelled good. Like Mala, but with another smell like cotton candy. There was another thing she loved about being in the car. She loved how it made the sounds from outside all muffled. Even Mala’s voice from the front seat was softer, fuzzier.

She was saying something about how sorry she was to drag Janey all over the city. And Popeye was saying, See, I told you so. If he didn’t stop with the sass, she’d put him in the washing machine, and then he would see. Mean old bear.

But Janey was happy. So happy. She was with Mala. She got to see Darc and Trey. And she got to sleep in the car. It was like a vacation, but more exciting. Except for that one time that Mommy and Daddy took her to Disneyland. That had been the most exciting.

But now Trey was gone. It was like when Mala was gone. Janey was scared for him, but she knew Darc and Mala would make it okay. Even that weird lawyer guy would probably help them. Janey hoped they wouldn’t go get hot chocolate again, though.

Popeye said a bad word. Butthead. He was so bad sometimes. Janey pushed him to the other side of the seat and tried to go back to sleep, but then got lonely and pulled him over to cuddle with her again. He kept squirming, making it so Janey couldn’t get comfy. She prodded and poked him to try to get him to stop, but he wouldn’t. 

Silly bear.

So she sat awake and watched in the mirror. Mala was worried. When she was worried she got this little line in her forehead in between her eyebrows.

Janey stretched and reached into her bag. It was a nice bag that Mala had made for her. It had her name, Janey, in glitter on the front, and she used it to take snacks with her for when they went out. It also had some games and paper and crayons and markers.

She had meant to grab a juice box. Apple was her favorite, but sometimes Popeye made her drink orange juice. She liked orange juice, but it wasn’t her favorite. Popeye said it was like drinking sunshine. Janey thought he was goofy.

But when she reached in to grab out the juice box, she grabbed paper and crayons, instead. Sometimes when she drew pictures it made people happy. Darc had always been happy when she’d drawn pictures for him. He’d look at her and do that not-smile thing that made her heart warm in her chest.

Of course there were the other pictures that people didn’t like at all. Like the kids in the hospital screaming and running around. And the people at the home. They hadn’t liked her pictures much.

But Mala would. Janey was sure of it.

So she started drawing. Sometimes when she would draw, things would come together in her brain and make other things go into the picture.

It was that way this time. There were things in there about Mala and Darc. There were things in there about Trey. There were things in there about someone else. Someone scary that made Janey hold Popeye closer until he started complaining again.

She poked him in the ribs and told him to hush now.

It was a good picture. Mala would love it. And she would show it to Darc.

And then Trey would come back again.

* * *

The blending of the glowing lines and the gray mist was… troubling… to Darc. These were realms that should stay forever separate, and yet he was deliberately removing the barriers between them. What was even more troubling was that it appeared to be working.

What had always felt to Darc like an innate antipathy between the cool logic of the gleaming informational pathways and the grey mists was turning out to be largely a false construct, something he had established himself. The implications were disturbing.

So much time spent separating the clean lines of logic from the messiness of emotional attachment, all for naught. The austerity of not allowing human interactions to be more than another set of data in his calculations, all a part of his autism, not some superiority than put him above his fellow man.

Darc knew he was autistic. He had known it from a very early age. His parents had thought they were keeping the information from him. “Not labeling him” was the language they used. But he had known.

And he had taken solace in it. The play in which his classmates would engage had held no interest for him. The crisp parameters of math and science had held his attention where the endless prattle of his peers did nothing but confuse him.

The discovery of his prodigious talents solidified his thinking. He was different. Held apart. Special.

But this holding himself away had distanced him from the very things that would now allow him to solve this case. Mala was correct in her assessment. The glistening threads confirmed it. Blue for certainty. Trey had been kidnapped for his unique abilities in all of the areas that Darc had eschewed.

Maddening.

The pattern, however, was so similar to what Darc knew. Applying the weavings of logic to the bleak moonscape of emotion was all but identical to his normal process.

Or it was when it wasn’t excruciatingly painful.

That was the word for it. Painful. Every time Darc sought to bring together the informational world with the realm of inner life, a sharp ache would develop in his chest, just beneath his sternum. A band would expand from there, tightening around his entire torso, making him feel that it was impossible to breathe.

The physical reaction seemed to have no basis in any disorder than Darc could ascertain. The idea that it might be psychosomatic was rational, yet felt like a small death.

The death of a purely rational existence.

Mala was seated across the desk from Darc, staring at a piece of paper. Her face seemed… softer. This was more gray territory, but Darc did not retreat from it as he was wont to do. The expression was somehow comforting to him.

The paper was resting on top of a laptop that Mala had managed to requisition from one of the officers here working late. She folded it up and placed the page in her purse, glancing up at Darc with a smile. The smile affected Darc in a similar way to the softness he had seen earlier. It was troubling and confusing and reassuring all at once. 

Uniformed cops had been stationed at Bill’s apartment complex, waiting for the P.I. to return, and a B.O.L.O had been sent out for the squat man’s vehicle. There was little they could do on that front but await information from the officers.

In the meantime, Mala and Darc were sorting through pictures of all of the evidence recovered from Bill Harris’s apartment. The cases were sprawling, but already they had found some links to the other murders.

He was the one who had alerted Trey to the second murder. Bill had also known about the third. There was the connection to the Special Forces with the knife left behind at the fourth. It was still within the realm of what could be considered coincidence, but it was too much to ignore.

And with the surveillance photos of Mala, the circumstantial evidence now added to the pain in Darc’s chest. It was an intense mixture of the building up of logical chains that surrounded Bill Harris with ties of gleaming light, as well as the uncomfortable gray pressure of the threat to Mala. Darc did not know how to handle these intense emotions, and the pressure was mounting on a minute-by-minute basis.

A symbol intruded, one of the new hybrid creations that were a result of the blending of emotion and information. The symbol spoke of the anxiety that Mala was more than likely experiencing. This was an unusual experience for Darc. One for which he felt quite unprepared.

He opened his mouth to ask her… something. What should he ask her? Mala spotted the aborted motion and turned her attention to him.

“Yes, Darc? Were you going to say something?”

The phone rang.

Officer Daniels’s voice rang through the receiver. “We’ve got him! We found Bill Harris and we’re bringing him in.”

This was more familiar territory. Interrogation. Far more straightforward than emotional inquiry. Far less uncomfortable than imagining the fears of another.

And yet, as he turned away from Mala to question Daniels further about the arrest, Darc could not help but feel disappointed that his conversation with her had never begun.

* * *

Mala stared across the table at Bill Harris, the man who had been Trey’s friend and who was now more than likely his captor. The man who had killed and killed and killed again with a viciousness and precision that belied his rough-and-tumble exterior.

But what was most disturbing was that Mala’s mind kept going back to the surveillance photos he had taken. With so much on the line, it was Mala’s personal sense of violation that was winning out here.

She’d managed to make it into the room okay. Even sitting down and peering at his face had been doable. But the thought of questioning this man, interrogating him about Trey and the other killings… all while having visions of her own face seen through a telephoto lens? Maddening.

There was a scent of disinfectant that merged with a sour scent that seemed to be coming from Bill. There were beads of sweat that had formed on his forehead, and he was licking his lips, which appeared chapped.

“Guys, I’m not sure what’s going on. Why am I here? In an interrogation room?” Bill blurted. “No one will tell me anything.”

His questions surprised Mala. He seemed nervous, true, but Bill wasn’t acting the way she had expected. Defiance, sure. Arrogance? Possibly. But this? This didn’t make any sense. At all.

Darc continued to stare at the private investigator. This was one of the places where Mala could see that his lack of empathy was a benefit. Where another detective might get uncomfortable with the silence, Darc seemed to use it, waiting until his subject cracked under the pressure. Mala wasn’t even sure that he was doing it on purpose, his demeanor told so little. It was the kind of look that could have wilted lettuce, and Mala was confident it would take its toll on Bill.

And it didn’t take long.

“Come on, Darc! You know me!” Bill sputtered.

“No. I do not. We are acquainted with one another, nothing more. Trey knows you.”

Bill looked around as if to spot the other detective. “Yeah, he does. Where is he? Whatever it is that you think is going on, Trey can clear it up.”

“Trey has been taken by the killer,” Darc intoned.

It took several seconds for that comment to sink its way into Bill’s brain. When the information registered, the reaction was immediate. Bill’s eyes goggled, and he jumped to his feet.

“Well, then. What the hell are we doing here?”

“Bill,” Mala stepped in, pushing the images of her own visage back into the recesses of her mind. “We’re here because there are some unusual coincidences that we need to talk to you about.”

“Coincidences?” he responded, his face slack as he sat back down.

“You have more than once arrived at the crime scenes before anyone else,” Darc took over.

“Well, yeah. Of course.” Bill wiped at the sweat on his face, managing only to smear it around. “I was the one who told you about two of them. Well, one, I guess. I found out about the other at the same time.”

“You were also in the Special Forces,” Darc continued.

“Wha…?” The look of confusion on Bill’s face intensified, then cleared up. “Oh, the knife? That was stolen from the guy it belonged to.”

“So you said,” interjected Mala. “But you were the only one that verified that information. And the blade could’ve been yours. As ex-Special Forces, you certainly would know where to get one.”

“Yeah, but—”

Darc placed the receipts for the warehouse rental, as well as all of the Home Depot purchases, directly in front of Bill. The private investigator peered at them, looked back up at Mala and Darc, then looked down to the receipts again.

“What’re these?”

“You’re going to claim you don’t know?” Mala demanded. “They were found when we searched your place.” There was something off here. Either Bill was much more of an actor than Mala would have given him credit for, or he was repressing memories of his own actions.

“When you…? You searched…?” Bill pulled in a deep breath and let it out bit by bit. “Okay. Okay. I have no idea what those receipts were doing there. I’ve never seen them before in my life.”

“Those receipts tie you to a crime scene at which Dr. Charan was held. The materials purchased at the Home Depot and elsewhere were used to recreate her apartment.” Darc’s tone never varied, but there was something in the way he delivered that sentence that made Mala glance over at the bald detective.

Bill threw up his hands. “Why would I do that? Huh? What possible reason could I have for kidnapping the doctor here?”

“That is a valid question, Mr. Harris,” Mala stated, keeping her aversion in check. She grabbed the surveillance photos of herself and placed them one by one in front of the sweating investigator. His face blanched. It was the first evidence of guilt that Mala had seen from him. This he remembered doing.

“I…” Bill looked up, his eyes slipping away from Mala’s face. “I…” He cleared his throat. “I think that you need to charge me for something or it’s time for me to leave. And go get a lawyer.”

Now this was looking much more like what Mala had anticipated. The problem was, Bill was the answer to where Trey might be. Letting him go was not an option.

Which is why Darc’s response shocked her.

“You may go now.”

Okay, Mala had not seen that coming.

“Um, Darc,” Mala murmured to the tall detective. “Don’t we want to hold him for more questioning or something?”

“We cannot,” Darc responded in his full voice. He seemed indifferent to the fact that Bill could hear him. “There is not enough evidence to charge him, and holding him for questioning with a lawyer present is an ineffective use of time.” He turned to Bill. “Did you not hear me? I said that you may go now.”

Bill shook his head and began to walk out of the interrogation room. Before he got to the door, he turned back to face Mala and Darc.

“I get that this stuff doesn’t look good.” He indicated all the evidence strewn across the table. “But you need to know that I had nothing to do with it.”

The sad part of it was that if Mala hadn’t seen all the facts for herself, she probably would’ve believed him. Some profiler she was turning out to be.

* * *

So it turned out that having your hands and feet chained to the four corners of a bed was not so comfortable. There would have been times in Trey’s life when he would have killed for some enforced R&R. Okay, killed was maybe a poor choice of words in this particular moment, but the sentiment was the same.

His kidnapper kept late hours, at least according to the clock radio that sat atop the nightstand next to Trey. Whatever the guy did for his day job, it was more than a nine-to-five gig. So, either he was someone that worked a bunch of double shifts, or it was a salaried job that required extra hours on a regular basis.

That was great, but it didn’t really help much. To occupy his time and keep his mind off of his nose that kept deciding it needed to be itched, Trey was trying to figure out who his captor was. And this particular angle felt like a dead end. Too many options. Doctor, lawyer, accountant… How many professions demanded too much of their employees? Even law enforcement should be on the list with that line of reasoning.

Trey rattled the chains for the five-hundredth time. The sound fell flat in the soundproofed room. He’d tried screaming the first few hours he’d been captured, but it just made his kidnapper laugh. And if his captor was laughing, Trey had to think he was barking up the wrong tree. 

If he had even one hand free, he might be able to find something nearby that he could use to pick the locks. Hell, if he could find a knife he might even cut off his own hand, like that one guy up in the mountains. Trey thought about taking a knife and shoving it into his own flesh.

Yeah… there was no chance he could do that.

Okay, back to the guy who had clocked him over the head. Not that it had to be a guy, Trey supposed. Honestly, if he hadn’t seen Charity King lying dead with her severed feet sitting in the door of that van, Trey might’ve thought it was the reporter. Heaven knew she’d been enough of a shark that he wouldn’t have put it past her.

But that lead had been cut off with a very definitive foot severing. This guy didn’t mess around. And the more Trey thought about it, the more convinced he became that it was a guy. Not that women were incapable of doing stuff like this, but usually the female killers went for the non-messy kills. Poison. Exhaust from a car in a closed garage. Gas from a stove. That kind of murder was a far cry from what Trey had seen so far.

It just didn’t feel like a woman.

A chuckle worked its way up from Trey’s belly. That was funny. It was so far removed from the kind of detective work Darc did that it made all of Trey’s reasoning seem childish. Maybe that was a little bit of an understatement. Trey felt childish at the best of times. When he was around Darc, he felt pre-natal.

If it weren’t for the fact that Trey was not going anywhere soon, he would’ve given up on this whole exercise a long time ago. But he had nothing better to do. It wasn’t like his captor turned on cable TV for Trey when the psychopath stepped outside.

Cable. Man, what Trey wouldn’t give for a little Downton Abbey right now. Hell, he’d even go for Call the Midwife. Or The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. Trey still couldn’t believe that Adrienne Maloof had gotten fired. How did you get fired from reality TV, for crying out loud?

With his luck, what he’d end up with was Cinemax After Dark. Soft-core porn while he had both hands chained to a bed. That was its own specific brand of hell.

So, it was the guessing game. More than likely, it was someone who hadn’t even come on their radar yet, but Trey had to go based off of the players he knew.

One of the first suspects to come up for him was Bill. The guy had been uncanny in finding out about the murders ahead of time. He’d sort of insinuated himself into the investigation from the get-go. And there was a whole lot of stuff that didn’t quite add up.

But it was Bill. And that was ultimately what made Trey decide that it wasn’t him. Couldn’t be him. All the evidence pointed there, sure, but in a way, didn’t that seem strange? The killer was smart enough to keep a heart beating outside of a freaking body. Didn’t seem like Bill was that guy. Or, if he were that guy, that he’d be so careless about leaving evidence around that would point to himself.

Besides, Trey knew him. Well. Probably as well as anybody else, apart from the guy’s ex-wives. It just didn’t fit in with Bill’s personality. Sure, the guy was a bit gruff, and more than a little cynical. You didn’t do what Bill did everyday and not get a little tired of the crap that people could do to other people.

It wasn’t Bill.

For one crazy moment, Trey even started looking at people in his own precinct. One of the uniformed cops, maybe? That idiot M.E. Dr. Hutchinson? Captain Merle? But none of them really fit the evidence, besides the fact that Trey was pretty sure that Captain Merle never left his desk enough to be a really top-notch serial killer.

What could link a socialite, a tobacco sales manager, a lawyer, a writer, and a reporter? There just didn’t seem to be any link that made sense.

This was Darc’s domain. Darc could take these tangled threads of information and knit an epic tapestry out of them. That was what Trey’s partner did. And here was Trey, trying to figure it all out on his own. It was like a mentally handicapped kid trying to outthink Stephen Hawking while chained to a bed. Kinda unfair, if you asked Trey.

So, screw it. He wasn’t going to figure this out. At least not in the same way that Darc would. Instead, he’d try to feel his way forward. He’d decided it wasn’t Bill based off of nothing but his instinct. Maybe he could turn that around and let his gut decide who the killer was.

Well, this was fun.

A voice rang out in the apartment, and Trey jolted up, his chains yanking him back toward the bed. Man, he hated it when his kidnapper did that.

“Still haven’t figured it out, have you?” the voice crooned in its monotonous mechanical tone. “I know you want to know who I am. Of course you do. What’s funny is that it’s right in front of your nose, Detective Keane.”

Great. It wasn’t enough that Trey was trapped in a recycled holding cell and chained to a bed. Now he had to listen to his captor gloat. Trey was sick and tired of this kind of treatment. Father John had dismissed him, too.

“Hey! How about you lighten up with the whole bad-guy thing you got going on. You’re like every bad stereotype of a serial killer, dude. ‘It’s right in front of your nose.’ Seriously? You can’t think of a better taunt than that? I can give you something better than that by picking my butt.”

The voice went silent. Trey wasn’t shocked. His captor wasn’t much for fireside chats, and Trey hadn’t left him a lot of room to maneuver. It maybe wasn’t the greatest idea to piss off the guy that was threatening to kill you, but the guy hadn’t made a move yet and Trey was getting bored. Besides, his wrists and ankles were getting chafed.

But as much as Trey had tried to play it off, the killer’s statement had rankled. Clearly, there was something obvious that Trey was missing.

Someone who had a connection to every killing. Someone who Trey had met. Someone who Mala had more than likely met. Someone… someone…

And then it came to him. There was no bolt of lightning, no flash of recognition, just an awareness that grew until it had Trey nodding his head in acknowledgement.

He knew who the killer was.

And there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.

 


CHAPTER 24

Darc had known releasing Bill Harris was a calculated risk. The patterns had glowed with a green light that spoke of uncertainty. And yet, holding the private investigator had been a dead end, so the risk had seemed a reasonable one.

A reasonable risk that had proved unsuccessful on every level. Officer Daniels confirmed that the unmarked police car trailing the private investigator had lost contact with him. Now, instead of being able to follow Mr. Harris to Trey, the investigator was lost to them. No further opportunities to question or imprison him should new evidence appear. The P.I. was out of reach.

Leaving Darc and Mala with very little usable information. There was nothing to do but go back over all of the evidence gathered so far, beginning with all of the materials taken from Bill’s apartment.

But the threads of logic all pointed to speed being of the essence. Darc was left in a difficult situation where to move forward was to spend additional time that could lead more quickly to Trey’s demise.

Mala came back around the corner from the break room, Janey in tow. The little girl was eating string cheese and holding a juice box. Darc stared at the little one, the tapestry of logic pathways winding around her, caressing her face and playing through her hair. There was a connection here that they were trying to make, but Darc could not see it. It was more of the gray landscape that held back his understanding.

“No word on Bill’s car?” Mala queried. That had been the one avenue left to them—the hope that the investigator’s car might have LoJack. 

“The vehicle registered to Bill Harris is a 1994 Honda Accord. No way to trace it.” Darc could see the tracings of light swirling in frustration. The car had been lost in the winding streets of a residential neighborhood. There were no traffic cams, ATMs, or shops with surveillance cameras anywhere nearby.

“There has to be something that we are overlooking,” Mala responded, her face creasing in what could be consternation or constipation. The increased connection between the gray landscape and Darc’s internal logic roads suggested the former. Interesting. There were additional benefits to the growing synthesis of these once-opposing paradigms.

“That is almost a certainty,” Darc confirmed. “But finding what we have overlooked will take time. Trey has been gone now for more than 18 hours. Every passing minute brings him closer to his probable end.”

Janey’s face fell, but then brightened, and she tugged on Mala’s sleeve. Mala leaned down, her face close to Janey’s.

“What is it?”

As Janey began gesturing, a series of movements that made little sense to Darc, a figure strode around the corner. It was Deputy Attorney Van Owen.

“Hey, guys,” he called out as he saw Darc and Mala. “I’ve got something that might help out.”

Mala stood. “What do you have?” She put her hand down to stop Janey from continuing to pull at Mala’s sleeve.

“Well, I called all of Bill Harris’s known clients. I’ve had some dealings with him in the past… he makes his way into court enough for me to know who his regulars are. I put some pressure on them, suggesting that this was a serious ongoing investigation and that it would be in their best interests to cooperate.”

“And what did you discover?” Darc prompted.

“That he had even more of a connection to the previous murders than we’d thought. Every single one of them was someone who had come up on the bad end of one of Bill’s investigations. The socialite had gotten herself photographed sleeping with one of Bill’s clients in a divorce case. Charity King did an exposé on private investigators in Seattle. Harris didn’t come out looking so good.” Bryce Van Owen rifled through the papers in his hands “And there’s a lot more in here.”

“That’s great,” Mala said, her tone less than energized. “But that puts us right back where we were. Bill’s in the wind.”

“Right. But I managed to find out about some stuff that he’s working on currently. And there’s a person that popped up. The next murder’s supposed to be someone that’s like a false witness or something, right?”

“How did you have that information?” Darc inquired. The threads of logic snaked around, confused.

“Trey was keeping me updated. He told me about the whole thing before he was… kidnapped.” He shook his head and continued. “Anyway, there was a case he was involved in just a month and a half ago where the whole thing went south because of a witness Bill had brought in to testify on behalf of his client. The guy, name of Alex Warnick, threw the client under the bus, and the client lost his shirt in the divorce. Threatened Bill with everything from calling the Better Business Bureau to taking him to court. Bill went ballistic.”

The paths of light twisted around, bumping into the lawyer as he reorganized his papers. This could indeed be information that could help them to stay a step ahead of Bill Harris. Whether or not it would also lead them to Trey was less certain. It was, however, the most promising lead they had at the moment.

“I took the liberty of sending some unmarked cars out to Warnick’s place, but I thought you should know about it, in case you wanted to head over there yourself.” Van Owen smiled at Darc. Another come-on? Darc’s newfound interconnection suggested that was not the case. At least there was one result of this new integration that would result in less discomfort rather than more.

“That is an acceptable overstepping of your authority in this case,” Darc answered the lawyer. “And going to the apartment could allow me to collect additional information.” He turned to Mala. “Will you and Janey come along?”

As Mala began to answer, Van Owen stepped in. “Actually, I was hoping to talk to Dr. Charan for a bit.” When Darc turned back to lock eyes with the Deputy Attorney, he continued. “I just wanted to talk through another case with her. Got a witness who’s acting squirrely. Want to know if she’s going to be okay up on the stand.” He nodded to Mala. “Figured a psychologist might be able to help me out with that.”

Darc nodded, although he found that he was experiencing an irrational anger toward the lawyer. The explanation Bryce gave was sound, but Darc found that he did not want Mala to be anywhere near the Deputy Attorney.

But with no plausible reason for needing Mala with him, Darc turned to go. He noticed a sensation of heaviness in his chest that seemed to weigh him down as he moved toward the parking lot.

Is this how it felt to have a heavy heart? If that were the case, the arguments for a full emotional life seemed less and less convincing to Darc by the moment.

* * *

As Mala watched Darc leave, she felt a flutter in her stomach. There was a sense of disappointment in the tall detective leaving, as well as a sense of excitement that Bryce was near. An uncomfortable combination of sensations.

“So, you need my help?” Mala asked as she turned to speak with the handsome attorney. Bryce grinned at her, his smile increasing the disturbance in her gut. Bryce smelled of sandalwood and pine and a slight musk, a very masculine scent that was just strong enough to reach her nostrils, but not enough to repel her. She felt her skin heat up.

“Well, not exactly,” Bryce confessed. “I wanted to talk to you, and I needed an excuse to keep you here.”

Mala found that she was both flattered and angry at once. “But Darc might need me. Trey’s out there missing, and—”

Bryce held up a hand, cutting her off. “I know. And if I thought for a second that there was anything out there that could help get Trey back, I wouldn’t have kept you back. Truth is, this is a long shot. Darc knows it, but it’s pretty much the only thing we’ve got right now.”

It was true. Mala had even recognized it, at least on a subconscious level. If there had been a compelling reason for her to go, she would have left regardless of Bryce’s pleas. As she processed her own frustrations, Mala felt a tug on her sleeve. Janey.

The girl was pointing toward the break room, her gestures one step shy of urgent. She wanted another snack, maybe? Or she wanted Mala away from Bryce. That seemed the more likely explanation. Mala held up a finger for her to wait for a moment.

“So, what did you want to talk to me about?” Mala asked.

The attorney shifted from one foot to another. “Well, if you haven’t figured it out yet, I like you. A lot.” Mala felt her flush grow, heating up her chest and face. The man certainly seemed to know how to get a reaction out of her. Bryce continued. “And I just wanted to make sure that I hadn’t pushed too hard the other day.”

“No. Not at all. You were the perfect gentleman.”

“Good,” Bryce replied. “Because I’d like to try it again. Maybe some lunch?” He glanced down at Janey, whose mouth was pressed into a thin line. “Both of you, of course. We could go back to my place and I could make you something. I’m a pretty good cook.”

Seeing the look on Janey’s face, Mala wasn’t sure she was up for a repeat performance of the coffeehouse disaster. But she was hungry, and the thought of Bryce’s company was far from unpleasant. As she contemplated, Janey grabbed her arm and began gesturing at Mala. She was miming drawing a picture. Janey was trying to communicate something to Mala. Probably something about how bad of an idea this was.

Still, better to get it all out now, before Janey could trash Bryce’s house. Mala opened her purse and began digging around for a scrap of paper and a pen, and as she did so, the picture Janey had drawn for her earlier fluttered to the floor. Janey scurried over to the paper and scooped it up, unfolding the drawing to see what it was.

When she could see the picture she had drawn, Janey’s face blanched. She gestured frantically for something to write with. Mala dug down and found an eyeliner pencil, which she pulled out of the purse and handed to the little girl.

Without taking a second to move to a table, Janey dropped to the floor and began drawing detective’s badges over and over again on the back of the drawing. She then turned the picture over and pointed toward the exit.

She wanted Darc to see the picture.

Now.

Mala turned back to Bryce. “I’m sorry. There’s something going on here that I don’t understand. I need to talk to Darc.”

“But… lunch? And he’s probably already…” Bryce stopped himself, gave a wry grin and shrugged. “Pushing again, huh?”

“Maybe just a little,” Mala conceded. Seeing his face fall, she added, “But it’s kind of cute.”

“Cute. Great. That’s just what a guy wants to hear.” He breathed a sigh. “Go on. Get out of here. And Janey?” he said, peering down at the girl. “Well played.”

Janey just glared back at him. It was probably better this way. Mala was pretty sure that the only way Bryce and she were going to connect was if Janey wasn’t present.

Which meant, as far as Mala was concerned, that it probably wouldn’t happen. She looked back to see Bryce heading out in the opposite direction, moving fairly quickly. He did have an awfully nice rear end.

Okay, so maybe a babysitter? 

Mala glanced down at the top of Janey’s head. She would have to think on it.

* * *

Darc did not like to drive. He owned a vehicle that he almost never used, a Chrysler Sebring that was about five years old. Trey typically drove whenever they were working on a case together.

It wasn’t that Darc was incapable of driving. The mechanics were simple to master. But his attention remained fixed on the interweaving of the patterns of information that shifted about in his mind, which left little focus for more mundane tasks.

As Darc moved out toward the parking lot, he stopped one of the uniformed policemen to have him relay the address back to Mala. Darc had neglected to give her the information before he had left, and if her conversation with the lawyer did not take too long, he hoped that she would join him. Darc’s conversation with the policeman took longer than it should have—the man was not intelligent. 

That had been a waste of time, and the fact that Darc had engaged in it was troubling. Mala could easily obtain the address on her own, seeing as how the man who had the information was the one with whom she was speaking. But Darc had made a point of making sure she had the address. He wanted her there.

And there was no reason for it. Well, no logical reason for it.

Mala would be of little help doing any sort of assessment where a crime had not yet been committed. This was an endeavor with a low possibility of success. The individual might be the killer’s next victim, if the killer was Bill Harris. If the person did end up being the next victim, they might be able to apprehend Harris before he killed again. It was a series of low probabilities, with the outcome becoming less and less certain the further down the stream Darc went. He placed a positive outcome at less than two percent.

Yet he still wanted Mala there.

As Darc neared the vehicle out in the parking lot, he took another moment to assess the inner workings of his gray landscape. He was approaching, not his own Sebring, but Trey’s Land Rover. Darc knew where Trey kept his spare key in his desk at the precinct.

Again, there was no rational reason for Darc to prefer Trey’s vehicle to his own. And yet, here he was, about to commit grand theft auto. Trey would not be pleased to discover that Darc was driving his car.

Yet Darc was going to drive it regardless.

He positioned himself behind the wheel of the Land Rover. The seat and mirrors had already been moved by the uni who had driven the Rover back from the crime scene where Trey had been abducted, so they needed a little additional adjustment. Darc breathed in the air of the vehicle. There was a lingering smell of old leather and fast food, with something else less identifiable underneath. Darc was surprised to discover that he found the scent… comforting.

Starting the engine and easing the car out of its spot, Darc scanned the gleaming lines of logic in his mind for additional information. There was still a lack of cohesion here. Leaving seemed the best of the options, but there was no certainty.

Darc’s attention snapped back to the act of driving as a figure stepped out in front of the Rover. It was Mala, waving her hands for Darc to stop. His reaction had been delayed by his inward focus, and in order to avoid striking Mala, Darc pulled the steering wheel hard to the left. He felt and heard the crunch and scrape as the side of the Land Rover made contact with one of the parking bumper posts placed to keep drivers from entering the lane that moved in the opposite direction.

This would be an awkward conversation to have with Trey.

Mala rushed around to the driver’s side window, which Darc rolled down. “Are you okay?” she panted, her tone elevated in volume and higher in pitch than normal. Did that indicate concern? For some reason, that made Darc’s heart rate accelerate. That was a fascinating physiological response that he would need to investigate further.

“I am unharmed.”

“Okay, good.” Mala paused to take a breath. She seemed to have been running, and Darc could see that Janey was just now catching up to her. Mala must have seen Darc and sprinted to stop him. “There’s something I need you to see.” She pulled out a piece of paper that had been folded in quarters and handed it to Darc through the open window.

Unfolding the page, Darc immediately recognized Janey’s work. “When did she draw this?”

Mala’s eyebrows wrinkled together. “Last night.”

“And you did not think to show it to me immediately?”

“No, I didn’t.” Mala’s tone had deepened and sharpened. “Why on earth would I?”

“This is the way that she and I communicate,” Darc answered.

Raising her hands up, Mala’s eyebrows now lifted in concert with her limbs. “I had no idea.” Then a thought seemed to strike her, as her expression changed once more. Darc could not keep up with this ever-changing landscape of emotional responses. “So you were passing her messages when you…? You… I never would have allowed you to…” She stopped and took a long breath, pointing back at the drawing. “Just… look at the picture. Janey was adamant that you see it.”

Darc studied the page in front of him. It was unlike any of the other communications the girl had given him. There were no symbols of certainty. In fact, the informational stream arising from the picture was filled with gray. Gray tendrils that entered in, leaving glowing bits of activated information in their wake.

Beginning. Danger. Need.

The picture was asking Darc to return to the beginning of the case. Something was there, something he had missed. At least that’s what it seemed to be asking. Again, it was gray and unclear.

And now Darc himself was unclear. He could continue forward to pursue a concrete lead, even though the probability of success was small. Or he could go back to the precinct to follow… what? A feeling. An instinct. A guess.

Darc stared down at the picture for a moment and then shifted the Rover into reverse. Nothing here made logical sense to him.

And yet, somehow, the decision was clear.

 


CHAPTER 25

Well, Mala wasn’t exactly sure what had happened, but she was sure that something had. Where before Darc had been morose and dejected, now he seemed energized and focused. Not that there was a lot of outward manifestation of either one, but there was a distinct shift in his presence.

It was one of the intangibles that so irritated Darc whenever Mala or Trey tried to bring them up. Although Mala was not confident that his reaction would be the same at this point. There seemed to be a fundamental shift happening in the way he not only handled himself, but also how he interacted with other individuals.

Even this current moment was an example of how things had shifted. From what Mala could see, there was nothing concrete in what Janey had given Darc. And yet he had abandoned a solid lead with seemingly no qualms and was now digging up everything he could from earlier cases. Something that had discouraged him earlier was now the very thing he was determined to do. All because of a picture from a little girl.

It didn’t make any sense, which for anyone else might not have seemed like such a big deal. They were more than a little stuck right now, so doing things that didn’t make a lot of sense were par for the course. But for Darc, even a small departure from the clear road that logic laid down was a huge neon sign pointing right at him, screaming, “Look at me! I’m a different guy than the one you thought I was!”

As they walked back into the station, Mala waved Darc on ahead and stopped off to talk to a group of uniformed policemen close to the entrance of the precinct building. They were huddled around, joking about something that sounded strangely like the weight of a fish.

“Excuse me,” Mala interrupted. All eyes turned to her, some with irritation at being interrupted, and at least one or two of them with a hint of appraisal. “Have any of you seen Deputy Attorney Van Owen?” Janey tugged at her arm, clearly more interested in keeping up with Darc.

One of the cops, a short man with balding hair, responded. “The blond guy, right? He left just a few minutes ago.”

“Did he say where he was going?”

“Nah. But it looked like he had all his stuff with him. Jacket, briefcase. My guess is he’s back at the county office.”

Mala thanked him and moved along on the way to Darc’s desk. She had hoped to at least thank Bryce for his offer of lunch. She’d left him pretty abruptly when Janey had found that picture.

Back at his desk, Darc had immersed himself in the files of what looked like every single murder up to that point. It appeared that he had even gone back to the original file of Mala’s kidnapping. That was an experience that she hoped never to repeat. 

Thinking back to that time brought up a question that had bothered her since then. Might as well ask about it now.

“Darc,” Mala said. “What did you guys do with that whole setup my kidnapper had built?”

Darc looked up from the open file in front of him, his mouth set in a straight line. This was Darc, so that could mean that he was irritated or just that he had no idea what his expression looked like at the moment.

“The scene was left intact. Once it was done being processed, it would have been locked up and left. There will be follow-up at some point, such as contacting the owners of the property.” Darc stopped, and then shuffled through some papers on his desk. He pulled up the copy of the rental agreement for the warehouse space, then picked up the phone and began dialing.

“Darc, what are you doing?”

“I am calling the power company.”

Okay, that was not anywhere close to where Mala’s mind had been. They were in the middle of tracking down a killer, and Darc was checking on his electric bill? This was making no sense whatsoever.

But apparently he had connected to someone on the other end of the line at this point. “This is Detective Darcmel with the Seattle Police Department. I need to check on the power consumption for the following address.” He gave the person on the other end the exact location of the warehouse. At least now it was clear that this had to do with the case, but Mala still had no idea what Darc was doing.

A voice buzzed in the receiver, the sound of the conversation spilling out into the room in a small, tinny way. Darc began to hang up the handset, but then held it back up to his ear. “Thank you for your help,” he said, then hung up.

Wow. Darc really was changing.

And then Darc was leaving. He had gotten up, grabbed a couple of the files and his keys, and was headed toward the entrance almost before Mala had realized he was done speaking on the phone. So maybe the bald detective hadn’t changed too much.

“Darc, what’s going on?”

“The warehouse is consuming energy,” the detective intoned.

“Right. Warehouses do that,” Mala replied.

“Not empty ones. The amount of power being consumed is not from a light accidentally being left on. There are significant expenditures there.”

And then Mala caught up, both physically and mentally. “So the killer’s keeping Trey there?”

“There is a high degree of probability that such is the case.”

“So we’re heading to the warehouse?” Mala asked, trotting to keep up with the fast-moving detective. Janey was now running alongside, her little legs pumping.

“Yes.”

“Darc, stop!” Mala grabbed his hand, halting his forward progress. “We have to figure some things out before we go.”

“Such as?”

“Well, such as what we are going to do with Janey, for one thing?” Mala knew that time was of the essence, but rushing in did not seem like the answer. “Plus, don’t we need backup or something?”

Without further discussion, Darc grabbed Janey’s hand and swept her down the hallway at breakneck speeds. When they got to Captain Merle’s office, Darc went to push the door open and Mala restrained him by the arm. Wow. Sometimes she forgot how strong Darc was, especially when he was focused on a task.

“Captain Merle? This is your plan?”

Darc looked her straight in the eye. “Yes.”

Well, Mala had no response to that. She allowed her hand to fall away as Darc opened the door to Captain Merle’s office.

“Darc, what are you doing…?” Captain Merle looked at the girl, who was holding onto Darc’s hand with a death grip. “And who have we here? Janey, is that right?”

“That is correct,” Darc responded. “And I need you to watch her.”

There was a long pause, during which the captain’s face went from white to red to purple and then back to white. “I see,” he finally said, swallowing. “And might I ask why you are asking me to babysit this girl?”

“We believe we have found where Trey is being held, and we do not wish to expose the girl to that level of danger.”

“You found Trey?” The captain’s eyebrows rose at that statement. “Well… I suppose… You’re going to want backup, right?” He picked up his phone, presumably to call for support. Whether that support was for Darc and Mala or for the captain himself was unclear.

“No,” Darc uttered.

“No?” The captain replied, dumbfounded.

“No?” Mala repeated, equally confused. What good would it do to have just the two of them there? The likelihood of them getting killed or captured seemed greater than that of them coming away with Trey intact.

“The warehouse is equipped with surveillance cameras, both on the inside and on the outside. Additional policemen would add to Trey’s danger. It is possible that he will see Mala and I as less of a threat, and therefore, of little import.”

Mala thought back to the last time that Darc had pressed for less police involvement. It had been back at the slaughterhouse, and so many officers had lost their lives because they had refused to take Darc’s admonition seriously.

Captain Merle must have been thinking the same thing, as he immediately relented. “Understood. But I want you to have support within a block of where you are.”

“That caveat is acceptable,” Darc replied.

The captain harrumphed. “Well, I’m glad it’s acceptable to you.” He glanced at the girl and then back at Darc and Mala. “Well, go on. Get out of here.”

Darc turned to leave, but Mala watched as Janey put her stuffed bear on the captain’s desk, facing the large, gruff man. The captain began to smile, seemingly in spite of himself.

“Thank you for the bear, Janey.”

It was sweet that the captain believed that Janey was offering him the bear. But as Janey went to take a seat on the couch that faced the captain’s desk, Mala could see that her lips were set in a slight scowl.

As far as Mala could tell, the bear was there to keep an eye on the captain.

* * *

The face that appeared at the now-open door that led out of the mock bedroom wasn’t a surprise to Trey. The chainsaw at his side was.

“Is that for me?” Trey asked. “Awww. You shouldn’t have. Really.”

“Oh, this isn’t for you,” his captor chuckled. “I have something special planned for you, my frightened little detective.”

Seriously, Trey should have seen who it was all along. Well, actually, no. Trey shouldn’t have, wouldn’t have, couldn’t have. At least not at first. But when you took everything into account, the emotional stuff as well as the practical how-the-hell-had-the-killer-known-that stuff, it only made sense. But Trey wasn’t about to tell this a-hole that.

“So, it’s going to be something more special than death by dismemberment? To what do I owe this honor?” Trey was about to wet himself with fear, but he would be damned if he was going to give this guy the satisfaction of seeing it.

“You should know. Your partner Darc gave you the pattern.”

“Oh, I’m part of the pattern, am I? I feel like there should be some kind of plaque or something. You know… to put up on the mantel.” Trey thought for a second. “So, okay, I’m not dead yet. Plus, I’ve never really lied up on the stand. So I’m guessing I’m not the deceitful witness who soweth lies, right?”

“Ah, arrogance and mockery. Exactly what I’d expect from someone like you.” The killer spat his words out, the tone acidic. Trey really shouldn’t poke the bear, but he couldn’t help himself. Besides, the chafing on his wrists from the chains was driving him totally freaking nuts.

“Oh, okay. So it’s the sower of discord among brethren, is it?” Trey paused, thinking. “Yeah… not really seeing that one, either.”

“Aren’t you?” Trey’s kidnapper chuckled in his throat. “You can’t think of anything that you have done that might cause some amount of discord?”

“Well, there was that one time that I shaved ex-lax on Rodriguez’s French Silk pie, but I’m pretty sure no one knows about… Wait. Hold on.” If Trey’s hands had been free, he would have smacked himself on the forehead. “Is this about Darc and Maggie?”

The killer sneered. “Behind your own partner’s back. With his wife. I’m shocked that you’re not writhing with guilt.”

“Oh, there’s been plenty of guilt, dude,” Trey assured him. “But this is all old news. Yesterday’s headlines. Last week’s scandal.”

“What do you mean?” the captor barked. Trey could have sworn that there was a note of insecurity in that light baritone voice.

“I mean that Darc already knows. You missed out, man. Father John put it all out there right before he dropped a three-hundred-pound corpse on me from the ceiling of that crazy underground church.” Trey shrugged his shoulders, the chains clanking at his wrists. “Darc and I worked past it.”

That seemed to give the man pause. Tension seemed to build up in his shoulders to the point that the chainsaw began to creep upward. Not a good development, as far as Trey was concerned. Then, it felt like all that energy leaked out of the killer.

“It doesn’t matter. You have still sown discord. You are beyond even those the Father hates. You are the seventh whom His soul despiseth. You are slated to die.”

“Listen, man. You know nothing about this. You think that this thing with Maggie and me is evil. You have no idea how it started and you have no idea what it is now.”

The killer opened his mouth, apparently to argue the point, when the ding of a bell caught his attention. A smile formed across his face. “We can debate this a bit later, at a more… picturesque local. For now, we have company.” He turned and strode off, leaving Trey with the residual image of the chainsaw on his retinas.

As far as Trey was concerned, the guy could take his sweet time coming back.

 

 

* * *

Well, Janey could tell that Popeye was not happy. Not even a little bit.

That wasn’t so strange. Popeye wasn’t happy a lot of the time. But right now he wasn’t just unhappy. He was mad.

First off, he didn’t like the captain. He wouldn’t say why, other than that he smelled like vegetable soup. Popeye hated vegetable soup. So he was keeping an eye on that captain guy. People who ate enough vegetable soup that they smelled like it were not to be trusted. At all.

But he was also mad because he and Janey were always being left behind. Even after all the times that Popeye had helped. He’d let Janey hide a knife up his rear end, for crying out loud. If that didn’t get a bear a ride in a cop car, he didn’t know what would.

Janey knew that Mala and Darc and Trey loved her and wanted her around, but sometimes it was hard when they went off and were doing stuff. It was always dangerous stuff. That was the only reason they ever left her.

Still, it wasn’t like she was a baby or something. She’d had lots of stuff happen to her and she hadn’t even cried. Popeye made a sound like he was trying not to laugh at her. Okay, she hadn’t cried much. Popeye was such a butthead. Janey wasn’t supposed to use that word, but it was true. He was.

The captain man was looking at her but pretending not to look at her. Sometimes grown-ups were so weird. He was stacking some papers on his desk and he kept clearing his throat. Hrm, hrm, hrm.

Popeye had an idea. It was a naughty idea, but Janey liked it. Did that make her naughty too? Well, even it if did, she wanted to try.

It meant she had to pretend again. Pretending was fun, but sometimes it made Janey feel bad. Because pretending was like lying, especially when you were doing it to trick somebody. Even if you had to trick them.

But Popeye was saying now, now, now, and even if it was lying Janey didn’t care. She was going to do it, so there.

She started bouncing up and down in her chair. It was funny that when she did stuff like move around when she wasn’t supposed to there were some grown-ups that would get nervous. The captain guy was one of those grown-ups. He started looking at Janey more, and not even trying to hide it anymore.

Popeye said that he had told her so. He thought he was such a smarty-pants.

But just bouncing up and down in her chair wasn’t enough. She crossed her legs and made a face like she had to go to the bathroom. Grown-ups always let her do what she wanted to do when she crossed her legs and made that face.

And sure enough, the captain guy stood up. “Do you have to go to the bathroom?” he asked. 

His voice was deep and growly. Kind of like what Popeye’s voice should have sounded like instead of that high squeaky voice. That made Popeye mad. You try going through the washer and dryer and see how you sound, he said. It almost made Janey laugh, but laughing wasn’t going to get her what she wanted. She nodded at the big captain man and squeezed her legs shut even more, bouncing up and down.

“Okay, I’ll show you where it is.” He walked to the door and pointed down the hall at the restrooms that were there close by. “Make sure you hurry back, okay?”

Wow. This was going to be easier than even Popeye had thought. Grown-ups weren’t just weird.

Sometimes they were really dumb.

 


CHAPTER 26

The lines were converging, but their convergence was odd. Darc had never experienced this before, this coming together of the gray and the gloaming. The streaks of light melded with the gray backdrop, illuminating and giving color and texture to its previously formless mass. And each hill, each valley was another bit of precious information that was leading them onward.

Whether or not this ended up being a successful endeavor, the blending of the two seemingly opposing viewpoints was… beautiful. Darc was beginning to understand, in an imperfect way, why so many seemed enamored or even obsessed with their emotional lives. It was an incomplete view, but it was expanding with each pairing of logical threads and gray landscapes.

Now, Darc hoped that it would prove helpful in finding Trey. As they rounded the corner leading to the warehouse, Darc noticed a car parked across the street from the squat building. A 1994 Honda Accord. Bill Harris’s car.

“He is here,” Darc said, pointing to the car. Mala nodded as she saw the vehicle he had pointed out. Darc pulled the Land Rover up to the curb about a block away from the Accord. No need to park right next to their principal suspect.

Opening the door, he was once more assaulted by the odor of rotting milk. That odor now took on a much more sinister meaning. Rather than being the result of the factory being close to a dairy processing plant, it now seemed to indicate a method of covering over the scent of decaying flesh.

As they approached the building, Darc looked for the telltale red lights of the cameras that he knew were there and operational. The killer had shown such an uncanny awareness of surveillance cameras that there was very little possibility that he was not using that same technology himself. 

Darc had no illusions of being able to enter without detection, but he did have a desire to know at what point the killer would know of their presence. As he scanned the façade of the building, he discovered not one, but two points of light, with one camera facing the street, and another above the entrance, pointed at the steps in front.

It was possible that the killer had employed cameras farther out, one at each intersection leading to the building, in which case this entire process would be rendered moot. But Darc would do all that he could to keep their profile to a minimum.

If they were to move around the side of the building to the back, using the entrance that Trey and he had found the last time they were here, they might escape detection for a few more precious moments. It would be worth the additional time and care that they would take for their approach.

Motioning to Mala to stay silent and follow behind him, Darc made his way around the side of the building to the rear. As they passed around the back corner of the building, Darc could see that the back door was wide open.

That did not seem like a positive development.

Darc pulled his gun out of its holster and again gestured for Mala to stay behind him. He moved toward the door, staying close to the wall of the building.

As he entered through the door, the sudden drop in lighting kept him blind for a moment. When his vision cleared, he found himself face-to-face with the barrel of a Magnum 357 pistol.

Their attempt at a stealthy entrance had apparently failed.

* * *

Another weird thing about grown-ups? They never looked in the backseat of their cars.

Janey had snuck into one of the cars that was getting ready to go to where Darc and Mala were. They said that it was backup, but when the car started driving it went forward. That was dumb.

Popeye said that it was because they were trying to trick the bad guys, but Janey didn’t know why that would trick anybody. As soon as they saw the cars, they’d see they were driving straight ahead. Duh.

Popeye stuck his tongue out at her. He always did that when he didn’t know what to say to argue with her. Silly bear.

It took a while for them to get close to where Darc and Mala were. Janey could hear the two policemen talking to each other and saying that they weren’t supposed to go into the building for fifteen minutes. Then they would go in and help. Darc and Mala would be mad, maybe, but they weren’t just going to let them rot. Janey wasn’t sure what that meant, but fifteen minutes was the same as one SpongeBob. Janey remembered.

So when the car stopped, Janey knew she didn’t have tons and tons of time. One SpongeBob was pretty short.

She waited until the policemen got out of the car and walked over to one of the other cars that was there. None of them were like the cars she sometimes saw policemen in. They were just regular cars.

Popeye was getting itchy, so Janey decided it was time to open the door. She made sure it was the one on the other side of where the other policemen were so they wouldn’t see her. And she was very, very, quiet, even though Popeye kept telling her she was making so much noise. Irritating bear.

She moved around the corner from where all the cars were, ducking down like she was in one of Daddy’s action movies. Except she was smaller.

When she moved around the corner, she stood up straighter. There weren’t any policemen around here. That made her feel both more excited and more scared. She was going to help. She was a good helper. Daddy had always said so. Mommy said so sometimes, when Janey had done the dishes or made her bed.

The building had doors and stuff, but Popeye said that’s what they’ll be expecting. Janey didn’t know what that meant, but she saw a grate in the wall and it looked like it was loose. She could go through there like she had at the scary place with all the meat and the snakes.

Popeye wasn’t sure that was such a good idea. He hadn’t had such a good time at that place.

But Janey knew that if she went through a door, a grown-up might see her. And if a grown-up saw her, it would either be a really, really bad grown-up, or it would be Darc or Mala. If it were Darc or Mala, they would send her away. If it were a bad grown-up, Janey didn’t even want to think about it.

She pulled on the metal grate until it popped off with a big clang. It scared Popeye a lot, even though he said it didn’t. Sometimes Popeye lied. But Janey didn’t care about any of that right now.

It was time to go help Mala and Darc.

* * *

It was Bill Harris. With a gun. Pointed at Darc.

Oh, and at Mala. She was right behind Darc. And while Darc might provide some sort of protection for her, she had no idea how powerful that gun was.

But then the private investigator did the strangest thing. He lowered his gun and placed it back in its holster. He then began moving toward Darc and Mala, whispering to both of them.

“I didn’t think I’d find you two here. Did he call you, too?”

Mala shook her head. “What are you talking about? What have you done with Trey?”

“Trey? You still think that was me?”

“Well, what else would you be doing here?” Mala fired back.

Bill held up his hands. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m here because of the text. I thought that was why you were here, too.”

“Text? What text?” Everything that Mala thought she knew about what was going on was rapidly being tossed out the window. Bill Harris was the killer. Bill Harris was her abductor. If not, nothing else made any sense.

“This text.” Bill got his phone out of his pocket and opened the text. If you want to find Trey, come alone. Then the address of the warehouse.

Darc’s voice echoed out in the empty space. “That text is from the prepaid cellular device that was the only number listed on the phone on Kyle Carson’s desk.”

Mala felt like her assumptions were a house of cards that were collapsing as fast as she could put them up. How was this possible? An idea blossomed in her brain.

“He could have sent that to himself.”

“Are you kidding?” Bill replied. “Why would I do that?”

“That is indeed a possibility,” Darc declared. “It would remove suspicion from yourself long enough to gain our trust.”

“Okay, okay, I can see that,” Bill assented. “But, c’mon! I’m not that smart. I’m the guy you go to when you want something legal but nasty done. I’m not a kidnapper. I’m not a murderer.” He looked from Mala to Darc, seeming to be searching for any indication that they might believe him.

“There’s too much evidence for it all to be a coincidence,” Mala pushed back. “You knew things ahead of time. The knife. The Jesus stuff.”

“What do you mean, Jesus stuff?” the private investigator snorted. “All that Biblical mumbo jumbo about the seven whatever-the-hell that was? Look, guys, I just don’t take all that religion stuff too seriously.”

“You were recently converted to a belief in Jesus,” Darc contradicted the man.

“Well, yeah, but that’s mostly about staying sober and… you know… not being a douchebag,” Bill stated. “I’m a total believer. I just think most religion’s kinda crap. Big difference, at least to me. And as for—”

“Whatever,” Mala cut in. “You can talk all day long about how it’s all one big coincidence, but I saw the pictures you took of me. The receipts for this place and the copy of my apartment you built were at your place.”

Bill’s forehead crinkled up. “As far as those receipts go, I told you already, I’ve never seen ‘em before in my life.” He held up his hand to forestall Mala’s next outburst. “I know. I wouldn’t believe me either. But listen…” He took a deep breath. “I can tell you about the pictures. I did take them.”

The sudden admission shocked Mala into silence. The fact that he was acknowledging something that appeared so damning forced her to pay attention to the rest of what he was saying. She nodded at him to continue.

“There’s not an easy way to say this.” He cleared his throat. “I… Well, I thought it might be you.”

“You thought…?” Mala’s brain felt like it had blown a fuse.

“It seems ridiculous now, but I didn’t know you. It seemed like it had to be someone who knew a lot about procedure, and I’ve never seen anyone stay ahead of Darc that well. Just seemed like an inside job, you know? I didn’t want someone that Trey obviously trusted to get the drop on him.” It was eerily close to what Mala’s response had been when she’d seen all the evidence against Bill. Still…

“You thought that it was me?” Mala’s tone rose up to an almost shriek.

“Yeah. Sorry.” Bill shrugged his shoulders, his face apologetic. “If it makes you feel any better, you’re like the nicest person I’ve ever stalked.”

Mala wasn’t sure exactly where that put her in the pecking order, considering the usual ilk a private investigator encountered. But Harris’s reasoning about her own possible guilt did make a strange sort of sense. Against her better judgment, Mala found that she believed the investigator.

It appeared she wasn’t the only one. Darc moved to Harris’s side. “This explanation is acceptable for the moment. However, with all of the evidence against you, I will need to take your weapon from you.”

Bill sighed and shrugged again. “I guess that makes sense. Even though I feel naked as a jaybird without it.” He pulled his pistol back out of his holster and handed it over to Darc, who thrust it into the back of his waistband. Mala thought about asking for it, but realized that with no practical shooting experience, she’d be more likely to hit one of her companions than the actual killer.

The three of them moved forward into the open space ahead of them toward the door that led to the apartment. It had a Plexiglas window, which showed nothing but more dimly lit hallway on the other side. Mala noticed the thick layer of dust on the floor they were crossing, with only one set of footprints marring its surface. With a jolt, she realized that those prints were her own from when she had escaped the first time. She was back in her own personal nightmarish version of hell.

Except this time, she was walking toward it, not away.

* * *

It was kinda cramped inside the vent, but it was okay because Janey was small. Popeye was even smaller, but he complained more. Lots more.

He didn’t like it ‘cause it was dark. And smelly. And dark. And cold. And dark.

Popeye was such a baby. He was the only reason Janey still slept with a nightlight. She had been ready to get rid of it a long time ago. Well, sort of.

But now she came to a place where there was another grate. This one was on the side of a room down by the floor, instead of in the ceiling like the rest had been, so Janey could get out and look around. Maybe that would make Popeye happier.

You could never tell with Popeye.

When Janey got out of the vent, she could see that she was in an office. It looked a little bit like Daddy’s office, except Daddy’s office was warm and friendly and they had lollipops that the lady at the front would give her.

No lollipops here.

There were a lot of pictures, though. Pictures of Darc, pictures of Trey, pictures of that man that was Trey’s friend. He was short and kinda ugly, but he had nice eyes. There were also pictures of Mala. Lots and lots and lots of pictures of Mala.

The pictures made her feel all squiggly inside her stomach, but not the good kind of squiggly. It was the kind of squiggly she got when Mommy would tell her to give Uncle Billy a kiss. Thing was, he wasn’t really her uncle. And he smiled at her funny.

Popeye hated him.

This was like that but lots worse.

There were also some other pictures. They were like the pictures that Janey had sometimes seen Trey and Darc look at when they thought she wasn’t looking. Ones with people that looked like Mommy and Daddy had that last time she had seen them.

Thinking about things like that made her sad, but she knew that even though Mommy and Daddy weren’t with her any more, they were there and they loved her. They had told her that when Grammy had died.

She’s not here, but she’s with you and she loves you and you’ll see her again.

That was what Daddy said, and he never lied. Never.

She would see Mommy and Daddy someday. But for now, she had to help Darc and Mala. So even though it was hard to look at the pictures, she did it anyway.

And next to the scary pictures was another picture that looked like it came out of a book. The one side was ripped, like when Janey had ripped out the picture of the puppy from that book from the library. Mommy had been so mad, but the puppy was so cute.

But this picture was of something else. A place.

There was a loud noise, and Janey scurried back into the vent. The sound didn’t seem like it was close, but Popeye said that was it and he didn’t want to be there anymore. And since Janey didn’t want to be by herself, it only made sense that she would go.

Not because she was scared. That was Popeye. He stuck his tongue out at her again. Naughty bear.

Just to prove that she wasn’t afraid, she started moving down the shaft back toward where she had heard the sound. That would show Popeye.

For once, Popeye didn’t say anything back.

* * *

As Darc moved through the doorway that led into a narrow hall, Mala was right behind him, almost pressed up against him in an apparent desire to stay as close as possible. It was the only thing that kept the two of them together, as the door slammed shut immediately after they crossed the threshold.

Spinning around, Darc watched as the threads of light swarmed around Bill’s face in the Plexiglas window, trying to make sense of what had just happened. If the expression the private investigator wore wasn’t enough to tell Darc that this had not been his doing, the banging that immediately started on the door was. Testing the door, Darc found that it had been bolted shut somehow. The lock mechanism was not to be found on this side of the door, but from Bill’s frantic pounding, it was clearly not there either.

There had been a split second in which Darc had thought that the door slamming shut could have been Bill Harris turning the tables on them both after gaining a portion of their trust. But somehow that seemed unlikely. Even given the preponderance of circumstantial evidence against the private investigator, the gray landscape had lit up in several places for Darc while Harris was speaking. The surprise he had evinced when first confronted with the presence of Mala and Darc. The confession he had forced himself to reveal regarding the photographs taken of Mala.

Even the P.I.’s suspicion of Mala was a mark on the investigator’s side, rather than against. It was an area of investigation that Darc himself should have pursued, had he not been enamored of the subject of that line of questioning.

The only other plausible explanation for the shut door was that the killer was here and aware of their presence. In any case, the need for stealth was now past. Darc pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.

“Calling for backup?” Mala breathed, her tone radiating a tone that before would have been nothing but gray, but now seemed to suggest relief.

But as Darc flipped open his cell, he could see that there was no coverage. Either the thick walls of the warehouse were blocking the signal, or the wireless signal was being actively jammed. He showed Mala the problem, and watched as her face seemed to collapse in on itself.

The need for quiet was even further shattered as Bill’s face was whipped away from the window, his body reeling back from some unseen attacker. He was bleeding profusely from his nose, which appeared to be broken.

A figure appeared in front of the window, his back to Darc and Mala. He was covered from head to toe in what appeared to be white painter’s coveralls. In one hand he held the long rod of a fighting baton. In the other was a chainsaw.

The white apparition lashed out with the hand that held the baton. The springy rod of metal whistled through the air and caught Bill across the jaw, more than likely snapping the bone. The logic lines glowed softly as they calculated the angle and speed of the impact, confirming that yes, indeed, the jawbone was broken.

Bill would need their help immediately, or else he would likely die within minutes. Pushing Mala behind him, Darc pulled out his gun and fired three shots in quick succession, point-blank, at the window.

The material turned out to be bulletproof. The first two bullets lodged in the plastic before Darc could react enough to stop firing, while the third ricocheted off and struck the ceiling. A small cry came from a duct in the ceiling.

“What the…?” Mala burst out, peering up into the darkness. A small hand pushed against the opposite side of the metal vent cover, hinging it to the side. Out of the open square popped Janey’s stuffed bear, which apparently had taken the bullet in the ear, from the amount of stuffing that was hanging out of the side of its head.

Darc took a hold of Janey’s wrist, pulling her out of the ventilation shaft and setting her on the ground. Almost before her feet had touched the ground, Janey rushed toward Mala and buried her face in the doctor’s waist.

The interweaving strands of logic registered that this behavior was a change from the norm. Darc could also acknowledge that this was a positive change, as Mala was a much better caregiver than he. But there was a slight gray tingling along the edges of this glowing information that Darc could not quite identify. Something that made him inexplicably dejected.

The brief reverie was splintered by the screams that began on the other side of the door. The screams were so high and intense, they sounded almost more like a wounded beast than something that would come out of a human throat.

“That’s Bill,” Mala gasped.

The trailing wisps of light concurred. That sound had come from Bill Harris. And the only thing that could create that type of scream was an intense amount of pain. But even as the pathways of light confirmed physical pain in extremis, the screams became muffled and quickly turned to a kind of moan.

Turning to the window, Darc looked around the warping caused by the two bullets imbedded in the plastic to see what was occurring on the other side of the door. Mala held Janey close, keeping her face away from the window as much as possible.

She need not have bothered, at least not at this point. The white-garbed figure blocked most of the view of what was transpiring. The man was hunched over the prostrate form of the private investigator, doing something up close to Bill’s head or face.

Darc rapped his closed fist along the doorframe. “It is metal,” he informed Mala. “And a deadbolt has been thrown. The only way back is to remove the hinges.” He slid his pistol’s safety on and began using the handle as a hammer, pounding out the pin of the top hinge.

As he worked, there was the sound of the chainsaw starting up, the mechanical grind of the motor and the revolving of the metal chain rattling along Darc’s spine. He exerted himself even further, but the hinge would only move so far with each blow.

At his side, Mala pulled a metal file out of her purse and worked on the lower hinge—after making Janey sit down on the far side, away from the door, with its window opening out onto a wonderland of horrors. The file was not as effective as the gun, but Mala was at least able to maneuver the head out so that when Darc finished with the first hinge, he was able to pop the second pin out in much quicker order. He pulled the door away from the frame and threw it to the side, rushing into the open space at the back of the warehouse.

And stopped, holding up a hand to keep Mala behind him. Mala scooped Janey up into her arms, pressing the girl’s face against her shoulder as the doctor pushed around Darc’s outstretched limb, then gasped in shock as she beheld what had stopped the bald detective.

It was Bill Harris’s severed head, a Babylonian symbol etched on the forehead. The wound was raw and fresh and still bleeding. Three Ys with a bar across the top, stacked on top of another set of three. Six. The eyes were open and staring.

And his lips had been sewn together.

 


CHAPTER 27

“Time to take a trip, Detective Keane.”

Trey started awake. You would think that being on the brink of death would keep you from taking catnaps, but Trey had discovered that being chained to a bed by a madman was quite draining. Had to keep your strength up, you know?

His captor was dressed in a white coverall, which covered his head, and the entire suit was covered in blood. That didn’t bode well for whoever his sixth victim was. He’d probably kept the suit on for dramatic effect, so Trey decided to ignore it.

“Well,” Trey drawled as he stretched, at least as far as his chains would allow. “It’s great that we’ve finally gotten to a place where you can take me out in public.”

There was no response from his kidnapper, and Trey mentally kicked himself. What was wrong with him? Was he trying to get himself killed?

But then, thinking about it, Trey realized that whatever this guy had planned for him was going to be far worse than any death he could whip up at a moment’s notice. Trey’s best bet for an easy death was right here, right now.

As Trey was busy thinking through his death options, his kidnapper moved around behind him. Trey whipped his head back and forth, trying to see what the jerk was doing back there.

“Hey there, Sparky. No need to go all ninja on me. Whatcha got going back—?”

Trey’s nervous stream of conversation was cut off by a pricking sensation in his neck. A numbness swept down his body, leaving his limbs lifeless. He went to taunt his captor once again, but found that his mouth wouldn’t respond to his brain’s commands.

“Yes,” his kidnapper drawled as he moved back into Trey’s line of vision. “That’s much better. Oh, I’m sorry. Did you have something else that you wanted to say to me?” He paused, his tone polite. “No? Ah, well. I’m sure something will come to you.”

The man pulled a gun out of his waistband, then went to each of the four bedposts, unlocking the chains that bound Trey to the bed. If Trey’s limbs hadn’t been completely without feeling, he wouldn’t have been able to contain a sigh of relief.

There was a furtive movement, and all of a sudden a fire leapt up next to the wall of the bedroom. The flame had an intensity that felt familiar to Trey. What the hell was that stuff called? Gringo Fire? That couldn’t be right. Something ancient. Greek.

And then Trey found himself tossed like a sack of potatoes over his kidnapper’s shoulder. Man, this guy was strong. Something to keep in mind if he ever got free. Well, and if whatever this drug was wore off. If it was something that would actually wear off.

His attacker set off at a brisk pace, especially considering that he was carrying a grown man. The light from the fire created flickering shadows that made the rest of the mock apartment look like something straight out of a horror movie.

Trey found himself hoping that he wasn’t the token comedic relief that got killed in some hideous way before the end of the film.

* * *

Mala backed away from the head in horror, shielding Janey behind her as Darc searched the room around the head and body. The pool of blood continued to grow as Mala watched in fascinated disbelief the red tendrils creeping forward, ever forward. The blood seemed to be infinite as it poured out of Bill Harris’s headless corpse.

“There is another exit off to the side here.” Darc moved across the room, pointing out the black hole where before there had only seemed to be wall. “This must have been where the killer entered.”

It was not a framed-in door, but rather a hole that had been cut directly in the drywall. The “door” that had made the exit appear to be solid wall was propped against the backside of the drywall, in a space that appeared to be used for storage. The space followed the contour of the room, a three-foot area between the solid brick of the outer wall and the false wall made with drywall.

As Mala moved toward the hole, she felt a tugging on her sleeve. Janey was pointing toward the other door, the one with the window. Her face was set in a way that Mala had come to recognize as her stubborn expression. There was something important the little girl wanted to show them.

“Darc, come back. Janey wants us to follow her.”

The little girl wriggled out of Mala’s grasp, darting ahead, only stopping to make sure that both Darc and Mala were following behind. She glanced up at the vent where she had emerged earlier, stopped for a second as if she was getting her bearings, and then scurried off down the hallway. She took the first left, then a quick right, which took them to another long hallway that seemed to extend down the length of the building.

At the far end of that corridor, a flickering light greeted them. The smoke that began billowing down the walkway gave meaning to that variable light source.

Fire.

The bastard had set the building on fire.

Janey saw the fire and took a moment, her gaze moving all around. She grabbed Mala’s hand and pulled her back toward the last intersection and this time went to the left. They had gone only about twenty yards when they came across a huddled form on the side of the hallway. As they came close, Mala pulled Janey behind her once more.

The form was a dead policeman, his eyes open and staring, a bullet hole in the center of his forehead. Apparently, their backup had decided to come in without an expressed invitation.

Mala glanced at Darc, seeing the crease in between his eyebrows. Once again, if they had only listened to the bald detective, this officer would still be alive.

As they rushed past the fallen cop, once more they were confronted with a hall filled with garishly lit smoke. More fire.

Back again, this time to the first intersection, where Janey turned to the right, instead of the left. They passed two more lifeless forms before Mala could do anything to protect the little girl. But Janey continued forward, even though the set of her mouth showed that the sight of the dead policemen was taking its toll on her.

And once more, the fire stopped them. Janey coughed as she tried to get closer to the blaze, but Mala reached out to pull her back. The little girl pointed to whatever was beyond the flames, her face beseeching.

“Janey, there’s no way to get through. We have to get out of here.” Mala turned to look at Darc, who nodded his head and began leading them back the way they had come. 

Three more bodies created obstacles for their escape as they rushed toward the back of the warehouse. As they swept by the last of the forms, Mala thought she recognized the face of Officer Daniels, the young cop who had been so helpful with the investigation up to this point. It tugged at her heart, even as she hurried to get out of what was quickly turning into a death trap.

They had rounded the corner leading to the door with the bulletproof window, Darc leading the way, when an explosion rocked the building. Through the window, Mala could see the wave of heat and light fill the empty room that led out toward the back of the building and freedom.

There was no way out. They were trapped.

* * *

Sacks of potatoes had been treated with more dignity than Trey had been in the last five minutes. He had unceremoniously been tossed into the trunk of a car by his abductor, without so much as a villain-y quip. It was like the guy wasn’t even trying.

Now he was bouncing along, feeling every bump in the road. Every bump. And there were lots of them. Which led Trey to believe that they were still down in SoDo. Fantastic. It was one of Trey’s favorite areas of Seattle. 

Not.

Each time the car rounded a corner, Trey felt himself slam up against the side of the trunk. At least the right turns just pushed his feet into the side. The lefts? It was a pounding Trey was pretty sure his meager portion of brains was not up to.

After a couple of quick turns, a left and two rights, it felt like they were going straight for quite a while. The original lack of other traffic sounds gradually gave way to quite a bit more.

They must be traveling north, up toward the Sound. At least, as far as Trey could tell from back here in the trunk.

His instincts were proven correct as the seaweed swampy smell of the Puget Sound began mixing with the odors of gasoline, old tires, and mold that had been Trey’s companions since he was thrown into the trunk. The frequency of the car’s stops and starts grew as Trey figured they were headed into Seattle’s downtown area. 

Trey’s sides were starting to feel like ground meat as they stopped once more and he slammed into the front of the trunk space. This kidnapper guy was going to have a lot to answer for if Trey had anything to say about it. You know, besides for all the killings and stuff.

A right and then a left that smashed Trey’s head into the side of the car again, and then there was another straight section of road where the only change in movement was the starting and stopping of the car. Trey was starting to wonder if the kidnapper was just messing with him, adding in the stops just to make the ride less comfortable. And then the smell changed again.

Fish.

Trey knew exactly where they were. Pike Place. One of his favorite places in the city. Not only was Trey a huge fan of fresh fish, but somehow the smell of that place had been burned into the childhood memory part of his brain. There were days when he would go hang out at the open fish market just to breathe it in. Maggie always made him shower before he came to bed on those days.

Orienting himself to the city, Trey began to pay even more attention to the movements of the car. No one knew Seattle like Trey. He knew its ins and outs, the main thoroughfares as well as the shady back alleys. He might be locked in a trunk, but damned if he wasn’t going to know exactly where he was coming out.

Another scent memory, and again, Trey could place himself exactly. Tully’s Coffee, on the corner of Virginia and First. It was the combination of freshly baked pastries and coffee beans that hadn’t been burnt that was the tipoff. Man, he loved Tully’s.

A series of stops and starts, and another smell. House-smoked wild boar ribs from the Black Bottle. Trey could feel his stomach rumbling. What was it with him and food? Maybe at another point, he’d delve into the questionable psychology of a guy whose entire existence revolved around what went into his stomach. For now, he was just glad he knew where he was.

Another block or so and then a right turn. Suddenly Trey knew where they were headed on this lovely gastronomic tour of Seattle.

But he couldn’t say he was at all happy about it.

* * *

Popeye was beyond mad.

First, he’d been stuffed into a vent. Then he’d been shot. And now he was going to die in a fire.

And the silly bear thought that it was all Janey’s fault.

Well, she had taken them into the vent—that was true. But she hadn’t been the one who had shot Popeye. She kept telling him that Darc didn’t do it on purpose, but there was no talking to that bear when he got an idea in his head.

And she definitely wasn’t the one who had started the fire.

But one thing Janey knew for sure. Darc was going to get them out of here. She kept saying that to Popeye, over and over and over and over. Popeye just kept complaining about his stupid ear.

She told him to shush. Once they got out of here, he could get his ear stitched back together, no problem. Janey started to cough from the smoke in the room.

Darc had picked Janey up in his arms. Janey loved it when he did that, because even though it always meant that something bad was happening, it made her feel super warm and safe inside. He grabbed Mala’s arm with his other hand and pulled her toward the side of the big empty room, away from where the fire was burning next to the door.

There in the side of the wall was a big blank opening. Janey didn’t know why it was there, but it was just like someone had cut out a big rectangle with scissors. She wasn’t allowed to use scissors because of that one time that she had decided to give herself bangs. That had been the end of the scissors for Janey.

But when Darc dragged Mala through the opening and set Janey down inside the smaller space that was there between the sort-of wall and the real wall, Janey looked around. It didn’t look like there was any way out of here. And from the light that was getting brighter and brighter back in the big space, things were kind of scary.

Popeye said, I told you so. Janey shook him just a little until he promised to stop.

Darc turned to Mala and Janey and said, “Wait.” Then he ran out into the fire and smoke, covering his mouth with part of his jacket.

When he came back, his jacket was smoking in two places and he was carrying a big tool, like the one that Daddy had used to cut down the tree in the backyard at their old house. It was like that, but bigger. Janey remembered the noise and gas-smelling smoke that had come from that tool.

She remembered, and decided it was time to get out of the way.

* * *

It had been fortunate that the chainsaw was one designed to cut through concrete and brick. The lines of logic had predicted a 67 percent chance, as there was little need for the cutting of wood in most warehouses. However, there had been the chance that the chainsaw had simply been a tool that the killer had brought in with him.

Now it only remained to discover if the blood left behind by Bill’s decapitation had forever ruined the instrument. Darc pulled on the chain, and the saw sputtered to life, catching briefly on a bit of bone. Squinting his eyes against the smoke that was rapidly filling the small area between the drywall and the brick, Darc attempted to breathe shallowly to avoid too much inhalation of the toxic fumes.

Moving to keep Mala and Janey on the other side of the cutting to avoid any debris striking them, Darc brought the saw into contact with the brick of the outer wall. Sparks flew, and a smell of burnt sand permeated the small space. Darc did what he could to shield his face from the flying detritus, but felt several sharp stings as pieces of brick sliced into the skin of his cheeks and forehead.

Cutting through the mortar wherever possible, Darc was able to carve his way through the wall in a matter of minutes. As the brick toppled out into the alleyway, fresh air poured into the space, allowing them all to fill their lungs with oxygen. They coughed and gagged as their bodies attempted to rid themselves of the thick smoke from inside.

They were out.

But now that they were no longer concerned for their imminent deaths, the path ahead was no longer clear. They could retreat to the station to go over traffic cameras, trying to spot and then track down the killer’s vehicle. That option seemed the best of their available paths forward, but it would take far too long.

Now that Bill had been murdered, it seemed possible that Trey was the next intended victim. If that were the case, Darc did not have time to backtrack.

Mala seemed to be taking the same logical route, albeit several steps behind. “What can we do now?” she coughed, as she looked around the alleyway, apparently to get her bearings.

Darc began to speak, but then he saw that Janey was gesturing at Mala. It appeared that she was asking for paper and something with which to write. Once Mala understood the request, she dug around inside her purse, producing a scrap of paper and a pen.

Janey dropped to the ground, using a cardboard box lying against the wall as a surface on which she could place the drawing. Within moments, she had sketched in the essential characteristics of what she was attempting to communicate.

Darc stared at the picture and then began moving toward the car as quickly as he could. He heard Mala as she scrambled to grab Janey and follow along behind as best as she was able. Darc wanted to be more cognizant of these two very important individuals behind him, but there was a clock ticking down in his head. That clock was a marker of Trey’s impending death.

And Darc knew exactly where they had to go. 

* * *

Trey sighed as the killer opened up the door to the trunk, and there, framed behind him, was the Space Needle. Yeah, Trey’d been right. That’s where they’d been headed.

The Space Needle and Trey had a love-hate relationship. Okay, no, that wasn’t really true. It was more of a hate-hate relationship. 

It was the place that every one of his visiting-from-out-of-state friends wanted to see, so Trey had been there more times than he could count. But that didn’t account for the hate half of the hate-hate.

That was due to a certain girl that Trey had invited up to meet him before prom his senior year of high school. It was the coolest way he could think of to ask her out. He had thought he was being all romantic, standing there with flowers in a suit. Trey. In a suit. In high school.

But when he’d gone in for the kiss, all he’d gotten in return was a slap.

Trey had gone stag to the prom with a bunch of his buddies who ended up getting blitzed and deciding that Trey didn’t deserve to be wearing pants. He’d ended up walking home, half naked, at two in the morning.

So no, the Space Needle wasn’t Trey’s favorite place on earth.

As his captor dragged Trey out of the trunk, Trey discovered that his limbs had begun functioning again. He wiggled his feet and his hands, wincing at the pins and needles that shot down his limbs.

“I see that the Succinylcholine has begun to wear off,” his abductor purred. “I’m glad. I would hate to have to carry you to the top of the Needle.”

Trey made an experimental fist with his hand and failed miserably. There was no strength in his extremities. His kidnapper must have seen the aborted movement, as he chuckled in his throat as he strapped what looked like a large pack onto his back.

“I would recommend that you not attempt any sort of attack on me, or any escape for yourself, for that matter. The entire facility has been rigged with C-4, and I’m holding a dead man’s switch.” He lifted up his hand, holding up a black device with a lever he held depressed with his thumb. A blinking red light flashed on the top of the box. “Attack me and the whole place blows. Try to run, and the same thing happens. Whatever you do, just remember that you hold a good many lives in your quite incapable hands.”

Trey felt his heart sink into his shoes. Fantastic. There was no way to get out of this one, whatever this one ended up being. If the Needle fell, even at this relatively late hour, so many people would die. There were always crowds surrounding the Needle, even well after hours.

The man grabbed Trey by the shoulder and whipped him around, frog-marching him toward the tall structure. They passed a sign that stated that the Needle was currently closed for what they called “facility upgrades.” Looking up, Trey could see that there was scaffolding surrounding the lower dish portion of the Needle.

But then they were inside the building, passing by the security station where three dead guards stared out at them, a bullet hole in the center of each of their foreheads. They looked to have been dead for a few minutes, at least. Trey found himself wondering if his captor had an accomplice.

Moving past the desk, the man pulled Trey past the barrier that led to the elevators. He shoved Trey inside the open door, following immediately and pushing the button for ascent.

That was the other thing about the Space Needle. Trey didn’t like heights.

Okay, he didn’t hate heights like some people. He didn’t freeze up or hyperventilate or anything. He just didn’t like them. They made him nervous. For Trey, self-preservation was generally a pretty big deal, and heights seemed to violate a sense of what Trey liked to call a comfortable safe-zone.

And traveling to the top of the Space Needle with a homicidal maniac? His comfortable safe-zone was definitely violated. Strangely enough, now that he was no longer chained to the bed, Trey found that his desire to taunt his captor had grown exponentially tinier.

The elevator finally opened up, and after being shoved through several doors that Trey had never known existed, he felt something truly troubling. Trey felt the wind. On his face.

They were on the outside of the Needle.

They were on the other side of the glass windows from the dining area, right next to the lower supports that held the dish of the Space Needle up. Trey could feel the swaying of the large metal structure as the wind pushed against it.

“Well,” Trey mumbled. “This doesn’t look anything like the gift shop.”

Trey’s abductor took a deep breath of the air, gazing out into the night sky. “He that soweth discord among brethren. And your blood will be sown into Seattle’s earth to plant the beginning of a new era. An epoch where the righteous shall fear nothing, but the wicked shall fear for their lives.”

“My blood will be sown? What the hell does that mean?” Trey glanced over the edge, feeling the world spin around him as he did so. “I don’t suppose you mean that you’re gonna cut my hand a little and bleed down, do you?”

“No,” the man replied as he pushed Trey over the edge.

Falling into the blackness, Trey caught sight of the night view from the top of the Space Needle. Even plummeting to his death, he couldn’t help but think that it was one of the most beautiful sights he’d ever seen in his life.

 


CHAPTER 28

Mala held Janey’s picture in her hand, observing what a wonderful job the little girl had done in depicting the famous Seattle landmark. Although she wasn’t quite so sure why Janey had drawn a picture of her stuffed bear climbing up the side of it.

They were on their way up the elevator, having spotted, parked in the lot, the 1998 Chevrolet Impala that had been the vehicle that Father John’s accomplice had used to take Janey away from the hospital. It seemed impossible that the occurrence had been only days ago.

But as they moved up toward the dish of the Space Needle, Janey suddenly cried out, pointing out the window of the elevator. Mala whipped her head around to see a figure fall over the side of the dish, slamming its torso against an outer bar of the scaffolding surrounding the circular structure. 

Somehow, the person managed to wrap an arm around the piping. As the elevator continued its climb upward, Mala caught a glimpse of the person’s face.

It was Trey.

“Darc!” Mala screamed, jabbing a finger at the bald detective’s partner, perched so precariously six hundred feet above the ground. Even as she watched, she saw Trey lose his grip on the railing and slip down to the crook in his elbow.

He was dangling in the air with nothing below him. Mala could see that he was trying to swing himself to a bar that was nearer to the platform that had been built for the workers, but it was just out of reach.

Darc waited until the elevator was just level with the scaffolding, then pushed the emergency stop. The elevator cage ground to a halt, and Darc pushed the doors open, the tendons and veins in his neck standing out in sharp contrast against his skin.

The wind from outside whipped through the supporting girders and entered into the elevator, causing Mala and Janey’s hair to snake up and around their heads. Mala pushed the little girl to the farthest corner of the elevator, keeping her as far away from the opening as possible.

Darc turned back to face Mala, his face a mask of concentration. “There is a ledge here that leads out to the scaffolding. I need you to go help my partner.”

For a moment, Mala couldn’t make sense of what Darc was asking her. Then, in a burst of understanding, it became clear. Darc wanted Mala to climb out of the elevator.

“What? Why? I don’t—” she began.

“You can better navigate the smaller spaces in between the girders,” Darc answered, cutting her off. “In addition, I must travel up to the next level.”

“You’re leaving me here?”

“You and Janey both,” Darc confirmed.

“You… but… what…?” Mala sputtered. This was insanity. 

Then she felt a soft hand slip into hers. Janey was at her side, looking up into Mala’s face. Her expression was gentle and radiated confidence. Confidence in her savior, the bald detective who had saved her so many times from certain death.

Even though Mala could not share that unshakeable faith, Janey’s calmness seemed to spread up through her hand, filling Mala’s body with peace. When she turned back to face Darc, her mind was settled.

He nodded at the little girl and then redirected his attention to Mala. “The killer is above us, and cannot come down without passing near this point. But if he gets to the other elevator first, he could put both Trey’s and your lives in danger. I must stop that from happening. Now.”

Mala recognized the urgency in Darc’s voice. The fact that she could identify that emotion in his tone was significant. They needed to move, and it needed to be right away.

Scooting toward the open door, Mala looked out and realized that the trip to the scaffolding was not going to be quite as terrifying as she’d feared. The girder that led to the repair structure was at least a meter in width, and there were plenty of other supports that she could use as handholds.

She grabbed ahold of Janey’s hand and began moving out toward the scaffolding, a mere five meters away. They should be able to get there without any incident.

That was, of course, if they could manage to do so without looking down.

* * *

As the elevator reached the top of the Space Needle, Darc allowed the bands of light to extend out around the area, looking for the most direct route to the point just above where Trey was hanging. They compensated for the gradual rotation of the restaurant portion of the Needle, which revolved a complete 360 degrees every forty-seven minutes.

The glowing strands pointed out a path, which Darc followed without hesitation. But even as he ran toward the approaching confrontation, he found that his focus was on the three individuals he had left below.

It had been the correct decision. There was an 87 percent probability that this was the right course of action. And yet, the thoughts of his partner swaying precariously in the wind with Mala and Janey risking life and limb to assist him preyed on Darc’s mind in a manner he had never before experienced.

All these thoughts were pushed from his mind moments later, however, as Darc spotted a figure entering through an open service door that led from the restaurant out onto the lower supports of the saucer. The man was spitting curses at the general air.

The man was Bryce Van Owen.

Darc had his gun out and was firing within seconds. After the first shot ricocheted off the wall next to the Deputy Attorney, Bryce dove behind a table. He called out from the relative safety of his hiding spot.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Detective Darcmel.” He held up a hand, which was holding a black box with a blinking red light. “See this? If my thumb comes off of this button here along the side, this whole tower will go boom. And we wouldn’t want that to happen, now would we?”

Lowering the gun, Darc placed the weapon back in its holster. After a moment of no further firing, Bryce lifted his head up above the surface of the table. He caught sight of Darc and smiled.

“Now, that’s better.” He stood and began approaching Darc, his one hand not holding the trigger reaching into a pocket and withdrawing a metal rod. A whip of his wrist, and the rod extended into a fighting baton with a ball on the end of the telescoping arm.

Darc scanned the room, setting in his mind the various obstacles and impediments to movement that existed. This would be an unpleasant fight, especially with the extended reach the baton gave Bryce and the threat of the released trigger.

In an attempt to slow their confrontation long enough for Darc to finish his assessment, he questioned the attorney. “You plan on destroying yourself along with this building?”

“Oh, no. I’m not dying tonight. I just need to go down and take care of that pesky partner of yours and then I parachute off the top house.” He gestured over his shoulder to the pack he was wearing. “Who would have thought that Keane would be resourceful enough to grab ahold of the scaffolding on his way down? I find that I’m equal parts impressed and pissed off.”

“Yes, Trey can be… surprising,” Darc assented.

“Did you really forgive him for sleeping with your wife?” Bryce pressed, his face contorted into an unrecognizable expression.

“I did.”

“Well, Darc. That’s more than I could do.” He whistled through his teeth, then gave Darc a grin. “Didn’t expect to see me here, I’m guessing?”

“No, I did not.” The lines of logic straightened out, pathways merging together and other gateways closing. The images clicked together, forming a new pattern. “But I see now that it could only be you.”

“Yeah, that hindsight’s a bitch, ain’t she?” Bryce crooned, hefting the baton.

“The knife?” Darc asked.

“Hey, Bill isn’t the only guy who’s ever been in the service. And I’ve got buddies all over the Seattle area. Didn’t take much to snag one of their extras.”

The threads of light continued to snake around the Deputy Attorney, illuminating the gray areas of emotional content contained within. “You had a connection with each of the victims,” Darc asserted, all the while continuing to assess the dimensions of the room for the upcoming conflict. It was spacious, if narrow, but there appeared to be little he could use as a weapon to offset the baton.

“Of course. All cases I had worked, in one capacity or another. All corrupt and evil individuals, ripe and filled with decay. Ready for the threshing.” Bryce whirled the baton above his head, apparently testing its heft. From the way he handled the weapon, it was clear he was familiar with it.

“And Bill Harris?”

“Ah, Bill,” Van Owen caressed the name with his mouth. “Bill made the mistake of perjuring himself on a case I was trying. He had a client he swore he was with at the time a crime was committed. Perfect alibi… the guy was in the middle of a nasty divorce. But he was guilty. I knew it. Bill knew it.”

Darc had watched Bryce fight before. The flowing strands of light wrapped themselves around the lawyer, probing, testing. The addition of the baton and the trigger would make the conflict difficult, but the assessment was positive. Darc could win.

“And what of Mala?” Darc pressed, seeking to distract the man.

“Mala. Yes. It would come down to her, wouldn’t it?” Bryce cracked his neck, rolling his head to one side and then the other. “You love her, of course.”

“I do.”

“Well, then, let’s fight for her, shall we?” Bryce asked, and without changing his tone in the slightest, pounced on Darc, the baton whipping through the air.

Darc spun to the side, but not before the baton caught him on the shoulder, rendering his right arm dead and numb. That was impossible. Darc had calculated the speed with which Bryce could attack, but this had been much faster.

“Surprised, Darc?” Bryce purred. “Why do you think I set up that little bar fight? You don’t really think I was protecting a cousin, do you?” He chuckled, the sound not much more than a rumble in his throat. “I knew that this moment would come sooner or later, and I wanted you overconfident and exposed. I know you, Darc. I know your capabilities.” He bared his teeth at Darc, a rictus of a smile that was more animal than human. “But you don’t know mine.”

Once again, he lunged at Darc, who was rapidly recalculating. His strategy before had been based off of misinformation, but Darc rarely made the same mistake twice. Instead of trying to dodge, Darc took another blow on his useless arm, moving in close enough to head-butt the lawyer in the face while wrapping his hand around the black device’s trigger, holding it in place.

Bryce reeled back, clutching at his occipital bone, pulling Darc along with him. Darc clawed at the man’s eyes with his left hand, looking for any advantage. Van Owen swiped his hand away, following up with a sweep of his baton toward Darc’s throat. Darc managed to duck the attack, but could not evade the follow-up that came from the man’s knee, striking Darc full in the gut.

Darc retched, falling backward, releasing his grip on the hand holding the device. Any attack he now made on the attorney could cause the entire Needle to explode. 

Bryce wiped away a stream of blood that was pouring out of his nose. “What are you going to do now, Darckie Darc? You lose. The better man wins.” He lashed out with his baton, catching Darc’s injured arm. Darc felt the bone break under the impact.

Using the pain as an impetus, Darc fell to the ground. As Bryce began to move in for a follow-up attack, Darc swept his legs around, catching the lawyer mid-stride.

Bryce fell to the ground, the breath whooshing out of his body. For an eternal moment, it looked like he might lose his grip on the black device, but then he recovered and lashed out with his right foot, catching Darc square in the nose. Darc felt the cartilage crumple and blood streamed from his nose, choking off his breath. His broken arm was twisted underneath him, trapping him in place.

“I have to admit. You’re much more willing to risk destruction than I ever would have thought,” Bryce panted, wiping at his face again as he moved out of reach. “Anyone else would have given up the moment they saw my device.” He sighed. “But really, it’s about time we ended this, don’t you think?” 

And then the lawyer’s baton swept down once more, striking Darc in the temple, and darkness swirled up to envelop him in its cool and lightless embrace.

* * *

Popeye would not stop complaining. He didn’t want to be high up. He didn’t want to be on this big steel bar way up here. He hated it when the wind ruffled his fur. Although he had liked it that she’d drawn him climbing up the Space Needle. That had been pretty cool. But it was different now that he was really up here.

Really, he was such a baby.

Janey understood how he might be scared about being up so high. She was a little bit scared herself. But Trey needed their help, so they just had to ignore the squirmy feeling inside their tummies.

Popeye said that he’d never really liked Trey that much, anyways.

He was such a liar.

Janey and Mala were moving quickly toward the platforms that were set up all along the scaffolding, but when they got there, Janey could see that there was a gate in front of them that had a big lock. Mala was way too big to get through the bars on the gate. 

But Janey wasn’t. 

Mala wouldn’t want Janey to go by herself. It was dangerous. It was scary. And right now, Mala was holding onto Janey’s hand so tightly that Janey almost thought her hand was going to break.

Janey knew exactly what to do. Before Mala could stop her, she pulled her hand away and slid between the bars. Janey had been right. She was more than small enough to get through.

Mala screamed, “No, Janey! Get back here now!” She reached her hands through the opening, trying to grab Janey’s arm.

But Janey was already on the scaffolding, running along the platform. It was made of big sheets of wood that rattled under Janey’s feet as she ran. It was even scarier than she had thought it would be, but she kept going.

Then there was a big blast of wind that almost knocked Janey over. Her foot slipped and went through a gap between two of the big sheets of wood. She fell to her hands and knees, splinters from the wood jamming into the palms of her hands.

She could hear Mala’s scream from back behind her. That was scarier than falling. Mala wasn’t supposed to scream. The only time Janey had ever heard her Mommy and Daddy scream was when the bad man hurt them. Grown-ups weren’t supposed to scream. Not ever.

Popeye said that he had told her not to come out here.

Well, that made Janey mad. And the mad made the scary almost go away. Not totally, but almost. Enough that she could pick herself back up and keep going.

When she finally got close to Trey, Janey could see that he had slipped even more. It was only his hand holding on to the bar, and it looked like he might fall any second. But he was so far out, away from the wood floors. The wood floors were scary, but the open bars were even worse.

But there was no one else who could help. Mala was too big. Darc was up above. And Trey was going to fall if Janey didn’t help him somehow.

She had to shimmy along one of the pipes, which was really super duper scary, because there was nothing at all below her. There was just the one bar for her feet, and the other one for her hands.

Popeye was saying something about how this was the worst idea ever.

She was about to tell him to shush when another big gust of wind almost knocked her feet off of the bar. Her stomach felt like it did fall, even though she hadn’t.

But then she was right there above Trey and she had to do the scariest thing of all. She lay down on the bar and held on super tight. Then she stuck her leg out.

Trey reached out and missed, then reached out again and grabbed ahold of her leg and swung himself to the next bar over. It hurt really bad for a second, but then he let go and Janey was fine.

When she looked back, Trey was swinging like a monkey, climbing his way over to where there was an opening in the bars. He was safe.

And Janey had helped.

* * *

Trey couldn’t feel his arms.

Right up to the last moment, he’d been sure that he was going to end up just as Bryce had intended, splatted all over the ground below. Sowing his blood, or whatever the freak the crazy lawyer had been talking about.

He could feel his body wanting to react, to shut down, to start shaking uncontrollably. But he couldn’t let that happen. Not yet.

Mala grabbed him in a big hug the moment he swung himself up onto the platform, squeezing through a small gap in the railing that he’d had to go halfway back to the elevator shaft to find. 

“Oh, Trey. I was so scared when I saw you out there,” Mala babbled.

“You were scared?” Trey fired back.

Mala began to laugh through her tears. She had already managed to collect Janey, who attached herself to Trey’s leg like she was never going to let go. Trey had to admit it felt kinda nice.

“Okay, okay,” he finally said, gently extracting himself from the embraces. “We’ve got to get up there and help Darc. He’s out of his depth with that dead man’s switch Bryce’s got.”

“Dead man’s what?”

“Bryce has rigged this entire place to blow, and he’s holding the trigger.”

Mala’s mouth formed a large “O,” even as she began pushing Trey back toward the elevator. It was clear she wanted to get up there as soon as humanly possible.

He started moving back toward the shaft, but then stopped. He realized that Darc would have taken the elevator up to the top.

Dammit.

That meant Trey was going to have to climb stairs. He hated stairs. So very much.

He reached down to pull Janey into his arms, then broke into a trot. At least he’d get a good workout in. It wasn’t like he had gotten any exercise lately. Being chained to a bed didn’t do much for you, cardiovascularly speaking. And it wasn’t that far up to where they were going.

As he ran, he listened as Mala got him up to speed on what had been happening on their end. Darc and she had been working together to figure out what Trey would have seen? That sounded so crazy that Trey almost had to stop running to laugh hysterically. When had Darc ever cared enough to get inside Trey’s brain?

But when they got to the top, it was time to be still and listen and watch. Too bad he was gasping for breath. After a few moments, once his heart rate had begun to approach normal levels, Trey stuck his head out into the main restaurant there in the saucer of the Space Needle, Mala and Janey following right behind him.

And there, about a hundred yards from where Trey was standing, was Bryce. The lawyer had pulled up a chair and was sitting with one leg casually draped over the other. He might as well have been smoking a cigarette or stroking a white cat. He waved at Trey, motioning for him to come closer.

Behind him, Trey heard a gasp. He turned and looked at Mala, whose face had blanched almost white, which for her was a pretty big deal. He frowned a question at her.

“I… He… That…” Mala sputtered. “He asked me out on a date.”

“Mala,” Bryce called out. “I’d been waiting for you. If it weren’t for the fact that you were up here, I would’ve jettisoned out of here and blown this place to bits.” He waved a hand at a heap twenty yards in front of him and off to one side. “You can see that I’ve already had a run-in with Darc.”

Mala cried out and ran to Darc’s side. Trey watched as Bryce’s face hardened, with a quick flash of anger before he managed to smooth it out.

“I see. Is that your decision, then?” the lawyer asked Mala. Mala turned her face up to peer at Bryce, her expression confused. “I built you an apartment. I took care of you.” He pointed a stiff finger at Janey. “I even treated that brat with respect. But when it comes to making a choice, you turn to Darc?” His voice rose up to a near-shriek.

Mala backed away from the crumpled form of the bald detective. “No, that’s not true, Bryce. It’s not true. I was just surprised, that’s all.”

Bryce sucked in his breath through his teeth. “Lies. That’s what it’s been from the beginning. All lies.” He howled out his frustration at the room at large. “Lies to get you away from me. Lies to disguise your betrayal now.”

“No, no, please…” Mala begged.

“I was only waiting for you.” Van Owen straightened the pack on his back. “This would have supported us both. But now it will only see one to the bottom. Goodbye, Mala. Take comfort in the fact that your death will be swift.” He turned and began moving toward the door that led to the outside of the saucer.

Trey could see that this would end in seconds if he did nothing. But what could he do? He had no gun, no weapon that would reach Bryce from where he stood. Any attempt on his part to get near to the attorney would cause him to move faster. And then he would leap off the building and blow the C-4 on the way down.

Okay, so he couldn’t get closer to Bryce, but what if he forced Bryce to get closer to him? An idea blossomed. A terrible idea, but the only one that Trey thought might have a chance of working.

Before he could second-guess himself, Trey called out to the lawyer. “Hey, Van Owen.”

As Bryce turned around, Trey moved to Mala’s side, grabbed her by the shoulders, and planted the biggest, wettest, sloppiest kiss on her that he could muster. He felt Mala’s body tense under his hands, but she must have guessed halfway through what he was doing, as she softened and began to act out a response.

“No!” The cry seemed torn from Van Owen’s throat, as he rushed toward Mala and Trey, his face crazed, his focus intent on separating the two apparent lovers. He pushed over chairs and tables in his frenzy to stop the horror in front of him.

Trey continued kissing Mala soundly until Bryce was steps away from them both. At that point, Trey lunged sideways with no warning, grabbing the device, placing his thumb on the trigger, and ripping it out of Bryce’s hands. Within seconds, the danger to the building had been averted. Trey pressed the black box into Mala’s hand, closing her fingers around the lever.

But that brief moment had given Bryce time to get out his baton. A blaze of white-hot heat ripped down Trey’s back as the rod struck him right in between the shoulder blades. Man, that hurt. Trey felt his vision tunnel for a moment, and then he was scrabbling like a crab off to the side, hoping that he could get away before Bryce could land another blow.

No such luck. Another crack, and the ball of the baton connected with Trey’s collarbone, snapping the small bone there. Trey’s left arm fell limp at his side. He might be able to get some use out of it, but not without the cost of extreme pain.

“He that spareth the rod…” Bryce screamed, kicking over a chair to better get at Trey. Trey lashed out his fist in the direction of the voice, and was shocked when he made contact. There was a grunt, and Trey danced away from the danger, waiting for another blow to land that, thankfully, did not connect this time.

Trey’s mind searched for an advantage, anything that would help to even the odds. He opened his mouth and thrust out the first thing that came to him.

“This is how you treat a rival?”

Bryce stopped in his tracks for a moment. Seeing the response, Trey continued. “So, if you can’t have Mala, no one can. I get that. But you’re not even going to try to take me in a fair fight? How do you expect to win her admiration with that move?”

The attorney glanced over at Mala, a moment of vulnerability showing on his face. “It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t love me.”

“Okay, okay, maybe not,” Trey continued. “But what about you?”

Again, this seemed to give the lawyer pause. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, how are you going to respect yourself if you beat me this way?” Trey dug into the weak spot he could feel was there, twisting without mercy. “How can you ever look in the mirror again and think yourself a man? All you’ll see is Mala’s face, staring back at you, silently asking you if she wasn’t worth fighting for in a fair contest.”

A glaze seemed to come over Bryce’s eyes, and he tossed the baton away from him. “Fine. But don’t expect me to break my own bones. No fight is that fair.” He turned to face his opponent.

But Trey was already prepared. He’d been waiting for the right moment to strike, and when he saw it, he leapt forward… and pushed.

It was a simple push. It shouldn’t have been able to do much. And it wouldn’t have, if it hadn’t been for the fact that Janey was kneeling right behind the Deputy Attorney, her spine at the level of the back of his knees. Bryce was down on the floor before he could register what had happened.

And Trey gave him no time to recover. Grabbing a steak knife off the table, he slashed the blade sideways, the trachea severed from the vicious cut. A spray of blood splashed into Trey’s face, blinding him for a moment, but he brushed it away.

Bryce had fallen to his knees in front of him, clutching at his neck with his right hand, as blood spurted out from around his fingers. His left hand was extended, pleading with Trey for mercy.

Trey looked for that mercy within himself.

He didn’t find it.

Taking the point of the blade and reversing it once again, Trey opened the homicidal lawyer from his navel to his ribcage, watching as Bryce tried to hold his intestines in with his left hand.

Leaning in close to Bryce’s ear, Trey spoke each word with precision.

“They that sow the wind shall reap the whirlwind. Asshole.”

He turned around and saw Mala looking at him in complete shock. He shrugged at her, trying to put a smirk on a face that didn’t want to bend.

“What? I know scriptures, too. Catholic school, remember?”

* * *

Popeye was swearing.

Janey didn’t know that many swear words, but all the ones she did know, like butt and stupid and fat, well… Popeye was using them.

Mala was stitching up his ear, poking the stuffing back inside every few stitches. And Popeye was screaming at her that he didn’t know what kind of doctor gave her patient stitches without any anesthetic.

Everyone was okay. Well, mostly okay. They were still in the restaurant at the top of the Space Needle, and Darc was awake and holding a napkin from one of the tables to his bloody nose.

 Trey was flat on his back, groaning and moaning more than Daddy used to when he would get sick and stay home from work. But Trey was being funny about it.

“Ow!” Trey yelled up at the ceiling. “Ow, ow, owy, ow. You know, I wouldn’t complain if those paramedics got here like now. You know, with one of those little syringes that make things all better.”

Janey giggled, and Trey lifted up his head and winked at her. Then he winced and lay back down right away.

Darc was reading some paper he had pulled out of his jacket. He was looking at Mala with a weird expression on his face, like he wasn’t sure what to do. Darc didn’t ever not know what to do. That was crazy.

But Mala looked up from stitching Popeye and smiled at Darc. “Well, that was one hell of a family outing, wouldn’t you say?”

And Janey wasn’t positive, but it looked like maybe Darc smiled back. It was the first time she’d ever seen him do that. And it was for Mala.

Something about that made Janey feel very, very happy inside.


EPILOGUE

The Master grimaced.

Another soldier in the cause of the cleansing taken down.

It had been inevitable. This one had thought too small, acted too slowly. By the time things began to heat up, the two detectives had been far too close to avoid forever.

But there were others.

There were always others.

It had been a simple plan, really. Find the zealots. The true believers. The ones who would stop at nothing to make, first Seattle, and then the entire world, a better place.

Surprisingly easy, once the process had begun. The markers were clear for any that chose to look for them. A chance phrase here. An overly intense look there.

And then the courting would begin.

That was the real challenge of the endeavor. The courting. It was the riskiest part of the entire process—but also the most fun.

In a very strange way, it was like dating. The thrill of the chase, the flush when the other person began to open up, that red heat when they finally said yes.

And if the answer was no? No matter. There were plenty of soldiers that were willing to take care of the lose ends. And always somewhere else. A sudden “resignation,” a “transfer” or a “long vacation,” and the matter would quietly be dealt with far away from where it could be tracked back here.

It took time, of course, this recruitment process. But that was okay. The cause was just. The workers were willing.

And the Master was nothing if not patient.


CARNAL – The bridge short story between 7th Sin and 5th Pentagram
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PROLOGUE

James wasn’t having the best day of his life.

First, his girlfriend had broken up with him. All right. Maybe that wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. It was his senior year, after all, and there was that one blonde girl with the big boobs in Chem that had been flirting with him. But still, it was high school. Getting dumped left like a stain or label or something on the dumpee. It was so not copacetic.

Next, he’d found out from his mom that their dog of fourteen years had cancer and had to be put to sleep. Oh, and she’d gone ahead and scheduled it right in the middle of school, so James couldn’t be there. Maybe he’d just sluff. His mom’d be pissed, but she probably wouldn’t ground him. Probably.

Finally, he was in a band, The Randy Joneses. They’d somehow managed to book a gig this Friday. That should’ve been great, but James knew something the rest of the band apparently didn’t.

They sucked. Ass.

And now everyone in his high school would know. Being the bass player in a band had a certain cachet to it. Being the bass player in a band that could barely play a note? Not so much.

He was on his way over to practice now. They always jammed at the lead singer’s house. Jaxon’s parents were cool… former punk rockers who still occasionally lit up the occasional joint. Not that they let anyone in the band join in, much to the disappointment of the lead guitarist and the drummer.

James didn’t care about that. He’d never tried it and wasn’t really sure he wanted to. Plus, all the members of the band were still minors, and if word got out, that was the end of the band. Not worth it. Although, come to think of it, that would have taken care of their present dilemma. Maybe a pot scandal would’ve been a good thing.

Anyway, Jaxon’s parents had renovated the whole basement level, opening it up, putting soundproofing in, making sure there were the latest and greatest video games hooked up to the biggest, baddest flat screen TV James had ever seen. Oh, and the fridge down there that was constantly filled to bursting with Jones soda, string cheese and weird, exotic fruit. It was a little freaky, to be honest. But it was awesome.

James passed by the house on the end of the street that had been in the middle of being renovated for the past three months, accidentally bumping into the trash can out front. A cat that had been sleeping next to it darted out in between James’ feet, nearly tripping him.

Par for the course today.

As he crossed the street toward the park that lay between his house and Jaxon’s, he thought he heard something behind him. But when he turned around, there was nothing there. Probably just that stupid cat, looking to finish what it’d started. 

Cutting through the play area in the park, James clambered up on top of the plastic structure right in the center. It was one of those that had tons of slides coming out in different places, at different levels. Some of them were the straight, fast ones, some twisty, some wavy.

James loved slides. He wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, but part of the reason he always cut through the park on his way to Jaxon’s was so that he could play on them. Sometimes he would spend a full half-hour just goofing around in the park before he got to practice. He always blamed it on his parents assigning him some last minute chore.

But tonight he was only going to slide down one. One slide, and then he was back on his way. If he and the guys weren’t going to make complete and utter fools out of themselves, then they needed all the practice they could get.

Now, which slide to pick? Did he want the super fast one, the twisty one or the one that would get him airborne two or three times before he got down to the sand? Choices, choices. He did a quick eeny-meeny-miney-mo in his head, landing on the bumpy one. Sweet. That was his favorite.

James started over to the slide when he heard another noise behind him. Spinning around, the only thing he saw was one of the swings moving back and forth. That could just be the wind, right? But wouldn’t the wind make all of them move at once?

This was starting to get a little creepy.

Okay, time to go. James perched at the top of the slide, grabbing onto the bar right above him to propel his body down with the highest speed possible. He swung back on his heels once, twice… and then something behind him propelled his head straight into the bar. He fell back, clutching at his forehead, and came into contact with a pair of legs that was attached to the figure standing behind him.

And then there was a length of pipe that came down on his hastily outstretched arm. James felt the bones in his forearm snap with the impact. A hoarse cry escaped his lips as he scrabbled toward the slide, still dizzy from his initial collision with the bar.

A hand grabbed his collar, yanking him back, almost lifting him to his feet. James felt the pipe land squarely on his head. Once. The pain was excruciating. Twice. He felt a wetness seep down his cheek. Three times.

There was no more pain.

He should have passed out. Maybe he had. Because what happened next defied even his overly vivid imagination.

The figure pulled off James’ shoes and socks, gripped the ankle firmly, then bit into the flesh of the calf. James could feel the ripping of the muscle, the pop of the tendon, the gush of the warm blood pouring out.

James’ killer was eating his leg. While he was still alive.

 


CHAPTER 1

This was such a bad idea.

Detective Trey Keane knew before his partner even opened his mouth that it was a terrible idea. Sadly, knowing it was the worst idea ever wasn’t about to make Trey step in to stop his partner. Robi Darcmel was brutal when he got like this; he’d go for the emotional jugular. And Trey was feeling really fragile right now. He’d been through a lot in the past month or so. Falling corpses landing on him in an underground cathedral of horrors, being dropped from the Space Needle, getting bitten by a snake. 

Okay, the snake hadn’t had any venom left, but still. It had been a rough period. On top of all the other indignities, Trey getting his collarbone shattered by a homicidal maniac had just been the icing on the cake. Trey was sporting a sling, and Darc had a cast from where the killer had broken his arm. And right at the moment, it didn’t look like it was going to get better any time soon.

Trey loved his partner, but Darc’s Asperger’s didn’t really allow for a whole lot of emotional care and consideration. He was blunt at the best of times. And Darc right in the middle of a tough case was pretty far removed from the best of times.

“Mala,” Darc spoke into his cell phone. “Come to the station. Bring Janey.”

There it was. That was it. It was out there now and couldn’t be retracted. Mala would come, Darc would talk to her and then… well, all hell would break loose. And Trey had absolutely no desire to be here when it all went down.

It was the new case they’d been assigned. The media had already dubbed him the Pentagram Killer. One killing, and the guy had a nickname. 

Fantastic. 

Trey couldn’t say as how he blamed anyone, either. It had been a nasty but fascinating murder, and it seemed plain enough that there would end up being more. 

The first victim so far had been found naked, spread-eagled within a pentagram. His throat had been slit and his tongue torn out. The crime photos looked like some grisly version of the Vitruvian Man. The arms and legs stretched out, touching the rim of the circle, with the head and each of the limbs contained inside a different point of the pentagram’s star.

The whole thing was pretty brutal.

But the worst part of it was what they had found written inside the pentagram. A conglomeration of Latin, Aramaic, Greek, Incan and Babylonian symbols and letters.

Trey had been ready to chalk the whole thing up to some guy’s craziness, but Darc had gone all glassy-eyed savant. Within moments he’d translated the entire thing.

Apparently it was some sort of a manifesto about how Seattle was going down the spiritual tubes and needed to be cleansed, blah blah blah. Trey had heard it all before.

Which was exactly the point. He had heard it all before. They both had. 

Twice.

That bizarre rant, combined with the freaky letters and symbols, made it pretty clear that this killer was somehow linked with the last two. Two of the worst serial killers Seattle had seen. Ever. And this guy was a part of it.

Strange things were afoot at the Circle K.

So, now Darc wanted to bring Janey in on the whole thing. And hey, Trey was all for that. He loved that kid. But he also knew Dr. Mala Charan, Janey’s adoptive mother and child psychologist, was going to go all mother bear on Darc… and anyone else unlucky enough to be in the near vicinity. Didn’t even matter that Darc and Mala were finally dating… sort of. In fact, that might just make the whole thing worse.

Okay, he had to say something. “Darc, dude…” Trey began. Darc turned to face him, his face a flat mask of focused intensity. Yeah, no. Wasn’t going to happen. Trey was too much of a chicken. “I’m gonna go grab something from the machine. Want anything?”

Darc shook his head, and Trey retreated down the hall to the break room. Now he just had to figure out how long he could stay there. Maybe if he snacked long enough, he could avoid the whole damn thing.

Somehow, he doubted it.

* * *

The patterns were clear. The symbols from the pentagram were falling into place. The problem Darc had was that they were telling him nothing. 

It was almost as if the symbols were a diversion, a bizarre sidetrack into a hall of mirrors, where each additional piece of information made it harder and harder to exit. Knowing that this killer was connected to Father John and Deputy Attorney Bryce Van Owen was vital data. But it did not seem to be yielding anything additional.

He tried to scratch at an itch that lay under his cast on his arm, just below where he could reach it. Another irritant that seemed to be keeping the patterns from giving him useful information.

As always, the information from the case translated itself into streams and threads of multicolored lights that traced their way through Darc’s mind. Glowing symbols turned and shifted, gyrating and hovering, landing and merging with other symbols, creating new pathways of light that radiated outward. Road marks that would lead Darc on to the next vital piece of data.

Except that they were not leading him anywhere.

This was the very reason he had called Mala and Janey in. Janey could provide insight on each of the two previous killers, as she had been in contact with both. The little girl also showed some indicators that she might have savant abilities also. Mala could shed light on the psychological profile of the individual they sought.

His reasons for wanting Mala and Janey on the case were logical. There was nothing else. No other extraneous agendas were present in this request.

The gray landscape that was Darc’s emotional life heaved up in violent response to this assertion. Even the colored threads of logic tied themselves into knots, uniting with the gray landscape in their disapproval. Darc felt something akin to betrayal. 

Always before, his emotional life and logical abilities had remained separate. Due to circumstances from the last case, they had now begun working in tandem, to Darc’s amazement… and horror. The gray landscape was uncomfortable territory for Darc.

He began exploring this emotional and logical co-response further when he heard the click of heels on the tile as well as the squeak of rubber from sneakers. The gleaming lines of logic wrapped themselves around the sounds that entered Darc’s mind as distinct symbols. Even before he turned to look, Darc knew it was Mala and Janey.

The tiny blonde girl separated herself from Mala and rushed forward, giving Darc a big hug. She then pulled back and presented her stuffed bear. Darc reached out with solemnity and shook the bear’s paw. Janey grinned and gave him another hug.

This type of physical interaction had always been excruciating for Darc, and yet with Janey he found his reaction to be much more positive. Uncomfortable, certainly, but positive nonetheless. He found that he enjoyed Janey’s presence far more than he could account for by her continued usefulness on the cases that Darc had been working.

That must have been what the gray topography and logic patterns had been uniting to communicate to Darc. He wanted Janey here. He would want her here even if she could not help in any way with the case. That was a disconcerting conclusion at which to arrive, and Darc was not certain what he would do with the information.

Looking up at Mala, Darc observed an unfamiliar expression on her face. Emotional markers were always a challenge for him, but this was one with which he had never been confronted. Her eyes were… soft. Her mouth was closed but relaxed. The rest of her face showed very little muscular tension. Did this indicate some sort of stroke?

But then Mala saw him observing her and the expression disappeared behind a smile. She came forward and sat on the corner of Darc’s desk. Her movements were efficient, as Darc’s were, but there was a graceful flow to the way she moved through space that Darc could not break down into its mathematical components. It was as if her body defied logic and reason.

She was wearing a bright purple dress that offset her dusky skin and dark hair. Her hair was pulled back into a loose bun, with strands that had escaped and framed her narrow face and the graceful curve of her full lips. The lips that continued to smile at him as she peered at Darc, seemingly waiting for something.

Another shift of the emotional terrain within, and Darc realized that he wanted Mala here, as much if not more than Janey. He also realized that she was waiting for him to speak. More than likely for him to explain her presence here in the station with Janey.

Darc shook his head to clear it of the emotional gray mists that threatened his ability to communicate. Mala shifted back with a slight frown as he did so. Discomfort? She was sitting on the corner of a desk. That did not seem like a comfortable perch.

Unsure of what to do next, Darc mentally consulted the list of social niceties that Trey had written out for him on what had become a whole series of laminated cards. This was a moment that seemed to call for Rule 14. Offer the lady a seat, dude.

“Would you like to sit down?” Darc asked Mala, indicating a chair that sat opposite the desk. Mala’s eyebrows lifted at that. Surprise? Disbelief? Darc could not tell.

“What do you need, Darc? I was just about to take Janey out for the day.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Darc caught sight of Trey rounding the corner, a cup of vending machine coffee in his hand. He took one look at Mala and Janey and started to turn himself around.

“Trey,” Darc called out. He was not sure why he wanted Trey here, but the grey fog and landscape within him was roiling in desperation to keep his partner in the room. Trey glared at Darc, heaved a huge sigh and came farther into the room.

“Hey, Mala. Hey, munchkin.” He reached out and ruffled Janey’s hair. She giggled and smiled up Trey, holding up her bear. Trey gave the stuffed animal a high-five, and Janey snuggled back up to Mala, seemingly satisfied. “How’s it going, you two?”

“Fine, thanks,” Mala responded. “But I’d like to find out what we’re doing here. Any ideas?” Trey held up his hands as if he were being arrested and then pointed at Darc. There were times when Darc despaired of ever understanding interpersonal interactions.

“We need your help on a case,” Darc answered, stepping in for Trey. Since Darc was the one who had called, it seemed strange that she was asking Trey. Perhaps this was another gray area of human communication that was still beyond Darc’s awakening perceptions.

“Okaaaaaay,” Mala drawled out the word. “That’s fine, but then why did you want Janey here as well?”

Once again, Trey raised his hand over his head, shrugging and pointing at Darc. Was he indicating that he had no understanding of why they were here? If that were an accurate assessment, it meant that Trey was deliberately deceiving Mala, as he knew precisely why Darc had asked them both here.

“There is a new murder with evidence that leads me to suspect that it is linked with both Father John and Bryce Van Owen,” Darc explained. 

Mala winced upon hearing Van Owen’s name. Pain? Surprise? Or had she merely had detritus land in her eye? So challenging to decipher the gray sameness of emotional responses. The intricacies of those expressions eluded Darc’s processing capabilities.

“So you want Janey to help you by… what? Going to the crime scenes and looking at the dead bodies?” Mala’s nose had flared and her mouth was turned down. She might be suffering from allergies, but the lines of logic pointed in another direction. Anger. That seemed odd. Why would Janey helping to solve a murder make Mala angry?

“Yes. It is possible that there is information that could only surface with Janey’s direct involvement.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Mala retorted, her lip turning even further down. “You understand that, don’t you?”

“I do not,” Darc intoned. “Janey will not be subjected to any danger. She will simply be observing at the crime scenes, looking for details that might be significant only to her and then drawing pictures to communicate with me.”

“Darc, you’re talking about her being exposed to victims. Dead bodies. That I assume have had horrific things done to them.” Mala’s tone had increased in volume and rose in pitch. Those were markers of excitement or anger. Anger seemed to be the common thread moving through this conversation, although Darc could not penetrate through the gray mists to understand the rationale behind it.

“I do not understand. Janey has been exposed to many dead bodies before this. Most of them much more graphically mutilated.” The logic behind Mala’s reasoning seemed to Darc to be fundamentally flawed.

“Exactly! Why on earth would we subject her to more of the same? This little girl has seen enough death to last her through at least three or four lifetimes.” Mala took a deep breath and shook her head a little. “Today, we’re going to do something normal.”

“Whatcha gonna do?” Trey asked, plopping himself down in a chair. Darc did not know what his partner was trying to accomplish with this line of inquiry, as it did not seem to be a topic that would lead to Mala giving permission for Janey’s help.

“We’re headed to the zoo,” Mala said, giving Janey’s hand a squeeze. Janey pulled her hand away from Mala and started to move toward Darc before Mala could grab her arm and pull her back into her arms. “I get that you want her to help. I even get that she wants to be able to. But what she needs right now is some normalcy in her life. And I intend to give her just that.” She stood and gave Darc a look that made him feel… uncomfortable. “You try to get in my way this time, and it will not end well.”

She pulled Janey around and gave a glance at Trey, who shrugged his shoulders and raised his hands in the air for the third time. Mala snorted, then reached over and punched Trey in the shoulder.

“What was that for?” Trey whined.

“That was for not keeping this conversation from happening. I expect this kind of thing from him.” Mala jabbed her finger at Darc. “But you know better.”

Trey rubbed at his shoulder. “That is so not fair.”

“Fair, schmair,” Mala called out over her shoulder as her high heels clicked their way back down the tile-lined hallway.

“That’s it,” Trey muttered. “Next time you bring her in, I’m outta here.”

As the gray terrain inside of him continued to shake as if there had been some sort of internal earthquake, Darc could only agree with his partner.

* * *

Janey didn’t want to go to the zoo. Well, okay, that wasn’t all the way true. She loved the zoo most of the time. But she didn’t want to go today. She wanted to be with Trey and Darc. They were getting to do all kinds of important stuff, and Janey had to be here, at the zoo, watching the giraffes. It wasn’t fair. Not even a little bit.

She looked around at the other kids her age. There was a boy over close to the reptile house that was picking his nose. A girl was crying because she had dropped her ice cream. And what looked like a brother and sister were trading punches with each other while their mom played with her phone. Janey didn’t want to be like them. She wanted to have a gold badge like Darc. And going to the zoo wasn’t going to help.

Popeye, her stuffed bear, now he was excited. He loved going to the zoo. He always said he was looking for a girlfriend. That made Janey giggle.

But right now Popeye was looking up at the giraffes eating leaves off of a tree. He was also complaining about the smell. One of the giraffes had just gone poop.

Janey wasn’t supposed to talk about poop, but she couldn’t really help it if Popeye was the one that kept blabbing on and on about it. Yes, it was stinky, but it’s not like Popeye couldn’t just hold his breath. Janey took in a deep breath and held it, just to show him how. He looked at her like she was crazy.

Mala must have seen her take the breath, because she said something about it. “It does kind of smell, doesn’t it?”

Janey nodded, even though that’s not really what she meant. Sometimes it was just easier to nod and pretend. Mala gave her a little sideways hug and smiled at her.

“How about if we go and get some ice cream and then go see the tigers?”

That sounded great. Janey loved the tigers, and ice cream was always a good idea. Always, always, always.

Popeye started to grumble about the fact that he never got any ice cream and that it wasn’t fair. Janey told him to hush up. Ice cream wasn’t for bears, and the chocolate on the ice cream might kill him. She had heard that somewhere, that animals weren’t supposed to have chocolate. Maybe that was just dogs, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

The only thing Popeye had to say to that was a rude word. Then he stuck out his tongue at her and called her selfish. But Janey wasn’t selfish. She was just looking out for her best friend. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, was there?

But Popeye just sat there and pouted. Silly bear.

They got the ice cream from a very nice old man who called her sweetheart and winked at her. He was nice. Popeye said he smelled like old people. Janey said of course he did. He was an old people. Popeye said that was dumb and he wasn’t talking to her any more. Janey said that was fine by her, so there.

So when they got to the tigers, Popeye and Janey weren’t speaking to each other. That wasn’t such a big deal until Janey saw something that wasn’t supposed to be there. She wasn’t sure what to do about it. Popeye always knew what to do when weird things happened. Well, sometimes he wouldn’t say when he was being cranky, but when it was serious, like right now, he knew what to do.

But she wasn’t talking to Popeye, so there was only one other thing that she could think of. She grabbed Mala’s sleeve and tugged until she had Mala’s attention. Then she pointed at the thing that wasn’t supposed to be there.

It was a foot. A people foot. And one of the tigers was chewing on it.

Popeye muttered something about humans always leaving stuff around where they weren’t supposed to, but he still wasn’t really talking to Janey, so she ignored him.

When Mala finally saw what Janey was pointing at, she lifted her hand up to her mouth and gasped. She then pulled Janey into her arms and pushed Janey’s face into her side. Janey wasn’t sure why Mala was doing that. Janey had already seen the foot. It wasn’t going to be worse if she kept seeing it. 

A woman that was right beside them with her son also looked where Janey had been pointing, and she started screaming. Then her little boy started screaming, too. He was crying so hard that snot started running down his face. Janey sighed. They were being dumb. There wasn’t anything to be scared of. The scary stuff happened before. All there was now was just a foot. A foot wasn’t scary. A foot couldn’t hurt you. Jeez.

It wasn’t long before lots more people started screaming and running around. Janey felt sorry for them. They didn’t know that there were men with gold badges that would make things okay. Mala dragged Janey away from the tiger cave as fast as she could walk, which meant that Janey had to almost run to keep up.

But at least Popeye started talking to her again. He said that maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to go to the zoo after all.

Janey agreed. Even if she did still kinda want to go see the monkeys.

 


CHAPTER 2

There had been moments in Mala’s life that had been filled with heartache and joy and everything in between. She had yet to experience a moment that was more filled with irony than this one.

As she started moving away from the tiger exhibit, Mala looked around and realized how many people had their cell phones out, taking pictures and videos of the foot. How many of those cameras had managed to photograph a certain blonde little girl and her adoptive mother? 

This was not okay. The chance that one of those videos would go viral and images of Mala and Janey at another crime scene would end up on the desk of Janey’s social worker might be tiny, but the thought of it happening was giving Mala heart palpitations.

What could she do about it? How could she manage to get all those phones under control? It wasn’t like she could just confiscate them all.

And then it hit her. That’s exactly what she could do.

Mala pulled out her consultant I.D. for the Seattle Police Department and ran up to the nearest of the cell-phone wielding rubberneckers. “Sir, I’m with the Seattle P.D. and I’m going to need to take your phone.” The man looked at her, uncomprehending. “As evidence.” He glanced at the I.D., grumbled a bit and handed it over.

Five more go-rounds with close to the same conversation happening, and Mala had all the phones that she had seen recording the incident. She felt a little bit like a fraud, but having this footage wouldn’t be a bad thing for the Seattle P.D., would it?

After making sure that she hadn’t missed any gawkers, Mala pulled out her phone and hit the speed dial for Trey. She would have called Darc, but she just couldn’t face him right now. Not even figuratively, over the phone.

In trying to give Janey a wonderful and yes… normal… childhood experience, rather than cart her off to another crime scene with more death and dismemberment, Mala had somehow managed to take her to the one place where a severed foot was being gnawed upon by a large jungle cat.

Mala was batting a thousand in the mothering department right about now.

“Detective Keane,” Trey’s voice came over the cell.

“Trey, it’s Mala.”

“Mala, hey,” Trey’s voice sharpened. “Who taught you how to punch? My shoulder’s still hurting. I think I might have a bruise.”

Mala winced. She’d forgotten about punching Trey. Maybe it would’ve been better to call Darc after all.

“Sorry about that.”

“Ah, don’t stress about it,” Trey responded. “But I will say, it’s the last time I use the expression, ‘You punch like a girl.’”

Mala chuckled for a moment, then sobered as she remembered the reason for her call. “Trey, you and Darc need to get out here. There was a body in the tiger habitat out here at Woodland Park Zoo.”

“What?”

“A body. Well, part of a body. A foot. Just get out here.”

“On my way.” Trey answered. Mala heard him calling out to Darc as he ended the call. It wouldn’t take them that long to get out here. Ten minutes for a normal person. Five for Trey when he was feeling motivated.

In the meantime, Mala was going to do two things. First off, she was going to use her Seattle Police Department consultant I.D. to see if she could find out who had access to that tiger’s cage.

As for the second thing… she was going to set up a play date for Janey. Mala was going to make sure that little girl had normal memories to call upon once Janey was an adult. No matter what it took, Mala would make this happen. So help her, she would.

Even if it killed her.

* * *

A freaking tiger.

They now had a murder that included a tiger. Okay, he was the oldest, grumpiest, most flatulent tiger Trey had ever seen, but still. Trey had caught a case with an effing tiger. Some days, life was good.

Then Trey caught sight of another body part… looked like a shoulder blade, but Trey wasn’t a doctor… and once again he wanted to hurl. He shifted his shoulder in his sling, feeling the tug of pain from his collarbone.

Mala was there beside them, dancing from one foot to the other. Trey looked at her, raising an eyebrow. “Girl, have you got something crawling around in your nicely tailored slacks?”

“What? Oh. No. I just…” Mala squirmed some more. “I just need to get out of here. Now.”

“Hang on, there. What are you talking about? We have to take your statement.”

“You do? Really? Are you sure?” The normally calm doctor was in a pretty elevated state right now, her eyes darting around the zoo as if she were on the lam.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure,” Trey drawled.

“It’s… well, I’m really busy today, and…”

This didn’t seem like Mala at all. “Whoa, Nelly! Hold your horses. Can we take a look at our priorities for a second? Your daily schedule against catching a rabid killer.  C’mon. It’s a no-brainer. We need your statement.”

Mala’s eyes brightened for a moment. “Oh, wait. I do have something for you, actually. A lot of somethings.” Mala dug into her purse and pulled out an overflowing handful of cell phones. She passed them over to Trey.

“What the hell are these?” Trey asked, jugging the phones in his arms.

“Cell phones. I got them from the zoo patrons who were videotaping or taking pictures of the crime scene.”

Trey nodded. “Good thinking…” He stopped, making a realization. “Wait a minute. How did you get them to give you their phones?”

“I, uh… I used my consultant I.D.” At least Mala had the decency to blush.

“You did what?!” Trey yelled, then looked around to make sure no one was watching. He wiped his hand over his face. “Okay, okay. But did you at least give the cell phone owners receipts or something?” Trey looked at the expression of dawning horror on her face and moved on to the next question. “Or take down their addresses? Something? Anything?”

Mala shook her head, her face sheepish.

Trey sighed. “All right. We can figure this out. I’ll put one of the uniforms on it.”

“Okay. But none of those videos are going to end up on YouTube, right?” Mala challenged him.

What was up with Mala today? This wasn’t like her at all. Trey shook his head.

“No, of course none of the videos are going to end up online. Seriously, what do you think we’re doing here?”

“Right. Right. Of course,” Mala murmured. “That was silly.”

“Yes it was,” Trey chided, then added, “And so was you saying that you had to leave before giving us a statement.”

Rubbing her forehead with her fingertips, Mala peered up at him through her hands. “But… I…” She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “I don’t want Janey’s social worker to get wind of the fact that we were here.”

Oh. Now everything was making sense. Trey had to stifle a laugh. He was sure that to Mala this felt like the end of the world, but that was mostly because she had no idea how far Trey and Darc were willing to go for her. There was no way any overzealous social worker was going to ruin things for Mala and Janey.

“Trust me, Mala. I promise it won’t get out. And even if it does, we’ve got your back.” He nodded to one of the uniforms speaking with a zoo patron. “Just go and have McClellan take your statement. Shouldn’t take much time at all.”

“All right,” Mala acquiesced. She started walking toward McClellan, but then stopped and looked at Trey. “And… thank you.”

Trey nodded and smiled at her. There was something charming about seeing Mala lose her cool like that. It didn’t happen often, but it was sweet that it happened because of Janey. And speaking of losing one’s cool…

“Um… is that tiger going to be… safe?” Trey asked the tiger keeper who was standing close by, an old curmudgeon of a guy who was nearly as flatulent as the tiger. What was his name? Some old man name. Howard? No. Horace. Horace Walker. “You know… I mean, now that he’s had a taste for human flesh?”

“What?” The old man muttered, cupping a hand around his ear. Seriously, this guy was like every bad stereotype of an elderly person. Trey continued thinking that until he saw the keeper sling what looked like a hundred pound bag of food over his shoulder like it was no big deal. Man, he was strong.

“I said, ‘Is it safe?’” Trey raised the volume of his voice, realizing after the fact that he had done the whole obnoxious tourist talk-loudly-and-slowly-and-maybe-they’ll-understand-me thing.

The old man cackled. “I heard you the first time. Just wanted to see how you handled it.” He stumped down to the employee entrance for the tiger’s habitat. As he walked through the door, Trey could’ve sworn he heard the guy mutter, “Idiot.”

Yeah, Trey led a charmed life when it came to murder cases.

He turned around and faced the C.S.I. unit. “Okay, guys. Our new best friend the tiger tamer just went in to take the animals back in where they won’t get in the way of your investigation.” Trey was about to go back to talk to Darc when he stopped and addressed the team again. “Oh… don’t let the old guy act fool you. Horace is sharp of hearing and stronger than most bodybuilders I’ve met. You have been warned.”

Trey saw several smiles on the faces of the unit. Yeah, they thought the whole thing was funny. They just needed to wait until that old guy bit their heads off. Then they’d stop laughing so much.

Jogging over… well, briskly walking—Trey didn’t really jog so much… to the front of the exhibit, Trey saw Darc wrap up a conversation with someone in a suit who beat a hasty retreat. Trey could only imagine what the administration of the zoo was feeling right now. This was the kind of thing that could shut down a place like this. 

And not just from official channels. Sure, there were probably some patrons who might be more interested in going to the zoo because the tiger there had eaten some poor schmuck. But zoos’ bread and butter were the scores of school children that came on a daily basis. Trey couldn’t imagine parents being thrilled about this latest development.

“So, who’s the suit?” Trey asked his partner. 

Darc turned around, his face blank. That usually meant he was processing whatever bizarre idiom had just come out of Trey’s mouth. Trey knew they were hard for Darc, but he looked at it as a tough love scenario. The guy had to learn how to deal with people who talked like real folk. Of course, after almost seven years of working together, it might be a moot point.

To Darc’s credit, it only took him a second before he picked up what Trey was putting down. Maybe improvement was possible, after all.

“That was the Chief Operations Officer,” Trey’s partner responded. “He was expressing concerns with the timeline of our work here, as well as confirming what Mala had ascertained. Horace Walker is the only man who has consistent access to the tiger.”

 “Did you run down Horace’s file?” Trey asked.

“Yes,” Darc responded. “And what I found was significant.”

Significant. That didn’t sound good. “What was in it?”

“He’s been brought in on multiple stalking charges. There was one incident in which he had separated two siblings from their parents and was plying them with treats.”

“Well, that explains why the suit was acting so squirrely. It isn’t going to look good for them if this gets out.” Trey called out to one of the uniforms who was standing next to the employee access door. “Hey, Simmons! Go grab the tiger trainer.”

The uni nodded and disappeared behind the door. Five seconds later he was back.

“Just talked to the C.S.I. guys. They say he’s gone.”

“What do you mean, he’s gone?”

Simmons shrugged his shoulders. “Dunno. They just said that one second he was right there, the next they couldn’t find him anywhere they looked.”

Great. So a creepy old stalker dude, who may or may not be a pedophile, was out loose in the zoo. Or worse, Seattle. That actually made for almost as good a story as the tiger chowing down on a murder victim. Death by Tiger or Kreepy Keeper. Dealer’s choice, really, when it came to punchy titles for the newscast. Trey heaved a sigh.

For what had started out as a sweet case, this was turning into a real headache.

* * *

It had been lucky for Mala that she’d been able to get Janey into a good daycare as quickly as she had. Granted, Janey hadn’t really had a chance to make that many friends. One, it was summer. Two, the little girl didn’t talk. And three, she kept getting involved in murder cases.

It was kind of the perfect storm. Unless Janey came across another mute victim of tragedy, she wasn’t apt to find many soul mates.

But, they had managed to find someone with whom Janey could at least play. It was maybe the exact opposite of the soul mate scenario, but it was looking like it might work. At least so far.

Riley, one of the girls from Janey’s daycare, had apparently taken Janey on as a project. Although, in watching them together, Mala was starting to suspect that it was just that Janey didn’t interrupt. So far, Riley had kept up a steady stream of chatter.

“And then after we finish playing house… you’re going to be the maid… we’re going to go out in the backyard and play on the swing set for fifteen minutes because my dad says that physical exercise is important. And then we’re going to dress up your bear…” The girl’s voice cut off as she dragged Janey into her bedroom and closed the door. But not before Janey could shoot a look at Mala that seemed to say, Save me!

Mala was doing the right thing for her, right?

Riley’s mother, Meredith, poked her head from around the corner from the kitchen. “The girls in the room yet?” Mala nodded, and Meredith heaved an exaggerated sigh of relief. “Perfect. Want a glass of wine?” She held up a bottle of Zinfandel and waved it back and forth.

“Oh, no thanks,” Mala demurred. “I’m going to have to drive back once they’re done playing.”

“Oh, honey. Once Riley’s gotten her claws into a new one, she’s not letting go any time soon. But suit yourself. I’m having a glass. Or two.” Meredith winked at Mala. “Maybe three. We’ll have to see how the afternoon goes.”

Mala was saved from having to respond to that statement by Meredith’s husband Carson walking into the kitchen. Meredith had introduced him when Mala and Janey had arrived, but he had been on his cell and had only given Mala the barest nod before disappearing into his home office. He appeared to be finishing up that same call.

“No, no, I’m telling you. The smell is temporary. A little Febreeze, some baking soda… completely gone. And they’re willing to take out the built-in aquarium.” He looked at Mala, pointed at the phone and made a face. “Okay. Yeah. You think about it. But this one’s a steal, and someone else is going to walk away with it.” He disconnected and heaved a sigh. “Buyers. Am I right?”

“I’m sorry?” Mala wasn’t used to being thrust into awkward conversations with people she hadn’t really met. She turned to Meredith, who was deep into her first glass of wine already. Meredith pulled a face and shrugged at her, as if to say that Mala was on her own on this one.

“Forget about it. Real estate stuff. Guy’s a real bleeder.”

“Bleeder?” This was a strange conversation. Mala knew the words coming out of Carson’s mouth were English, but there seemed to be little sense to them. And while Carson seemed charming enough, he had an odd way of treating Mala as if they were already best friends. Intimates. Again, charming, but it was getting under Mala’s skin.

“Yeah. It’s what I call the needy clients. You know, the ones that want you to wipe their asses for them through the whole thing. Bet you weren’t like that.” Carson gave her a conspiratorial wink.

“I wasn’t… What?” Mala was regretting not having taken Meredith up on that glass of wine. Glancing over at her hostess, Mala saw Meredith wince and start in on her first refill. Mala was starting to understand Meredith a little better. Carson was a lot to handle. It must be like being married to the Energizer Bunny.

“When you bought your house,” Carson explained. “I bet you were the model buyer.”

“Oh, I haven’t… I don’t own a house.”

Carson stopped and looked at her with his jaw hanging open. He shook his head in exaggerated disbelief. “You don’t own your own house?”

“Carson,” Meredith started, her tone sharp. Her husband waved her off with a negligent hand, his attention never leaving Mala’s face.

“You should own a house,” he scolded Mala. “Best investment you can make, no matter what people say these days. The rent you’re paying could be going right into your pocket instead of into someone else’s.”

“Carson, knock it off,” Meredith interrupted once more. “Maybe she doesn’t want to buy.”

“Why not?” Carson fired back. “She’s obviously got the money. Nice clothes. Smells good. There’s the kid back there that has to be adopted. That takes bucks.”

“Carson!”

“What?” Meredith ‘s husband’s face was blank for a moment. “Oh, the adoption thing? C’mon. Am I supposed to ignore what’s right in front of my face? The girl’s blonde. Our friend here looks like she’s Arabic or something. I didn’t offend her. I didn’t offend you, did I?” He turned back to Mala, who at this point was just trying to figure out a way to get her hands on one of those glasses of wine.

“Um. No,” she managed.

“See?” Carson gloated at his wife. “Besides, a house is going to be more stable for that little girl of hers. She has to know that.”

All of the sudden, what had started as an obnoxious and borderline racist sales pitch had ended up hitting Mala right where she lived. Stability for Janey was one of her highest priorities, and while she didn’t want to react to an obvious ploy for Carson’s business, she’d be foolish not to at least explore the possibility. Right?

“It’s true that I want Janey to feel settled,” Mala admitted.

“Of course you do,” the real estate agent crowed, giving his wife a significant look. “Where are you living now?”

Rattled again, Mala stammered out a response. “That big apartment complex around the corner from the Goodwill on 8th.”

“I know it. That’s a nice place. And for what I know you’re paying in rent there, you could be in a home by the beginning of next month, I’m telling you.” He grabbed the top sheet off of a stack of fliers that was resting on the kitchen counter. “In fact, here are the newest listings. Take a look at the top one. Four blocks away from here, right next to a park. Just went on the market today.”

Glancing at the glossy pictures of the first house, Mala had to admit she was impressed. She’d thought of owning a home before, of course, but it had never seemed to be the right time for it. But now with Janey…

Carson’s cell phone rang. He glanced at the number that popped up on the screen and grunted. “Gotta take this in the office. But look over that flier, and here’s my card. I mean it. Think about a home.” He gave her one final appeal with his eyes before darting back into the office down the hall.

“Sorry,” muttered Meredith. “I swear I can never bring people home with me. Happens every time. Real estate agents,” she griped, taking another swig of her wine, “are one step up from ambulance chasers.”

Mala could understand what she was talking about. That conversation hadn’t been all that pleasant. But maybe it was the beginning of something good. Maybe it was the start of Mala and Janey finding a home together.

There was nothing in the world she wanted more than that, and she’d sit through as many awkward chats with annoying people as she had to in order to make it happen.

 


CHAPTER 3

Darc sat next to Trey and observed the old man across the table. The glowing traces left by the lines of logic that swirled around Horace Walker, collecting data, gave Darc a continual stream of information.

Horace was strong, much stronger than he appeared. He had sharp hearing, possibly as sharp as Darc’s. His age of 77 did not seem in any way to have diminished his mental capacity. The man was also the sole caregiver to the aging tiger that had been found eating a human foot. In short, he was a prime suspect in the murder.

“I’ve told you a thousand times. What kind of a moron would I have to be to serve my own tiger somebody that I’d killed?” Horace spat. His attitude had done nothing but degenerate from the moment the uniformed cops had discovered him in a remote corner of the zoo, giving ice cream to a lost little girl.

“The C.S.I. guys figure the foot to be at least a few months old, maybe as much as a year… it’d been frozen… and that it belonged to the body of a teenage boy. Something about looking at the talus and comparing it to the third cune-do-hickey and checking the epiphy-hoo-ha for ossifi-whatsit. It’s all geek speech to me,” Trey rapped the crime scene photos in front of him and brightened. “But hey, here’s something weird that might be of interest to you. There were teeth marks on the bone.”

“Of course there were. He was eaten by a tiger.” Horace groused.

“Human teeth. They’re checking those bite marks now, looking to see if they’re a match for your dental records that we pulled.” Darc watched for any flicker of expression on the old man’s face, but the streams of data came up empty.

Horace griped, “I hate most people. Think they’re disgusting most of the time. Certainly don’t want to eat ‘em.”

Trey pointed to Horace’s file. “You seem to like young kids.”

The old man scowled, an expression that Darc attempted to process, using a combination of the grey emotional terrain that so puzzled him and then applying the gleaming strands of information to the equation. The non-precise answer came back, but with question marks. Anger? Possible defensiveness?

“Everyone gets all hysterical about that, but I was just helping those kids. I like children. They’re not as gross as the adults.” Horace mumbled the last, moving his lips across an empty gap in his teeth. “All my grandkids live back east. Never get to see ‘em.”

“Come on, Horace,” Trey goaded him. “You’re the only guy that has access to the tiger. The C.O.O. said that the tiger won’t let anyone else near him.”

Horace chuckled at that. “Yeah, he’s a cranky one, that Scar. Hates people. Well, except me.” He sobered up and stabbed his index finger at the table. “But that’s just the point. I hate people. He hates people. I know that about him.” The old man got tears in his eyes. “I love that cat. I would never feed him a human. That’s just cruel.” He sniffed. “Besides, the food comes in frozen and prepackaged. Horsemeat, most of it. Comes from Canada or Nebraska or something. I never do anything but just defrost the stuff.”

“One moment,” Darc said, sitting up. “Who handles the food coming in?”

Shrugging his shoulders, Horace glared back and forth from Trey to Darc. “I dunno. One of the techs, I guess. You’ll have to talk to H.R.” 

Darc could see the tendrils of gleaming logic bearing out portions of the story put forth by the man. What Horace said was making sense, even if there were some obvious holes in his information. He remained the strongest suspect at this point, but the food chain merited a closer look.

There was a rap at the door, and Darc and Trey stepped out into the hallway. It was one of the forensic investigators, Daniel Krause.

“The teeth marks aren’t a match to the guy you’ve got in custody. He might be the killer, but he didn’t chow down on the kid.” Daniel handed Darc the paperwork.

Almost every strand of logic surrounding Horace Walker evaporated. There were still streams of logic left, but the same number now pointed to the food chain as the likely place to find the killer.

It was time to track down imported horsemeat.

* * *

Trey had now discovered more about how tigers got their food than he had ever wanted to know. For example, he now knew that there had been, up until about 2006 or so, three meat packing plants that dealt almost exclusively in horses, but that now most of the stuff came in from Canada. There was one plant out in Nebraska and another one in Colorado that still would send the stuff out, but most of what came into the Woodland Park Zoo was coming in from up north.

The horsemeat thing had kinda grossed Trey out, but according to the vets at the zoo, it’s what most closely matched the animals’ diet in the wild. Okay. He guessed he could deal with that. Still, unless their killer was a Canuck, the food chain didn’t seem to be panning out all that much.

Looking around, there didn’t seem to be all that much to go off of. The food came in frozen, so it didn’t seem likely that a human foot could accidentally end up in the food. That led them back to the old guy, Horace.

But the human teeth marks didn’t match the old man’s… dentures? Whatever. The man wasn’t the one who chowed down on the foot. But he still might’ve had something to do with it ending up in the tiger chow.

Trey sighed. As much as he wanted this to be simple, the creepy old man hadn’t seemed quite so creepy when he was talking about the tiger, Scar. Horace really seemed to love that old cat.

“Hey, Darc,” Trey called across his desk to his partner. “What about the other employees at the zoo? Can we get their dental records, too?”

Darc shook his head. “Not indiscriminately. But I have asked for a warrant for those most closely connected to the food chain.”

Yeah, that sounded about right. The only good idea that Trey had, and Darc had not only gone there, but he’d come back with a better answer. Sometimes Trey wondered why he even tried.

There was the fact that the DNA had come up a match for an unsolved cold case. Teenage boy had gone missing, and they’d found a pool of blood in a nearby park. A big pool of blood. There might be some evidence in the file, although there couldn’t be that much, seeing as how is hadn’t been solved the first time around. That was a crapshoot, but it was always possible that something could pop. 

And then the phone rang. It was dispatch.

“There’s been another body part found. Different part of the zoo. Aviary, this time. Eagle’s nest.”

“Got it. On our way.” Trey hung up and turned to Darc. “We’ve got another piece of the body. Or, I guess it could be another victim. Man, this thing is creepy. I’ll never be able to look at another eagle again. Or tiger. We’ve got to get this one solved before the whole freakin’ zoo’s off limits.”

Darc got up to follow Trey, but then stopped. “It is unfortunate that we cannot call Mala in to assist us with this.”

A week or two ago, that statement would have floored Trey. Darc admitting he needed help? Trey never would’ve thought it could happen. But Mala had gotten under his bald partner’s skin in a way that no one else ever had.

And what was even better, Mala knew what she was doing. She’d already helped them solve two murder cases, and with nut job killers that had been way beyond the pale.

It was a really good idea.

Too bad there was no way they’d get her out here right now. She was deep in the middle of Janey-needs-normal-experiences mode, so they weren’t going to get much out of her. 

Then Trey stopped himself. Even if she didn’t want to come out to the crime scene, that was okay. They might at least get her to check out the cold case stuff. With her background in child psychology, she might be able to weed out something that no one else had. Not the most effective use of her talents, maybe, but you never knew when something might help.

“I’ll give Mala a call, Darc. I’ve got an idea. Maybe not a great idea, but that’s not really what I do.”

Trey pulled out his cell and dialed. It would probably come to nothing, but at least he was trying.

And with Darc as his partner, that was all anyone could expect him to do.

* * *

There had been a couple of times when Janey had questioned whether or not she really wanted to be a detective, but playing house with Riley for two hours had made her super-duper sure. Janey had never been so bored ever, ever, ever.

It didn’t seem like that could happen, especially with Riley being so bossy and talking all the time. But just because she was talking didn’t mean she was saying anything that Janey wanted to hear. It was all about babies and husbands and houses and dishes and stuff like that. Booooring.

Popeye said that he had almost tried to cut his own ears off just so he wouldn’t have to listen to her any more. That was mean, but Janey didn’t blame him too much. Riley had dressed him up in a tutu, so he had a right to be mad… and mean. Besides, Janey had thought the same thing a few times today. Maybe she was mean, too.

And it wasn’t just Riley. Riley’s mom and dad were weird. Riley’s mom talked funny and kinda smelled funny. And Riley’s dad talked almost as much as Riley, even though it was mostly about houses and payments and a bunch of other grown-up stuff.

What was really strange was that Mala was listening to him like it was all super important. Like Janey listened when it was Trey or Darc talking about a case. That kind of important. Janey tried to pay attention, but she lost interest after a minute.

After two more minutes, Popeye started calling Riley’s dad bad names. Potty names. Janey tried not to laugh too much.

But then Mala got a phone call from Trey and they had to leave. She wished they were going with Darc and Trey wherever they were going, but Mala said no, they were headed to the station. That was okay. Janey liked the station.

She looked at the glossy piece of paper that Mala had taken from the house. Mala had been looking at it while Riley’s dad had been talking and talking and talking. Janey looked at the page, and it seemed like there was a pattern there that she could almost see. Almost, but not quite. It was like it was playing hide-and-go-seek with her.

Popeye said she was being dumb and to pay attention to him. Janey stuck her tongue out at Popeye. That wasn’t nice, but sometimes Popeye deserved it.

Even though her bear was making fun of her, Janey kept looking at the page, trying to figure out what it was trying to tell her. But so far, it wasn’t saying anything. 

Right now, Janey wished a certain bear would follow its example.

* * *

Darc surveyed the crime scene, scanning for things out of place. Other than the human bone that had been discovered in the eagle exhibit, of course.

It had been a pelvis this time. Spotted by an employee, so there was no panic when Darc and Trey arrived. They’d closed down the whole section of the zoo that led to the aviary, so that the investigation wouldn’t draw attention. The fact that the bone was a pelvis made it far easier for the M.E. to determine sex and age immediately, which meant that Darc now knew they were dealing with a different body. Female this time, but still a teenager.

The lines of logic snarled and twisted, seeking coherence in the information entering in from external sources. The food chain came from outside the state, and while it was possible that the murders came from one of the purveyors of horseflesh, it seemed unlikely. The meat was ground, and these human bones, although separated from their respective bodies, were largely intact. The lines pointed to a local murder.

The C.O.O., Bruce Halfert, was standing close to Trey, moving from one foot to the other in rapid succession. “We really need to figure this out now,” he was saying to Trey. “You have no idea what this is doing for business. We’re just lucky that it was one of our own who found it this time.”

Darc stepped forward. “Is there one of your employees who might have access to the food for both the aviary and the tiger exhibits?”

“Sure,” the man responded. “The vet techs have easy access to the animals’ food, to make sure they’re getting their medication.”

“Their medication?” Darc asked. 

“Oh, yeah. Most of them are on something at one point or another. The tiger’s on Prozac right now. Depression. But as for the techs, there should only be three or four that help out with the carnivores. They should be here today.”

“Great,” Trey stepped into the conversation. “Can you get someone to round ‘em up for us? We’d like to talk to them.”

The man nodded and hurried off, leaving Trey and Darc at the crime scene with the C.S.I. unit still cleaning up. Trey turned to Darc and cleared his throat. Either his partner was coming down with a summer viral infection, or he wanted Darc’s attention. Darc chose the latter.

“I feel like we’re missing something,” Trey muttered.

“Yes,” Darc concurred. “We do not know the identity of the killer.”

Trey snorted in laughter. Darc was surprised at it. He had not intended to be humorous. It was just this sort of gray emotional interaction that continued to elude Darc.

“Yeah, yeah.” Trey’s mirth subsided. “But I just feel like this whole food chain thing… I mean, it’s fine, it’s… whatever… but I’m not sure it’s where we’ll find our guy. It seems like it’s too obvious.”

“The fact that a man or woman kills has little to no bearing on their level of intelligence.”

“You’re right.” Trey sighed. “Still…”

An employee of the park drove up to Trey and Darc in a golf cart. “Mr. Halfert wanted me to let you know that the vet techs have all been gathered. I’ll take you to them.” He motioned for them to climb into the back of the cart.

A gray promontory had jutted out into Darc’s consciousness as Trey had spoken of his concerns regarding the direction of the case. It made no sense to the strands of light that continued to dance about in Darc’s mind. But it troubled him, nonetheless.

Perhaps when they spoke to the waiting individuals, Trey’s assertion would be borne out. If so, it was a mark in favor of the formerly suspect method of “trusting one’s gut”. It could force Darc to once more reassess his modus operandi.

Darc found himself hoping that would not be the case.

* * *

Mala’s eyes watered. She’d been staring at a computer screen for way longer than was comfortable. And she wasn’t even sure she’d made any headway. At least not any that would be of immediate use to Trey and Darc.

Janey had been set up on a table nearby, with plenty of crayons and paper. She was scribbling away, glancing up every once in a while at her bear, who was sitting on the table as if he was watching her draw. Janey would also come in and check on Mala in between pictures. Remembering how significant the drawings were last time, Mala took a look, but these seemed to be just normal pictures of unicorns and animals and trees. She’d have to remember to have Darc take a look at them at some point.

Starting with the known cold case, Mala had been surprised to see how little information there had been. A pool of blood at a park close to the boy’s house that had been matched to his DNA. A pool large enough to convince the M.E.—and the boy’s family—that he was dead. The teenage youth’s face looked back at her from the glowing screen.

She scrolled through the information on the boy, and realized that he had lived fairly close to Mala’s neighborhood. Somehow, the fact that he had been so close to where Mala lived added to the reality of his murder.

There were pictures of his home: a room decked out in army colors for his little brother, a soccer mural in his own bedroom, a foosball table and an old Pac Man standing arcade game for the game room. His family had loved him, had sacrificed for him, would do anything to get him back. It was almost too much for Mala to take in.

Following an instinct that she couldn’t name, Mala printed out the information on the young man. Following up on these leads was a complete backdoor route into the case, and Mala knew it, but maybe she could swing by and ask a few questions. It couldn’t hurt anything to gather additional info, and it might even help the families to feel like something was being done.

As she was finishing up, her cell phone rang. It was Riley’s dad, Carson.

“Hey there!” he practically shouted. It sounded like he was calling from his car, which was more than likely interfering with his ability to hear himself. Didn’t mean it wasn’t annoying. “Give any more thought to house hunting?”

“A little.”

“Well, that first listing on the sheet I gave you… it’s available for you to take a look at. Family just moved out yesterday.” His tone was filled with all kinds of cheerful pressure, which caused Mala to stiffen up just a bit.

“I’m not sure. I’ve got Janey with me, and…”

“Bring her. It’ll be her house, too.”

Mala glanced in at Janey. They hadn’t talked about it yet, and Mala felt like Janey should be a part of a decision this big. Maybe this was the perfect time to do it. 

“Okay,” Mala assented. “When should I be there?”

“How about I meet you in fifteen minutes?”

“Sounds great.” Mala wasn’t positive about this, but she did feel some excitement in taking a risk on something new. She’d talk to Janey about it on the way over.

Grabbing the listings, Mala entered in the address to her phone to get directions to the house. The street name stood out to her as she was entering it into her map application. She wasn’t sure what was familiar about it. She looked back at the listing.

Oh, wow. The house would put Janey in West Woodland Elementary. They were known as having one of the best Individualized Education Programs in Seattle. The I.E.P.s could really make or break someone like Janey, who was dealing with some pretty significant educational issues.

That must have been why Mala recognized the street name. She’d been looking into that school for a while, trying to figure out how to get Janey in. Totally made sense.

And it gave Mala even more motivation to get out to this listing. Fast.

Now she only hoped Janey felt the same way about it. 

 


CHAPTER 4

After interviewing three of the four vet techs, Trey was beginning to see why these guys all wanted to work with animals. None of them had any social skills. Like, none. Zero. Zippo. Nada.

And they also hadn’t found anything useful from any of them. None of them recalled any kind of weirdness around the food. They only handled the food when one of the keepers was on vacation, and none of them were.

And nothing else, either. No one hanging out, acting strange. No odd protuberances from the packages of ground meat. Nothing.

The fourth guy walked into the break room that Trey and Darc had commandeered, and immediately there was something different. Up to this point, there hadn’t been a lot of eye contact, and this dude was no better about it. But none of the others had started off looking quite so pale. Or sweaty.

“So, what’s this all about?” asked the tech. This one’s name was Jensen Hire. “Is this about the human bones in the food?”

“Yeah, as a matter of fact it is,” Trey answered. “Know anything about it?”

“Nope. No. Not at all.” Jensen squirmed in his seat. “The whole thing’s pretty freaky though, right?”

“Yeah, freaky,” Trey repeated with some suspicion. This guy was squirrelier than the actual squirrels here in the zoo. “But someone here had to give access to our killer. Or maybe even was the killer.” Trey paused, letting that sink in. “That’s even freakier, right?”

“Yep. Freaky.” Jensen licked his lips, looking somewhere in the vicinity of Darc’s shaved head. “Can’t explain it.”

Trey nodded his head in sympathy. “Neither could your co-workers. Here’s the thing, though… they were pretty calm about it. Strange and somewhat non-responsive, but calm.” Peering into Jensen’s eyes, Trey lowered his tone. “You aren’t.”

Jensen’s eyes widened. “Yeah, no. I just had two cups of coffee. Bad idea. Probably never get to sleep tonight.” He laughed in a nervous way, then glanced back at the door leading out of the break room. “So… are we done here? I don’t know anything about the food. Almost never have to touch it. Horsemeat grosses me out. ”

“Okay, sure,” Trey said. “Just make sure you contact us if you think of anything.”

The vet tech scurried out, and Darc turned to Trey, his expression blank. “That was not how I was expecting the conversation to conclude.”

“Yeah,” Trey muttered. “The guy wasn’t going to give us anything. But he knows something. So, I say we keep a close eye on him.” Then another idea struck him. “Oh, and we should definitely pull the guy’s phone records, see if there’s anything there.”

Who knows? Maybe they’d get lucky.

* * *

Buying a house. They were maybe buying a house. At least they were looking at one that might be a good one.

Janey didn’t know how she felt. The last time she was in a house was with Mommy and Daddy. It had been a new house and everything had smelled funny and she hadn’t known where anything was. And then the bad things had happened.

The bad things wouldn’t happen again. Janey knew that. Mostly. Darc would protect her. And Trey. And Mala, too, even though she didn’t really have a gold badge. Hers was different. But it still seemed like it worked when she showed it to people.

But living in a house with Mala? That seemed… Well, Janey didn’t know how it felt. That was part of the problem.

She wanted to live with Mala. That was true. She loved Mala, and Mala loved her. Janey knew that. But houses were big. Mala’s apartment was small. Small enough that when Janey got scared at night she could run into Mala’s room in no time.

Not that she did, most of the time, but it was good to know that she could. And if they were in a big house, maybe it would take Janey longer to get to Mala’s room. That could be scary.

But houses were nice. After a while, they started to smell like you, and you could invite friends over to play in the backyard and stuff. Janey didn’t have many friends, but maybe she would soon. Riley could come over. Well, maybe Riley and someone else, just so Riley couldn’t talk the whole time.

She just wasn’t sure. So when Mala had asked her what she thought, Janey had nodded her head. Because she wasn’t sure, but Mala seemed real excited about it.

Popeye was excited. He kept saying stuff about hot tubs and kitchen pantries. Silly bear. Janey wasn’t even sure what he was talking about.

But if Mala and Popeye were both excited, then maybe Janey should be too.

She would try, at least. For both of them. 

Janey picked up the business card that the man had given them from off the seat where Mala had tossed it before. It was pretty, with a dark blue on the bottom and a light blue on the top. It was thick, almost like one of Mala’s credit cards. Janey flicked it against her cheek.

Mala pulled up to a house. It was big, but not too big. It was kinda nice, even though it looked a little lonely. She liked it, but it made her sad somehow.

When Mala got her out of the car, Janey reached up and held her hand. Sometimes grown-ups needed stuff like that. Mala looked down at her with a smile that said that Janey had done the right thing by taking her hand.

Hopefully it would be the same with going to see the house.

* * *

When Darc pulled the phone records for Jensen Hire, the vet tech, they turned up something strange. There had been fifteen calls within one week from Jensen to a cell phone for a Carson Jacob. The line was for Mr. Jacob’s business as a real estate agent. Fifteen calls to a real estate agent was not unheard of, but it was strange enough that the bright pathways of logic led them to Carson Jacob’s house.

The real estate agent’s wife appeared drunk, even though it was only late afternoon by the time Darc arrived at the address on the card, Trey at his side. She was slurring her speech, and her gaze seemed unfocused.

 “No, my husband’s not at home. Bastard.” Meredith Jacobs whined. “He was supposed to be home early so we could go out to eat. But then… surprise, surprise… he has to go show another listing. If he wasn’t such an asshole, I’d think he was cheating on me.” Meredith stumbled a bit, but caught herself on the doorframe. “Whoops. I may have had a glass or two of wine. Want some?”

“No thank you, ma’am,” Trey answered.

“Ma’am? The hell you say. I’m no ma’am.” She frowned at first, but then smiled at Trey, her eyes going coy. “You can call me Meredith, Detective.”

“Uh, yeah. Do you know where your husband went?”

“Sure do.” Meredith whipped out her cell phone. “I’ve got him on a tracker. Asshole or not, I don’t really trust him all that much.” She wiped at her face. “That may be why I drink so much. Whaddaya think?” She waited for an answer from Trey, but he couldn’t for the life of him think of a response. Meredith squinted down at the screen after a long moment. “Hm. Here he is. Wait.” She grabbed a sheet of what looked like real estate listings from off the counter behind her. “It’s that new listing he was talking about.”

“New listing?” Trey prompted, looking for an address.

“Yeah. Family had a kid killed. Waited around for almost a year, but finally decided to move. Couldn’t bear staying in the house with all the memories. Sad.” Her face pulled into a mask of grief that would have been comical if it had been any other situation. “Oh, oh!” Her face lit up. “I just remembered who he’s with. It’s that Arabic lady. With the girl from daycare. They came over today.”

Was it Mala? A freaky coincidence if it was. Trey asked, “East Indian?”

“Whatever. I can’t tell the difference. Kid’s adopted, anyway. Doesn’t say much. Actually, come to think of it, she doesn’t say anything at all.”

Trey nodded absently as he headed back out to the car. Darc had anticipated him, grabbing the sheet of listings from out of the woman’s drunk fingers. As he strolled out to the car, Trey heard Meredith yelling behind him.

“If you see my husband, tell him he’s a jerkoff, and I’m not saving him any dinner.” She slammed the door shut with a bang.

Trey looked at Darc. He wasn’t positive how all of this real estate stuff was going to get them any closer to solving the case. But Darc was frowning and clenching his fist at his side. Signs of impatience. Trey had better step on it.

* * *

The house was perfect. Mala was in love before Carson even opened the door. It was a three-bedroom, two-bath house, with a wraparound porch that had a swing. Brick with all white trim, except for the door, which was a bright red. It was everything Mala had hoped for. It was also feeling like déjà vu. Mala decided to take that as a sign they were going in the right direction.

Even Janey seemed to like it. She’d been pretty hesitant in the car on the way over. Mala could understand how any additional change in her life right now might be scary. That was one of Mala’s major concerns.

But the idea that they could build a life together here, as a family, that was pretty important, too. Mala sighed, squeezing Janey’s hand. Whatever they were going to do, they’d figure it out together.

As Carson escorted them inside, he swept his hand around the space like he was one of the models from the Price Is Right. “Take a look around. This one’s got tons of charm. Original crown molding. Updated kitchen and master bath. You’ll have to see that bathroom for sure. It’s got a Jacuzzi tub.” Janey’s head lifted up as he mentioned the hot tub. Maybe they should go look at it now.

But there was so much else to see. The kitchen was gorgeous, all polished granite and copper backsplash. It was updated, but managed to still feel homey.

“It’s pretty sweet, right?” Carson crowed. “And it’s priced to sell. Hey! Why don’t we go upstairs to see the bedrooms? Ladies first.” He once more swept his arm, this time including the staircase within the gesture. Mala and Janey trudged up the stairs, pausing to take a breath at the top. The second story opened up to the vaulted ceiling of the great room below, a railing keeping safe from a long fall.

Mala turned to the left, heading into the first of the bedrooms. She stepped through the doorway and turned to face the wall. It was covered from ceiling to floor with a huge soccer mural. A mural that Mala knew she’d seen before.

Carson stepped up beside her. “Yeah, it’s a bit much. And not really girl friendly. But super easy to paint over. No problem.”

Mala nodded, then remembered where she had seen the mural. “This house is listed as the address of a teenage boy that was killed ten months ago.”

Carson missed his footing and stumbled a bit, but then caught himself. “Yes. You’re right. That’s why the family’s selling. Wanted to get away.” He turned to look at Mala directly. “How did you know that?”

Mala shrugged, embarrassed for some reason. “It’s a case I’m working on. There’s a killer out there who seems to be targeting teens, and James was one of the kids on my list that looked like he might fit the bill.”

“Gotcha,” Carson said, cracking his knuckles against his legs. “So, you’re with the police?” His tone seemed a bit nervous. Mala supposed law enforcement did that to some people. 

“No, not really. I’m a consultant.”

“Well, that’s cool,” Carson replied, his grin once more intact. 

Carson pointed to the middle of the three bedrooms. “This one has a hook and eye latch on the outside… their other son, the one who didn’t get killed, I guess he started to sleepwalk after his brother died. You can get it removed pretty easily, though. Just a few screws.” He urged Janey ahead. “Why don’t you go look? It’ll probably be your room.” He winked at Mala, turning her into a co-conspirator. Mala was pretty sure she didn’t want to be.

Janey moved through the doorway, and almost quicker than Mala could follow it, Carson jumped across the hall and slammed the door behind her. He threw the hook into place, locking Janey in. Mala could hear Janey’s fists beat a rapid tattoo against the door.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mala yelled at Carson, moving around him to open the door. “That is not funny.”

A flash of something in her peripheral vision made Mala turn to the side, lessening the impact of Carson’s fist against her jaw. Stars sprang up in her vision, making it hard to see what was going on. She lifted up her hands and backed away from where she had last seen Carson.

“Just happen to work for the cops. Just happen to meet my daughter. Just happen to come to this house. You might have no idea what’s going on here, but you know what? I’m not going to take that chance.” It was Carson! How was this possible? Mala couldn’t take it all in. As she reeled from both the blow and the revelations, Carson’s fist landed another blow against her temple, and Mala felt her vision start to tunnel. She continued to back up until she hit the railing for the stairs, then started moving along it. If she could just get back down--

Carson cut her off, kicking her viciously in the kneecap. Mala’s leg buckled.

“Why are you doing this?” she cried out.

“Hey, whatever it takes to sell houses.” Carson’s tone was conversational. Mala watched him, trying to predict where the next blow would come from. There had to be some kind of tell. Some pattern. Carson continued. “Do you understand what an amazing property this is? Do you? All the original features. Enough updating to attract potential buyers, but enough still left to do for the do-it-yourself-ers. I tried to get them to sell for years, then I got the idea. If this was a property to kill for, why not go for it?”

“But you ate him.” Mala put all the disgust she could muster into the sentence.

Carson just shrugged. “What can I tell you? It’s a dog-eat-dog world.” He lashed out with his foot again, catching Mala in the kidney. Pain spiked through her entire body. There had been no “tell”. Nothing that Mala could discern, anyway.

This man was a complete sociopath.

And what was worse, Mala could see no way out of it. “So you’re going to eat me, too?” she asked, trying to keep the conversation going while she figured out what she might be able to do.

“Naw. You’re too old. Tough. The little one, now…” He got a gleam in his eye. “She’s a bit young for my tastes, but I’m betting she’ll be all the more tender for it.”

Mala didn’t make a conscious decision to rush at Carson. She just found herself doing it. She reached out and clawed at the real estate agent’s eyes, feeling the flesh under her fingernails tear as Carson screeched and fell back.

Starting to press her advantage, Mala raised her hand to strike again, only to have Carson land another blow, this time to her mouth. She felt her head snap back and tasted the hot copper of blood.

She couldn’t win. Carson was too big, too strong… and he was calm and collected, where Mala was rattled and angry.

Out of the corner of her eye, Mala caught a flicker of movement. Was that--? She moved away from the railing, and rather than try to move back toward the staircase, she circled toward the bedrooms on the other side.

“Oh, nice,” Carson crooned. “Given up on going downstairs? Probably best. This way I can kill you in one of the bathrooms. Less mess that way, don’t you think?” He circled around until his back was facing the railing.

As he circled, he looked past Mala at the room where he had locked Janey. The door was open.

“What the--?” He yelled, looking all around.

But it was too late. Janey swung both of her arms at the back of Carson’s knees, taking his legs out from under him. It was the moment Mala had been waiting for since the moment she’d seen Janey leave the bedroom. She ran at Carson, spearing him in the gut with her shoulder. She hit him hard, lifting him up and over the railing, sending him crashing down to the tile floor below.

It was a tackle that would have made her rugby-playing father proud.

Mala scooped up Janey in her arms, feeling the little girl press against her. Then she pulled back for a moment. “How did--?” Mala started.

Janey held up Carson’s business card, which was now mangled and torn. She’d managed to slide it through the crack of the old doorjamb and lift the hook using the killer’s own marketing tool. Mala had never been more proud. Janey looked down at the card in her hand and then gave Mala a significant look.

“Okay, okay…” Mala held up her hands in defeat. “No more keeping you away from crime scenes. Since we can’t seem to avoid them, anyway.”

Janey grinned and threw herself back into Mala’s arms. Mala picked her up and moved toward the railing, looking down on the twisted figure below on the floor of the entryway hall. Carson was attempting to crawl toward the door, but it appeared that both of his legs were broken.

Mala set Janey down. “Stay here, okay? Just for a little bit. No matter what you hear. Promise?” Janey looked like she was going to argue for a moment, but she must have seen something in Mala’s face. After a moment, she nodded.

Moving downstairs, Mala watched as Carson continued his efforts. She walked around him, standing directly in his path.

“So… You here to kill me? Or maybe eat me?” Carson asked.

“Oh, no. You’re far too old and tough. But I think I might just hurt you a little.” She moved to his legs and placed her foot against the break, pressing down as hard as she could. Carson screamed as the bones of his legs ground against each other. “You can punch me, kick me, kill me and even eat me,” Mala rasped. “But don’t you ever, ever lay a hand on my baby girl.” She pushed down once more before letting up. “Now, stay there like a good boy and don’t you move a muscle until the help gets here.”

She wasn’t sure how she did it, but Mala managed to keep from bursting into tears until Darc and Trey arrived.

* * *

Darc felt helpless.

It was an unusual feeling for him to experience, and one that he did not want to ever repeat. The lines of logic glowed with fervent light, promising him that would never happen. But the gray landscape mocked him with its impenetrable façade.

This might just be the beginning.

Mala and Janey had managed to fend for themselves without any outside assistance from either Darc or Trey or anyone else from the Seattle Police Department. There was a part of Darc that felt like it was growing… a large balloon inside his chest that was filling up with… pride? Perhaps.

However, the other part sank into the pit of his stomach, even as the sensation of growth continued unabated. Darc was emotionally unavailable. He knew that to be true. His one role was to be the protector. What could his role in Janey’s life be now? His role in Mala’s? There were no answers. Not from the glowing strands, nor from the gray.

But when Janey caught sight of him, she rushed over and threw her arms around his waist. Darc patted her shoulder awkwardly with the hand that was not in a cast.

“I am satisfied…” Darc started, but then stopped himself. “I am happy… that you are safe, Janey.” The little girl looked up into his eyes, her face solemn. Then she broke out into a smile. The swelling in Darc’s chest increased, while the sinking sensation diminished.

But only for a moment. For he then looked up at Mala, whose face was an empty canvas on which no discernable emotion was painted. She moved toward Darc, circumventing Carson, who was being handcuffed by the uniformed officers Darc had called in as backup. She stood directly in front of him.

Mala punched him in the arm that was not in a cast. “That was for not getting here sooner.” She then moved in closer, standing on her tiptoes, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “That was for getting here at all.” She stepped back, finally letting a smile creep onto her face. Darc felt the balloon expand to the point that it might burst.

She might not need him to protect her. But she wanted him to.

And, for the moment, that was enough for Darc.
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PROLOGUE

Seattle City Councilman Kenneth Hughes yawned and stretched out his legs under his chair. It was late, much later than he wanted it to be. His wife Sandy had called three times since five o’clock that afternoon, and he was waiting for the fourth. It should come any time now.

If he could manage to get out of here before it came, there was still a chance that he might get some tonight. Not that the “some” he was getting was what it used to be. Let’s just say that there was more of the woman to love now, not only in added poundage but also in sagging flesh and deepening wrinkles.

There had been a time that Ken had possessed other… options. But ever since Sandy had caught him with that yappy little tart of an intern, Ken had been forced to keep his playing online. Thank the Gods of adult entertainment for Google incognito windows. No nasty history searches to trip him up any longer. Plenty of free porn to get him revved up and then adult chat rooms to get him off. Especially now that webcams came standard in most laptops.

Problem was, it was getting harder and harder to snag the young hotties on those sites. Ken kept himself fit… mostly. More than his nag of a wife, that’s for sure. But Daddy issues only went so far, it seemed. When competing with the bulging biceps and washboard stomachs of the younger generation, his own not-quite-so-firm appendages were becoming less and less appealing by the day.

Besides, even with pert breasts and navel rings galore to choose from, every once in a while he needed the real thing. And if he wanted to keep the freedom that Sandy’s bank account afforded him, he wasn’t about to risk a real-world affair. 

Well, not again.

He exited out of the document he was perusing. This was the reason for his later-than-usual stay at the office. There was a vote coming up on a rezoning issue.

His vote, of course, had been purchased. Ken suspected that such was the case for all of the rest of the members of the council. Or at least the majority. It wouldn’t make sense to buy off one or two of them.

There was no way of knowing for sure which of the other members were on the take, but to be honest, Ken didn’t care. He cared that his own payments arrived in an anonymous and discrete fashion. It didn’t even matter to him from whom they originated. Money meant freedom from the cloying trap of his wife’s inheritance.

Money also meant more power. More power meant more money. It was a beautiful spiral staircase pointing up to the sky, and once you were on it, there was no getting off. Barring death or disgrace, of course.

Those Occupy Wall Street bastards had it right. There was a system, the system was corrupt and only a small percentage of people benefitted from it.

Where they got it wrong was in trying to tear it down. You break the structure and all that happens is that a new structure takes its place. The brutal First French Republic to replace the stagnating French monarchy. The opulent Roman Catholic Church to replace the flagging Roman Empire. They wanted a level playing field? A level playing field was just another way for a different select few to take advantage.

No, the fight against Wall Street just demonstrated stupidity. Stupidity and jealousy. Don’t change the system. Enter it. Embrace it. Benefit from it.

Morons. All of them.

Speaking of morons…

When it came to his wife, well, screw her. Not literally, of course. Chances were, she’d just make up some excuse anyway. I’ve got a headache. Or I’m too tired tonight. Anything to keep her from pleasuring her husband. At least she couldn’t use the I’m having my monthly visitor excuse any more. That river had dried up some time ago.

Whatever. She didn’t like sex? Better to just take care of himself, anyway. Take off some pressure before he got home. He could always pop a Viagra if it turned out she was in the mood. He chuckled. Pharmaceuticals. Saving his ass, one tiny blue pill at a time.

Ken clicked on the most promising thumbnail in the search. It was a clip that appeared to be more than twenty minutes long. There would be some build to the inevitable screaming climax. Sometimes he liked the wham, bam, thank you ma’am approach to porn, but tonight he was feeling sexy.

As the video loaded up, Ken heard a noise out in the hall. Shit. Just his luck that some janitor would be lurking around, ruining a perfectly good bit of adult fun.

“Hello?” he called out, listening for a response. Maybe it was his secretary, coming back in for some reason. “Olivia? Is that you?”

Nothing.

Maybe it had just been his imagination. Getting caught was a real threat in today’s straight-to-the-internet era of reporting news. It was also part of the thrill. Nothing quite matched that rush of adrenaline that came from doing something he wasn’t supposed to. There had been so little of that since his affair had ended.

There was also the fantasy of getting caught by someone young, beautiful and feminine, who just happened to have a thing for older men watching porn. But Ken was realistic enough to understand that never happened in real life. Well, almost never.

He groaned and hid the browser before standing up and moving out into the hallway. All of the office lights were off except for his, but the hallway was still illuminated. Glancing left and right, Ken could see that there was no one there. Unless there actually was a janitor around. But if that was the case, there would be lights on in one of the offices.

Must’ve just been the building settling. Or even his overactive imagination. Nothing like stirring up some fear to get the juices flowing, right?

Speaking of juices…

Ken scurried back to his desk, the anticipation of the moment heightened by his recent fear of discovery. He pulled back up the browser, noting with pleasure that the clip was almost fully loaded now. There would be no stopping this train once it pulled out of the station.

He felt a stirring below and a flush of blood to his face. Loosening his tie, Ken settled in, leaning back in his chair. Every once in a while, some religious nut group tried to get the council riled up about the evils of pornography. Ken would bet his left ball that they’d never tried it, or even more accurately, that they were just putting up a good front for their prudish wives.

Sliding his hand down his chest, Ken teased himself a bit. He would make this one last for longer than the minute and a half that his wife seemed to prefer.

As his hand reached his waistband, he stopped for a moment, trying to decide how to proceed. The noise from before had left him justifiably spooked. 

The decision was taken from him as a flash of metal moved before his eyes and a band of liquid heat slashed across his throat. His cry of surprise came out as a gurgle of blood and air that hissed through the new hole created in his esophagus.

He clutched at his throat, the blood welling up through his fingers. Panic surged up from his gut, replacing the lust that had occupied a site just lower only moments before. His vision doubled as the puddle of his life’s blood pooled in front of him.

The phone rang, a strident clarion call that echoed in his ears. A possible way out of the destruction that stalked him from behind. He grabbed for the receiver with hands slicked with red.

“Honey, are you still at the office?” the voice on the other end yammered. “You promised me you were leaving in five minutes a full half-hour ago.”

Ken tried to answer, but got nothing more than another bubbling gush of blood out. His sight was narrowing, coming down to a pinpoint of light that kept him connected to the call.

“Ken? Are you there? What’s going on?” The phone slipped from his weakening grasp, rattling against the desktop as the voice droned on, the pitch becoming higher and more frantic. “Ken? Stop it! You’re scaring me!”

As the final pinpoint of light that was his fading vision dipped to black, Ken thought how fitting it was that his wife’s voice was the last sound that he would hear. The rolls and lumps of flesh had lost their importance for some reason.

Instead of leaving this life with someone holding his penis, as had been his plan since puberty, Ken left wishing he’d been less of one.

 


CHAPTER 1

Detective Trey Keane ran through the husk of the partially built ship with something growling at his heels. His partner, Detective Robi Darcmel, was in front of him, as usual, and right about now Trey was getting pretty sick and tired of staring at the back of the tall man’s bald head.

“Darc!” he yelled up ahead of him. “I don’t know what the hell this is, but it’s getting closer!”

They sped through what would at some point become a hallway, the growls getting louder and more menacing by the moment. Trey wasn’t sure if it was his imagination or not, but he would’ve sworn on a stack of Bibles that whatever the beast behind him was, it was breathing hot steam down his neck.

Bursting out of the genesis of the ship, Trey sprinted after Darc, trying to make for the next ship being built in the shipyard. Or at least that’s what Trey thought they were doing.

Darc wasn’t much of a sharer.

Slamming open a door that then careened off to one side, as it had only been attached on one of its hinges, Darc was swallowed up into the shadows of this new hall of horrors.

Seriously, whose idea was it to chase down bad guys in the middle of the night, out in a shipyard on Harbor Island?

Oh. Right. It had been Darc’s.

The man was a sadist.

“Darc! Dude! I’m telling you… this thing’s about to eat me!”

And then they burst into what looked like the beginnings of a conference room.

Two things stood out to Trey. One was the bloody mess of what once must have been a human being bolted spread eagle on the metal wall in front of them.

The other was the fact that there was no exit.

Shit.

Trey screeched to a halt, almost running into his partner’s back. Darc, of course, was staring up at the wall in front of them, examining the corpse and the symbols painted there in what looked to be the victim’s blood.

“Hey, no problem, Darc. We just have some ravenous beast on our tails.”

Right at that point, a form flew into the room. Trey’s heart leapt into his mouth as he watched the form… not quite as big as he would have thought, or as snarly… race right past them toward some sheets of metal that were propped up against the wall.

Then, from behind the metal, came a yowl and a hiss, and a grey streak shot out from the shadows and sped out through the open door behind them.

It was a cat.

The form of the ravenous beast turned and gave chase. As it passed by, it got close enough to the beam of Trey’s flashlight that he could see that it was a dog.

A Corgi, to be precise.

Okay, so maybe not the scariest of animals to walk on four feet. Maybe next time Trey would check what was chasing behind them before he started running. But wait just a minute…

He turned to Darc. “Did you know it was just a little dog?”

Darc nodded.

“Then why the hell did you run?”

His partner turned to look at him. “I thought you needed the exercise.”

* * *

Janey was having a problem.

It was a hard one, but it wasn’t something she could talk to Mala about. She loved Mala, so much, but Mala was really worried right now, and Janey didn’t want to make her more worried.

Darc would understand. So would Trey, probably, and even if he didn’t he would smile and joke with her and make her feel better.

But she hadn’t seen them in a while.

Popeye said something rude about how they didn’t want to see her, but she just stuck her tongue out at him. What did he know? He was such a naughty bear.

Janey was in school now. She had been really excited to go that first day. The new clothes, the school supplies… she especially loved how her erasers smelled.

But after that first day, things had not been so great.

She was making friends, though. Sort of. Some of the kids had thought she was really weird at first, because she didn’t talk. Some of them still did.

But there were two girls and a boy in her class who had seen her drawing pictures and really liked them. So now they would sit together at lunch and sometimes draw things before they went out to play at recess.

It had also been a little strange because Mala had been arguing with the teachers before school started. Mala wanted her to be in a may-stream class, or something silly like that. But the teachers had said that wasn’t a good idea.

Janey had heard them talking about it, even though they stopped every time Janey got close enough for them to notice. So it wasn’t something they wanted her to know about.

Popeye said it was because she smelled funny. Janey didn’t even answer that, since the only one who smelled funny was him and she didn’t think it would be polite to tell him. He could be so sensitive.

But now she had this problem and no one to talk to about it.

There had been something good, though. The lines of color in her mind that sometimes told her stuff about people were helping. They would twist and turn and make shapes that meant things. And they were helping her come up with a plan.

It was a plan that was going to get her in trouble, but it would be worth it.

She hoped.

* * *

It was many hours later and the sun had just made an appearance through the clouds. Trey looked down at the body in front of him in disgust and a certain amount of pity. It was arrayed just as that first victim had been, spread eagled inside a pentagram painted with the victim’s own blood. The Vitruvian Man, but as what’s-his-bucket had never intended. Da Vinci. The Mona Lisa guy.

And, of course, the symbols. Couldn’t forget the effing symbols.

“Are they all going to like, the same serial killer night school or something?” Trey asked his partner, Detective Robi Darcmel, rotating his shoulder as he spoke. He’d broken his collarbone during a case involving the last Assistant Prosecuting Attorney, of all people. 

Darc hadn’t escaped without injury either. He was hunched down close to the circle that contained the corpse, doing his savant-thingy with the symbols that were painted around the curve of the pentagram. The part of his arm that had been in a cast until two days ago was still the sickly white of flesh that hadn’t seen the sun in a while.

Darc’s bald head glistened in the light set up by the CSI unit. They were out in the middle of Harbor Island, where this grisly discovery had been an inadvertent part of a young couple’s nighttime almost-tryst. The guy worked out here in the shipyard, and Trey was guessing that an official reprimand was in the works for the horny teenager.

Trey would feel bad for the two of them, except for the fact that their gruesome surprise had ruined his nighttime shenanigans with his own lady, Maggie. Well, his own lady now. Darc’s ex-lady. Ex-wife. Whatever.

That was old news. Water under the bridge. Darc and he had worked all of that stuff out. Twice. In front of serial killers, no less.

Anyhoo…

Darc had ignored his partner’s comment, which Trey viewed as progress, actually. There had been a time when the brilliant detective had attempted to answer every one of Trey’s rhetorical questions. They’d gotten past that. Mostly.

The Asperger’s sometimes got in the way on that account. When it came to anything deductive, Darc was the man. No, scratch that. Darc was the Superman. His IQ was off the charts. But when the topic was emotional quotient, the number dropped down to Trey’s shoe size. Darc had the emotional development of some rhesus monkeys Trey had met.

That was an exaggeration. Trey should know better than that. Some rhesus monkeys were pretty empathetic, once you got to know them.

And yet, for all that, Trey couldn’t imagine a better partner. Unless it was someone that brought him breakfast meats to work every morning. But let’s face it, that was never going to happen, so…

“There seems to be a clear line to the other two cases.” Darc spoke with little inflection, and often with no clear sense of the thread of the conversation. The fact that his statement had something to do with what Trey had said a minute or so ago was somewhat shocking, to be honest.

“Yeah, but we knew that, right?” This was the second body that had been found matching the same MO. The first been the head of the Colacurcios, a family with known mafia ties that operated out of Seattle.

This one? This appeared to be the body of the missing Councilman Kenneth Hughes. His wife had called 911 in hysterics two days ago, and when the unis had gone out to the office to check it out, they’d found lots of blood but no body.

And here, as far as Trey could see, was that missing body. As well as most of what he guessed was the remaining blood.

Trey’d seen pictures of the man gracing lawn placards and billboards during the last election. An older man in his mid-fifties, with perfect greying hair and a chin that was starting to double up on itself. Standard Central Casting version of an aging politician. Although from what Trey could discern, the picture had been taken about five years and fifteen pounds ago.

The man’s chest had a gaping, bloody hole where his heart had once been.

Darc seemed to finish analyzing whatever the hell he was analyzing, stood up and almost ran into one of the CSI guys.

“Move,” he said, his tone flat.

The poor young investigator, who seemed to be an intern, blanched white and scurried out of the way without a word. Trey sighed. He’d have to find out who that had been and go apologize to him. And then maybe have a little heart-to-heart with Darc.

His partner moved away from the body and came in close. Too close. Trey tried not to crane his neck up too far. Dude was tall. There had been too many nights that Trey had gone home with a crick in his neck because Darc didn’t understand the proper spacing for social interactions.

“We understand that this case appears to be linked to the two others,” the tall detective specified. “I am referring to something else.”

“Wait. Isn’t that what you just said?” 

“Not precisely. I said that there was a line, meaning a line of authority. The symbols here indicate superiority or dominance.”

“Soooo…” Trey stretched out the word, hoping inspiration or at least comprehension would strike somewhere in the middle. No such luck. “I got nothing. Oh, wait! The guy has a big ego?”

“No.”

“Oh.” Well, suck. Trey felt that most of his time was spent catching up to Darc, both physically and mentally. If it weren’t for the fact that Darc sometimes forgot to tie his shoes, Trey wouldn’t have anything to do.

Okay, sometimes he managed to smooth things over when Darc did stuff that ruffled feathers. Like the time the bald savant had punched a hole in the wall of a business to make sure there wasn’t a body dry-walled in there. Turned out there had been, but Darc hadn’t deigned to get a search warrant first. The paperwork on that case had been brutal. Good times.

Darc stalked around the pentagram, pointing out several of the symbols around the circle. “There—Father John’s symbols. Here—Bryce’s. Both in subservient positioning to the new ones.”

“New symbols?” Trey asked. “What are they?”

“I do not know.”

Wow. Symbols that Darc couldn’t identify? That didn’t even seem possible. 

“You don’t know?”

Darc raised his eyes to meet Trey’s. If Trey didn’t know better, he’d say Darc was irritated.

“There is not enough information for a positive conclusion.”

“So, you don’t know.” Trey looked closer. There appeared to be two vertical lines next to one another. “Looks like an eleven. Or maybe a two. Hey! This is the second murder. Maybe--”

“I have already thought of that possibility. The corresponding mark in the first pentagram was a single line.”

The deflated feeling of Darc having beaten him to the punch again was mitigated by the fact that Trey seemed to be on the right track. For once.

“It could just be a counter. Like a one, two, three kind of deal.”

Darc said nothing, but glanced from the body spread within the pentagram and then back up to Trey. In effect saying that something as simple as a count didn’t jibe with something as precise and sinister as what was laid out in front of them.

“Hey, guys! I found something!” It was the CSI intern that Darc had scared off a moment before. He was about twenty yards off from where the body had been found. He seemed anxious and kept twisting what looked like a ring that was on under his gloves. If he wasn’t careful he would end up ripping the latex.

Darc and Trey moved over to the intern’s side to see what he was looking at. It was the missing heart, and it looked like it had seen better times.

“Occult,” Darc spoke after a long moment. Trey hated it when his partner did that. Just dropped a word and expected Trey to know what the hell he was talking about.

But it turned out that this time, he totally did. “You’re talking about Satanism and stuff like that, right?”

“Not exclusively,” Darc responded. “Occult means hidden. It includes many disciplines.”

“Oh, well…” Trey began, then realized he knew nothing more than he had a moment ago. “Sometimes you’re not all that helpful, you know that?”

Darc turned back toward the body, but not before Trey saw what he swore was an almost-smile twitching his partner’s lips up on either corner. That bastard was doing it on purpose. Trey was almost proud. But not so proud that he wouldn’t play back.

“So, Darc, tomorrow’s the big night, huh?”

The tall detective spun around on his heel. Trey must have touched a nerve, because Darc never moved that fast unless he was following the crazy voices in his head, or whatever savant-like thingy-bob he did in that super-smart noggin of his.

“I do not understand,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation.

Hesitation? Score! Trey had found a rich vein and he was going to mine that sucker for all it was worth.

“Come on. You know what I’m talking about,” Trey purred. “Your first date with Mala.” Darc and Dr. Mala Charan had been dancing around the mating ritual like two skittish hyenas surrounding a side of beef. 

“It is not our first date,” he responded. “We have interacted on multiple occasions.”

“Yeah, for business stuff,” Trey said. “And most of those interactions were you two fighting about Janey coming along.” Janey was the nickname of the girl Darc had rescued from Father John. She’d become an unofficial part of the team, over Mala’s strong and detailed objections.

Darc grunted and turned back to the body, but Trey knew he had scored a couple of hits. Served him right for being so obtuse all of the time.

And then, almost immediately, the guilt set in. Taking pot shots at Darc for his emotional disconnect was like teasing the kids on the short bus. Not cool, Trey. Not cool.

Sonofa…

“Hey, Darc. Listen,” Trey began. “Maybe I can help you out tomorrow night.”

* * *

The ribbon of glowing logic that wound about the body and the pentacle shredded and dissipated into the air as Trey’s words entered Darc’s consciousness. The relative importance of Darc’s social encounter with Mala this evening should be minimal when compared to a new serial killer threat in Seattle. 

And yet.

“In what way could you offer assistance?” Darc found himself asking. There was a new thread, a thin fiber of light that was thinner than the other threads, yet far brighter. It cast its light on the unfathomable emotional landscape that Darc had such difficulty navigating.

“Well,” Trey said, his face clenching up in a way that Darc could not decipher. “I could write you up another list…” He glanced up at Darc’s face, and whatever it was he found there seemed to make him change his mind. “No, too complicated. Can’t control all the variables. Lemme think…”

Darc did not have much confidence in his partner’s ability to cognitively arrive at any actionable plans. However, according to Trey’s Rule #23 for Interacting with Colleagues, You gotta give the other guy a chance to work it out, even when you know he can’t. Especially then. So Darc remained silent.

“I’ve got it!” Trey yelped. “You can wear your Bluetooth and I’ll just stay on the line the whole time. That way I can tell you what to do. It’s perfect! Like Roxanne!”

“I believe you are referring to Cyrano de Bergerac.”

“Whatever, man. You know what I’m talking about.”

The inner landscape of Darc’s mind heaved in response to this suggestion. What that meant, Darc had no idea. However, receiving emotional advice from Trey in real time seemed to be a rational response to an irrational social exercise.

Dating was a ridiculous endeavor. Darc found Mala attractive. She seemed to react in a similar fashion to him. Was that not enough for them to take the next logical step and discover if they were sexually compatible? And yet when Darc had mentioned that to Trey, his partner had shaken his head and repeated the word no seventeen times.

Apparently that approach was not acceptable.

Mala was symmetrical in a way that was physically appealing to him, and he found her intelligence above average. The rationality with which she approached the universe, however, was a question mark.

Darc returned to his perusal of the crime scene. Here was something that made logical sense. Clues were left behind for him to decipher. His mind decoded the messages left. The killer was caught.

Simplicity itself.

* * *

The rain fell with a random sameness that coated the night sky in a velvet cocoon of sound. In this cushion, it was possible to whisper, to speak, even to scream and have no one the wiser for it a mere block away.

It was an emotional blanket for a morally tired city.

There was no real ambiguity here. Nor was there theologizing or philosophizing. There was only the acknowledgement of a populace that was stagnant. Corrupt. There was an acknowledgement of the battle. The one of which little was spoken in the daylight hours of proper business dealings.

Looking out into the darkness, the Intermediary drew in the smells of the precipitation. Wet asphalt. Ozone. Something danker. More pungent.

The scent of things dead and dying.

Ah, Seattle.

The night was the time to get things done. Nothing significant could ever happen in the light of day. Not any longer. Politicians and businessmen were increasingly brazen about their illicit financial copulations. Law enforcement and the criminal element moved about one another in a dysfunctional dance that mimicked the death throes of a headless rooster. During the day, wrong was right and right was increasingly wrong.

But in the darkness, light blossomed, beating back the dark at the same time it intensified the shadows. The light of intuition that spoke of things going bump in the night versus the blackness that created those very bumps. Under that covering, it was impossible for upright citizens to doubt that evil existed.

Not the evil of hell. No demons, no devils, no succubi or incubi. Nothing so ghastly or bourgeois as all that.

No, this was the evil that was created by the very individuals who invented those dark denizens, as well as their smoky, fiery habitat below. This was the purview of something far more sinister than an avenging spirit.

This was the domain of humans, and they were making a right mess of things.

The Intermediary sighed, blowing air out past lips wet with the falling moisture. The others had failed. Miserably. Both so preoccupied with their version of righteousness that they had been blinded to the exigencies of their assigned tasks.

That would not happen this time. This time there would be a true purging. No religious sycophants to muck up the waters that were rising up to do the deep cleaning required in this septic tank of a city.

A woman passed close by, her high heels wobbling with every step, the click of her soles managing to pierce the cotton-like batting of the rain, at least for a moment. The Intermediary watched without judgment. The woman was clearly drunk, just as clearly dressed to provoke masculine attention. Low-cut blouse. High-cut skirt. Heavy makeup.

She was not the issue here. There was nothing about her display that elicited a harsh response from the Intermediary. It was human nature in its most animal form. Nothing sinister. Perhaps a bit sad, but nothing more.

But this piece of animal flesh was called to serve, and that’s what made her of import tonight. She was called… to the wrong place at the wrong time, sadly… to satiate the insatiable. To gratify the lusts of one whose lusts were as vast as the ocean.

Perhaps she would not have to be a victim of friendly fire tonight. That remained to be seen. The Intermediary knew better than to lock down the details too tightly. Wriggle room was required when dealing with those that would wriggle to escape. Snakes, lizards and salamanders… the political, financial and criminal elite of Seattle.

The Intermediary moved out behind the woman, movements in synch with her and the night. Nothing out of place to sound the unconscious alarm that would ring in the mind of even the most intoxicated of women when out alone at night.

For that is what the Intermediary was for.

Moving through the light and through the dark with equal ease. At home with either one. A slave to neither.

The rain whispered secrets to the woman ahead, but she heard nothing.

The Intermediary, on the other hand, heard, and comprehended, all.

 


CHAPTER 2

It was a crisp late October day in Seattle. Which meant that it was cold, wet and mostly cloudy. Under most circumstances, Mala loved the gloomy weather. But right now it just seemed to mock her current frustration.

Mala loved being a mother.

She did not, however, love all the things that went along with it.

Janey clung to her with one hand, the other clutching her ratty stuffed bear. Well, stuffed might be a bit of an exaggeration. The poor thing had lost most of its padding somewhere along the way. But Janey and the bear were inseparable.

Mala’s foster child had been through the unimaginable, losing both of her parents before being encased in a barrel full of their blood to drown. What would have broken many had left Janey strong and determined. Silent— she wouldn’t speak— but unbeaten.

They had spent the last several months together with Mala doing everything she could to provide normal experiences for this little girl. But time after time they would get wrapped up in Darc and Trey’s latest case. The bizarre part of it all was that Janey had provided vital help more than once.

And she seemed to thrive on it. Mala had fought against Janey being a part of grisly crime scenes tooth and nail, supposing that it would re-traumatize her. But the reverse had been true. Janey was happy and healthy when on a case. Doing typical childhood activities seemed to bore her to tears. And make her grumpy as all get out.

The last of the summer’s adventures two months ago had been a trip out to Wild Waves Theme Park, down about a half-hour’s drive out of Seattle. It was a park that had water slides and rollercoasters. Perfect activity for an active child, right?

Wrong.

Oh, Janey had loved the rides. She seemed to get a thrill out of the most adult of them, riding the Ring of Fire three times in a row. None of the rides had been off limits for anything other than her height, and she’d managed to get onto several by pulling her heels out of her shoes and standing on the backside of them.

But after every ride, she would get out a piece of paper, grab a gold crayon and draw a detective’s badge. She missed Darc. She wanted to be with Darc. Darc needed her. The further the day progressed, the more aggressive the pictures became. One had shown Mala in handcuffs being escorted to prison by a tall, bald detective with a beard.

Subtle.

It didn’t help that Darc fed into Janey’s perception that he needed her at every moment. Especially on the cases that seemed to bear any relationship to her own. He pushed and prodded for any detail, any insight, that the little girl could give.

And give she did. With relish.

Left to her own devices, Mala might have just given in and let the girl have her gory fun. Her one-time belief that the patient always knew best had been tried and tested, but there was still a part of her that felt the only ones that truly knew how to deal with any kind of pain were the ones actually experiencing it.

But it wasn’t just up to her.

She had to answer to the Department of Social and Health Services, or her guardianship of Janey could be revoked. That was the club that kept Mala pushing forward with all of the “normal” poor Janey could take. Otherwise, she’d just let the girl’s freak flag fly.

They were on their way into that very building now. Mala had pulled Janey out of school early, but not before being forced into a conversation with the kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Kingston. Janey was showing signs of difficulty in her class. The principal, Mr. Killarney, had wanted Janey in with special ed, but Mala had insisted they give mainstreaming a try. Mrs. Kingston had been cautiously optimistic, but that view seemed to be changing by the day.

Mala let out a sigh. It was never easy. 

DSHS was housed in a brick monstrosity that was proof of the lack of creativity surrounding government contracts. Whoever had been commissioned to build this building had clearly never had an original thought in his or her life.

Mala looked again. His. Had to be a man. No woman would build this crime against nature. She felt her artistic sensibilities quail as she entered through the front door. Just one more thing she was going to have to swallow today.

Her appointment was with Richard Templeton, a man who appeared to have it in for her ever since she had gone over his head with some concerns about how he had run his PRIDE parenting course back when Mala was taking it. He and one of his coworkers, a Ms. Joan Bladworth, had raised concerns about her parenting abilities. Mala had been able to talk Joan out of pursuing things further, but Richard was another story.

“Ah, Ms. Charan,” Richard said as she neared his desk. 

“Actually, it’s Dr. Charan, Mr. Templeton. As I’ve mentioned before.” 

“Right. Sorry about that. I talk to so many people.” He closed the file he was reading and gave her a smile that seemed to have too many teeth to it. “Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to come and meet with me.”

Her instinct was to rebut that she hadn’t any choice, but Mala restrained herself. “No trouble at all.”

Richard’s gaze went down to Janey. “Oh.” He pursed his lips. “I see you brought Caitlyn.” Caitlyn Walker was Janey’s legal name, but Mala and the two detectives had taken to calling her Janey during the case before they knew her identity. She had let them know since then that she preferred Janey, so it had stuck.

“Was I not supposed to? You didn’t specify the nature of our meeting, and since it involves Ja… Caitlyn…”

“Well, I would think it should be obvious. The meeting being about her is precisely the reason not to bring her,” he replied, his tone acerbic. 

Mala took a breath. It was possible that Mr. Templeton was not trying to bait her. There was a strong likelihood that he was, in fact, just a prick. And dealing with pricks was a small price to pay for keeping the little girl holding fast to her hand.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t pick up on that,” she replied, keeping her voice steady. “What shall we do about it now?”

Richard Templeton was balding, with hair that was swirled around in an apparent attempt to hide that fact. Not only was it unsuccessful, but the product he must be using to try to control that hair made it look stringy and oily. It was not a pleasant combination. He tapped a ring against his desk in seeming irritation. The ring looked to be heavy, made of gold, with an onyx stone inscribed with something in its center.

“I’ll see if I can find a colleague who can take her for a bit.” As he walked away, he smoothed an errant strand of hair back into place. It might have been her imagination, but Mala would have sworn she heard a squishing sound when he did so. Glancing down at the man’s desk, Mala saw that the file he had been reading was Janey’s.

That couldn’t be good.

“Well, kiddo,” she said, looking down at Janey. “Looks like we’re going to have split up for a bit. You going to be okay?”

Janey pulled her bear in close and nodded. She was so grown up most of the time, but occasionally, like right now, she looked so small. Vulnerable.

Then she grabbed a sheet of paper and her crayons and drew a quick sketch. It was of Mala and a weasel-like man. Mala had him in a headlock and the man’s face was turning purple.

Stifling a laugh, Mala shook her head. “That’s not very nice, Janey. We have to try to get along with these people, all right?”

Janey made a face at that, but then pointed at a nearby drinking fountain. She was thirsty. Mala smiled and nodded.

“Go ahead.”

She skipped down the hall, pausing only to whack her bear on the head for some imagined fault. Mala’s heart skipped in time to the little girl’s feet.

Looking back at Templeton’s desk, her heart skipped once more, but this time for a very different reason.

The file was right in front of her. The social worker was nowhere to be seen. Janey was down the hall getting a drink. There was no one to see her.

It was a violation, true, but it was Janey’s file. And Templeton had already demonstrated more than once his dislike of Mala and an apparent vendetta against her fostering of Janey. A social worker on a crusade was a terrible thing, and Mala needed to know what she was up against.

The chance was slipping away as she sat contemplating it. She moved around the side of the desk and pulled open the file.

There, right up at the top, were the words that Mala had been afraid of ever since she had a run-in with Richard’s coworker, Joan Bladworth.

…sincere concerns about the wellbeing of Caitlyn Walker while under the care of Mala Charan.

She closed the file. There was no need to read any further. She knew what this meeting was about.

They were trying to take Janey away from her.

* * *

Janey was arguing with her bear, Popeye. He was demanding that they go back to be with Mala, but Janey wanted a drink. Plus, she had seen Mala looking at the folder on the freaky man’s desk. She had wanted to look at it, but there was no way she’d do it with Janey standing there.

She knew the freaky man. He’d been one of the ones that kept coming around when Janey had been moved from one group home to another, before they’d finally decided she could live with Mala.

She didn’t like him. Not one bit.

Besides, Popeye only wanted to be with Mala because he thought she might buy them some snacks. Popeye loved snacks. He never ate them, but like he always said, it was the principle of the thing. He liked to be thought of.

Silly bear. She smacked him on the head again.

He complained, like he always did when she smacked his head. Wanted to know what she had done that for.

For whatever he was going to do next, of course. She knew Popeye. He was naughty. He couldn’t go five minutes without getting into trouble.

He grumbled a bit at that but he couldn’t really argue. He was a naughty bear. And he knew it.

But right now, Janey had bigger problems than whether or not her bear was mad at her. She had to figure out what she was going to do. 

It was important, she knew that much. It could mean the difference between her staying with Mala and going back to those awful group homes with all the crybaby children there.

Which would be better? Should she behave herself? Nod and smile and draw pretty pictures with flowers and cute animals and no secret messages about bad people who liked to kill? Or should she show the people just how much they needed Mala by throwing a fit and drawing pictures of people dying with the black and red crayons?

It was so hard to know what to do sometimes.

She wanted to behave, but Popeye’s answer was always to throw fits. She smacked him again. She did it because he deserved it, and also a little bit because it was fun. Did that make her bad, too?

There was no way to answer that, so she went back to the other question. 

Good Janey or bad Janey?

Popeye was giving her that look. The one that said, I don’t want you to smack me again, but you know what to do.

And it was true. She did know what to do.

Now she just had to go and do it.

Bad bear. He really gave her the worst ideas.

* * *

It was almost lunchtime when the new Assistant Prosecuting Attorney decided to pay Darc a visit. Under normal circumstances, that timing would mean that Trey would be aware of very little outside of his own hunger.

That did not seem to be the case today.

Seconds after Carson Speer identified himself as the new APA, Trey had leapt out of his seat and was slapping handcuffs on the man. That behavior struck Darc as impulsive and illogical.

“What the…?” Carson squawked. “Why am I in handcuffs?”

“You’re the new APA,” Trey barked back at him. “That’s good enough for me.”

“Look, I know you didn’t like the guy--”

“Oh, we liked him just fine. Hell, Darc got drunk for the first time with him.”

“But I didn’t do anything,” the lawyer begged.

“Prove it.”

“What…? I don’t… Come on, un-cuff me.”

Trey yanked on the attorney’s arms. “Not until I hear your alibi. Make that alibis.”

“For what?”

“What do you think?” Darc’s partner snapped. “The murder cases.”

“But that’s why I’m here,” the APA protested. “I want to help.”

“You see that?” Trey turned to Darc and asked. “He’s modulating. Total serial killer. He should be trying to get me fired right now. Instead he’s offering to help.” Trey gave the handcuffs another yank.

“Listen, I don’t have an alibi for the murders. I was just in my hotel room still settling in,” the attorney said, appealing to Darc this time. “You know. Curled up with a book.”

“Which book?” Trey pressed.

Darc moved forward, removing the APA from Trey’s grasp. He pulled out his handcuff keys and began releasing the lawyer.

“Darc, what are you doing?” his partner asked.

“We cannot hold him. There is no immediate evidence linking him to the crimes.”

Carson Speer breathed out a huge sigh, one that either indicated relief or that he had been physically exerting himself. It was hard to ascertain.

“Well, at least one of you is rational,” he said, rubbing his wrists.

Darc turned to look at the APA. The lawyer moved back as he caught Darc’s gaze. It was a reaction that many people seemed to have to eye contact. Or perhaps it was just eye contact with Darc. Regardless, he felt it was necessary to fully explain the situation to the new attorney.

“The fact that you have no alibi now places you in the ‘persons of interest’ category,” Darc explained.

“Ah…” he managed.

“Do not leave the city without notifying us.” Darc turned away from the speechless man. It was always interesting to Darc to see a person’s response to stimuli.

Unfortunate that it so rarely made any logical sense to him.

* * *

Maggie was making Trey a BLT, which was awesome for several reasons. One, he was away from that nasty piece of work, Carson Speer, the new APA. Two, he was with Maggie in the middle of the day. Three, she was making him a BLT, pretty much his favorite sandwich ever. 

What’s not to love? It’s basically toast and breakfast meat with mayo and a little bit of lettuce and tomato so you didn’t feel so guilty. Although Trey had been known to pick some of that stuff off. You know, occasionally.

He was taking the rare lunch at home. When he’d called Maggie to let her know, she’d almost fainted in shock. If it weren’t for the fact that Darc had always been a taskmaster, Trey would totally think it was because he was sleeping with his partner’s ex-wife.

Speaking of… Trey eyed Maggie’s shoulders, back and then on down the line as she pulled the bacon out of the frying pan. Her long red hair swayed back and forth with each of her movements. It never ceased to amaze him how he had ended up with such a complete knockout. He looked down again. Hm. Maybe if he was stealthy about it he could talk her into a little afternoon delight.

“Knock it off, Trey,” she said without turning around.

“How did you…? I mean, what are you talking about?” Trey sputtered, trying to shift gears midstream.

“I know you,” she replied in a matter-of-fact tone. “We’ve been in the same space for more than fifteen minutes. You’re thinking about sex.”

“Yeah, well…” Trey began, trying to come up with what should come next. Ooo! There it was. “What’s wrong with me wanting to give my lady some lovin’?” He asked, and then winced. Yikes. That sounded like something out of a bad 70s sexploitation flick.

Maggie turned around, her eyebrows raised. “Some lovin’?” The only thing that made Trey keep from preparing for a physical assault was the fact that her lip was twitching. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong with it. You’ll get me going just enough to piss me off when Darc calls right in the middle.”

“That… well, actually… Okay, that only happened once.” Trey stumbled around his words while Maggie glared at him in what he hoped was mock anger. “Twice. Oh, there was that one time in… right, three times. That’s not so bad.”

“No means no, babe.” She shrugged her shoulders, turning back to the sandwich. “You’re just going to have to wait until tonight.”

Trey was about to reply, when his phone buzzed. Darc. Maggie turned around, looked at the ID attached to the incoming text.

“See, I told you.”

Sticking out his tongue at her, Trey swiped the screen with his finger to read the text.

Another crime scene. Come now.

Man, that guy sure knew how to turn on the charm. “Mags, I gotta take that sammich to go.”

“Sure thing, babe. Just remember to make sure you get home at a decent hour tonight.” Maggie handed him the BLT, already wrapped in a paper towel, and gave him a deep, lingering kiss. Deep enough and lingering enough that Trey started calculating in his head just how long it would be before Darc actually called.

“Not long enough, buddy,” she answered his unspoken question for him. “Go.” She slapped him on the butt. “Take care of yourself out there.” She turned around and spoke over her shoulder. “And take care of him, too.”

“I always do,” Trey answered, and walked out the door.

And it was true. He always did.

* * *

No one had come close to the body. The unis that had been called in had immediately contacted Darc, as it was obvious this was one belonging to his case. CSI hadn’t arrived yet, but Trey had just driven up and was stepping out of his Land Rover. Darc watched as his partner picked his way across the rocky terrain.

“What have we…?” He started and then gulped. “Never mind.”

Darc had examined the site from a safe distance and was waiting for the crime scene unit to clear the area before proceeding. It was a difficult endeavor for him, as he felt perfectly capable of analyzing the scene himself.

Trey moved past him toward the body, pushing past one of the uniformed cops standing guard. “Sorry, dude. Haven’t found my sea legs yet. Or my rock legs. Whatever.”

It was on the rocky shore north of Alki Beach Park, far enough back from the water to avoid the tides, but close enough to the water to have been found by a woman walking along the coast. She’s spotted the bizarre crime scene from a distance down the beach and had called 911, frantic.

Darc stared down at the body, circumscribed in its own blood, its interior transcribed by the lines that formed the five-pointed star. Threads of logic brushed their colored light along the lines, surrounding, illuminating, exposing the secrets of the crime.

Except that they weren’t. The symbols were clear. They spoke of the cleansing of Seattle, just as Father John’s and Bryce Van Owen’s had. In fact, they were a near identical copy to those other two damaged crusaders. It was a parroting of their rhetoric. Not something this killer seemed to believe or even be interested in. There was something else here that Darc could not identify.

“Well, at least we’re close to the beach,” Trey spoke as he wandered closer to the body. He jerked suddenly, tripping over something in front of him.

Flame sparked, racing out toward the pentagram and the human form within. The flame was white hot and fierce.

“Thermite,” Darc warned. “Move back. And do not attempt to put it out. It will explode.”

“Explode?” Trey squeaked. “Okay, you heard him. Don’t put it out!”

The blaze surrounded the body, tracing the lines of blood that had formed the symbols. The after-image of the thermite reaction burned itself into Darc’s retinas, reinforcing the symbols and colored pathways of logic that were already present.

This fire would burn away much of the evidence. And yet there was nothing Darc could do.

“Hey, look,” Trey pointed out as the fires burned. “The same kind of numbers.”

The lines of information in Darc’s head swirled orange and red. He had already noted the two digits inscribed above the head of the victim. At the first crime scene, the symbol had been a single one. At the second, another one had joined the first.

Now there was a number two followed by a one.

But the threads of light confirmed the frustration that was building inside of Darc. He had no idea what those symbols could mean.

“Maybe we’re just supposed to add them together,” Trey mused. “You know. One for the first body. Two ones added together to make the second. A two and a one added together to make the third…” He glanced over at Darc and then back at the body. “I know. Too simple. I’m just going to shut up now. Leave the ideas up to the professional.”

But Darc had no thoughts.

The body belonged to Regina Peterson, another member of the council. The woman had been cut fully in half, right at the waist. The upper and lower halves of her body were resting a few inches apart. Off to the side, a pile of her intestines had been placed over a pile of wood. They were now burning in the thermite, crisping up and turning black. There would be nothing left but ash once the reaction finished.

“Dude. That whole Satanism angle is looking better by the corpse,” Trey muttered.

There was something there, but it was unclear. The lines and symbols that danced about in Darc’s mind would not settle. Every time they began to do so, the two and the one intruded, breaking up the patterns. 

One of the CSI team members peered from a safe distance into the fire off to the side of the pentagram. It was the young intern from the first site.

“This wood looks familiar,” he said. He sniffed the smoke that was rising up from that blaze. “Yep. It’s yew.”

“How in the hell would you know that?” Trey asked, walking over to the young man.

“It’s the look of the wood there that’s not burnt, as well as the smell,” he answered. “See? The grain’s got this nice light and dark pattern that’s all knobby and stuff. And there’s the pine smell with a hint of like menthol or something.”

“No, I meant why the eff would you know how to recognize yew?”

“Oh, right,” the intern straightened up and ran his hand through his hair. “I used to do a lot of woodworking in high school. Made myself a longbow once out of yew wood. Loved working with it.”

The swirlings of logic light coalesced for a moment in Darc’s mind, leaving behind a clear note of information.

“Death.”

“Sonofa…” Trey said. “Stop that!”

“What is he talking about?” the intern asked.

Trey shrugged in apparent disgust. Or perhaps it was hunger. Those two expressions were difficult for Darc to delineate.

“He does that all the time. Just says a word and expects everyone to understand what the freak he’s talking about.”

The words were a buzzing in Darc’s awareness. The meanings were filtering in, but they did little to disrupt the flow of the ribbons of light. Ribbons that kept getting shredded on the two numbers up at the top of the pentagram.

But before they disintegrated, they gave him some insight. Some glimmers of intelligence he could use.

“Rebirth.”

“Seriously?” Trey responded, his pitch going up about an octave. That could be indicative of being struck in the testicles or possible frustration. Seeing as how no one had approached Trey’s genital area, the latter was more likely. “ Are you kidding me right now? You are making me crazy with this stuff.”

The strands of light dissipated, leaving Darc with bits and pieces of knowledge. “The yew tree is a symbol of both death and rebirth in occult ceremonies.”

“Oh,” Trey muttered. “Well, that makes a whole lot of sense now. Thanks for the clarification.”

This seemed to be one of those moments where his partner’s meaning could be the exact opposite of what it seemed. Sarcasm was not something that Darc understood or could identify all that well.

“I’ve got a friend who’s Wiccan,” the intern said. “She’s always going on and on about herbal remedies and crystals and that kind of crap.”

“Maybe we should bring her in,” Darc’s partner responded. “What’s her name?”

“Yana Donner, but I don’t know how she’d--”

“Oh, and what’s your name, by the way?”

“Um. Cody Lyons. But--” The young Cody seemed to be doing what he could to interject. Trey would do that to Darc on occasion, when there was a problem with his attire or personal hygiene. Perhaps Trey had his fly down.

Darc checked, but everything appeared to be fine.

“It’s fine, we’ll be gentle. Don’t worry about it.” Trey grabbed the intern by the shoulders and propelled him back to the crime scene. The reaction was burning down now and would be done in moments. “Give us her contact information and we’ll take care of it while you’re finishing up here.”

“Okay. Sure. But I really think you should--”

“Seriously. Dude. Don’t worry about it. We got this.”

Cody Lyons knelt down next to the pentagram, measuring the circumference of the circle perhaps. He muttered to himself, but Darc couldn’t understand any of the words.

There were so many parts of interpersonal communications that remained a mystery to him.

 


CHAPTER 3

The meeting wasn’t going well.

All right. That was an understatement. The meeting was going terribly.

From the moment that Mala sat down alone with Richard Templeton, he had gone after her in every way conceivable. He had attacked her as a foster parent, as a child psychologist and as a human being. It seemed there was no limit to his hatred of her and everything she stood for.

And Mala felt completely sandbagged.

True, she had seen at least part of this coming. By pretty much every professional standard available, her actions regarding Janey could be seen as highly problematic at the least, criminally negligent at the worst. And Mr. Templeton didn’t even know all of it.

“You took a child, your foster child, to a slaughterhouse where a serial killer was on the loose?” he yelled, his eyes bulging. “Where you proceeded to lose track of her. Then… let me make sure I have this correct… she climbed through the air ducts and ended up in a pile of snakes?”

Mala had no idea how he had gotten all of this information. She certainly hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, and she couldn’t see either Trey or Darc volunteering it.

“There were extreme circumstances, that--” she began.

“I don’t care what the circumstances were. There is no circumstance imaginable that would require you to put Caitlyn in danger. It was unbelievably irresponsible and could have led to her harm or even death.”

“I understand how you might--”

Templeton cut her off with a chopping motion, his ring striking the desk with a clacking sound. “I knew that you were going to be a problem. From the second you tried to maneuver your way out of the PRIDE classes--”

“Excuse me,” Mala fired back. “I attended every one of your classes. I had to step out for three minutes to take a--”

“Yes, there it is. Right there in a nutshell. The arrogance that you displayed throughout my PRIDE classes.” He squinted at her, his nostrils flaring. “Always disagreeing with me in front of the class. Dismissing what I said. Needing to clarify.”

It was becoming clear that there was a personal element to this investigation. Mala did what she could to maintain her temper.

“I’m sorry. I meant no disrespect. I was simply trying to participate in the discussion.” 

“While always making it clear that you were the trained professional. You knew so much better than anyone else, and you had to let everyone know about it.” Templeton’s face was flushed a deep red, and there was a vein that was standing out on his forehead. Not good signs, either one of them.

Making a sincere apology was one method to try to defuse a hostile situation like this. Mala had used this many times to good effect. But in this instance it seemed to do nothing but further enrage the social worker. It had turned a disgruntled but mild-mannered man into what almost felt like a raving lunatic.

“Again, Mr. Templeton, I’m so sorry. I didn’t intend to be disrespectful in any way whatso—”

“There it is again! That same holier-than-thou tone. That condescending attitude.” He pointed at her, his skin darkening by another half-shade. “You’re so smart you think you can completely disregard the rules.”

Mala started to respond, and then it started to dawn on her. He had ramped himself up in order to have this conversation in the first place. Mala had become his nemesis, his personal avatar of evil. Everything she said or did would be viewed through that warped lens.

She was also beginning to suspect that he might be an anger addict. The more he expressed his rage, the greater it seemed to become. He might be getting a sort of thrill from the episode.

The only way to handle a situation like this, other than maintaining her calm, would be to get out of the situation. But that wasn’t really a valid option right now. Leaving during the middle of a meeting about her issues as a foster parent could be seen as a blatant disregard to the authority of the state in this case.

In short, Mala had no idea what to do.

She opened her mouth, about to try whatever she could to try to diffuse the situation, when Richard’s coworker Joan, who was watching Janey, burst out of the room where she had taken the little girl. The woman’s cheeks were streaked with wet tracks and her hair was mussed, like she had been running around or tumbling on the floor.

“You… I… that girl…” she stammered, then burst into fresh tears and went running down the hallway. Richard followed her progress with his gaze, whipping his head back around to Mala. His eyes narrowed.

“I have to go take care of Ms. Bladworth. You…” He stopped as Janey came out of the room. The little girl was perfectly composed, and gave him a sweet smile. “I… ah… We will need to reschedule.”

Time for Mala to retreat with grace. “I’m more than happy to come back in. Just call or email, and we’ll set up another time.”

She needn’t have bothered. He was already halfway down the hall by the time she’d finished speaking. Mala heaved a huge sigh of relief, then turned to face Janey.

“Don’t think I don’t know what you just did in there,” she said. Janey’s face remained an innocent mask. “You might have just made things worse, you know.” Mala shook her head and relented a bit. “But thank you. I’m not sure how much more of that I could’ve taken.”

Janey walked over, lifting up her small hand to stroke Mala’s cheek. Her touch was so gentle and loving that Mala felt tears spring to her eyes.

“You’re an amazing little girl, you know that?” she asked.

Janey just stared back into her eyes and nodded her head, a shy smile lighting up her face. It was a real smile, different than the good-little-girl expression she’d used on Richard Templeton.

Tomorrow she’d deal with the social worker. Today she was just happy to be taking this precious creature back home with her.

* * *

Trey watched as Yana Donner walked around the desk to take a seat across from him. Darc was off to the side, looking like he wasn’t paying attention at all. Trey knew better. That guy could hear a frog fart from a half-mile off. He knew exactly what was going on at each and every moment.

Yana was both completely like and completely unlike what Trey had expected. She was wearing a necklace with what looked like an insect trapped in amber, there was an ankh tattooed on the inside of her left wrist and she had an extra piercing on her left ear. Other than that, she seemed like any other girl fresh out of high school, probably working as a barista at a local coffee shop while attending community college.

“So, Ms. Donner--” Trey began.

“I’m going to stop you right there,” the young woman cut him off. “I just want you both to understand that I’m here of my own free will and choice, but the second this becomes antagonistic, I will be engaging counsel.”

“Yes, well--”

“It’s my understanding that this is a murder investigation that may have something to do with the occult. I will not allow you to mock my beliefs or railroad me because of your narrow minded attitudes toward Wicca.”

Trey waved his hands, trying to ward off her apparent anger. “Oh, we have no—”

“And finally, I find it offensive that you could believe that a religion that stresses the Goddess and harmony with nature would have anything to do with something like this.” She whipped back her long black hair, sat back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest, pinning Trey with a confrontational stare.

So, it appeared that Trey needed to up his opinion on the girl. From community college barista to super-smart chick putting herself through law school with a part-time job. And who happened to practice some weird religion.

“Look, Ms. Donner…” Trey could see that she was ramping up to say something else combative, so raised his hands and his volume. “You’re not a suspect. Seriously. We just wanted to talk to someone with knowledge about the occult.” Trey tried a smile on her, but she set her mouth in a line. “Promise.”

“I’ll tell you again, Detective. There is no way a serious practitioner of Wicca would ever murder someone.”

“Could you just take a look at some of the crime photos? See what you think?”

“Fine.”

Hey, Trey would take it. “I have to warn you, they’re pretty brutal.”

Yana rolled her eyes at him. “Just show me the pictures.”

He placed several photos of all three murders in front of her. In spite of her bravado, seeing them clearly affected her. The girl’s face blanched, and she drew in what seemed to be an involuntary breath of surprise or shock. As she reached out to pick up one of the photos to view it more closely, her hand shook.

“This… this is sick,” she muttered under her breath.

“Tell me about it,” Trey answered.

“Is this consistent with anything you’ve seen in your practice of Wicca?” Darc stepped in, his tone the flatness of a still pond.

The girl glanced up at the bald detective, almost as if she were seeing him for the first time. All of her defiance and belligerence seemed to have evaporated with the sight of the crime.

“No. Never. I mean we use pentagrams and stuff, but…” She stared down at the picture in her hand. “… nothing like this. It’s like something out of a horror movie.”

“So you have no idea who could have done anything like this?” Darc pressed.

A modicum of her previous spark seemed to come back to Yana. “I said no. Wiccans don’t do this shit. This is… unnatural.” She appeared to be thinking for a moment. “There is another group out here that gets into some pretty freaky stuff. I run into them sometimes at farmers’ markets and stuff like that.”

“Who?” Trey asked.

“The Satanists. Some of them are pretty creepy.” Her eyes flickered back to the photo, and she shook her head. “But look, most of them are just in it to be weird, you know? I can’t believe even they would do anything like this.”

“Do you know how to get a hold of any of them?” Trey tried hard not to give Darc his I-told-you-so look. Who had mentioned Satanists right out of the box? Not Darc, that’s who.

“No, not really,” she answered. “But I think they have a website.”

A website? For Satanists? Trey shook his head at that. That was just wrong on every level.

“Okay, thanks,” he told the girl as he gave her his card. “If you think of anything else, please give me a call.”

“I will,” she said as she stood. “And, Detective?”

“Yes?”

“Make sure whoever did this burns for it, okay?”

Trey was puzzled at that. “Why’s it important to you?”

She cocked her head at him. “It’s like every bad horror flick out there. They give witches and the occult a bad rap. It pisses me off.”

“Well, we’ll do our best.”

Nodding, she moved off toward the exit, her long skirt sweeping the floor behind her. She was a little strange, but Trey liked the girl.

He turned back to Darc. “Well, time to go Satanist hunting.”

For once, Trey’s partner didn’t correct him.

* * *

The lines of logic formed around the information on the computer screen, glowing the green of uncertainty. There were vital facts here, facts that Darc knew he would be able to use. But something was off.

None of the threads were joining together. The symbols were fighting their placement. There was something here that was familiar, but every time Darc came close to discerning the source, the nonsensical numerals at the top of the pentagrams entered, splintering the pathways and destroying his train of thought.

According to the website, Satanists of all disciplines met each month on the day nearest the new moon, at astronomical midnight. They would travel out separately by ferry to Bainbridge and then join together on the one traveling back into the city, so as to be joined together at the appropriate time.

The new moon was tonight, and astronomical midnight was at 1:15 am. Darc found that information to cause rumblings in his interior emotional landscape. His date with Mala was this evening, and for a brief moment he had thought he would have to cancel. That had caused a surge of unfamiliar feelings to rush through him. The closest he could tell, those feelings were ones that typically accompanied the relieving of some sort of pressure. Strange.

And when he realized that he could travel out to the ferry after his date, the attendant emotions were ones that he associated with not obtaining something positive. Disappointment. Discouragement. At least those were the words that thesaurus.com had provided for him.

Perhaps this odd set of reactions was something he should discuss with Mala on their date. She was, after all, a psychologist, even if her practice specialized in children. She could very well add some insight into his burst of illogical sensations.

Trey sauntered over to Darc’s desk, looking over his shoulder at the Satanists website. He shook his head and clucked his tongue.

“What the hell is wrong with people? Satanist cruises? What next? A dating website?”

Darc clicked on one of the other tabs open in his web browser. DevilDates.com. A dating site for Satanists.

“Man. That’s… I got no words.” He sighed and dropped his head. Then he popped it back up again, glancing at his watch. “Darc. Dude. You gotta get going. Isn’t your date in like two hours?”

Darc looked at the digital clock on his desktop. “Two hours and eleven minutes,” he corrected his partner.

“So, get out of here already. You’ve got to go get ready.”

This was puzzling to Darc. “I am ready.”

“You’re… what? You’re ready?” Trey asked, his pitch raising several notches. “You mean you’re going like that?”

Darc looked down at himself. He was wearing a white shirt and tie, as well as slacks. There appeared to be nothing wrong with his attire. His tie was straight. His shoes were tied. Even his fly was done up properly.

“Yes. I am.”

“No, no, no, no, no,” Trey responded. “Okay, we’ll deal with that in a minute. But first tell me that you at least have a plan for tonight.”

“Of course.”

“Okay, good,” he said, letting out a huge breath. Then his eyes narrowed. “Wait. What is your plan?”

“I will pick her up at 7:30,” Darc replied. This whole conversation made no sense to him. Trey appeared to be either very concerned or having a psychotic break. Another topic he could discuss with Mala.

Trey waited a long moment before saying anything. “That’s it? That’s all? What are you going to do?”

“I had planned to ask Mala where she would like to—”

“Okay, okay. Stop right there. You will not… I repeat, not… be asking Mala where you will be going to dinner. That’s a total cop out, man. You’ll choose a restaurant, get a reservation, pick her up and take her there.”

“But that will not allow her to—” Darc began.

“Dude,” Trey said. “Seriously. Listen to me. You’re taking her on a date. She’s a total catch and you’re going to treat her like it.” He ran his hand through his hair, making it stand up straight. That was an indicator with which Darc was familiar. His partner was stressed out.

That seemed odd. Why would Trey be stressed out about Darc’s date? He opened up his mouth to ask the question, only to be interrupted once more.

“Okay, okay… we can fix this. I got a buddy who’s a chef over at Nishino. He can get you a reservation.”

“But I—”

Trey held up a hand. “As for the rest of it, I kinda thought this might happen, so…” He pulled out a laminated card and handed it to Darc.

Looking over the plastic rectangle, Darc saw that it seemed to be a list. A checklist, to be precise. One for preparing to go out with a woman, although Darc noted that Trey had left the gender nonspecific for some reason. There were fifteen items noted on the bulleted agenda.

“This seems excessive,” Darc observed.

“Are you kidding me? I took that list down from twenty-five. Mostly because I knew you’d never do them all.” He pointed over Darc’s shoulder at a section of the tally. “Now, items seven through nine are all about body hair grooming. Totally optional, but I gotta tell you, man, they’re gold.”

Darc took the card and slipped it into his back pocket. It appeared that if he were to follow everything Trey had detailed for him, he would barely have time to finish before he had to pick up Mala. He stood, ready to head home to begin his preparations.

“Hold on,” Trey said. He held out a small device in the palm of his flat hand. A tiny earpiece. “Got this from my buddy Bill Harris, the PI. I took the liberty of syncing this sucker up to your phone. You’re welcome.”

The heavy sensation Darc felt in his midsection, which had been growing stronger all day, seemed to diminish with that reminder. Trey would be with him throughout the dinner. Everything would be fine.

Everything would be more than fine.

* * *

Trey got home to find Maggie dressed to the nines in a stunning deep red dress. Actually, when Maggie dressed up, it was more like to the tens or elevens. She looked absolutely fantastic.

Crap.

“Hey, babe,” he said. “What’s up?”

“Um… date night? Remember?” she said, her eyebrows arching. That expression of Maggie’s was one that Trey was never sure what to do with. It made her look so sexy when she did it, but it always meant that he was on dangerous ground.

Forgetting about date night put him in the red zone. Missing date night because Trey needed to feed lines to Darc during his date could very well be grounds for divorce.

“Listen, Maggie…” Trey began.

Her eyebrows scrunched together. Now that Trey was thinking about it, so much of what Maggie communicated with him was done by those two strips of hair over her eyes. This was not a good sign.

“What is it?” she asked. “Did you forget again?”

“No, no, no,” he answered. “Well… yes.” He held up a hand before she could explode. “But listen, it’s for a couple of really good reasons.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m listening.”

“Right. So… the first thing is that we’re chasing a serial killer.” Maybe if he softened her up with the whole hero thing first…

“Explain to me how that makes today different than any other day over the last two months,” she responded.

Okay, so that hadn’t worked so well. Maybe add a little bit of fear into the equation?

“This looks like it might be Satan worshippers doing ritual killings. Gruesome stuff.”

Maggie snorted. “Please. Can’t be worse than Father what’s-his-face with the church from hell down in the Underground.”

True, that. Trey resolved to stop talking about his cases with Maggie from here on out. The woman forgot nothing.

Right. It was time to just come clean. Trey took a deep breath, swallowed once to get rid of the extra juices stirred up by his fear and launched in.

“Here’s the deal. Darc’s going on his first date with Mala tonight.”

Maggie went still. “What?”

“Darc. Date. With Mala.”

“He’s going out on a date?” she murmured under her breath. She stayed there with a puzzled look on her face for a moment, then shook her head. “Okay, he’s dating. But what does that have to do with you?”

“Well, that’s the thing. If you think about it for a second, you might even think it’s funny.” Trey took another deep breath and continued. “I agreed to talk him through his date. On Bluetooth.”

“You… agreed… to talk… Is there something wrong with you?”

“It was more of me suggesting it, actually, but yeah, probably.”

Maggie stood there staring at him for a long beat. Then she heaved a huge sigh.

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“I said fine,” she said, her tone pleasant. She then turned on her heel and headed off to the bedroom. 

Yikes. When Maggie was irritated and she started sounding like that, Trey had learned to tread lightly. It had only taken once or twice on the wrong end of that kind of exchange for him to figure things out. He might be a slow learner, but when actual pain was involved, the learning curve got steep real fast.

But for the moment, he wasn’t really sure what to do. Follow her in? Try to goad her into expressing what was really going on in her head? Instinctively, neither seemed like such a good idea.

So instead, Trey began setting up for his phone conversation with his partner. Phone plugged in so the battery wouldn’t die on him in the middle. A Bluetooth of Trey’s own so he would be able to roam around. He always thought better on his feet. And he might need a snack in the middle. Didn’t want to be tied down to a plugged in cell phone.

He was in the middle of rearranging the cushions on the sofa for maximum comfort when Maggie came back in through the kitchen. Her hair, which had been down and loose before, was tied up in a ponytail. The sexy red dress had been exchanged for a t-shirt and sweatpants. She scooped up a bottle of red wine and two glasses.

“What are you doing?” Trey asked.

“Helping. It’s Darc; you’re going to need all the assistance you can get.” She chuckled, then sobered. “Darc taking someone on a date is a big deal. He’s probably scared out of his gourd.”

“He’s accepting help from me,” Trey said. “So I’d say that yeah, he’s terrified.”

Maggie threw herself down on the sofa, messing up Trey’s meticulously arranged pillows. He decided he wouldn’t say anything about it.

“All right. How are we going to work this?” she asked.

Trey settled in next to his lady. He had to admit, it might not be a date night, but having her here and working with him was going to make this evening so much better.

 


CHAPTER 4

Mala put the finishing touches on her make up. She never wore much, part of the benefit of having darker skin and hair. Her eyelashes were plenty thick and visible without any mascara or eyeliner, and her need for foundation was minimal.

As she put down the lip-gloss, she found that her hand was trembling. Ridiculous. It wasn’t like she was going out with someone she had never met. Darc had been her colleague now for going on two months, and the kind of interaction they’d had was of the most intense type imaginable. They’d gotten to know one another in extremis.

Which was part of the problem, of course. She had no idea how they would be able to interact on a social level. Especially considering Darc’s Asperger’s. The feelings she had developed for Darc were ones that had not been tested in any kind of a normal setting. And if they couldn’t translate well into the real world, it seemed unlikely that a relationship between them could flourish.

She stepped out of her room and into the living room, where the babysitter was waiting. The girl was sixteen and had spent a week shadowing Mala a couple of hours a day after school as part of a project she had been working on. Mala had found her to be a responsible student, highly prepared and motivated.

So when it came time to find a babysitter, Pyper was her first choice. The girl hadn’t balked for a second, even when she found out that Janey had been silent since her parent’s death. She’d just nodded and asked what day she’d be needed.

“Janey’s in bed asleep, so shouldn’t give you any trouble,” Mala told her. “If she gets up, you can let her watch TV for a while, but don’t tell her I told you so.”

Pyper grinned. “I won’t.”

“My cell number’s right here,” Mala said, tapping a list she’d made out. “As well as my date’s and some emergency ones. Help yourself to anything in the fridge, and don’t hesitate to call if there’s any problems.”

“Okay. But I’m sure there won’t be.” Pyper turned around in a circle once. “The restroom?”

“Oh, sorry. Right down the hallway.”

“Great. Thanks. Just for possible future reference.” The girl made her way over to one of the overstuffed chairs and plopped down.

The bell rang, and Mala glanced at her watch. It was 7:29. Nope. No it wasn’t. It had just changed over to 7:30. Talk about punctuality. Mala supposed that was a good sign, although that virtue had never really been the highest on her list.

She stepped to the door to open it. There, waiting in the hallway of the apartment complex, was Darc, his head looking freshly shaven and his beard trimmed and groomed. There was a spot of toilet paper just under his jawline, where it appeared he had cut himself while shaving his neck.

He was dressed in an un-tucked button down shirt that was such a dark blue it almost appeared black. The shirt was paired with dark blue jeans that hugged his form. Mala had never seen Darc in clothes like these. They suited him quite well.

“Darc, you look great,” she said.

There was a pause, during which Darc appeared to be assessing her. He cocked his head to the side.

“You do as well,” he replied. “I like your blouse. Its pattern is very… symmetrical and pleasing.”

Okay. A bit strange, but Mala was shocked that he’d even made the attempt. It wouldn’t be a stretch to think that someone with Asperger’s wouldn’t have made any comment whatsoever.

“Are you ready to go?” Darc asked, once again after a brief moment. Mala couldn’t be sure, but it seemed that Darc was thinking through every single part of their social interaction. The fact that he would go to those lengths in order to take her out for a simple dinner was actually more than a little flattering to her.

“Yes, I’m ready,” she responded. “Where are you taking me?”

“Nishino,” he answered, his tone flat. A moment later, he smiled at her. It was a bit stiff, but again, she appreciated the effort. He added, “I hope you like Japanese.”

“Oh, I love sushi.”

Then without another word he turned around and began walking down the hallway. It took Mala a second to realize that he was leaving without her, so she waved to Pyper, who appeared to be doing what she could not to laugh.

That was a pretty appropriate response, Mala couldn’t help but think. She pulled the door shut behind her, checking to make sure she had locked it, then rushed after Darc’s retreating back. She was almost caught up when Darc stopped without warning. She had to windmill her arms a bit to keep her balance, but she managed to keep from running into him.

Darc turned around and seemed somehow both gratified and irritated to find her there. What an odd response. Not that Darc behaving oddly should be that big of a surprise. Honestly, the fact that he was showing any emotional response at all was a win in her book. Another pause and he spoke again.

“I apologize for not waiting. I thought you had said you were ready to leave.”

Mala nodded. “I can see where the confusion might have come in.”

They continued down the hall side by side, Darc staring straight ahead of him as they walked. And this was the very difficulty that Mala had anticipated. It was both better and worse than she thought that it would be. Better in the sense that he was clearly trying. Worse only because Mala was making the realization that Darc would always be trying.

The fact that he was working at it was endearing. Charming even, in a strange way. But it would be a continual struggle for him. How would that make her feel over the long haul? Could she handle being with someone that had to fight to show even the most basic of courtesies to her?

She wasn’t proud of the fact that she had no idea what the answer was.

One thing, however, seemed relatively certain. Tonight was going to be an interesting experience.

* * *

Fooling Mala hadn’t been that hard.

Janey had dressed in her pajamas and gone to bed when Mala told her to. Mala had read her a chapter out of Anne of Green Gables. It was written kind of funny… old fashioned with lots of big words… but she loved Anne, who had red hair and talked a lot. And having Mala read to her made Janey feel safe.

Then, after the chapter, Mala had told her the babysitter would be here soon and that Janey needed to go stay asleep in her bed. She’d snuggled down with Popeye… even though he kept complaining about her squeezing him too tight… and had pretended to go to sleep.

Then, when Mala was in the shower, she’d gotten dressed, grabbed her darkest blanket and her bear and gone out the front door of the apartment. There was a tree in a planter just down the hall in a little recess along the wall where she sat down and waited.

It wasn’t too long before the babysitter got there. When Janey saw her, she almost changed her mind. She was so pretty, with dark hair that was cut super short, almost like a boy’s. And she had a backpack that said Girls Rule, Boys Drool on it. She seemed like she would be a really fun sitter, better than the old lady that smelled like cats that Mommy and Daddy used to get to babysit her.

Then Popeye reminded her that they hadn’t seen Darc in forever and that this was their chance. He was right, which didn’t happen all that much. Popeye said that was rude and he wasn’t talking to her any more. Stink head.

Mala kept saying that they’d see him soon and that it hadn’t been that long. Only a few days, and that was only because they had lots of stuff they had to do. School clothes and supplies. Going to the school to talk to Janey’s teachers. Tons of things.

But none of it mattered to Janey. She wanted to be spending time helping Darc and Trey catch bad guys. She was good at it. She knew she was. And if she could help catch bad guys, then maybe other kids like her wouldn’t have to miss their mommies and daddies and cry into their pillows at night because it hurt so much.

Janey was happy with Mala. She really, really was. But sometimes she missed how her Daddy smelled after he shaved, or how his stubble would tickle her neck at the end of the day when he would tuck her in. She also missed how her Mommy could braid her hair in that special way that only mommies could. That was hard.

He never would have read her Anne of Green Gables, but he would read her Dr. Seuss, with different voices for all the people in them. Mala didn’t really do voices. Only a little bit of change for Anne and Marilla and Matthew.

When she saw Darc coming down the hall, she knew it was time. She had listened close to make sure that no one noticed that she was gone, but now she had to make it down to Darc’s car before they got there.

She grabbed Popeye by the ear, listening to him complain about how much it hurt and would she kindly knock it off. Then he seemed to remember that they weren’t talking and the complaining ended.

Moving around the corner, Janey got to the stairwell that led downstairs. She was pretty sure that Darc and Mala would take the elevator, so she should be able to get to the parking garage before them. Then she’d just have to hope that the door to Darc’s car wasn’t locked.

She rushed down the stairs, almost running into an old woman who lived down the hall from them. The woman grinned at her and waved and Janey waved back, putting her finger up to her lips to let her know it was a secret. The lady cackled the kind of laugh that was almost scary but not really.

When she got down to the garage, Janey was scared for a second that she wasn’t going to be able to find the car. But then she spotted it and ran over to the side opposite from the elevator door. She didn’t want to get caught at the last second while she was getting into the car. Then she reached out to grab at the door handle and found that it was locked.

This was not good.

Popeye started in right away, telling her that it was all her fault and he was going to get in trouble now and would probably end up going through the washer and the dryer as punishment. She tried to block him out while she thought of what to do.

How would Darc handle this? She saw the locked door and the pathway to the elevator door, and all of the sudden they lifted off the ground in a ribbon of light that turned itself around and about in Janey’s head. 

And then the answer came to her. She saw the way that Darc and Mala would have to walk and where Janey needed to sit so they wouldn’t see her. She also saw where the big columns were in the garage, and the other cars too. 

When Darc and Mala came out of the elevator, he did what the ribbons of light had told her he would do. He hit the button on his keychain that made the car doors unlock. They also made the horn beep a little, but the light had told her that would happen also, so she wasn’t scared.

She waited until the two walked behind one of the columns and opened up the back door to the car. Once she was inside, she pulled it shut as quietly as she could, then hunched down behind the front seat, pulling the blanket over her head. It was a little cramped and stuffy, but it wasn’t so bad.

There was a second, right as Darc and Mala got in the car, when Janey thought she was going to get caught for sure. But then Darc started the car and they were off.

She had done it. She was going out with Darc and Mala. Now the only ones missing were Trey and Maggie, but if they had been here, there wouldn’t have been anywhere for Janey to hide, so maybe it was better.

She hugged Popeye closer to her chest, even though he groaned.

This was going to be so much fun.

* * *

Trey tipped back his glass, draining the dark red fluid back into his throat. It was a cheap bottle of wine, probably one he had picked out. Maggie had much better taste than he did. The fact that she had grabbed this one was proof that she’d been pretty royally pissed off.

Not any longer. The wine was doing the trick.

They’d almost polished off the bottle, and Trey was contemplating going to grab another, when Darc started going off the reservation again. This whole talk-in-your-partner’s-ear thing was turning out to be so much more difficult that Trey had imagined. Mostly because of the crazy-ass stuff Darc was saying.

Darc’s voice rang out in the Maggie’s living room. Trey had put his cell on speaker, but the sound hadn’t been all that great. Maggie had fixed it by placing the phone in a bowl, which had created an amplification effect.

Trey was definitely dating up. Maggie was beautiful, yes, but she was also so much smarter than he was. And without the need to have to check to make sure her fly was up, for which fact Trey was grateful.

In the meantime, Darc was speaking to Mala. It wasn’t sounding pretty, and that had nothing to do with the crappy sound from Trey’s cell phone. 

“The young woman you have watching Janey is a user of marijuana.”

Mala’s voice was distorted and faint, but still audible. “What?!”

Trey decided to step in. “Darc, dude, you gotta dial that one back. Unless you want to turn around right now. If she thinks her babysitter’s using drugs, she’ll be headed back to her apartment so fast you’ll get whiplash.”

Darc took the note. Sort of. “I may have misspoken. Her behavior and dress could be mistaken for someone—”

“Do you really think she uses drugs?” Mala asked, her pitch rising.

There was a pause before Darc answered. “No.”

Darc had just lied to Mala. To save someone’s feelings. Well, that, and to keep his date going. Trey was so proud he could barely stand it. He grinned at Maggie, who rolled her eyes at him. But he could tell she was impressed as much as he was. This was huge.

Mala, however, was not convinced yet. “Well then, why would you say that?”

Okay. Now they had a problem. Darc lying was one thing. Darc explaining why he would have lied was completely beyond him.

“Tell her you’re freaking out and you were trying to find something to talk about,” Trey urged. Maggie nodded her apparent approval at what she guessed was his quick thinking. To be honest, Trey was pretty impressed with himself too.

“I was uncomfortable and was searching for some topic that we could discuss,” Darc said. Wow. He managed to take in the meaning of what Trey was saying and then give it back in his own words. Impressive. This thing could actually work.

“I understand,” Mala said after a moment. “But are you certain--?”

“Yes,” Darc cut her off again.

“Okay, man,” Trey spoke into the mic. “That was a close one. Watch the cutting her off thing, but you’re doing great. Now ask her how her day went.”

Another pause where Darc seemed to be translating in his head. “Were your daytime activities satisfactory?”

Maggie looked at Trey and shrugged. Close enough. 

Ish.

Trey couldn’t even imagine what Mala was thinking right now. Were your daytime activities satisfactory was not the most romantic thing in the world. But then again, she knew Darc, so she might be willing to give him points for saying something with more that one syllable.

“Actually,” Mala replied. “Today has been one of the most frustrating days of my life. I had to go in to the Department of Social and Health Services today.”

Maggie made a circular hand motion to Trey that indicated that Darc should draw her out more on that topic. Although it could also have meant that Darc should roll over on top of her instead. But Trey went with his first instinct.

“Keep her talking about that, buddy. I know it seems like a downer, but it’ll help her feel like you care about her life.”

Darc took the note. “What happened?”

“There’s a guy who’s been put in charge of Janey’s case who doesn’t like me. He’s trying to make it look like I’m a bad foster mother.”

“What does he list as evidence?” Darc asked.

“All right, Darc,” Trey inserted. “Try not to make it an interrogation. Just let her know you’re on her side.”

Mala cleared her throat before continuing. “That I’ve put Janey at physical risk by allowing her to be present at active crime scenes. That I’m irresponsible because she’s being psychologically re-traumatized.”

“Is this man a psychologist?” Darc pressed further. Wow. That was a good one, and Trey hadn’t even done any prompting.

“No, but it doesn’t really matter if he’s right or wrong. He has the power to take Janey away from me.”

Now Trey had a problem. He was there to try to help Darc out, but hearing the story, he was getting pissed off. What he wanted to do right now was head down to DSHS and punch whoever this was in the face.

“Tell her you’ll figure it out for her,” Trey said. “We’ll write letters and sign affidavits and whatever the hell else she needs us to do.”

Maggie was shaking her head no. Crap. He was apparently giving Darc bad info. And here Trey thought he was pretty good at this whole dating thing. Maggie was waving her hands in all kinds of complicated gestures, but Trey wasn’t picking up on any of it.

Finally, she gave up and just started speaking. “Darc, don’t do that. Tell her that you understand and that it must be tough for her.”

There was a longer pause this time, and Trey figured that Darc was processing the fact that his ex-wife was helping him figure out his date with a new girlfriend. Well, that’s what would have been going through Trey’s mind, at least.

“That must have been a difficult scenario. I cannot imagine how that would have felt for you.” In spite of Trey’s snafu, Darc seemed to be handling this well. His inflection was a little robotic, but that was just Darc.

“Thank you for listening to me complain,” Mala said. “I have to admit, I was nervous you were going to go marching in there, ready to fix everything.”

“You would not have appreciated that?”

“Well, I think it would have made everything worse.”

This was going so well. Trey would have patted himself on the back if he’d been flexible enough. Okay, it was Maggie that had scored that last hit, but still…

Trey leaned back in the sofa and cracked his knuckles. Time to introduce a little innuendo, see if they could get the sex appeal meter crankin’. He thought through some of his best approaches.

While he was busy thinking, Maggie got closer to the speaker again. “Start talking about joint memories. Things you’ve done together.”

Mentally snapping his fingers, Trey wondered why he hadn’t thought of that. Brilliant. But then he realized something. Every single one of their joint memories involved blood. Gallons and gallons of blood.

Trey had a feeling that this date was about to go south.

He went to grab another bottle of wine. It was almost certain that he and Maggie were going to need it.

 


CHAPTER 5

Darc’s senses were on overload. This was a part of the date that he had not foreseen, although in retrospect, it should have been clear. Bands of light swirled around Mala, the other patrons streaming into and out of the restaurant, the restaurant itself. Too much information flooding his senses, and all of it relating to the formless emotional landscape that was always so indecipherable to him.

The ability to process multiple streams of conversation simultaneously was something that had useful applications, especially when it came to detective work. But its efficacy seemed to diminish when it was used for social settings and applications.

The remainder of the car ride had been uneventful, with Darc sharing recollections with Mala of their previous cases they had worked together. It had seemed successful, but there had been multiple interruptions from Trey and Maggie urging him to lighten up on the gore.

That was odd. They had instructed him to recount tales of his time together with Mala. All of those times revolved around horrific murders. There appeared to be some sort of disconnect between what they were saying and how he was interpreting it.

But now they were at the restaurant. As they entered through the door, the sushi chefs behind the bar called out to them.

“Irraishimase!” It was a word of welcome in Japanese.

Darc scrolled through the various responses and landed on one that seemed appropriate. “Arigatou gozaimasu,” he replied.

The chefs looked at one another, and then back at Darc. Their facial expressions seemed blank, which created a complete lack of generated information for Darc to follow. He had no idea what their response meant.

“You don’t actually answer that,” Mala said.

Darc turned to her. “What?”

“The reason they’re all surprised is that you’re not supposed to answer them when they welcome you into the restaurant. They don’t know what to do.”

Trey’s voice sounded in his ear. Shake it off. Shake it off. Take her to her seat and make sure you pull out her chair for her.

That seemed illogical. Mala was capable of pulling out her own seat. Why would she want someone else to take care of that small physical task for her?

But Darc had committed to following Trey’s advice, and so far it appeared to be working. So he led her through the restaurant, following behind the Asian hostess who was taking them to their table.

When they arrived, Mala grabbed the back of her chair, ready to pull it out for herself. But that was contrary to the instructions Darc had received, so he hurried over and snatched the chair from her. 

There was a moment where they were fighting to gain control of the piece of furniture, and Mala glanced up at Darc with an odd expression on her face. It was hard to gauge for certain, but it seemed to either be irritation or gastric distress. Neither option was pleasant.

After the brief struggle, Mala seemed to realize what was going on. At least it appeared that way, as she stepped back and gave a small chuckle.

“I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting you to pull out my chair for me. Sorry I fought you. That was very gentlemanly of you.”

Okay, this is tricky, but for future reference, don’t do something polite if you have to wrestle her for it, Trey spoke in his ear. That was information that would have been useful several moments ago.

There were some significant issues with this arrangement. The major one being that Trey and Maggie could not see what was happening.

Maggie. That was another piece of this strange puzzle. When Darc had heard her voice for the first time, there had been another unusual upheaval in his interior emotional landscape. There was no logical reason for any sort of reaction, but he was having one nonetheless.

In the meantime, Mala had opened up her menu and was looking through the options. Darc did the same, seeking solace in the orderly words and numbers that greeted him there. He scanned the document, looking for something palatable, and chose the teriyaki beef as the most likely candidate. For all that Darc had learned about basic Japanese as an intellectual exercise, he had never eaten Japanese food, and the teriyaki seemed nonthreatening for the most part.

By the time he looked up, it appeared that Mala had already ordered her food. The waiter looked to him, and Darc communicated his choice.

“Would you like to share some gyoza for an appetizer?” Mala asked.

He glanced back at the menu and decided that gyoza did not seem to be too unusual. “That would be fine.”

Lighten up, Darc. You sound like a math professor. “That would be fine.” Come on. Trey’s speech sounded slurred. Was there an issue with the connection?

Ha! Teaching. Darc. That’s funny. It was Maggie, whose speech was also sounding distorted. Darc touched his finger to his ear, attempting to adjust the wireless piece without drawing attention to it.

“Are you feeling okay? Is your ear troubling you?” Mala asked.

“No. I am fine.”

Whoa. You almost got busted, dude. Better watch that. Trey started giggling. There was something wrong, but there was no way for Darc to ask what it was without alerting Mala.

Perhaps it was worth a trip to the restroom. He stood up and began walking off, only to have Mala call after him.

“Where are you going?”

“To the restroom.”

You can’t just get up and go to the bathroom, Darc. Tell her where you’re going first. More advice from Trey that would make more sense to Darc if he could answer back. He moved off in the direction of the men’s room, stepping in front of a thin man in glasses who was about to enter.

“What the hell!” the man protested. Darc looked at him, and the man backed down. “Hey, when you gotta go, you gotta go.” He motioned for Darc to precede him. Darc moved into one of the stalls and locked the door.

Are you trying to get into a fight at the restaurant? Trey demanded.

“No, I am not,” Darc answered back. “I needed to talk to you.”

Oh, hey, cool. I get what you’re doing now.

“There is something wrong with our connection. Your consonants are slurred and your speech pattern sounds altered. Also, you are giggling.”

Heh, heh. He said “giggling,” Trey said, giggling more.

Darc, it’s okay, Maggie interjected. We’ve just had a little wine. Don’t worry about it. Go back and sit down. She was sounding altered as well, but was clearly less so than Trey.

“If you are intoxicated, I am not certain that your advice will be appropriate,” Darc said. The strands of light swirled off the sound waves generated in the earpiece, confirming Darc’s words.

Dude. I promise that my drunk dating advice is better than your normal stone-cold sober stuff. Trey’s volume had risen, as well as his pitch. That could be indicative of irritation or fear. It was likely the latter. Maggie was often terrifying.

Darc, you’ll be fine, Maggie stepped back in, after giving Trey a shushing sound. You’re already doing better than you did on our first date, and I still married you. Just remember to think of what she needs instead of what you want. Got it?

“Yes.”

Good.

Darc moved back into the main area of the restroom, where the thin man was looking at him with a certain intensity. Perhaps he was watching Darc to see if he would wash his hands? Trey had mentioned that social oddity which existed at restaurants. It was one of the few rules that made logical sense. The destruction of dangerous pathogens on the skin was rational. It was the social aspect that made no sense. Why would someone else care that Darc washed his hands?

He moved to the sink, and the thin man followed, taking the sink to Darc’s right, apparently to do the same thing. Darc leaned over to turn on the faucet.

Hey, Darc, Trey said. Just curious, but what’s the time frame on boob touching tonight? I gotta take a leak and I don’t want to miss it. Darc’s partner started laughing until there was a sharp noise that sounded like a slap. Ow!

“You are acting in an inappropriate manner,” Darc replied. “Remember that I know multiple ways to kill you without being apprehended,” Darc responded.

The man to Darc’s right backed away from the sink, his hands still soapy and dripping. He neglected to turn off the faucet as well. When Darc turned to look at the man, his face blanched and he bolted for the door.

Strange. 

Darc left the bathroom and headed back to the table. It was clear that the help coming from his partner was at least partially compromised.

Their food had arrived, however. Darc’s teriyaki beef and Mala’s raw fish. The bands and pathways of light swirled around her dish, calculations clarifying in his mind. There was information here that needed to be shared. Preferably before she began eating.

“Raw fish has been shown to carry anisakis, which is a parasitic worm which can cause extreme gastronomic distress including vomiting and severe diarrhea for up to three days if it lodges in your stomach. If it takes up residence in your intestines, it will need to be removed laparoscopically.”

Mala looked up from her fish, her skin tone changing to a lighter, slightly green shade. She said nothing, which encouraged Darc to continue.

Darc, what are you doing? You took her to a sushi restaurant for crying out loud. Don’t start dissing the chow. And never, ever use the word diarrhea on a date. Trey’s tone was adamant, but it was also clear he was still intoxicated. The possible risks to Mala’s health seemed more important than Trey’s drunken concerns.

“There is also the danger of vibrio vulnificus, streptococci, Esherichia coli and fecal coliform if proper care is not taken by the chefs,” Darc elaborated. “Although this establishment appears clean, so that is most likely not as great a risk.”

Darc, seriously, stop. This time it was Maggie. Her reduced state of intoxication made her a more reliable source, but he was not convinced.

As Mala pushed her plate away, a slim Caucasian man in a suit approached their table. He appeared to be a manager. That was fortuitous. Darc would be able to discuss with him the freezing processes used before transporting and preparing their fish.

“Excuse me,” the manager said. “I am so sorry, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave the restaurant.”

“What on earth for?” Mala asked, her eyebrows lifting.

“Another customer has accused your date of threatening his life in the restroom.”

Mala looked from Darc to the manager and then back to Darc.

Darc was uncertain, but this did not seem to be a positive development in their date.

* * *

Mala was pretty sure that this had been the most painful date of her life. There had been moments, right up front, where she had thought that maybe, maybe, there was a chance that this was going to work.

All of those ideas had quickly fled with the one-two punch of having her meal spoiled by graphic depictions of biological terrorism committed in sushi restaurants and then being expelled forcibly from that very establishment. She had to admit, it had been memorable if nothing else.

“Darc, I think it’s just time for me—” Mala began, when her cell phone rang. It was Pyper, her supposed marijuana-using babysitter. Mala answered the call, her hands trembling. Getting a call from the babysitter didn’t seem like it could possibly be a good thing.

That suspicion was confirmed by Pyper’s frantic tone. “Dr. Charan! I went in to check on Janey and she wasn’t there.” It sounded like she was doing all that she could not to cry. “I looked everywhere in the apartment, but I couldn’t find her.”

“All right,” Mala replied, her mind racing. “I’m going to give you three places to check, and then I want you to go down to the security desk on the first floor and see if they’ve seen her. Check in the closet in my bedroom, the one in the hallway and under the sink.” Those were several of the places that Janey liked to hide with her bear when she wanted some alone time. It was possible she had just gotten overwhelmed with the idea of being there with a babysitter.

But even as she thought it, Mala was sure that wasn’t the case.

“Okay. Okay. Dr. Charan, I’m so sorry,” Pyper sobbed, giving way to her tears. “This has never happened to me before.” 

“Pyper, it’s all right. Take a deep breath and try to calm yourself. You won’t be able to help if you’re panicked.”

“You’re right. You’re right.” The babysitter took a moment, and then responded with a more normal tone. “I’ll call you once I’ve checked those places.”

Mala hung up the phone, fighting the rising fear that arose from her gut. “Darc, Janey’s gone missing. We need—”

Before she’d finished, Darc had grabbed her by the arm and was sprinting toward the car. He seemed to be speaking into the air in front of him, the words making no sense whatsoever to Mala. 

“You heard? You are not in a state to drive. Wait five minutes, then call the station. Use whatever personal leverage you can to escalate this beyond regulations.”

The words might make not sense, but the focus and intensity that radiated off of the bald detective as a palpable force, that she understood. It was something she’d seen before, and it almost always related to Janey.

Mala had forgotten how hot it was.

“Whom are you talking to?” Mala demanded. Nothing here seemed even close to sane or rational. It was like the world exploded with the call from Pyper.

“I am conversing with Trey. We are connected via a Bluetooth device stuck in my ear canal.” He pressed the button on his keychain fob to unlock the car as he sprinted around to the driver’s side. “Oh, and Maggie is present as well.”

“What?” Mala asked, her mind imploding. “You’ve been talking to Trey and Maggie while we were on a date?”

“This seems to be an inopportune moment to discuss it, but yes. They were helping me with the social aspects of our communication. Unsuccessfully.” That last word seemed to be directed more at the two linked to them by the wireless device.

Mala shook her head, trying to refocus on the task at hand. “You’re right. We’ll talk about this later. We have to find Janey.”

“Trey, our excursion tonight may have to wait.” He paused, then nodded at something Trey must have said. “You are correct. That would be easier.” Turning to Mala, he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and pushed a series of buttons. “I’m turning this to speaker.”

Trey’s voice echoed from the cell in the confines of the car. “Mala, I’m so sorry. I mean, about Janey. Well, about the other too, but that’s not important right now.” His speech wasn’t as precise as normal, which helped Mala to understand Darc’s earlier comment about Trey not being in a state to drive.

“If Pyper can’t find her in the apartment, I’m not sure where to go next,” Mala confessed. There were so many options, but then also so few, especially when it came to a six-year-old girl. It’s not like she could go far. Unless…

Darc seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “We have to acknowledge the possibility that Janey has been taken.” 

Once again, Mala was struck by how attracted to Darc she was in this moment, no matter how inopportune the timing was. This was the relationship that Mala cherished. The mutual respect and sympatico that existed between the two of them in moments of crisis. Even her perception of his face had changed. The sharp lines of his cheekbones and jaw, which could be off-putting, were strong and determined now. It was as if he were lit from within by his sense of purpose.

Shaking off her attraction, Mala thought the whole scenario of Janey getting taken through. “I have no idea how that could have happened. I put her to bed, Pyper came and I left with you. When…?” She stopped herself. “The shower. Someone could have come in while I was taking a shower.”

“Trey,” Darc said. “You heard that, correct?”

“Yeah, buddy.”

“There was a window of opportunity. With the current cases clearly linked with the others, those close to the other investigations could be targeted.”

Mala felt her heart constrict. “Is that what you think is going on?”

“It is unlikely, but knowing Janey, so are the other options. We need to view it as a viable scenario.”

This was the worst of nightmare situations for Mala. She couldn’t fully process what was happening right now. She was scrolling through vision after horrific vision of what could be happening to the little girl, when she felt a tug on her arm.

She let out a small scream, leaping up in her seat and then twisting around to see what had pulled at her. As if this night hadn’t been bad enough.

But when her eyes adjusted to the darkness of the back seat, she could make out a form huddled in the back seat. Two forms.

It was Janey. And her bear.

* * *

She knew when it was time to stop hiding.

Janey thought that she would probably get in trouble, but it had been worth it. Even the part where she had to stay in the car for so long with her neck getting all cramped up. Oh, and with Popeye griping the whole time. That hadn’t been fun at all. He hadn’t stopped complaining since they first hid. Actually, he hadn’t stopped complaining since they’d left the apartment.

But when Mala and Darc saw her, Darc pulled off to the side of the road right away. Janey jumped over the back seat right into Darc’s lap and he just held her for a minute. It was almost like it had been when Daddy had found her that one time she’d gotten lost in the forest. Except that Darc didn’t smell like her daddy. Or talk as much.

Mala watched them for a minute, a weird look on her face. Popeye said she must still be hungry because she’d had Japanese food that didn’t ever fill you up. That was silly.

And then Mala was hugging her too. Popeye kept saying that he was getting cramped, but Janey knew he liked it. He couldn’t fool her.

Then the hug was over and Mala was talking to her. “Janey, don’t ever do that again. I’ve never been so scared.”

Janey knew that it had been bad to make Mala afraid like that. But she had needed to see Darc. She had drawn Mala a picture while she was waiting in the car, and she pulled it out and handed it over.

Mala took it and started to cry.

It was a picture of a badge, with Mala and Janey and Popeye and Trey and Maggie all inside of it. They were all holding hands.

Janey thought it was a happy picture. She didn’t understand why Mala was crying.

“I believe her drawing represents--” Darc began.

“I know what it means, Darc,” Mala answered in between her crying. “I know.” She leaned in to hug Janey again, and she whispered something in her ear.

“I’m sorry, Janey.”

Janey felt something swell up inside her belly and then she was crying too. She didn’t even know why. Darc looked at her, and Janey could tell he didn’t understand either. She just shrugged at him and kept hugging Mala back.

This had been the best night ever.

* * *

Trey stood in the middle of Mala’s living room, sipping at his black coffee, doing what he could to sober up. The anxiety of Janey’s disappearance had left, but had now been replaced by the awkwardness of getting busted by Mala for the whole Bluetooth-in-the-ear bit.

In retrospect, that may not have been one of his finest ideas.

Janey was still wrapped up in the blanket that she had used to hide herself in the backseat of Darc’s car. Trey had to admit, the kid had showed a lot of creativity and sheer cojones in managing to hitch a ride without getting caught. Girl had skills.

The babysitter was waiting to be picked up by her parents, Mala having decided that Pyper was too distraught to drive. The young woman’s eyes were red, Trey could only assume from a long bout of crying. He couldn’t even imagine what it must feel like to lose someone’s kid.

It was getting later by the moment, and if there was any chance that Darc and he were going to be able to get on that ferry tonight, they had to get going soon. It was the only reason Trey had shown up, for crying out loud. Being in the same apartment as his coworker he had tried to pull a fast one on wasn’t the brightest idea. But bringing up the topic of leaving right at this point seemed a tad insensitive.

Darc, however, seemed to have no such qualms.

“We need to leave. The ferry will be departing within the half-hour,” he said.

“What ferry? What’s going on?” Mala looked up from comforting Pyper. She’d been alternating between Janey and the babysitter since they arrived back at her apartment. Not that Janey seemed to need any comforting. She seemed perfectly content to hang out with Mala, Darc and Trey. Seemed that was her plan all along.

“It’s the case we’re working on,” Trey answered. “Remember the one a couple of months ago, before the whole freaky real estate guy? The pentagrams? They’ve started back up.”

“You mean the one that you wanted Janey to work on?” Mala clarified, her tone challenging.

“Hey. Not me. Darc. Darc wanted Janey to work on it.” Trey had no problem throwing his partner under the bus right now, especially right after outing the whole Roxanne trick. Okay, there had been a pretty compelling reason for it, but still…

“I wanted both of you. My reasoning for wanting you to come was sound,” Darc replied, his tone unruffled. Maybe part of the problem was that Darc didn’t recognize Mala’s mama bear tendencies. The way she went into defender mode the second anything came close to threatening Janey was spooky. Trey was just glad he wasn’t usually on the receiving end of it.

But then Mala surprised him. “There’s part of me that thinks it might not be such a bad idea,” she said. “But with the DSHS all over us--”

“We get it, Mala. Don’t stress it.” Trey assured her.

“No, I do not get it,” Darc interjected. “My reasons for wanting you both involved in this case are still very much present. And the chances of Janey’s involvement becoming known are small.”

“With this guy involved? I think you underestimate how much he seems to dislike me.”

Trey once more felt like he was stuck in the middle between an immovable object and an irresistible force. When Darc wanted something, there were very few people who managed to stand in his way. Mala was one of them.

But once again, Mala surprised him. “Well, there’s no way I’m going out there without her. And we’re both up anyway.” She sighed. “Are we going to a crime scene?”

“No, we’re going to talk to Satanists.” 

Man, did Darc need to work on his revealing-big-news skills.

 


CHAPTER 6

Mala had spent most of her life dealing with men who were threatened by her, whether that was in her personal life or her professional one. In work settings, the threat seemed to revolve around the fact that Mala was smart, capable and feminine. The combination of those three qualities seemed to enrage certain masculine personality types. In fact, now that Mala was thinking about it, that might be the problem with Richard Templeton.

When it came to dating, things were usually fine until the man learned how much money she made. Or how much schooling she had. Or how much she knew about so many diverse topics. Actually, there were so many different ways in which Mala could get tripped up in this area, it was shocking that she’d been on as many dates as she had in her life.

Another point for Darc when it came to that. He didn’t seem threatened by her at all. The fact that he couldn’t carry a simple conversation with her without someone in his ear… well, that was a whole other issue that they’d have to address at some point.

So men were complicated. But when it came to women, Mala found it relatively simple. There were those that were jealous of her professional success, and she supposed her looks as well, although that was always a bit of a surprise to her.

But she had never, ever had the kind of responses from women that she was getting here tonight on the ferry. Every woman she encountered, including the Satanists, took one glance at Janey there at Mala’s side and the looks they directed back to Mala turned to acid.

Mala had never felt so judged in all of her life.

Little snippets of conversation drifted her way. “I can’t believe she has that little girl out so late” and “Some people are so irresponsible with their children” and even “This is why some people shouldn’t have kids.” It was more than a little devastating.

She pulled Janey closer into her side, giving her a side squeeze. Janey looked up at her and smiled her radiant grin, and all of the nasty comments seeped away, washed clean by the pure love of this little girl. She was so happy right now.

And it wasn’t like tomorrow was a school day. It was Saturday. Janey could sleep in as long as she needed to, and she would be completely caught up on her sleep by Monday. Completely.

Mala tried to ignore the tiny voice in her head that was saying It’s impossible to catch up on sleep. You can only sleep the normal amount of time and gradually readjust.

It might be true, but experiences were sometimes more important that an anal-retentive sleep schedule. And this was turning out to be one hell of an experience.

The Satanists weren’t what Mala had expected. Well, some of them were. There were the goth-looking types, dressed in all black and eyeliner, pentagrams dangling from chains or tattooed onto foreheads. But there were others there that Mala would never have guessed were Satanists. Normal. Well dressed. Nothing out of the ordinary.

To be honest, they were much more troubling to her.

Darc and Trey had made the rounds of the group, trying to find some sort of a leader with whom to speak. That proved to be an almost impossible task. There was no centralized group. There were several different churches represented, The Church of Satan, the First Satanic Church, the Temple of Set and the Misanthropic Luciferian Order among them.

They had finally stumbled upon one man who was respected, or even revered, by everyone who was there for the Satanic ritual. A High Priest of the Church of Satan. He was also one of the ones that was creeping Mala out the most.

To all outward appearances, Edward Hoffman was nothing more than a normal businessman out late at night, taking a ride on the ferry. He was dressed in a striped red golf shirt, khaki slacks and dress shoes. His hair was neatly groomed, and there didn’t seem to be anything at all out of the ordinary about him.

Looking a bit closer, Mala spotted what appeared to be a small pentagram tattooed on his inner left wrist, mostly covered by his watch. But if she hadn’t been looking for it specifically, she doubted she ever would have noticed.

The man was leaning against the railing of the boat, meeting the gaze of Detective Darcmel with a look devoid of fear. This was someone who seemed to know and revel in his personal power and charisma. There was no awkwardness about him whatsoever.

Moving in closer to hear the conversation, Mala kept Janey behind her on the opposite side of the man. Maybe Satanists were just like anyone else, but this one was giving her the screaming heebie-jeebies. 

“Took you two long enough,” the Satanist yawned.

Trey pounced on that. “So you were expecting us?”

Edward Hoffman leveled a withering look at the poor detective. “I read the news. I’ve heard about the murders. Doesn’t take a genius to take a look at a pentagram and leap straight to Satanists.”

“Well, you have to admit, they totally look like something straight out of The Exorcist,” Trey responded.

“Yeah. ‘Cause Hollywood never gets it wrong,” Edward said, his tone caustic. He turned his head and caught sight of Janey, who had moved out from behind Mala in spite of all of her efforts to keep the little girl behind her. “A little late for you, isn’t it, sweetheart?” He glanced at Mala and winked at her. “How very irresponsible of you. I’m impressed.”

Mala ducked her head, her face darkening. She was getting dinged left and right out here. A compliment from a worshipper of Lucifer had the opposite effect of what was said. Which she was sure Edward understood.

Trey stepped back in. The way he was behaving toward the High Priest seemed to indicate that the man’s very existence was offensive to the detective on every level.

“I don’t understand how anyone could worship Satan. I mean, the guy’s pure evil.” 

“Look, I’m not a theistic Satanist,” Edward answered. “Most of us aren’t. Only a few of the more obvious nut jobs here are, and even they aren’t stupid enough to slaughter someone and slap them in a pentagram. It’s like pointing a gun at your own head.” He paused, apparently thinking that through. “Actually, I wouldn’t put that past a few of these idiots.”

“What’s a theistic Satanist?”

Darc spoke, his tone deep and piercing. “They are those who worship Satan as an actual supernatural being. Atheistic or agnostic Satanists venerate Satan as an allegorical ideal toward which they aspire.”

Edward’s eyes widened and he nodded at that. “Nice to meet someone who seems to know what they’re talking about.”

“Yeah, he’s a pain in the butt like that,” Trey muttered to himself.

“We use Satan as a guideline. We follow the five Satanic virtues,” Edward continued. “Selfishness, laziness, insolence, lustfulness and vanity.”

“Just the kind of people you want to take home to meet Mom.” The skeptical detective appeared unimpressed with Edward’s list.

“If your mother was an intelligent, free-thinking woman, then yes.”

“Are you really insulting my mother?” Trey demanded.

 “Let me explain,” Edward said, sneering at Trey. “I’ll put it in simple terms so that everyone can understand.”

Mala held out a hand to restrain the enthusiastic detective as his face turned bright red. Trey getting into a fistfight with a Satan worshipper would make a great byline for some enterprising journalist. And that wouldn’t help the case any.

The High Priest continued. “Selfishness is the idea that the greater good can never be served by self-inflicted misery. We reject sacrifice.”

“Well, that’s just—” Trey began.

Edward cut him short, ticking off his fingers as he went down the rest of the list. “Laziness is another way of saying that we loathe fruitless hard work. Insolence means we challenge authority. No outside power will take away our dignity and freedom. Lustfulness is just following our desires and passions without guilt.”

“That’s great. You’ve made the cardinal sins into a joke,” Trey said. “I don’t see how you’re going to explain away vanity, though. That’s just pride, dude.”

“Exactly, dude,” he confirmed. “Pride in our beauty, our majesty, our magic. We see the good in us and choose to nurture it, rather than wallow in false modesty and self-loathing.” 

Was it just Mala, or did that all actually make a strange kind of sense? Was it possible that there was more to Satanism than she had thought? She shook her head.

“Fine. Whatever,” Trey groused. “But what about all the pentagrams? You can’t tell me that there’s no link here between you guys and the murders. I mean, come on.”

The Satanist smirked. “No, I can’t. No more than you can say that there’s no link between the murders and the Christian faith. After all, they used pentagrams before we did. It represented the five senses, or the five wounds of Christ.”

“What? That’s… no… that can’t be true,” Trey sputtered, glancing at Darc for confirmation. Darc nodded once. “Really? Sonofa…”

Mala stepped in at that point. “It’s been used by Christians, agnostics, the occult, Satanists, Freemasons, Mormons. It’s a very old and very powerful symbol.”

“Yes it is,” Edward agreed, turning his gaze on her. His eyes seemed to smolder as he maintained eye contact. “It’s a representation of the Golden Ratio.”

Trey looked back and forth between Darc, Mala and Edward. Mala felt bad for him. He always seemed to be a beat or two behind the conversation. 

“What the hell are you talking about? And how come everyone here seems to know it but me?”

Edward shrugged his shoulders. “I can’t help that you’re ignorant. Each of the segments of the star is related to another segment from the same star, with the ratio always ending up phi, or approximately 1.618. It’s a ratio that’s found everywhere in nature, so it’s considered divine geometry.”

Trey shook his head and kept muttering to himself.

“We are here to discuss your alibis for the murders,” Darc said to Edward. 

Edward chuckled. “I don’t have any.”

“How do you know?” Trey asked. “We didn’t tell you the dates.”

The Satanist shrugged. “Oh, and I also had personal reasons to hate all three of them. The mob guy screwed our church over on a construction deal, and the two council members kept trying to shut us down right before elections. Guess that makes me your prime suspect.”

Which is exactly what an intelligent guilty man might say, Mala found herself thinking. Just because he was calm about the whole thing and was offering up the information willingly didn’t mean he was innocent. And the more she talked with the man, the more Mala felt that she needed to take a shower.

“Are you confessing?” Trey asked.

“Come for me,” the High Priest challenged him. “Please. I would like nothing better. No press is bad press for those who follow the left-hand path.”

The Satanist swiveled to look at each of them in turn, ending with Mala. It was a gaze that she could only describe as lascivious. He grinned at her.

“Well, if you don’t mind, I need to get back to my group.” He pointed off in the direction of the Satanists who were gathering around each other. “We have initiations, renewals, pledging of souls to the Dark Master. You know. Satan stuff.” He strolled off toward his group, looking to all the world like a man out for a midnight walk.

“What a prick,” Trey said, then peered after him. “Doesn’t help any that he’s cool as a cucumber.”

“Yes. There is little hope that he will give us information willingly,” Darc agreed.

But as they moved away from the group of Satan worshippers who had begun chanting, Mala couldn’t help but recall the heated gaze of Mr. Hoffman. She remembered and shuddered at the memory.

That was not someone she would ever want to meet in a dark alleyway.

* * *

Glistening symbols, glittering threads, a gleaming patchwork cloth of logic flowed through Darc’s mind, tracing pathways of data to their ends. Those ending places could be intellectual dead-ends, revelatory conclusions or simply the beginning of another logic stream.

And all of them were leaving him feeling somehow… hollow. The ending of his date with Mala had been less than satisfactory. But then during the subsequent search for Janey and the questioning of the Satanists, he felt that surge of energy and renewal that he only seemed to get from his interactions with Mala.

He was drawn to her in a way that the illuminating fragments of logic in his mind could not track. The strange landscape of his inner emotional life was becoming more familiar to him, almost welcome, the more he spent time with her. And that link between the cold and shimmering logic and the murkier depths of emotion had been proven worthwhile during their last case together.

With that said, it didn’t seem to be getting any less excruciating to explore those deep chasms within his soul. Soul? That was a word Darc would not have used before encountering Mala. He had heard the expression used, and understood its meaning. But the existence of a soul was so far in question that it wasn’t part of his everyday lexicon.

They were standing on the dock after leaving the ferry. Janey had fallen asleep and was slung over Mala’s shoulder, her bear still clutched tightly in her grip. Trey was talking to a group of goth girls, all of whom were giggling in a very non-goth way.

Mala caught Darc’s eye and made her way over to him. Her lips were turned down, and there were lines etched on her forehead. There were several emotional options here to explain that expression, but as Darc felt the surging of his emotional topography, he came up with sadness.

She was sad. And that emotion seemed to be connected with him.

“Something is wrong,” he said as she settled in directly in front of him. She seemed to peer closer at him with that statement, her face registering something. Surprise? That appeared to be it.

“Yes, Darc. Something is wrong.” She sighed, and shifted Janey’s weight on her shoulder. She indicated with her chin toward the little girl. “Everything I do right now is for Janey. And you know some of what’s happening with the DSHS.”

“Yes, although I don’t see--”

“Darc, please. This is hard enough without you interrupting.” Mala took a deep breath and let it out. “I don’t think that right now is the best time for us to pursue any sort of relationship.”

The ribbons of logic swirled around this statement, tasting it, testing it, feeling out its contours with their bright and cold intelligence. They confirmed the veracity of her thesis. She was right.

And yet, the emotional terrain trembled, a psychological tremor that left Darc’s chest aching. It somehow burned and felt empty and cold at the same time. How was that possible? There was nothing about his reaction that made sense.

“I understand,” Darc finally said, and moved off in the rain that had just started falling. It was a cold rain, preparatory to the winter that was coming soon. The chill began to sink into his clothes with the moisture. Darc had hoped the cold would soothe the burning in his chest.

But all it did was feed the empty chill that was growing inside.

* * *

Trey had driven Darc’s car through the rain, taking Mala and Janey home. There had been more than enough time for him to sober up, and he always kept a copy of Darc’s keys on him. He’d learned to do that a long time ago. Darc had many good qualities, but standard behavior like taking his own car home and making sure everyone he took with him had a ride back was not high on his list of priorities.

Now Trey was back at his apartment with Mala and a sleeping Janey, along with Maggie, his partner in crime. He’d convinced Mala to come up for a cup of Maggie’s hot chocolate. She’d said no at first, but his apartment was on the way to Mala’s, and he told her it was probably good to clear the air now, before it got to be impossible. To say that it was awkward was an understatement.

It didn’t help that Mala hadn’t said a word since she stepped into the car. That could have been due to the sleeping girl at her arms, but it felt much stronger than that.

“Sooooo… how’s it going?” he ventured as she laid Janey down on the sofa.

Mala met his gaze as she sank down beside the little girl who was still clutching her bear. “I’ve had better nights,” she finally replied.

“Yeah… About that… Listen—”

“Trey,” Mala cut him off. “This isn’t about what you did. I mean, don’t misunderstand, I don’t want you to do it again. But I almost understand why you would help him that way.”

“It’s just that he cares—”

Mala held up a hand. “Don’t. Please. This is hard enough.”

Now Trey was confused. “I don’t get it. What’s hard enough?”

“I broke it off.” She gave a humorless chuckle. “If there was anything to break off, that is.”

“Hold on. You broke up with Darc?” Sudden comprehension flooded through him. “Oh. That’s why he took off walking.”

“It was a mistake. I never should have agreed to the date to begin with.”

Trey chewed on that a bit. “Okay. I get it. I’ll be the first one to tell you that Darc can be a royal pain in the ass, but he’s a good guy.”

“Of course he is,” Mala agreed. “But that doesn’t make him a good person to date.”

And then Maggie entered the living room, carrying a steaming cup of cocoa over to Mala. She handed the beverage over, then sat down in the chair opposite.

“You really have no idea.”

“Excuse me?” Mala replied.

Maggie let out a long breath. “All right. I wasn’t going to say anything. I mean, I’m the ex-wife, of course I’m going to be bitter, right? Except I’m not.” She glanced over at Trey. “Well, mostly not.”

“I don’t understand what—” Mala began.

“Your first date with Darc was a cakewalk compared to mine.”

“That seems unlikely.”

“Um. How about this? He shoved a busboy that got in his way, and the poor kid almost had to go to the emergency room for stitches. All while Darc just sat there eating his steak.” Maggie pursed her lips, almost like she had sucked on a lemon.

“But that’s just the point,” Mala shot back. “Is he really capable of sustaining any kind of intimacy with someone? There’s such an emotional disconnect there.”

“I wouldn’t have thought so, no,” Maggie muttered. “That’s why I divorced him.”

“But then why would you—?”

“Defend him? Yeah, I’m as shocked as anyone.” She gave a sad smile that broke Trey’s heart a little. “But he’s changed. I didn’t think it was possible, but he’s doing it right in front of my eyes.”

“Forgive me for saying this in front of your new boyfriend, but it sounds like you want to get back together with him.” Mala’s tone was mild, but her words were direct.

Ouch. Trey tried not to look like he was paying too close of attention. Of course, he was totally riveted. He needed the answer to this question as much as Mala did.

But Maggie just laughed. It was Trey’s favorite thing about her. When she was really amused by something, it was like her laughter came straight from her gut, and nothing could hold it back. And those were the kind of belly laughs bursting out of her right now.

“Oh. Oh… I’m sorry. That must seem like I’m making fun of you,” Maggie apologized. “I’m not, though. Seriously. No. I don’t want to get back with Darc. He made me crazy.”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. That he’ll make me crazy too.”

“But that’s just the thing. He won’t. Well, he will, but you’ll figure it out where I couldn’t.” She pointed at Mala. “You love his whole savant thing, right? I just tolerated it. Admired it at first, maybe, but mostly just put up with it.”

“Even if that’s true,” Mala conceded. “What about his disconnect?”

“Listen to what I’m saying to you. He’s changing. For you. In a way he never did for me, no matter how much I begged him to.”

“But—”

“He lied. That babysitter is a total stoner, by the way.”

Mala perked up at that. “But he said…” 

“He pretended,” Maggie continued. “Don’t you get it? He let Trey in his ear. He never would have done that for me. Hell, I don’t even want Trey in my ear.”

“Hey,” Trey interjected.

“He’s different now,” Maggie continued after giving Trey a look that he knew meant she would deal with him later. “And that’s all about you.”

“That seems to make you sad.”

Maggie let out another breath. “Of course it makes me sad. Darc’s a great man and an amazing detective. It was a thrill to be involved in that, even on the sidelines.” She glanced over at Trey. “But I don’t love him. Maybe I did once, but not now.” Returning her gaze to Mala, she spoke with surprising gentleness. “But I think maybe you do.”

Mala dropped her gaze and looked over at Janey who was still sprawled out asleep next to her. Trey could tell that what Maggie had said was affecting her.

“Okay…” Mala began, then paused. “But I’m just not sure I have time for romance right now, with everything that’s happening with Janey…”

“I’m going to stop you right there. Saying I have no time is the same as It’s not you, it’s me. When the right thing comes along, we rearrange our lives for it. And you know that.”

Maggie’s words seemed to have gone deep, as Mala just stood there, her face thoughtful. Trey decided to try to tip the scales even further.

“What say we give it one more try?” Trey asked. “All four of us this time.”

“This time?” Mala answered, her tone pointed.

“Well, this time in person,” he answered.

Mala let out a huge sigh, then gave him a grin. “All right. Fine. One more try.”

Trey sat down in his chair and reached over for Maggie’s hand. As she made contact with him, he felt the familiar tingle that her touch always sparked in him. Ending up with Darc’s ex had been painful on so many levels, and had put him in physical danger more than once. But he wouldn’t have given it up for anything in the world.

It was nice to hear that she felt the same way.

 


CHAPTER 7

Janey hadn’t been asleep. She guessed that pretending was maybe not so good, but it wasn’t lying, right? Popeye started laughing at her, but she ignored him.

It was just that grown-ups didn’t like to say things around her. At least not important things. And because she had acted like she wasn’t awake, she’d gotten to hear all kinds of things.

Like how Mala didn’t want to date Darc anymore. That one had almost made her pop her head up. But she managed to stay relaxed, so she had also heard the whole conversation with Trey and Maggie. That had made it all better.

Well, mostly.

Because now Darc was out walking around in the rain. Trey said he did that all the time, but Janey was pretty sure he only did it when he was feeling lonely or sad. Like when Janey hid in the closet or underneath the sink.

When she wanted to be by herself, it was usually because she was thinking about her mommy and daddy. And those were times that she hurt in her chest. She bet Darc was hurting in his chest, too.

It wasn’t fair. Mala loved Darc, Janey knew she did. She saw the way that Mala looked at him when he was figuring things out.

But Mala didn’t seem to know. And Darc wasn’t very good about explaining things. Like why he should be with Mala. And with Janey, of course.

That would make everyone so much happier. Darc would be with Mala. Mala would be with Darc. Both of them would be with Janey. 

The only one upset would be Popeye, but that was only because he had a crush on Mala. He said he didn’t, but Janey knew better. Popeye stuck out his tongue at her. Naughty bear.

But maybe Janey could make things better. Maybe she could behave really well so that the date would go better next time. If she hadn’t snuck down to the car, it might have gone well.

Mala carried her up the stairs to the front of the apartment building where they lived. It sounded like she was tired, and Janey felt bad, but if she woke up now, Mala might know that she had been awake the whole time.

So she stayed quiet and still.

When they got up to the apartment, Mala tucked her into bed without even putting her in pajamas. She just pulled Janey’s shoes and socks off and pulled the covers up over her. Janey stirred, and almost decided to open her eyes so she could give Mala a big hug. It seemed like she needed one.

But Janey had something she needed to do.

Darc saw the bands of light and color just like she sometimes did. But he never saw them about people. That’s why he didn’t know that the lawyer guy that tried to date Mala had been such a bad person. But Janey did. She saw those things.

And she knew something that he didn’t about the man from the ferryboat.

She pulled out some paper and a crayon and started drawing.

* * *

Darc squinted against the sunshine as he walked into work. It had been four o’clock in the morning when he finally arrived home from his conversation with Mala, drenched to the bone, with his body aching. It had distracted him somewhat from other deeper and darker emotions that were swirling under the surface of the ocean of his consciousness, like psychological sharks ready to attack.

But now he had no car with which to drive himself to the precinct. He could have called Trey, but the thought of speaking with his partner caused additional turbulence in the inner emotional currents. Trey was partially to blame for the events of last night.

The logic strands burst and disintegrated around that idea. It was not accurate. Trey had done nothing but try to assist him in navigating an uncomfortable social scenario with which Darc was largely unfamiliar.

The intoxication, however, was another matter. That deserved a lengthy conversation.

The sun beat down against Darc’s forehead, the light striking his eyes in a way that made them water. Sunshine of this nature was uncommon in Seattle. It was a statistical anomaly during late October. It added to the sense of discombobulation that Darc was experiencing.

He entered the building and immediately ran into Trey, who was hovering around the entrance, apparently waiting for him.

“Okay, dude. I’ve got good news and gross news. Which one do you want first?” He paused for a millisecond, then continued. “Never mind. I’ll tell you the good news first. Mala wants to go out with you again.”

Darc felt something surge within him, a bubble of warmth that was inexplicable. And yet, in spite of the fact that it felt good, he found he did not trust it. Nor the messenger, for that matter.

“She does not. Last night she told me she did not think our relationship was a good idea.”

“No, no. This was after that. I talked her into having a double date. You, me, Mala and Maggie. Isn’t that awesome? You can thank me later.”

Darc had no idea how to respond to this information. The majority of that news did indeed seem positive, but there was a reaction around the nature of the double date that seemed to be creating the effect of heavy ballast, pulling back on the sensation of that bubble of warmth within.

Trey continued, unfazed by Darc’s lack of response. “So, here’s the gross news. What’s-his-bucket… you know, the intern from the ME’s office…”

“Cody Lyons,” Darc prompted.

“Right, Cody. Anyway, he was looking at the body of that councilwoman from the third crime scene, and he found something. He wants us down there ASAP.”

Trey grabbed Darc’s arm and propelled him back out toward the parking lot. Darc’s car was there, right next to Trey’s Land Rover. Trey saw Darc staring, and responded to the unspoken question.

“Maggie helped me bring your car back this morning. She took a cab back. Figured you’d probably had a rough night.”

He moved around Darc’s car to his own, pulling open the passenger side door and cramming Darc into the seat. He then ran around to the driver’s side.

“Sorry about the manhandling,” he apologized. “It’s just that Cody said it was time sensitive, and you’re moving a lot slower than you usually do.”

Darc took in the statement, the bands of light wrapping themselves around the information and spitting back out an answer. Trey was correct. Darc was moving much more slowly than was typical for him.

That was unusual.

The ME’s office was only about a mile away from the department building, so a few minutes later, Darc and Trey were making their way down to the morgue. The building was a part of a much larger complex that spread over several city blocks.

When they entered the morgue, Cody ran forward to greet them. “You will not believe what I found when I was cutting this woman open.”

He escorted them to the side of the body, and pulled back a flap of skin that was covering the woman’s internal organs. There, burned into the surface of the woman’s heart, was a pentagram.

“Well, that totally qualifies as gross, Cody,” Trey affirmed. “But how the hell did the killer get that in there?”

“That’s the thing. I found a small incision right here where the bellybutton is. They went through with some kind of soldering or wood burning tool and cauterized the tissue.” He shook his head. “It’s fascinating, right? I mean, totally creepy and all, but fascinating.”

Darc looked at the pentagram. There appeared to be three points that had been burned deeper and wider than the rest of the figure. All three appeared at some point in the five-sided star, with one at one of the points along the left hand side, the other two found at the angle formed by two of the arms. The spacing appeared familiar to him.

The symbol lifted itself off of the organ in Darc’s mind, spinning around and forming associations to other numbers and logic pathways previously formed. The pentagram superimposed itself on a map of Seattle, the darker points glowing in recognition and harmony.

Darc stood up and ran toward the exit, not bothering to alert his partner. Trey would follow soon enough, and Darc had to follow the trail laid out by the gleaming threads converging all around him.

There was no time. No time at all.

* * *

Trey watched as Darc bolted out of the morgue. Now there was the savant detective he knew and loved. He shrugged an apology to Cody and prepared to race off after him.

“Does he do that a lot?” Cody asked.

“You have no idea.” Trey ran to the exit, searching for and finding Darc’s retreating back. Well, that was a familiar sight.

“But there was something else…” Cody called out after him.

“Later!” Trey shouted back. He couldn’t afford to lose Darc when his partner was on a tear like this. True, Trey had the car, but he wouldn’t put it past Darc to hotwire the sucker and leave Trey stranded. Keeping up was a matter of survival.

Plus, he had to admit, it was pretty exciting.

“Where are we going?” he asked Darc, once he caught up to him. He was proud of the fact that he hadn’t completely lost his breath yet. Maybe he was starting to get into better shape.

And then Darc put on a burst of speed, and Trey realized that his partner had just been waiting for him. Sort of.

By the time they got out to the car, Trey could barely walk, much less talk. “Where…? How…? You…” Darc moved over to the passenger side door and just stared at Trey. “Yeah… never mind. I guess… you’ll tell me.” He unlocked the doors and climbed in. At least Darc wasn’t trying to drive. He’d have to give Trey some information if he wanted to get wherever he was going in such a hurry.

By this point, Trey was starting to catch his breath. Pretty much. “So what was that all about?”

“We need to get to the corner of 7th Avenue and South Elm grove Street in South Park.”

“Okay, yeah. But how do you know that?”

Darc spoke without taking his eyes off the road. It was almost like he was following a map in his head and was making sure he didn’t miss any of the turns. For all Trey knew, that was exactly what was going on.

But he did finally answer. “The pentagram was a map of part of the city.”

“Whoa. What?” Trey did his best to process that information. Nope. Too much. “What?”

“Each of the darker points on the star referred to the three locations of the murders to date.”

“So, this guy is killing people along the points of a pentagram?”

Darc said nothing, continuing to look out the window. And now that Trey knew what was in his partner’s head, he could see that Darc was indeed following a map. A freaky savant map that Darc could apparently superimpose over three random dots that he found carved on a victim’s heart.

Sometimes, his partner’s gifts totally freaked Trey out.

* * *

The stage was set. 

The players were on their way.

It was time for the show to begin.

There were moments when playing the game seemed unfair. There was no way the players could have any idea what was coming. But that was part of the way the world had to work. If they were truly worthy, no amount of unfairness could stop them. Plus, if the Intermediary allowed the playing field to become level, there was always the possibility of ultimately losing.

And the winning was all.

It wasn’t that the Intermediary was so attached to personal power and gain. Not at all. It was the greater good that was the goal. Not the sissified greater good of that lunatic priest or the sanctimonious lawyer. They had been useful tools. Fit only to use as pawns to distract attention away from the true ends.

And their idea of “greater good” was so narrow. So based in tired religion. So filled with piety. So moralistic.

No.

The greater good was that which worked toward natural selection. Get rid of the old, weak and infirm. Cull the herd. Within reason, of course. Avarice could be tolerated, but not when it led to getting rid of the best and the brightest in order to protect its own place.

Therein lay the problem. Money and influence, which were synonymous in this day and age, were not the greatest good. They were not the ideal to which the human race should aspire.

Of course not. Any idiot could see that.

The builders of the Tower of Babel had it right. Come together. Bring the strongest, the most intelligent, the most courageous. And then construct a building that would take them to God.

They just hadn’t understood that God was a construct. A metaphor. A teaching tool left for the ages by those who had seen the strength to which humans could aspire when the best among them strove together. 

Build a tower, yes, but not to reach to some nonexistent deity. Build the tower to attract more of the best. Gather them all in together. Create the perfect city-state that would be invulnerable, not because of location or positioning, but because those within were bigger, better and brighter than those without.

And then let the haters hate. Let the wailer wail. Let the destroyers attempt to destroy.

The best of the best would beat them back. Every single time.

Always there was resistance. From those who were weak and wanted protection. From the middle of the pack that believed they belonged up at the front. From those who were strong but incapable of embracing their own strength. False modesty was one of the biggest killers of real power.

And so, the herd would be culled. The Intermediary expected that the savant would survive. Indeed, that was an outcome to be desired. Robi Darcmel, unlike his partner, was certainly one of the brightest. 

It remained to be seen whether or not he was one of the best.

* * *

Mala had talked to a lot of parents over the course of her career as a child psychologist. And she’d had to defend herself from many accusations, especially any time she had to challenge someone to take a close look at their own behavior.

The statement she’d heard more than any other? If you were a parent, you’d understand. There was not another thing a parent could say that Mala had dreaded more.

And yet…

Mala was horrified to learn that it was kind of true.

Here she was, a licensed child psychologist, trained to the gills, and she wasn’t positive on how she wanted to proceed. Yes, Janey was an unusual case. But that was what Mala had given more than half of her life to study. How to help troubled children, the more challenging the better.

But somehow, when you were in the trenches day in and day out, things changed. They took on a textural difference that helped to explain why parents were so adamant about the fact that no one could understand unless they’d had children themselves.

Something for Mala to remember next time she got in the room with a set of parents who were digging in their heels on the treatment. But there was something else she needed to remind herself.

She was a good psychologist. A damn good one.

Even in those times that the parents had thrown a fit, when they’d done what she’d asked, things invariably got better. Their relationship with their child improved, many times marriages were saved. In short, Mala knew what she was doing.

And one of her best pieces of advice? Don’t overreact to misbehavior, but don’t ignore it either.

She’d done pretty well about not overreacting to Janey’s recent misbehavior, but Mala was now swiftly approaching the time where she needed to do something or she’d miss the second half of it.

Janey and she had been through some tough spots. Times where Mala hadn’t been sure that either one of them would come out alive. But to have her foster daughter go missing had been one of the worst imaginable. Not knowing where she was, Mala’s mind had leapt to dozens of worst-case scenarios, each more horrific than the last.

And Janey needed to know that. 

She had to understand how her behavior was affecting those around her.

“Janey!” Mala called out to her.

Before the entire name was even out of her mouth, Janey was rushing into the room, dragging her bear in one hand, waving a sheet of paper in the air with the other. The page was another of her drawings.

When Janey thrust the picture in front of her, Mala could barely take in all of the elements. What she could see is that there were two men, one of them bald. And that there was lots and lots of blood.

The conversation could wait. She needed to get a hold of Darc.

* * *

The lines converged, pointing with glowing precision to their destination as Darc followed the glittering trail left behind. The socioeconomic level dropped with each passing street as they headed to the corner of 7th Avenue and South Elm grove Street in South Park.

Their destination was a facility that processed iron and bronze, part of a series of warehouses in the district that made the area a maze of corrugated tin warehouses surrounded by concrete. A man-made jungle of sharp metal and hard stone.

“Really?” Trey asked, as he viewed the target building. “Once, just once, I would like to be headed into… oh, I dunno… a toy warehouse. Or no, even better, a huge bakery that makes nothing but pastries. How about that? Effing metal smelting POS…” he grumbled as he got out of the car.

They walked up to the sliding metal door, only to see that the lock that was supposed to hold the door in place was hanging open. There did not appear to be anyone around the area, as it was a Saturday and most of the businesses around were closed.

“Looks like they take their security seriously,” Trey muttered, flipping the lock out and putting his shoulder against the sliding door. It didn’t budge. “C’mon, Darc. A little help, maybe?”

With Darc assisting, the door relented and screeched open in its tracks, revealing a scene from some gothic version of hell. The heat punched them in the face as the glow from molten metal illuminated the interior of the warehouse structure in a strange light. Shadows cast against the wall and ceiling girders merged with the orange gloaming, creating a vista of sharp angles and sinister radiation.

“Okay… ‘splain me this,” Trey said, looking out over the display. “If no one’s here, why is all the metal melted?”

Darc chose not to answer, focusing instead on the pathways of logic that were picking out a path amongst the groupings of machinery and half-finished metal products. Iron grates, railings and decorative ornamentation fought for space with larger, less obvious metal structures.

As they moved into the building, the door behind them screamed in agony as it was slammed shut, the boom of the closing entryway echoing through the large space. What light from outside had been present was now cut off completely.

“Tell me there was an automatic door closer thingy there that I just missed,” Trey begged. When Darc did not answer, he squeaked, “Come on! When I say tell me, I mean tell me. I’m not looking for a reality check, man. I just want to know I’m going to get out of here in one freaking piece.”

He went back to the door and pulled on it. “It won’t budge. We’re stuck in here.” He snapped his fingers. “No, wait. I can’t move this on my own. C’mere.” He waved Darc over to his side, where they both put their energy and weight into trying to reopen the sliding metal entrance.

Nothing.

“Right. I am not freaking out. I am so not freaking out.”

A loud metal clang sounded from deep inside the warehouse.

“I am totally freaking out!” Trey yelled, then clapped a hand over his mouth. As far as Darc could tell, his partner did so to keep from making any further noise. A sound decision, although it was always puzzling to Darc that Trey seemed to have so little control over his motor functions. 

Darc surveyed the layout of the building, allowing the logic pathways to assert themselves as an overlay on his sight. “This appears to be the area where the framing tables, panel carts and welding fixtures are kept,” he told his partner, seeking a way to help him acclimate to the new environment. Trey often did not do well in unfamiliar settings. They seemed to unsettle him.

“I think the more important thing to address is the fact that someone trapped us in here,” Trey shot back.

“Yes.”

“Yes. Yes? That’s what you’re going with? You couldn’t say that you thought it was just a coincidence or something?”

Darc glanced at his partner and then to the surrounding heat and light. The logical conclusion was all around for him to see if he would but observe.

Trey followed his gaze and his shoulders slumped. “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to lie to me once in a while.”

Perhaps this was one of those interpersonal suggestions that Trey was so often encouraging Darc to review. He realized that it might be to Trey’s benefit to hear untruths from Darc on occasion. It flew directly in the face of the logic trails, but so many of Trey’s recommendations did.

It deserved further speculation.

For now, however, they had a body to find. And from every piece of information coming from the gleaming strands of color, they were walking right into a trap.

 


CHAPTER 8

Mala hung up after her third attempt at trying to reach Darc and Trey. She’d dialed both of their cell numbers, only to go straight through to voicemail.

Time to escalate this.

Captain Merle was either not in today, seeing it was a Saturday, or he was away from his desk. Knowing Merle, the former was much more likely.

Dispatch was unable to help her, as Darc had not checked in before heading to wherever he was. They last they knew, he was headed with Trey to the morgue. They could triangulate off his cell phone or Trey’s Land Rover, but only in an emergency. And no, a child’s drawing apparently did not qualify.

Phoning the morgue, Mala was finally able to talk to someone who had at least seen the bald detective. Considering Darc’s habits, that fact was a minor miracle, as far as she was concerned.

“Yeah, they were here,” the intern who had identified himself as Cody Lyons informed her. “But then he flew out of here like a bat out of hell. No clue where he was going.” The young man paused for a moment. “That guy’s a little strange.”

“Thank you for your help,” Mala replied before hanging up.

Maybe this was all a wild goose chase. There was nothing concrete that said that Darc was in serious danger. Then she glanced back down at the picture Janey had drawn. Concrete or not, Mala trusted that little girl’s instincts. In her own way, she was becoming as sharp as Darc in her ability to discern hidden information.

There was one last Hail Mary she could attempt. Mala called the office number she still had in her phone for Bryce Van Owen, the former serial killer Assistant Prosecuting Attorney. Not that she had any desire to hear his voice… the man was long gone… but in the hopes that she would get through to his successor. Someone further up the food chain might be able to get the ball rolling, at least.

The phone rang twice, three times, four… Mala was about to hang up, when a voice came through the connection. “Assistant Prosecuting Attorney Carson Speer.”

“Mr. Speer,” Mala said, hoping against hope. “My name is Dr. Mala Charan. You don’t know me, but--”

“Dr. Charan!” he gushed. “I’ve been wanting to meet you. I’ve heard your name so many times since I started. Nothing but good things, of course.”

“Oh, well… I’m very happy to hear that,” Mala replied, flummoxed. “I need your help with something that may not make a lot of sense.”

“That seems to fit your team’s MO to a tee,” he answered, chuckling. “Shoot.”

Mala explained the situation to him, briefly sketching in the relationship between Darc and Janey and the nature of the pictures she drew for the bald detective. The attorney listened intently, only interrupting when he needed to clarify some detail.

“Well, this definitely falls into the weird as shit category,” he said as she finally finished. “But I’d expect nothing less from you guys. I’ll call over and see if I can get a trace on their vehicle or cell phones. Sit tight. I’ve got your phone number here on my phone display. I’ll call if I find anything.”

He hung up, and Mala stared at her cell phone. The man was charming without the intensity that had made Bryce so dangerous… and appealing. The new APA radiated competence and seemed more than willing to accept her word based off of her reputation alone. She appreciated that.

She also wasn’t about to sit on her ass and wait for a call. Driving toward the station would more than likely put her closer to where Darc and Trey were anyway, and was much preferable to doing nothing. And with Janey along, who knew? She and Darc were connected in a way that defied logic. Maybe she’d stumble across some savant-type breadcrumbs left by the bald detective.

Stranger things had happened.

* * *

Trey was doing everything he could not to hyperventilate.

But the dark warehouse, lit up like some crazy jack-o-lantern with all the glowing liquid metal, and the knowledge that someone had trapped them here was starting to feel all too familiar.

Some serious shiz was about to go down.

“Well,” He said into the darkness. “At least there are no snakes.”

He backed into one of the framing tables by mistake, knocking off a rod of iron that clattered against the cement floor, piercing the silence. Trey leapt into the air, screaming like a girl, clutching at his chest to keep his heart from leaping out.

Darc turned and observed the whole thing.

Trey loved Darc, he really did. But if his partner kept giving him judging stares like that, he might just have to kill him.

“Okay,” he said, clearing his throat. “Where do we go from here?”

Darc scanned the darkness around them. “There,” he said, pointing up to one of the steel girders. On it was etched a symbol that looked like a fish. “Alpha.” He peered at Trey as if that should explain everything.

“Right,” Trey agreed, nodding his head. “And that’s important because…?”

“It is a Greek symbol that means beginning,” Darc clarified. “The killer wants us to go to the start.”

“Sure. Start. Why not?” Trey stopped. “Wait. You mean like the first murder?”

Darc shook his head. “We are being directed to the beginning of the metal fabrication process.” He pointed to the far end of the warehouse. “The dumping tables for the raw iron and bronze should be located back there.”

“Through the insane house of horrors here?” Trey asked. “Yeah, that sounds about right.” He shook his head in disgust. “Could we maybe run into a serial killer once that just likes to come after us with guns or chainsaws or something like that? You know… normal psychotic stuff?”

They moved through the dimly lit aisle, doing their best to avoid coming close to the rivulets of molten metal that streamed through ceramic channels throughout the complex. Trey was looking at one of them when he felt a tug at his foot and fell to his knees, almost doing a full-on face plant. He had tripped over what looked like super fine fishing wire that had been pulled taut across their path.

A trap.

Just as the thought ran through his head, he looked up to see an acetylene welding torch fire up, sparking something beside it. There was a burst of light as whatever it was caught.

Darc reached down and pulled Trey up by his armpit, setting him on his feet.

“Run,” his partner intoned.

They sprinted toward the back of the warehouse as the world behind them exploded. Shards of metal whizzed past, one of them imbedding itself into the fleshy part of Trey’s shoulder, another nicking Darc underneath his left eye socket. Darc pulled on Trey’s shirt, leaping underneath one of the tables for shelter, dragging Trey along behind.

Glancing back, Trey could see that several fires were raging, one of them very close to a suspicious looking metal tank. That couldn’t be good.

“We need to move,” Darc said, pointing to the threat behind them. “Are you hurt?”

Trey tried to move his left arm and felt the heat of a thousand suns sear him from the inside. “Uh, yeah. A bit.” He pointed to his shoulder with his other hand.

“Can you run?”

“Do I have to?” Trey asked.

Darc seemed to process that. “No.”

“No, I don’t have to run?” That didn’t make any sense. Trey looked deep into Darc’s face. Well, as deep as he could in the near-dark.

“No. There is no danger,” his partner responded.

“But the tank back there… and you said that we needed to move… and…”

Darc sighed. “You said that I should occasionally not tell you when there was something dangerous.”

“What?!” Trey screamed. “Not when I’m about to die! Get me out of here!”

Grabbing Trey by his shirt once more, Darc yanked him out from under the table and down the aisle once more. The shirt pulled against the wound in Trey’s shoulder; the pain was excruciating.

They had made it halfway through the warehouse when another, larger explosion ripped through the air, sending them flying forward. They landed in a heap next to some gnarly machinery that Trey couldn’t have identified even if it would have saved his life.

At least the earlier blow seemed to have gotten rid of the small pieces of shrapnel lying around. This larger explosion had, however, collapsed a part of the ceiling. Beams and girders poked up through the wreckage, illuminated by the exterior light that streamed in through the hole in the ceiling.

But even that light was dim. What had started as a sunny morning had turned into a typical Seattle overcast day. All the light served to do was cast a pall over the scene, making the destruction somehow that much more sinister.

“We have no way of knowing if there are more tanks remaining,” Darc said, standing once again and pulling Trey back up beside him.

“Right. So we need to get out of here. Again.”

Darc paused.

“Dude.” Trey placed his right hand against Darc’s chest. “Imminent danger. No lies. Deal?”

Darc nodded. “Deal.”

“I’m proud of you, though. That’s… what… two lies in two days? Impressive.”

They moved to the end of the warehouse, finding a door at the end that was slightly ajar. On it was etched another symbol. This one looked like a weird rounded w. Trey turned to Darc for an explanation.

“That is Omega. It is the Greek symbol for the end.”

Well then. At least that was one that Darc wasn’t going to have to explain to him.

* * *

Janey looked out of the window at the street in front of her.

Usually Mala didn’t let her ride in the front with her, but this time she’d said that she wanted Janey to be able to see. Mala was stressed out.

Mommy and Daddy had sometimes talked about being stressed out. It was usually when Popeye was being especially bad and trying to get Janey into trouble. Then Janey’s parents would get that look on their faces and they’d talk loud and they’d be stressed out.

Mala had that look on her face right now.

But Popeye hadn’t done anything this time. At least that’s what he said. And for once, Janey believed him. She and Popeye hadn’t argued once today. Well, except for that one time when they were talking about grilled cheese. Janey said cheddar was better, but Popeye insisted that it was American, all the way.

Silly bear. American cheese tasted like plastic.

Anyway, Janey was pretty sure she knew why Mala was stressed out. Darc was in trouble, and Mala didn’t know what to do about it. Mala loved Darc, even if she didn’t really know it right now.

Janey was worried too, but not as much as Mala. She wasn’t as worried because she knew something that Mala didn’t know. Just like she had known something that Darc hadn’t known. Sometimes kids knew things. Especially kids like Janey.

What Mala didn’t know was that Darc wasn’t really in danger. Oh, it would be scary and he might get a little hurt, but he would be okay. The streams of light had said so, and she was learning to always trust the light. The threads of different color wrapped themselves around her, like shoestrings that were tying themselves into a really tough double knot. Double knots were nice, because they didn’t come untied and then make you trip on the laces. The lights were like that. Safe.

But there was a color that was running through the strands that was dark red. Janey didn’t like that strand. She tried to avoid it, to keep from seeing what it was trying to tell her, but she couldn’t. The other threads kept her in place. Tied down.

There was something else here that she already knew about. Something that she had tried to make herself forget. But she had put it in the drawing.

She thought about the picture. Darc and Trey. Trey and Darc. Lots of red everywhere around them. Both of them.

Darc was going to be okay. That was true. She knew it.

But what about Trey?

The lights swirled around her, telling her things she didn’t want to know. Trey wasn’t safe. Not at all.

It wasn’t just that he might get hurt. He might end up like Mommy and Daddy. And Janey wasn’t sure she could handle that.

She glanced over to the side of the car and saw herself reflected in the side mirror. Her expression was familiar. It was the same as Mala’s.

Janey was stressed out.

* * *

Darc pushed the massive metal door open. Just beyond the entryway was a cramped aisle created by conveyor belts right next to one another. The belts had been turned on, and chunks of twisted metal streamed past them on their way to the nonexistent workers in the other room.

There was only room for them to do single file into the space, which stayed narrow there below, but was open above them. The ceiling was high enough that Darc could not make it out in the darkness. It gave the space an infinite feel, and the lines of logic danced in the black non-light surrounding them. Here, there was not even the glow from the metal and the fires to give them illumination. Instead, they had to rely on what they could see with their night vision only.

Creeping forward step by step, Darc felt the presence of the glowing strands of light around him. They led him, guided him, and yet…

There was something he was not seeing here. Some piece of this puzzle that was undiscovered by the threads of light. All the variables seemed to be accounted for, but there was an empty hole where a pathway should be.

A blind spot that Darc’s preternatural intellect could not penetrate.

What was it?

He was missing something.

Things of a logical nature rarely escaped his notice. Something was escaping his notice. Therefore, what was missing was more than likely something that was not of a logical nature.

It was something that had to do with motivations, personalities or emotions. One of those empty dark places in Darc’s inner landscape that remained so terribly impenetrable to his senses.

And it could very well get them both killed.

A dripping noise, soft but steady, filtered in through the other stimuli he was taking in. Each individual color, scent, pattern and sound making a distinct thread of a different intensity and shade of light and color. What was that? And from where was it originating? The pathways of light triangulated and told him. From above.

Was it a leak in the roof? Was it now raining outside? The streams replied an emphatic no. The viscosity was unlike that of water. It was something else. Something thicker. Something…

Darc continued to inch his way forward, doing what he could to use the illumination from the other threads to light the dark area. Find a way to penetrate the darkness with the only light he could find and use.

But the threads shed so very little. The information they held was applicable only to itself. Together they could find connections and correlations, but not to anything that didn’t fit the logical parameters by which those pathways worked.

There was no light for them to give.

Darc felt, more than saw, the switch that was hidden along the side of the conveyor belt. He was pressing up against it as he moved forward, his motion forcing the switch forward with him.

Light flooded the warehouse space, illuminating the air around them, reflecting off of a huge hoop of flattened, shining metal suspended above them. Inside the circle, a body was stretched, head downward, wrists and ankles attached to the circumference. Blood dripped from a gaping wound in the figure’s breast, from which protruded a sword.

Darc received the information in a millisecond thrust of data fed to him by the overactive strands. And in that moment, the dark space burst into clarity.

The trap was for Trey.

Rushing back and pushing with all his strength, Darc shoved Trey onto the conveyor belt, using the force of the push to propel himself onto the opposing one. They both ended up sprawled on the moving belts, shards of metal poking into their backs.

It was not a moment too soon.

From above, there was a crack, and the hoop detached from the ceiling, speeding down towards the space that Trey had occupied a brief moment before. The sharp edge of the metal disk landed with a thud in the ground between them, the force of the impact wedging the circular blade deep in the concrete of the floor. 

If Trey had been there still, he would have been bisected from head to groin.

 


CHAPTER 9

Trey had spent the last few minutes hugging everyone he could get his hands on. Nothing like almost getting killed by a falling metal circle-corpse-holder-blade-thingy to make you appreciate who your friends really were. Even if you hadn’t met them quite yet.

He and Darc had emerged from the warehouse to find the place surrounded. Police cars, ambulances, the CSI team including Cody. Even Mala and Janey were there.

“How…? What…?” Trey gibbered, blinking at the sun, which had apparently decided to come back out from behind the clouds again now that they were no longer in the dark warehouse of exploding, slicing and dicing metal. Seriously, it was like that giant ball of gas was just messing with him.

Janey came forward and gave him a huge hug. Wait. Janey was hugging him first? Before Darc? That never happened.

“Hey, kiddo. I’m okay.” Trey winced as he tried to hug her back. That shoulder was going to have to be looked at. He swept his gaze over the scene, looking for Mala. She brightened when she spotted him.

“Trey, I’m so glad you’re…” She stopped, staring at his shoulder. “What happened?”

“Oh, you know. The usual. Exploding tanks of noxious gas, flying shards of red-hot metal, falling disc blades with corpses inside. Nothing to write home about,” Trey said in what he thought was his best nonchalant tone. The effect was soured somewhat by his knees giving out on him right at that point.

Mala rushed to his side to prop him up, and he leaned on her with gratitude. Janey had made her way off to greet her favorite autistic detective. Ah, well. The attention had been nice while it had lasted. The little girl looked like she was handing Darc something. Another picture, possibly?

And then, from around the corner of the coroner’s wagon, came someone that Trey was certain he did not want to see. Mr. APA himself, Carson Speer. He was grinning, and it was all Trey could do to keep himself from leaping up and taking a swing at him. Stupid lawyer with his stupid smiling face.

“Detective Keane!” the man called out, oblivious to the scowl Trey was directing at him. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” He got closer, saw the blood on Trey’s shoulder and stopped dead in his tracks. “You are okay, right?”

“Who invited you here?” Trey ground out through gritted teeth.

“Trey!” Mala reproached him. “Mr. Speer was the one who helped us find you. If it wasn’t for him, you wouldn’t have these paramedics here to help you.” Trey’s expression must not have shown the proper amount of gratitude, as she added, with emphasis, “And the nice pain meds that came along with them.”

“Right,” Trey growled. “He’s just luring us into a false sense of security.” He turned to face the APA. “Don’t think I won’t slap the handcuffs on you just because there are women and children here. I’ve done it once; I’ll do it again.”

The attorney backed up, raising his hands in defense. Mala stepped forward, whispering.

“I know you’re gun shy after Bryce, but are you sure this is the right way to handle things?”

“Hey,” Trey fired back. “There’s the right way, and then there’s my way.” Okay, that had sounded a lot cooler in his head. “Whatever.” He faced off with the lawyer again. “I’ve got my eye on you.”

Carson cleared his throat and seemed to be trying to put his smile back on his face. Nice try, buddy. Go somewhere else and peddle your serial killer wares. The APA began talking again. Man, that guy’s voice got on his nerves. It was a total nice-guy voice. Which clearly pointed to the guy being their suspect.

“Detective Keane, I feel like we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot here. I really respect what you and your team do, and—”

“Ah, ah, ah!” Trey stopped him. “Flattery. Already been tried. By your predecessor. Did I mention that he was a cold-blooded mass murderer?”

The lawyer threw his hands up in frustration. “I really am just trying to help.”

That sparked another thought in Trey’s head. It might just be the adrenaline that was pumping through his veins, but Trey was on fire today.

“Yeah, let’s talk about that ‘help,’”, Trey said, using air quotes. Well sort of. He only could use the one hand, which really lessened the impact. “How did you know where we were? We didn’t tell you.”

“Dispatch tracked the LoJack on your car,” he replied. Dammit. Slick bastard had a response for everything.

“Okay, smart guy. But how did you know to track us in the first place?”

“Because,” he said, after letting out a long breath. Good. Looked like Trey was getting to him. “Dr. Charan called in saying that she was worried about you. Something that the little girl had drawn made her think you were in trouble.”

“Oh.” There was nothing there for Trey to work with. Maybe it was time for a tactical retreat. He did need to get his shoulder looked at, after all. “Fine. But don’t think you’ve got me fooled. I’m all over you like a cheap suit. Baggy where you don’t want it, and tight in the crotch.”

Again, that didn’t come out quite how it had sounded in his head.

As Trey grabbed one of the paramedics to look at his shoulder, Carson stepped past him, moving toward Darc, holding his hand out for a shake. Darc seemed to contemplate the man’s hand for a moment before joining in with the social ritual. Traitor.

“Detective Darcmel, I’m so glad you’re both safe,” the lawyer enthused. “Any new developments in the case? I mean, other than almost getting killed,” he modified.

“Don’t tell him anything, Darc,” Trey called out from where he was getting attended to by the paramedics. Sometimes it felt like he spent most of his life sitting next to an ambulance getting poked and prodded. “The man’s shady.”

Darc stared at his partner a long moment before turning back to the APA. Double traitor. “The pentagram led us to investigate the Satanists here in Seattle. They have a monthly meeting on the ferry.”

“Oh, I love the ferry!” the attorney gushed. “It’s so beautiful and peaceful out there.”

“See?” Trey inserted. “More proof. Who loves the ferry? Seriously. That thing is evil.”

“Well, I guess with all the scheduling stuff I can see why—” he began.

“No. Nope. Stop right there,” Trey cut him off. “Agreeing with me is not going to help.”

The lawyer seemed to be right at the point of exploding, when he took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure how to handle this.”

“You hear that?” Trey pointed at the APA. “He’s modulating! Serial killers modulate!”

“Trey,” Mala stepped in. “It does seem like no matter what he does it sets you off.” She patted his arm, the one that wasn’t hurt. “And, I’m sorry, you do seem a little crazy right now. Just saying.”

Well, this was not going at all the way he had envisioned it. Escaping from a burning building of death should afford him a little more respect than this.

“So you think it might be the Satanists?” Carson continued with Darc.

“It is a possibility. The main High Priest has no alibi, and there are markers of Satanic ritualism about the murders.”

“I’ll say,” the lawyer agreed.

“Although,” Mala said, “it’s possible that Edward… he’s the Satanist High Priest,” she explained in an aside to Carson, “could have been thumbing his nose at us. It had that energy about it.”

“That is one of the variables we are taking into consideration,” Darc added.

“Why aren’t we talking about Mr. APA here,” Trey forced in again. He felt they were getting off topic. “What’s his alibi?”

“Um… I was at work?” he replied without looking at Trey. Coward.

“Doesn’t mean anything. This could’ve all been automated. Or done by remote.” Trey looked over at Darc. “And what’s with the fact that there was no pentagram this time?”

“There was,” his partner answered.

“No, I mean the star thingy in the middle.”

“The body was the star. The head, the arms and both legs created the five-pointed star. Did you note how the head was facing down?”

“No,” Trey replied. “Too busy trying not to get sliced in half. What does that mean?”

“The downward facing pentagram is typically associated with left-handed paths. Satanism of varying types.”

“Right.”

“Was there anything else?” Carson asked.

“More symbols. The salient mark at the head was 1211.” Darc paused for a moment. “I have no idea what that means.”

Trey mulled that over. It had to be hard for his partner to admit that he couldn’t figure out symbols. That was what he did. And Trey had never seen him fight with meanings like that before. He might get tripped up on other things. But letters and numbers? Never, that Trey had observed.

Plus, there was something else here. Those numbers sounded funny. Like there was some meaning there that he should know but couldn’t quite remember. He thought about it for a minute, then pushed it out of his head. If Darc couldn’t figure it out, there was no way that Trey could.

“Well, keep me updated on your progress,” the APA said, turning away from Darc. He caught a glimpse of Trey and turned back. “Maybe it should be you that contacts me. You know, just for now.”

Darc nodded.

Trey sat there, seething at the retreating back of the lawyer. There was something up with that guy. No one else believed it, but Trey knew it was true. No alibis for any of the killings. Way too nice for his own good.

Trey knew one thing for sure. He wasn’t about to get suckered a second time.

Turning his thoughts to something more pleasant, Trey called out to Darc and Mala.

“We still on for that double date?”

He might be hurting, but damned if he didn’t feel like celebrating.

* * *

Mala drove back home, her mind lingering on the circumstances surrounding the crime scene at the metal fabricating warehouse. There were some harsh truths that she was staring straight in the face, and she found she didn’t like them. At all.

Her reaction to Janey’s drawing, her calls to the precinct, her mad dash for the crime scene… all of them had to do with Darc. She cared about Trey, of course. Imagining her life without the shorter detective’s unique blend of humor and bullheadedness was a bleak thought indeed.

But what had sent her into a tailspin was the idea that Darc was in jeopardy. To the point that she was willing to take herself and a little girl into what could have been a dangerous situation in order to try to do something about it.

Maybe Richard was right. Maybe she wasn’t a fit parent.

The self-accusations wormed their way into her mind, taking up residence there and multiplying. On some level, she understood that this was a reaction to an extreme set of circumstances. 

She even knew that part of what she was thinking was untrue. Janey had demonstrated over and over again how capable she was and how little danger bothered her. Childhood itself was inherently dangerous, even when parents smothered their children. There was no way to adequately spare children the ravages of life, especially when they seemed determined, like Janey, to approach it head on.

And then there was the simple fairness of the act. How many times had Darc saved Janey and Mala? How often had he been the one to rescue them from imminent danger? And yet that information didn’t seem to fully compute.

That rational, levelheaded voice was being drowned out by the much louder chorus of negativity that was harmonizing to devastating effect. And no amount of rationalization seemed to help. Mala wasn’t being honest with herself. Or with Darc.

Maggie had it right, but she hadn’t gone far enough. Mala was scared of a relationship with Darc. Absolutely. And Mala herself had thought that the issues revolved around Darc’s disability. It was even partially true.

But the real issue was with Mala’s fear that she would lose herself and everything she cared about when it came to the intense detective with the shaved head and the piercing eyes. When he was present and engaged, it was almost like there was no one else there. Just Darc. And that terrified her.

Mala glanced into the backseat, only to see Janey gazing steadily back at her. The little girl shook her head. Somehow she seemed to understand what Mala was thinking. Was she that obvious?

 Janey held up a picture. The same one from before. A gold detective’s badge. And within the badge? Mala and Janey and Trey and Maggie. Possibly the strangest family grouping Mala could imagine. But a family nonetheless.

From the imagination of a young girl, Mala was getting her answer. Darc was their protector. All of them. He would go to the ends of the earth for any one of them. She knew it, deep down. And that was what had caused her to panic when she thought that he might be in danger. 

That led Mala to another, unexpected thought. Darc would do anything to keep them all safe. But he would do even more for Mala and Janey. He’d proved it, over and over again. He was going so far outside his comfort zone for them that he probably couldn’t even see where he’d been from where he was now standing.

She knew it. Janey knew it, too.

And, to be honest, even though their first date had been disastrous, she was looking forward to tonight. Train wreck or not, she wanted to spend time with Darc.

The fact that Janey wanted it as well was just additional impetus.

To hell with it all.

No one, not Richard from DSHS, not Janey’s schoolteacher, not the other women on the ferry… hell, not even Mala’s fractured inner voices, could tell her how to be a good parent to Janey. Only she and Janey could do that. 

And it was something that they were going to have to work out together.

* * *

Darc had dressed himself three times and was in the middle of doing so a fourth when Trey and Maggie arrived. He buttoned up his shirt and went to open up the door for them both to enter.

“Looking good, Darc,” Trey said, whistling.

“I am not certain. Does this shirt match my pants?”

Maggie stopped dead in her tracks and stared at him. “Are you really asking that question?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head. “He’s got it worse than I thought.”

The pathways of logic tangled themselves around that statement. It made no sense as far as Darc could fathom.

“What is it that I have?” he asked.

“You care about Mala,” Maggie responded.

There was still some part of this conversation that Darc was not comprehending. “Of course I care about Mala. Her features are aesthetically pleasing. She also is guardian to Janey, with whom I have a relationship.”

“Don’t get all gushy on me, Darc,” Trey said. He rotated his shoulder. “Damn, that smarts. They didn’t give me nearly enough pain meds.”

“Okay,” Maggie said, herding them out the door. “Time to go get Mala.”

Darc felt something well up within him. His palms became sweaty and his heart rate increased.

“I think I may be ill.”

Maggie took one look at him and laughed.

“Bad. You have got it bad.”

* * *

The restaurant, Spinasse, was fantastic. That much had been perfect so far.

Mala loved Italian even more than Japanese, and this seemed to be one of the best Italian places in the city. From the moment they went inside, it felt like they had stepped into an old Italian farmhouse.

They had started out with some of the best calamari Mala had ever tasted, and a bottle of fantastic Chianti. From there, it had all gone downhill fast.

Mala looked across the table at Trey and Maggie, both of whom had worry plastered all over their faces. With good reason. Darc had been… well… entertaining was a word that could be used in this moment. Another might be shocking.

So far, he had managed to insult the chef by asking him to prove that he had washed his hands and he’d offended their server by asking her to provide proof that she was old enough to serve alcohol. The only one he hadn’t managed to annoy so far was their busboy, but Mala was only giving that another matter of minutes.

Darc was sitting next to her. He tried once again to engage her in conversation.

“The brassiere you chose to wear this evening accentuates your breasts. They appear firm and proportionate.”

Trey cleared his throat, obviously trying to get Darc’s attention. He shook his head at his partner, and Mala could have sworn he was trying to kick him under the table.

This was possibly worse than their first date. Although they hadn’t gotten kicked out of the restaurant. There was that.

Mala wasn’t counting on that lasting all that long.

Once more every fear that had plagued her during the first date surged back. What was she doing here? This was a failed experiment on every level.

Scooping up her glass, Mala took a large swallow, allowing the sour fruit flavor to engulf her tongue with overtones of strawberries, oak and vanilla. At least there was the wine.

She glanced over at Darc, who was gazing at her with an uncharacteristic look on his face. His eyes were softer than she had ever seen them, and it seemed like his hands were shaking.

Darc was nervous.

And just like that, what had seemed to be uncaring and disconnected behavior flipped itself about and turned into something else entirely. Darc was trying so hard to behave in the way that was expected of him, and yet he had no idea of what that even looked like.

He was trying. Darc was trying.

And looking at it honestly, she was just as nervous as he. She’d been trying to hide it behind a façade of judgment and critique, but she wanted this date to go well. Yet so far, she’d done nothing to try to make it any easier on Darc.

Who was she to decide that Darc had to prove himself to her? He had done nothing so far that demonstrated anything other than his sincere desire to protect her and make sure her surroundings were controlled. The hand washing statement. The request for ID.

Okay, there was the comment about her breasts.

But even that was an acknowledgement that he found her attractive. Just because it wasn’t phrased precisely according to social etiquette, she’d shut him out.

She was behaving like an ass.

A sound issued forth from her mouth. It started small and began to grow.

Mala was laughing.

At first, Maggie and Trey seemed to be even more concerned with this new development than they had been before. But as Mala’s laughter turned into guffaws, they exchanged relieved looks and began chuckling as well.

“Your breasts do appear firm and proportional,” Trey quipped.

“Watch it, buddy,” Maggie growled. “At least, if you have any interest in seeing mine. Ever again.”

Trey gulped and gave his girlfriend a sheepish grin.

Mala scooted in closer to Darc and slipped her hand through his arm. She could feel his body tense up for a moment, then slowly release.

“Thank you for taking me out on this date, Darc.”

“You are very welcome,” he answered.

It was just a polite response. Nothing huge. Not profound.

And yet Mala knew how difficult that had been for him. It was clear that the man who was sitting next to her would do just about anything for her.

All of a sudden, this had turned into one of the best dates Mala could have imagined.

 


CHAPTER 10

Monday morning. Darc sat at his desk, the inner workings of his mind brought to an impasse.

The streams of logic had kept Darc awake through most of the weekend. Trey had driven Mala home first so she could spend some time preparing for the coming school week for Janey. Then they’d dropped off Darc.

He had stayed there in his apartment, lying on his mattress on the floor. He had spent the time staring up, watching the patterns of information make light as they shifted and played on the textured surface of the ceiling above him, searching and searching.

Even though the date had been pleasing, in the back of his mind the patterns had continued to swirl about in confusion, disrupting his ability to communicate effectively. He had made significant errors in his interaction with Mala this evening. Even with her apparent forgiveness, that was still a matter of concern.

Another matter of concern was his lack of progress in deciphering the symbols. 

He had come away with nothing.

The patterns would not coalesce. They bumped into one another, ramming and shoving and cramming themselves into spaces they did not belong. And Darc watched, helpless, feeling time and the lives of innocents slipping away from him.

That was not completely true. They were not complete innocents.

The body they had found had been identified as Raymond Prosser, another member of the City Council. That made three. Council members that had all been rumored to be corrupt. And then the mob boss who had been the first. There could be a correlation there. Darc would need to look into the business dealings of the mob to see if there might be a causal link.

The pentagrams, each distinct with their own unique symbols, floated in his mind’s eye, rimmed in light. The Satanist angle almost fit, but the threads would not join together. They hissed and spat at one another, fighting the connection. Darc had learned better than to try to force them.

And then the symbols themselves.

1

11

21

And the newest addition.

1211

There had been a moment, early on, when Darc had thought it was the Fibonacci sequence and that they were missing the first body, which would have used the zero that was the first number in that famous sequence. But that theory had been shattered with the third killing.

The numbers taunted him, skittering about the surface of his consciousness, disrupting every pattern that would begin to form. The lights would come together, start to adhere, and then those digits would intrude.

Maddening.

This must be what it felt like to be without the deductive skills that were a part of his autistic heritage. It felt dark and frightening and excruciatingly lonely.

“Hey, Darc!” It was Trey. Impossible to feel too alone when his partner was about. Trey rolled his chair over to Darc’s desk. “Check out what I found here.”

Darc took a look at Trey’s screen. It was a listing of murders in the Tristate area of New York. That seemed like such a non sequitur, even for Trey, whose thoughts could sometimes appear completely random.

“What do these murders represent?” Darc asked.

“I’ll tell you what they represent. They represent the proof that our new APA is a slimy bastard-face killer. That’s what.”

The threads started down that pathway and became tangled in milliseconds. There was nothing there for them to latch onto.

“In what way does this constitute evidence?”

“Well, Carson Speer is new, right?”

Darc nodded his head. That truth, at least, was almost self-evident.

“And before he was here, he was somewhere else?”

“As he was not moved up from within the Prosecuting Attorney’s office, that would be an accurate statement.”

Trey rubbed his hands together. “And guess where he was before Seattle?”

The threads now had something with which they could work. The answer was clear in the way Trey had been behaving toward the APA and the list that was currently occupying space on his computer desktop.

“Somewhere in the Tristate area.”

“Exactly!” Trey crowed. “Manhattan, to be precise. Upper East side. Snobby prick.”

“This still—”

“Hold on,” he stopped Darc with an upheld finger. “Go with me here for a minute. Bryce dies and we have no serial killer activity for like two whole months.”

“Actually, there was the real estate agent, as well as—”

Trey grunted in what seemed to be irritation. Or constipation. “No, no. Not that kind of serial killer. I mean the freaky symbol-pentagram-trying-to-cleanse-Seattle kind.”

The strands contracted again. “So the killings in the Tristate area also included symbols?”

Trey’s face fell. “No. Not really. I hadn’t thought of that.” That seemed to derail him for a moment, but he rallied quickly enough. “Still, the guy feels wrong, you know?”

“No, I do not know,” Darc clarified. “If I had been able to discern this kind of behavior, neither the priest nor the former APA would have escaped my notice.”

“Well, that’s just it. I don’t want that to happen again.”

“Statistically, the likelihood of two APAs in a row being serial killers would  be—”

“Okay, okay, okay.” Trey griped. “I get it. Not likely. But that doesn’t mean that it can’t happen. And I’m telling you, something’s off about this guy.”

At that moment, the phone rang. The number indicated on the display said Bryce Van Owen. It was the new APA calling, and apparently they had not removed the previous one from the system yet. An egregious oversight, all things considered.

“Right there!” Trey yelled, pointing at the screen. “There’s a coincidence that just now happened that you can’t explain away. We were talking about the guy and he calls, almost like he’s got the place bugged.” Darc’s partner stopped and then began rummaging around the desk, picking up lamps, looking under his computer monitor, picking up files and setting them back down.

“What are—?” Darc began.

“Bugs. I think he’s got our desks bugged.”

Darc moved around his partner, who had shoved him aside to look through the potted tree that sat in the corner next to Darc’s desk. Picking up the receiver, Darc answered the call.

“Detective Darcmel.”

“Darc!” Carson’s voice came through the receiver. “Oh, I’m sorry. Is it okay that I call you Darc? It seems like everyone else around here does.”

“That’s fine.”

“I wanted to follow up with what we talked about in our conversation on Saturday. The Satanist you mentioned… ah…” Papers rustled about as Carson evidently went searching for something. “You mentioned a High Priest? Name of Edward?”

“I mentioned that there was a Satanist High Priest that might be a suspect. Mala mentioned his first name,” Darc corrected.

“Oh, right. They said that you were literal,” he muttered. “Would his last name be Hoffman by any chance?”

“Yes. That is the man.”

“Well, I was looking through some records, and it looks like he was bringing lawsuits against the individuals who have shown up dead, among others. Just thought you ought to know.”

The strands of light still refused to align, but this information was too compelling to ignore. Plus, the bizarre sequence of numbers he could not decode could still be interfering with his ability to process other information properly.

It appeared it was time to have another conversation with Edward Hoffman.

* * *

Janey was in the principal’s office this time.

It was hard, because she knew that the principal was going to call Mala. He said he had to, but Janey wasn’t sure about that. Popeye said he was full of fluff, which sounded naughty to Janey, even though she wasn’t sure why.

She had scared one of the boys in her class. He wasn’t a nice boy, but Janey felt bad anyway. Sort of. Popeye didn’t feel bad at all, but he almost never did. At least not about things that were going to get Janey in trouble.

Now, things like not getting enough ice cream or being shoved in the washing machine, those made him plenty upset. But stuff like this just made him laugh.

Well, to be honest, he wasn’t laughing right now. He was mostly saying that he had told her so. Which was true.

It hadn’t been that bad. It’s not like the picture she had drawn was even all that scary. She hadn’t even used the red crayon. But the boy had cried when he’d seen it. And then the other thing with the hair was just dumb. But still…

Janey felt a little bad for that one. But she felt worse that Mala was going to get blamed for it. She’d fought so hard to make sure that Janey was in the class with the kids who didn’t bite or take their clothes off or scream weird things at strange times. And now it was going to look like Mala had been wrong.

She hadn’t been wrong, but Janey couldn’t tell her that. Not yet. It would ruin everything.

Popeye said that everything was ruined already, but what did he know? He was just a dumb old bear.

The one part of this that was going to be the hardest was going to be when Mala gave her that look. It was a look that Mommy and Daddy had used sometimes. Not when they were mad. When they were sad.

Disappointed.

That’s the word they all used. And it was so much worse than mad.

Janey’s teacher was using that word a lot, too. Maybe Mala and Ms. Kingsley should get together and just be disappointed in her all the time.

That wasn’t a good thought, and Janey tried to make it go away, but Popeye just laughed and laughed and laughed. He kept right on laughing until Mala came in the room.

If Janey had been laughing right then, she would have stopped too. This was the worst look Janey had ever seen Mala have. She looked not just sad, but tired and like someone had taken away her favorite toy.

Janey had been so sure she was supposed to do what she did.

But now all of the sudden she wasn’t so sure.

* * *

Bullying.

That’s the word the principal had used when he’d called Mala. The call that every parent dreaded receiving. The one that told you your child was in trouble. That they had done something bad. And that the something bad had involved other children.

Granted, Janey hadn’t struck anyone. There had been no hitting, no kicking, no biting. Mala almost wished there had been. That was understandable from kindergartners.

The not knowing made it worse.

She looked over at Janey, who had her bear in a stranglehold and was looking down at the floor. Not a great sign, that. Mala reached over and rubbed her knee, and Janey glanced up at her and smiled. The smile threw Mala for a loop. It was not at all what she’d been expecting to see. It was not guilty, not defensive, but sad and somehow very knowing. Hardly the kind of expression you’d expect to see on the face of a kindergarten student.

“Ms. Charan,” the principal intoned. What was his name? Howard Killarney. Big guy, receding red hair and an expanding gut that looked less like heavy eating and more like heavy drinking after school hours. The blue of burst capillaries in his nose seemed to bear that impression out.

“Actually, it’s Dr. Charan,” she corrected. Mala wasn’t one to stand on ceremony, but when it came to interactions with authority figures, it never hurt to make sure the playing field was leveled out a bit. Especially ones who had power over her child’s academic life.

“I’m sorry,” he said in a tone that suggested that not only was he not sorry, he may very well have known about Mala’s title before she said something. “I brought you in to discuss the behavior of your foster child, and what kind of plans we can make for the future.”

“Plans?” Mala asked.

“It’s my understanding that it was you who pushed for Janey here to be put in with the…” He hesitated, looking down at Janey. “Ah… to be mainstreamed.”

“That is correct.”

“Well…” he said, trailing off, as if what he had to say was self-evident. It might very well be, but Mala was going to force him to say it.

“Yes?”

The man coughed, a deep, booming sound that seemed to rattle around in his chest a while before coming out. “I think you can see that this is not working.”

“I would disagree.”

Mr. Killarney frowned. “Your girl threatened a boy in her class. We have a zero-tolerance policy against that kind of thing.”

A zero-tolerance policy? For kindergartners? “I understand that she’s done something inappropriate, but is it possible we’re overreacting here? What exactly is she accused of doing?” Mala asked, glancing at Janey. Janey met her gaze without flinching. There seemed to be no defensiveness coming from the little girl at all. 

“She took scissors from the art center and cut off the hair of one of her classmates.”

Janey shook her head, her mouth set in a firm line. That wasn’t the whole story. Mala probed further.

“All of it?”

“Well, no,” Killarney admitted. “It was a boy, and he had short hair except for a rat’s tail.”

“And the rat’s tail is what she cut off?” At his nod, she continued. “I’m not trying to dismiss the seriousness of her misbehavior, but I would hardly call that a threat.”

“The boy cried. It disrupted the classroom.”

“I understand that he was upset, and I agree that it was wrong for Janey to have done it, but do you really feel that this warrants placing her in a classroom with developmentally challenged children?”

“I told you,” the principal reiterated. “We have a—”

“Zero-tolerance policy. Right,” Mala answered. “And are the parents of this damaged child concerned about what’s happened?”

The man cleared his throat again. “To be honest, we haven’t been able to get in touch with either of his parents.”

At least there was that. Mala breathed a silent sigh of relief before continuing. “Then I suggest that until we are able to speak with the parents of the boy affected, that we handle this in a less aggressive fashion. Personal boundaries are still fluid at this age. I’ll speak with Janey and have her draw a picture apologizing to the boy and to her teacher.”

“It’s just that the policy is clear. It states…”

“My experience with zero-tolerance rules is that they are an administrative copout,” Mala countered. “You strike me as the sort of man who sees beyond such limitations and does what’s best for the children involved.” That wasn’t at all accurate, but setting the bar there for the principal would help make him want to clear it.

“That’s true enough,” he rumbled. “Although I think this situation demands further monitoring and follow-up.”

“Oh, I agree,” Mala said, giving Janey a stern look. Janey had the good grace not to grin back. “I was going to suggest that Ms. Kingsley and I come up with a behavior chart or demerit system to encourage her good behavior.” It was one more thing to put on Mala’s plate, but if it meant keeping Janey in the mainstream class, she’d figure it out.

“That sounds fair. But if the parents don’t agree—”

“Then we’ll reconvene and reassess at that point.”

Mr. Killarney stood, his throat clearing reaching a climax. “Right. Well. Thank you for coming in.”

“My pleasure,” Mala answered, shaking the man’s proffered hand and then ushering Janey out. “So sorry for the circumstances.”

But as she left the office, all of Mala’s professional front crumbled and she found herself near tears in the middle of the elementary school hallway. She leaned against the wall for support.

Janey came up her and wrapped her arms around Mala’s waist. She buried her head in Mala’s stomach and squeezed tight. Janey knew that Mala was upset and she was trying to make it better.

That was the little girl that Mala knew and loved. What was happening here? The bad behavior seemed to be escalating.

Mala knelt down and got on Janey’s eye level. “What you did to that boy was not okay. Do you know that?”

Janey nodded her head and frowned. She was clearly upset, and seemed like she wanted to communicate something to Mala but wasn’t able.

“I need you to do the best you can. Okay, sweetheart? Are you making friends in your class?”

A nod and a shy smile. Yes. She was. And from what shone in the little girl’s face, Mala could see that they were good friends.

“All right. Just do the best you can. And don’t cut anyone else’s hair.”

Janey shook her head. No. She wouldn’t.

“I love you, Janey.” Mala reached out a hand and brushed back a strand of hair that had fallen in Janey’s face. “So much it hurts.”

Janey’s eyes filled up with tears and she threw herself back into Mala’s arms. It was so vulnerable, so sweet, that for a moment Mala was overwhelmed with emotion. She pulled back from the embrace and made eye contact again.

“Now, go back to class and draw the best apology picture you can dream up, okay?” Janey nodded and ran off to her classroom door, pausing only to wave to Mala before she disappeared inside.

Mala felt drained. This kind of experience was so exhausting. More so than anything she’d ever done before.

And somehow, she knew that it wasn’t over with yet.

 


CHAPTER 11

Trey peered up at the sign above the quirky little shop. The Devil’s Workshop, it proclaimed, with the “v” in Devil making the horns for a cartoonish red devil smirking down at the two detectives.

“Clever,” Trey admitted. “Idle hands… devil’s workshop. It’s like he’s flipping us and everyone else the bird.”

In tracking down Edward Hoffman, they’d found that he owned a store in the Central Waterfront area of Seattle. It was a place that sold antiques, handmade soaps and lotions, homeopathic remedies and knickknacks of all sorts.

From the traffic moving in and out of the storefront with Devil’s Workshop bags, it also appeared to be very busy and successful. Edward seemed to know his market and catered to it extremely well.

Entering the shop, the first thing that Trey noticed was that Edward appeared to have perfect taste. It was charming, warm and oddball all at once. There was nothing at all creepy or sinister about the décor.

It also wasn’t overly cheesy, like most of these kinds of shops had a tendency to be. No posters of kittens or babies dressed as cabbage or folksy sayings. Just elegant wares that still managed to have an earthy appeal to them.

In spite of himself, Trey dug it.

He glanced over to the side at a hand-blown vase that had swirled patterns of a dark red and violet color streaming through it. The piece was beautiful, and almost without consciously deciding to pick it up, the vase was in his hands.

“Maggie would love this…” he murmured to himself.

“That happens all the time in here,” a voice called out to him. “All of the sudden a customer’s holding something, and voilà. They’re walking out the door with it all nice and wrapped up and they don’t even know how it happened. You know what I think?”

Trey looked up to see the store’s owner, Edward Hoffman, approaching them. Trey carefully put the vase back down where he found it. 

“What do you think?”

“Well, I think the devil made them do it.” The Satanist High Priest threw his head back and laughed at his own joke. Trey had to admit that if the guy weren’t someone who admitted to worshipping pure evil, they might even get along. Edward stopped just in front of Darc and Trey. “So, are you here to shop?”

“No,” Darc answered in a burst of monotonic speech. Trey’s partner could express so much with so little.

The Satanist put on a mock frown. “Ah, Detective. You make me sad.” He shrugged elaborately. “Well, I’m guessing you’re here to ask about my alibi for Saturday.”

“How do you know that?” Trey asked.

“Well, I did it, of course,” he answered with a grin. “Or maybe I read about it in an article online. Fantastic title. Satanists Savage Seattle. A bit much on the alliteration, though, don’t you think?”

“That’s what you’re going with? You got it on the web?”

“Sure thing,” Edward said with a grin. “As far as you know.” 

Trey felt his hands clenching into fists. Man, this guy got on his last nerve. Well, no. Not his last nerve. That one was reserved for the new APA, Carson Speer. This guy was just messing with Trey’s theory.

“Don’t you know you’re making yourself that much more suspicious?”

“But isn’t that half the fun?”

Trey counted to ten in his head. “Are you still going to think it’s fun when we haul your ass down to the station?”

Edward’s gaze hardened. “Do it. Please. I would love to take you to court for harassment. Can’t you see the headlines? Satanists Sue Seattle’s Savant. See? I can do alliteration, too.”

“He’s the savant, not me,” Trey protested.

He shrugged. “Creative license.”

“And speaking of litigation, we got a tip that you were involved in some recently.”

The Satanist leaned up against what looked like an antique desk. “Not sure how that’s anyone’s business.”

“The defendants in the suit include all of the dead victims,” Darc stepped forward to say.

“Oh. That lawsuit.”

“Yes, that lawsuit, you douchebag,” Trey yelled at him, causing several of the store’s patrons to glance their way. He lowered his voice. “You knew that.”

“I know it now,” Edward confessed. “But I wonder how much you know.”

“What? What do you mean?” Trey asked, confused.

“Look, as a Satanist, I’m kind of morally opposed to helping out ‘the man,’ so why don’t you figure it out yourself?” He turned to go back behind the register, calling out over his shoulder. “But if I were you, I’d take a strong look at who was on that lawsuit and what it was about.” He turned back around. “And the lawyer who pointed you in my direction.”

Now how had he known that? Trey looked over at Darc, who had remained largely silent throughout their exchange. “We don’t have enough to bring him in, do we?”

Darc shook his head.

“Pity. It’d be nice to slap some handcuffs on that guy. Even if it was just for a second.”

Trey’s partner paused for a moment, then nodded his head. Apparently, Edward had pissed Darc off, too.

And that was saying something.

* * *

Interesting.

Fascinating, even.

Not only had the bald detective escaped, but he had managed to save his partner in the process. Admirable, if misguided. It was clear that Detective Darcmel could not see that Detective Keane was a leaden weight hung around his neck. Remove the encumbrance and he would soar.

But part of becoming the best and the brightest was the process of allowing oneself to be rid of those relationships that bind one down. Release the burdens. Cut the ballast. Divest oneself of the anchor.

Until that happened, true progress would always be held hostage to “caring” or “compassion”. The Intermediary had thought that Detective Darcmel would be above such petty concerns, but that was evidently not the case. 

And yet…

The fact that Darc had anticipated the trap to the extent that he was able to save his partner was further evidence of the man’s superiority. It was a conundrum.

Ah, well. 

On to larger concerns.

The net continued to close in. The players in this dance of death were marked. And the Intermediary would cut them down one by one.

They thought to play by their own rules. In a way, they had qualities that would mark them for the work, instead of for destruction. If only they weren’t such miserable specimens of subhuman attitudes and behavior.

They used their influence and power, not for the greater good, but for the ends of self-aggrandizement, self-immortalization, self-satisfaction. They were fit for nothing more than to be mown down as chaff and burned at the harvest.

Not the harvest of the righteous. Oh no. There was nothing of interest in that tired old cliché of a story.

The harvest of the mighty. Those that would stand up to a tyrannical god as quickly as they would a tyrannical government. 

It was close. The Intermediary could taste it. For this, all the extra hours, the socializing, the slow molding and shaping of ideas. The efforts would not be in vain.

The Intermediary would see to that.

* * *

Darc moved through the hallways of the precinct building, Trey following at his heels. This was a configuration they fell into on a regular basis. And, as always, Trey was complaining about it. That seemed illogical. Either work your body so that it was stronger and could keep up, or ask him to slow down. Trey did neither. Instead, he, in his own words, bitched about it. In between wheezes.

“You’re… actually a machine… aren’t you? Are you… in contact with Skynet? Am I going to have to… melt you down in some boiling pool… of molten metal somewhere?”

That sounded like some sort of reference to popular media. It was a logic train that Darc could track down if it had registered as something important, but this sounded like Trey’s standard operating procedure. The lines of logic did, however, bounce back and forth as they assessed Trey’s respiratory situation. Their answer? Stop talking and use the extra breath for additional forward movement.

Now that seemed logical.

They had been called in to see Captain Merle. The involvement of their captain at this point had many other stray strands of light whirling around in Darc’s inner mind’s eye, seeking for the possibilities. Anticipating the reasons for the call.

As they entered the Captain’s office, there were no preliminary greetings. Captain Merle seemed to have realized long ago that Darc did not respond well to them.

“You two are part of a task force that’s being assembled to protect the Mayor.”

The statement landed like an artillery shell in the middle of the small room. Trey stood, appearing stunned for a moment, then spoke up.

“Why are we being asked to protect the Mayor?”

That, to Darc’s view, was not the correct question to ask. The pertinent information related to how much time this protective task force would require of them, and how that would impact their search for the killer.

“Mayor Isaacson is worried. Three members of his council are dead, plus a prominent businessman—”

“You mean mob boss?” Trey muttered.

“I mean businessman,” Merle emphasized. “There is no evidence that Mario Colacurcios was involved in any kind of—”

“Come on!” Trey said. “His last name was Colacurcios. What else do you need?” 

“Regardless,” the captain continued. “The recent deaths have left the Mayor spooked. There’s that big parade coming up, and he’s worried about his safety.” Merle grabbed a file off of his desk and threw it to Darc. Trey dove for it and managed to catch the heavy folder before it struck Darc in the chest.

“Catching isn’t really Darc’s thing,” he explained, glancing through the file. “So how much involvement are we talking here?”

“You’ll need to head up the team. I’ve put the files of some of the best uniforms in the city you can draw from, as well as some guys from other departments.”

“Our time is engaged in our investigation of the recent killings,” Darc said. The threads were racing back and forth, assessing this new information. There had been not a single strand that had predicted this development, and it was one that would hamstring their investigation.

“You’ll have to do both at the same time,” Merle responded. “Sorry.”

Trey blinked. “Sorry? Did…?” He looked from Merle to Darc and back again. “Did you just apologize? To us?”

The captain raised his hands in a backing off gesture. “Look, this is over my head. I need you on the case, but the very reasons you’re working it are the reasons the Mayor wants you. Only the cream of the crop for his protective detail. You know how it goes.”

“But…”

“Don’t mistake my apology as an invitation to argue with me on this.” The captain pointed at the door. “We’re done here. Keep me updated on your progress.”

Trey grumbled as they walked out. “Stupid Mayor. Doesn’t he have some kind of security team or something?”

Darc was never certain when Trey was asking a real question, so he decided not to answer. They would have plenty to do to continue making sure the investigation moved forward at the same time that they were protecting the Mayor. The strands of light twined around one another, working on the issue, attacking the problem from all sides, spitting out answers. None of them were satisfactory. There simply was not enough time.

“I guess we’re going to have to talk to the Mayor’s assistant, make sure we’re working with his schedule or whatever. Man, this is going to be a pain.” Trey was still grousing as they got back to their desks.

The phone rang as they started to settle back in. Darc peered at the ID screen and saw that the call originated from the ME’s office. He put the call on speaker so that Trey could hear as well.

“Darc?” It was Cody, the intern. “I hope I’m not bugging you guys, but the reports are back on the autopsy for Raymond Prosser. And there’s some stuff here you’ll probably want to see in person.”

Trey looked up at Darc, his eyes larger than normal. Was this some sort of appeal? Or was Trey having dilation issues? Regardless, there was information on the case they were working. And that information was waiting for them at the morgue.

“We will be there in five minutes,” Darc replied, hanging up the phone. He pulled out his cell phone to call Mala. Having her there could be helpful.

As for the Mayor, he would just have to wait.

* * *

Trey grabbed the empty glass soda bottles that were in the front seat and tossed them in the back, making sure they landed on something soft. Wouldn’t do to break the bottles. He’d never get the glass out if that happened.

“MexiCokes, dude,” Trey answered Darc’s look. “I can’t get enough of them. Made with real cane sugar instead of that high fructose corn syrup stuff.”

“I do not drink soda,” his partner replied. 

Reflecting on that, Trey decided that might be part of Darc’s problem. Something to definitely think about for the future. Maybe stage some kind of introduce-Darc-to-the-joys-of-caffeine intervention?

He pulled out into the street, punching it. They didn’t have much time before the Mayor’s goons started tracking them down to make sure that Darc and Trey did their new job. He returned to the soda issue, figuring that was an easier topic right at the moment.

“That’s a tragedy, man. But whatever. I’m telling you, the big drink corporations are all like There’s no difference in taste. That’s so a load of BS. You can totally tell.”

Darc remained silent, staring out at the road ahead of them. Trey could never be sure if Darc was doing that because he was following some internal savant-type lead or if he was just tuning Trey out. Somehow this felt like the latter.

“There’s something else that no one is really talking about. High fructose corn syrup has been shown to mess up your memory. Plus, it spikes your insulin response by like five times more than sugar or something crazy like that. I blame corn subsidies.”

Yeah, Darc was totally tuning him out.

“And then there’s the whole connection with aliens… you know, the crop circles and stuff. Where do you think you find those? Corn fields. See? Corn syrup. Corn fields… Total connection.”

Nothing. Fine. Time to just have some fun, even if he was the only one listening. It’s not like Darc ever thought anything he said was funny anyways.

“One time an alien took me up into his ship. True story. Tried to do that anal probing thing on me, but I was like No thank you, bro! I’ll take my probe to go. And I was out of there. Took his alien girlfriend with me. She was hot.”

Still nothing. Seriously. Messing with Darc when he got like this was like shooting fish in a barrel. No fun at all.

Trey remained silent for the rest of the trip, planning out in his head how he was going to slip some caffeine into Darc’s diet at some point. Would the stimulant make Darc even more crazy smart, or would he just implode? There had to be some kind of critical mass when it came to intelligence, right?

When they got to the Coroner’s office, Trey stepped out of the car, heading toward the building’s entrance. Darc walked at his side, but then glanced at his partner.

“I’m not sure that Maggie would appreciate your dalliance with extraterrestrials,” he said, and then loped into the building, leaving Trey with his jaw agape.

Okay, so apparently Darc had been paying attention the entire time. And was it just him, or had Darc just told a joke?

Trey felt like he needed to call Maggie and Mala and Janey right now and let them all know. But Darc was quickly getting away from him, and they had stuff to do. Like, right now.

Down in the morgue, Dr. Hutchinson appeared to be doing what he could to keep from sneering at Darc and Trey. That man had a serious stick up his butt. Trey wasn’t sure what they’d done to offend the guy, but he clearly didn’t like them much. Not nearly as nice as the new intern. Trey found himself wishing that whatever had kept Hutchinson away from the morgue the last time they’d come down would happen again.

With a nod from Hutchinson, Cody pulled the sheet back from the newest victim. “There were some things that I thought—” Cody’s eyes flickered over to the ME as Hutchinson cleared his throat. “Sorry, Dr. Hutchinson thought you’d want to see.” He stopped for a moment, glancing up at Darc. “He’s not going to go running out of here again, is he?”

Trey shrugged. “Can’t say for sure. Darc does what Darc does. Not a whole lot of rhyme or reason to it most of the time. Well, rhyme, at least. The reasons always come after the fact.” He sighed. “You learn to deal with it.”

“Right.” 

Dr. Hutchinson moved in closer to the body as Cody stepped back to give him room. “When I opened him up, I saw the same burning on his heart as in the last case. I checked back on the first two bodies. There were burn marks there, but because they were just tiny points, they weren’t noticed.” The ME glared at the intern as if that were Cody’s fault, but Trey was pretty sure that was on the doctor.

“Did the marks correspond to what you have discovered on the other bodies?” Darc asked.

“Well, there wasn’t a pentagram, if that’s what you mean,” Cody answered him. “There was only one on the first body, and then two on the second. Looks like the spacing is the same as it is between these two points.” He pointed to two of the darker spots on the five-pointed star within the circle.

“Those mark the location of the first two bodies, right?” Trey asked Darc.

“Yes.” Darc was looking down at the corpse, his eyes getting that glassy look. Something was percolating in there, Trey was sure of it.

“One moment,” Dr. Hutchinson interrupted. “What are you two discussing?”

“Darc figured out that the whole pentagram thingy is like a map of a section of Seattle. So those darker spots are locations of bodies.”

“Whoa. That’s…” Cody burst out, then shot a look at the ME “Well, that’s sick is what that is.”

“C’mon. You were gonna say it was cool, weren’t you?” Trey pressed. The intern shook his head after another quick glance at his boss. “It’s okay. It is cool. And gross and sick and twisted. That has to be part of the reason you want to work down here, doesn’t it?”

Cody shrugged. “It is kind of fascinating. I suppose.”

“You are one warped puppy,” Trey said with a grin, slapping the intern on the back. “This stuff makes me lose my lunch every time.” The ME looked on in what Trey could only describe as disgust. “Okay, now what else have you got to show us?”

At that point, Mala rushed into the room. “Sorry I’m late. Just came from a meeting with Janey’s principal.” She caught Trey’s querying look. “Ask me later.”

Yikes. That didn’t sound good.

“Ah, Dr. Charan,” the ME gushed. Well, at least there was one person on their team he seemed to get along with. “So good to see you once again.”

“Thank you, Dr. Hutchinson. Same.”

 “Glad we have someone here with some sense of decorum,” he said, glaring at Trey. What the hell? Make one little joke about liking your work, and apparently it was all glares and stares from there on out.

“Wait. You’re Dr. Mala Charan?” the intern squeaked.

“Um. Yes. Have we met?” she asked.

“No… uh… no. I just…” He looked around the room as if trying to find something to save himself with. “I’ve… heard of you. You know. Around. Around here, I mean. And at the precinct building. You’re supposed to be an awesome profiler.”

“Well, thank you. And you are…?” Mala held out her hand to the young intern.

“Oh. Um. Cody. Cody Lyons.” He started to shake hands with her, then realized he still had on latex gloves, which he ripped off. “Nice to meet you.”

“Same,” she answered, looking at his hand intensely. He was wearing some kind of ring, which seemed to interest Mala. Finally, she looked up. “So,” Mala said, turning to Trey and Darc. “Catch me up to speed.

Trey nodded. “Okay, nutshell version. Four bodies, all inside pentagrams of various types, all of them with weird a burn mark on their heart. Done by the killer going in through the bellybutton, I guess. The last two burn marks had full pentagrams on them. They make a map of Seattle, apparently.” He shrugged, pointing at his partner. “Pretty freaky stuff. You can ask Darc about that.”

“So this is where the Satanist angle is coming in?” Mala asked.

“Right.”

“You do know that Satanists only started using the pentagram pretty recently, right? It’s mostly Hollywood that perpetuated that whole thing.” Mala moved closer to the body, peering into the open chest cavity. “And there it is,” she said, taking a small step back.

“Yeah, pretty gruesome.”

“What are those marks around the neck?” she asked the doctor.

“Ah, yes,” he cooed. “You have an eye for detail.”

Trey did all that he could not to snort. It wasn’t like the marks were subtle. A thick red band ran all the way around the man’s neck. Someone had a crush on Mala, it seemed pretty clear.

The ME continued with his explanation. “Asphyxiation. Cause of death. Not the sword through the breast.”

“There was a sword stuck through his chest?”

“Yes. Quite dramatic, although the sword itself appears to be a cheap tourist souvenir.”

“So, what’s with the sword?” Trey mused. “It seems like this guy’s just busy checking off all the bizarro deaths he can come up with. I mean, the pentagram stays the same… mostly,” he said quickly before Darc could correct him. Man, his partner could be anal retentive sometimes. “Anyway, you got the one with the tongue ripped out, the one with the heart ripped out, the lady that was sawed in half and then this poor schmuck.”

“That was all we had for you, Detectives…” The ME turned to face Mala. “And Doctor.” He stopped. “Oh, wait. There was one more thing we almost missed.” Again, he stared at the intern, who ducked his head. “It was partially hidden by the sword thrust, and was a bit mangled, but I was able to spot it. As best I could tell, it looked like this.”

Dr. Hutchinson pulled up a piece of paper on which he had doodled something like a snail shell. Weird. But Trey couldn’t see how that would relate to anything else in the case so far.

But Mala and Darc leaned in closer, almost in unison. Trey had a feeling he was about to get schooled on some obscure factoid once more. It was really the only part of his job that ever got old.

“The Golden Ratio,” Darc said.

“Exactly. Just like the pentagram,” Mala replied. “But that means…”

“Yes. It could.”

Sonofa… Boy, had he called it, or what? “Okay, spill, you two. What is it?” Trey broke into their little tête-à-tête.

“The pentagram is significant in geometry because of the ratio of the different line segments within the star,” Mala began.

Darc stepped in. “The principle the killer used in planning the locales of the murders along the different points of the pentagram.”

“Right, I get that,” Trey said. “Just like that High Priest was talking about.”

“Yes, but the spiral changes everything.” Mala’s eyes were glittering. She seemed to really dig all this symbolism crap. Perfect match for Darc. He stored that away as a future argument to use if and when Mala decided to bolt again.

“Okay, you’re talking about that freaky snail thingy?”

“It is another geometric recreation of the Golden Ratio,” she continued. “Each spiral moves outward by a factor of phi. The divine number.”

Trey looked around the room. The ME seemed to have lost interest, and Cody seemed both rapt and horrified. Strange reaction. No one seemed lost. Oh well. Trey was used to being three or four steps behind and completely clueless.

“So, what does that mean?” he asked.

“Well, it means that it’s less likely to be the Satanists,” came the response. Mala seemed almost upset at that. Perhaps she hadn’t taken a shine to Edward Hoffman.

“But he was talking about all of that phi stuff, wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “But the Golden Spiral is not a symbol that’s typically used by Satanists. And I think Edward was just showing off his knowledge. Satanists usually use the pentagram to depict the devil.”

Trey shook his head. “What?”

Mala grabbed a scrap of paper off the ME’s desk, after a nod from the doctor gave her permission. She sketched a pentagram in the center. “Look. With one of the points turned down, the other two points on top could look like horns, and the one on the bottom could be the beard. The other two are the ears. It forms the figure of a goat.”

“Or Satan,” Trey said, realization dawning. “I saw enough drawings of that guy in Catholic school to know what you’re talking about now.”

“So we need to look into other groups that use the pentagram.”

“We already kinda did that,” Trey protested. “The Wiccans. But the girl we talked to said they were totally into harmony and stuff like that. No real grisly rituals there.”

“That’s mostly true,” Mala agreed. “But they aren’t the only other groups that have used the pentagram. Mormons, Freemasons, even the ancient order of Pythagoreans all did, and invoked some pretty nasty imagery for those who broke rank and shared sensitive information.”

There was a cough from across the room. It was Cody, who was looking uncomfortable and a bit pale.

“I think we maybe need to get out of here and let these guys work,” Trey murmured to Darc and Mala. “Oh, hey,” he said, remembering. “What happened with Janey?”

“She got into trouble for cutting off a boy’s rat tail.”

“What?” Trey sputtered, trying not to laugh.

“I know, right?” she said. “But it’s not all that funny. More problems at school means more possible problems at DSHS.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“It’s fine. We’ll figure it out.” She moved toward the exit, Darc and Trey following behind.

That was the thing with Mala. She did always seem to be able to figure things out.

 


CHAPTER 12

Mala was almost home when she got a call.

“Ms. Charan? This is Richard Templeton from DSHS.”

Fantastic. This was exactly what Mala did not need right now. “Please. It’s Dr. Charan. What can I do for you, Mr. Templeton?”

“I need you to come in to my office right away. Some new information has surfaced that needs addressing.”

“I’m not sure that my schedule—”

“Right away. This is important, as I’m sure you can understand. Caitlyn is at school, so there shouldn’t be any difficulty here.”

“I am working, so actually—” 

“Please, Dr. Charan,” he said, making the title an insult. “You’re a consultant. Not a full time employee. There should be some flexibility there. Would you like for me to call your supervisor?”

Honestly, that sounded like a great idea. Mala knew she was respected, even well liked, at work. But the thought of Captain Merle getting interrupted over a petty social worker and his ridiculous turf war didn’t sound all that appealing either.

“I will come in,” she assented. “But I will also be having a conversation with your superior about the way in which I’m being called in with no warning or consideration for my work schedule.”

Mr. Templeton’s tone got icy at that, but the stiffness of his diction told Mala that she had hit pay dirt. “We are the first line of defense for the children in our care. As such, we are given some leeway under certain conditions.”

“And to what conditions are you referring right now?”

“I think it best to discuss this in person.” The social worker disconnected the line, leaving Mala fuming. 

She needed to calm down before she got to the office, or she would end up fulfilling every dire prediction Richard Templeton had apparently made for her as a foster parent. Nothing like having a screaming hissy fit in the middle of DSHS to throw a monkey wrench in her adoption process.

So, Mala took deep breaths and thought happy thoughts all the way to the social services building. The sight of the edifice threatened her emotional stability, but she thought of Janey and how all this was worth being with that amazing little girl, and the storm passed.

It passed, or she had gone into the eye, and the worst was yet to come. There was no way of knowing the future, but with what Richard Templeton had shown her to date, Mala wasn’t too optimistic.

She squared her shoulders and marched over to the social worker’s desk. And there he sat, his beady eyes peering at Mala with a nasty form of what looked like self-righteous judgment and indignation.

In Mala’s experience, there was nothing more challenging to deal with than someone that was assured of his or her own rightness. If there was no room for honest self-evaluation, how would one’s own issues and prejudices ever come to light?

“Ms. Charan,” he began, as she sat down in front of his desk.

“Dr. Charan.” Mala was done with playing nice. Civility was her new standard, and civility did not require her to ignore shots across the bow. This was clearly that. 

Richard Templeton made no acknowledgement of her correction. Instead, he launched himself headfirst into the fray.

“We understand that Caitlyn is having difficulty at school.”

Shit.

How in the name of all that was holy had he heard that? She had just met with the principal today. There was no way that word had spread that quickly. Unless... Templeton was keeping tabs on Mala above and beyond what was necessary and appropriate.

Her mind raced, thinking through the various scenarios. In the end, she decided that going on the offensive was called for here. She would use every tool in her arsenal. It seemed clear that this man was doing what he could to stand in the way of Mala’s successful adoption of Janey. That made him the enemy. There would be no quarter given here.

“May I ask where you came across that piece of information?” Mala asked, keeping her tone light.

“When we have concerns about a child’s well being, we dig. From the start I’ve had questions as to whether you could keep your professional ego in check and become a true parent to Caitlyn. She needs discipline that you seem unprepared to provide.”

Mala ground her teeth to keep from barking out her question once more. “I will ask you again. How did you know about my conversation with the principal?”

“Did you really think we wouldn’t be checking in with Caitlyn’s school?” he asked. Mala noted that he hadn’t really answered her question at all. “How well would I be doing my job if I didn’t?

From what I hear, this kind of attention to detail is a first for DSHS, Mala thought but didn’t say. She may be at war with Templeton, but allowing it to get out of control would hurt no one but her. And Janey. Keeping her eye on that prize was all-important.

“Ja… Caitlyn is having difficulty adjusting to school life,” Mala replied. “That’s not surprising considering her history. We’re working it out with her teacher and principal.”

“I believe that the issues here are symptomatic of larger problems.” The social worker ordered files on his desk, studiously avoiding Mala’s gaze. “They usually are.” He rapped his finger against his desk for emphasis.

Mala froze.

“That’s an interesting ring you have there,” she commented, pointing at the piece of jewelry. 

Templeton snatched his hand below the desk, but then recovered with a silky smile. “It was my grandfather’s,” he said.

“Interesting,” she replied. “It’s a beautiful piece.

“Thank you,” he said with poor grace. “Now, as for this situation with Caitlyn’s school—”

“I said that we are working it out,” Mala shot back. “Now, was that the only reason you called me in?”

“Only reason? I think you are underestimating the seriousness of—”

“And I think your behavior is bordering on harassment,” she retorted. “I don’t know for sure, but my guess is that’s frowned on here.”

The social worker met her gaze and smiled at her, his teeth showing. “You might be surprised. We all take the safety of children very seriously here.”

“As do I, Mr. Templeton.” She stood up. “Was there anything else?”

“Just that I wanted to let you know that I’m escalating your case,” he said, tapping the file in front of him. “All this information will now be in front of my direct supervisor. Thought you should be informed, so that there are no surprises.”

“No. Wouldn’t want surprises, now would we?” Mala stared into the man’s eyes, wanting nothing more than to gouge them out. But she had other plans.

There was a certain someone that she needed to chat with.

* * *

The glowing pathways intersected in new ways, with fewer collisions, more connections. The information they had received today had gone a long way to reconciling the disparate strands and streams that had been pushing back so strongly since the beginning of the case.

There was still interference from the odd groupings of numbers, but that disruption was less now. And it seemed to have to do with letting go of the Satanist angle. Or at least backing away from it for the moment.

Darc sat in the passenger seat of Trey’s Land Rover, the sounds coming from his partner filtering in to Darc’s branched highways of brilliant color, merging with what they found there and coming up with a solution.

Trey had a question. It was a realization that struck Darc, as those types of intuitive leaps were generally beyond the scope of the logical threads. But the combination of Trey’s grunting noises and awkward shifting, added to the glances he continued to send in Darc’s direction, gave shape to what before would have been grey emotional topography.

Darc was learning.

“What is it?” he asked, turning toward his partner.

His messy-haired companion startled at that. “What d’you mean?”

“You have a question for me.”

“How…? You…?” he began. Then he shook his head. “Wow. This is big, Darc. Like, I-gotta-tell-everyone big. You know that, right?”

But Darc just stared at him. Somehow he knew that Trey wasn’t truly looking for an answer to that question.

“Okay,” Trey said after a moment. “How come we’re not racing off to another crime scene right now?”

The pathways tangled again in confusion. Trey must have seen the echo of that chaos in Darc’s face, as he continued.

“I mean, last time, you saw the star-map-whatsit and you were off like a bat out of hell.” Trey thought about that for a minute. “Come to think of it, you almost look like a human bat. The smooth head, the small kinda pointy ears…”

“Trey…” Darc prompted.

“Right. Well, my question is this… Why don’t you know where the next murder’s gonna happen?”

The strands of light buzzed about, seeming almost… offended… somehow. Odd. Logic should not get upset. Things either were or they were not. There should be no personality involved. And yet, the response was definitively there.

Darc sorted through the various colored threads to find the one that would communicate most readily with his partner. He picked the most straightforward of the lot.

“When we saw the first array of points on the pentagram, they included two outer points of adjacent arms of the five-pointed star, and one inner point on the far side of one of those arms. The remaining inner space was still lacking a mark, which indicated the location of the next murder. I have no such point of reference now.”

Trey sat for a while, from all appearances chewing on the inner part of his right cheek. That was an odd habit that Darc had observed in his companion from time to time. The end result of the self-mastication was usually another statement that demonstrated Trey’s lack of understanding of whatever it was Darc had just said.

That was the case this time as well. “Your explanation was… well… not very explanatory.”

And that had been the simplest of the threads Darc could find. He found himself in a very uncomfortable position, one that was normally reserved for only social interactions. He was going to have to communicate without help from the logic strands.

His entire system jangled. This was never a pleasing process for him, and up until recently, he had not really engaged in doing so often. It made him feel strangely vulnerable, as if he were entering a crime scene without his gun.

“I am missing a vital… very important… piece of information. Without it I cannot ascertain… discover… where to find the next murder scene.”

“Oh. Gotcha.” Trey sat back further in his seat, then sat upright once more. His attention apparently compromised, he had to swerve to get back into the proper lane before striking a blue Honda to their side. “Whoa.”

“What?”

“That was the first time I think you’ve ever dumbed it down for me.”

Darc swiveled his head to look at his partner. “I do not understand.”

“You… you…” Trey seemed to be groping for words, his free hand waving in the air in front of him. “You were speaking my language. Well, sorta. I mean, I understood everything you said, but then you even translated some of the words I knew but never would’ve used myself. Good job, dude!”

Good job? There was a gap between Darc’s experience and Trey’s. For Darc, speaking that way had been an almost physical pain. And yet Trey had complimented him for it. And Darc found that the compliment caused a reaction in that shadowy gray topography of emotional context that was… pleasant somehow.

Troubling.

Even more disorienting was the fact that Darc had no comprehension of what to do next. This seemed to fall under the umbrella of social niceties, so he scanned through Trey’s rules and found one that appeared to fit. If someone compliments you, don’t just sit there like a rock. Thank them.

“Thank you, Trey.”

“You’re welcome,” his partner responded, then did a double take. “You did it again! Man, you are on a roll.” Trey grinned at him, turned and honked his horn at a yellow Volkswagen Bug that was getting too close and then returned his focus to Darc. “Okay, so what’s the information you’re missing that’s holding us up?”

“That is the issue. I do not know. There is a blank space of non-information that I cannot penetrate.”

“Ooo. Ouch. Brain fart,” Trey said, wrinkling his brow. “Okay, that was a slight step backwards on the communication front.” He waved the comment away. “Don’t worry about it. Baby steps.” Darc’s partner seemed to refocus his attention. “What about those numbers?”

The gray landscape heaved in a violent response that was not nearly as pleasant as the one earlier. The words left Darc’s mouth as if they were leaden balloons.

“They are impenetrable to me.”

Trey gave Darc a sharp look. “Wow. I knew it was bad, but I had no idea it was that bad. Numbers never get away from you. Hell, neither do letters or lines or little squiggly marks or random scratches in the dirt or…” He appeared to stop himself. “Okay. Whatever. Do you have them written down somewhere?”

Darc opened up the glove compartment in front of him and pulled out a scrap of paper and a pencil. After drawing the sequence of the number down, he handed the paper to Trey.

“Hey. Steer for me a minute, okay? Tell me if I have to brake or something.” Trey handed over the guidance of the vehicle to Darc as he sat and pondered the numbers. “There was something about this that was bugging me before…”

Turning the wheel to avoid clipping an SUV that was encroaching in their lane, Darc observed his partner out of the corner of his eye. Trey appeared to be counting the numbers out to himself.

“One. Eleven. Twenty-one… No. Hold on…” He stopped, and Darc glanced away from the road for a moment to determine what was happening. A honk from a nearby truck yanked his attention back. “One. One one. Two one… Oh!”

Trey straightened up and took control of the wheel back from Darc. He started laughing, and soon the laughter had turned to what Darc could only describe as hysterics. It was possible that his partner would need medical attention.

“Are you experiencing a psychotic break?”

“No, no,” Trey answered, wiping tears away with one hand while navigating around a semi with the other. “That was just funny.”

“What is amusing?”

“The sequence. It’s set up so that each line describes the one before it. Look…” He pointed at the first line, which bore the numeral one. “That’s one one. Get it? And then when you look at the ones, they’re two ones. Then one two and one one. The next one will be one one, one two, two ones. See?”

The pattern became clear to Darc the moment it was pointed out to him. But that did not explain Trey’s reaction.

“What about this sequence is humorous?”

“Well, it’s the kind of thing that only a mouth-breather like me would figure out. You see numbers like objects, right?”

That was an accurate, although incomplete, description of the process Darc went through. The numbers were perceived and assigned a shape or color stream that became its own entity. But the subtleties of this internal process would be lost on Trey, so Darc just nodded.

“Well, the only way I figured it out was because I was mouthing the numbers out loud,” Trey explained. “Making sounds. There was no way you were ever going to make sense out of this. Not in a million years.”

And then it struck Darc, as the filaments of color assailed him internally, just what that meant. These numbers had been a distraction from the beginning. A nonsensical puzzle designed solely to keep Darc’s full facilities from being engaged. A red herring.

The illusion had been penetrated. The ruse was no longer effective. But Darc had a much more serious concern.

Whatever he had missed, due to his preoccupation with the numbers, was going to catch up to them rapidly. And while he now felt himself to be free of encumbrances, he was no closer to information that would lead them to the killer.

The lines of light dripped color, weeping acknowledgement of their failure.

* * *

Trey leaned back in his chair. Most of the time he was careful about how he did this. Didn’t want to end up sprawled on the ground with everyone laughing at you, trying to explain how a chair got the better of you.

But not today. Not today.

Today he was the guy who had figured out a series of symbols etched around creepy pentagrams. Today he was the hero who had taken his team one step closer to victory. Today was the day…

That he did something that no one would ever hear about, because it hadn’t led to any kind of significant break in the case. Damn that honest voice in his head. It was always harshing his vibe.

But you know what? Trey decided he didn’t care about that part. Darc was always figuring stuff out, and this time it’d been Trey that had done it. No matter what everyone else heard about or didn’t hear about, no one could take that moment away from him.

Yeah, Darc would end up being the guy to figure it all out. Again. But for now, for this one moment, it was all Trey, baby.

The phone rang, startling him. His body twitched in response, and Trey almost went over backwards in his chair. Okay. Maybe there was a reason he didn’t lean back on a regular basis.

He straightened up, grabbing the receiver and holding it to his ear with his shoulder while he pulled out his cell phone. Being on the phone was always a good excuse to play Candy Crush. Not like he could do much else while he was talking to someone, right? That would just be rude. Besides, he was stuck on level 65, and it was making him a little nuts. That stupid multiplying chocolate was kicking his ass.

“Detective Keane speaking.”

“Yes, Detective Keane, this is Bradley Moore over at the Mayor’s office.”

Crap. It was the protective detail thingy. And the chocolate was spreading in his game, and there were no matching candies anywhere close. This was not going well.

“Oh yeah. Bradley. You’re the Mayor’s personal assistant.”

“Ah, that’s executive administrator,” the man responded, his tone sharp.

Like there’s a difference. “Right. My bad.”

The executive administrator let out a breath. It seemed that Trey was getting on his nerves. Weird. That never happened with uptight governmental officials. They usually loved him.

“We need you to come down to the office to discuss the Mayor’s schedule.”

We? You got a frog in your pocket, Mr. Executive Administrator Personal Assistant? Trey made a move in his game and five different sets of candies fell into place, giving him a huge multiplier and finishing out the level.

“Awesome!” Trey yelled, holding up his phone to show the office. No one seemed nearly as impressed as he was.

“Well,” said Bradley. “It’s good to know that you’re enthusiastic about the assignment. We worried that there might be an issue there. See you in a few minutes.”

“No, wait. That’s not…” He trailed off as he heard the dial tone begin. That was unfortunate. Although, with no pressing leads, now was probably as good a time as any.

“Darc,” he called out to his partner. “Saddle up. We’ve got to get over to the Mayor’s office.”

Trey held his phone back up. Maybe he could get through level 66 while Darc was getting his jacket on. He leaned back in his chair once more.

Just in time for Darc to brush past him, bumping the back of his seat. Trey waved his arms wildly, trying to stay upright, but his chair went past the tipping point and he landed squarely on his back. 

The office burst into applause.

“Where was that when I made it past level 65, jerk-faces?” Trey said, standing up and brushing himself off.

Time to get out of this unsupportive workspace.

Too bad it felt like they were headed straight for another one.

 


CHAPTER 13

 “Ah, Dr. Charan,” breathed the ME as Mala made her way back into the morgue. “To what do I owe the privilege of your visit?”

Mala smiled at Dr. Hutchinson and looked beyond the doctor to see the intern working at one of the tables. This would need to be handled with some delicacy if she wanted the medical examiner’s good opinion of her to continue. 

For a brief moment, she contemplated abandoning any attempt at doing so. The man was a pompous ass, after all. But that was something that could adversely affect her team’s future dealings with this office. And considering the number of dead bodies they worked with, that wasn’t a great idea.

“Dr. Hutchinson. I was wondering…” she began, thinking furiously. Inspiration struck. “If I could get the paperwork on these pentagram killings. Just so I can have something concrete to work with.”

“Ah,” he said with a wink. “It’s about time someone on this team did some proper detective work. According to Detective Darcmel, he doesn’t need anything to refer to.” The tone of this statement revealed the doctor’s low opinion of Darc’s savant abilities. “And his partner wouldn’t understand what he was seeing if he had them. Now you, on the other hand…”

“Would be eternally grateful if you would be so kind as to get them for me.” Mala finished for him.

“No need,” he replied with a smug wave of his hand. “I thought you might want them, so kept them right here.” He reached behind himself and pulled forward several folders full of paperwork and pictures.

That was helpful of him. Too helpful. Now how was she going to get him out of the morgue?

“Fantastic,” she said, spinning on her heel as if to leave. Then, as if she had just now thought better of it, she turned back. “Also, I would love to cross reference with the files from Bryce Van Owen and Father John.”

“Hmm,” the ME mused. “Those are upstairs. I’ll have Cody go and get them for us.”

Whoops. She should have known that Hutchinson wouldn’t go get his own files if he had a helper on hand. This wasn’t going the way she had hoped. 

“Actually… I’ll go with him,” she blurted. “You know. Save the extra trip back.” Okay, that might not make perfect sense, but it seemed to work, as Dr. Hutchinson shrugged his shoulders and started to go back to his work.

“Let me know if there’s anything else you need.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

Mala fell into step with Cody, noticing how he was avoiding eye contact. He walked with his head tipped down and also away from her. Classic signs of avoidance. If she was correct in her suspicions, Mala didn’t blame him. Time to draw out the shy young intern.

“Cody, you haven’t been working here all that long, have you?” she began.

“No,” he answered, still without meeting her gaze. “About two months is all.”

“That’s what I thought.” Mala stayed quiet for a moment, letting the suspense build up in the young man. “I noticed that ring you were wearing.”

He glanced up at her, his eyes wide. The hand with the ring on it was tucked away behind his back. Not so much as to be obvious to anyone but a trained professional. But while it might not be convenient for Cody, that is exactly what Mala was.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “It was my grandfather’s.”

“Oh, an heirloom? That’s fantastic.” She again waited until Cody started getting fidgety. “It’s a Masonic ring, isn’t it? I saw the compass and square symbol on it.”

“Uh… right. Yeah. I suppose.”

“You suppose? You mean you aren’t a Freemason?” Mala probed further.

“Well… I…” He fell silent.

“You know what’s interesting?” Mala stopped in the middle of the hallway and turned to face Cody. “I saw another one just like it earlier today.”

“Oh really?” he asked, his tone light. But there was a bead of sweat on his brow that was giving the lie to the calm, bright sound of his voice. Cody was nervous.

“Yes. I caught sight of it during an argument with a social worker,” Mala said, peering straight ahead of her but watching the intern’s reactions out of the corner of her eye. He wiped a hand across his forehead. “But there’s been something weird about our conversations lately.”

“What’s that?” he squeaked.

“It just seems like he has access to information that there’s no way he could have.”

Mala watched as Cody’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed. “Wow. That sucks.”

“Cody…” Mala said. The tone was a warning.

“Okay, okay…” he said, breaking. “It was me.”

“What was you?” she prompted.

He squirmed for a moment, then burst out, “There was one of the brothers at the temple, and we were talking about stuff, and I mentioned where I was working and he seemed really interested and then before I knew it…” He stopped babbling and looked in her eyes, his gaze tortured. “I was telling him all kinds of stuff.”

“I see.”

“But, I mean, I didn’t really know you then. And then I started to find out who you were and what you were like and you’re awesome but he kept asking me stuff and he’s a brother and he’s higher up than me and I was new. We’re supposed to, like, look after each other and he kept saying what a bitch you were and…”

Mala held up a hand to cut off the flow of language. “Cody. I get it. I’m upset, but I get it.”

“I’m really sorry, Dr. Charan.”

Laying a hand on his arm, she gave him a smile. It was clear he had been torturing himself over this, and while it had really messed with her life, there might be a way out of it for both of them. Besides, it was hard to stay mad at someone who was so apologetic.

“Please, call me Mala.”

“Thanks… Mala,” he said, stumbling a bit over her name. “I just wish I could do something to make up for it. The more I get to know Richard, the more of a prick I think he is.”

“Well,” she said, giving him an elbow to the ribs. “Maybe there is something that you can do.”

“Like what?”

“Keep talking to him,” she answered, with a grim smile.

“What? No. I don’t want to do that.” His face was so earnest, it almost made Mala want to laugh. Almost.

“It’s okay, Cody. I think I know how we can turn this around.” There were some ideas bouncing around in her head that could end up benefitting her, and perhaps discredit Richard to a certain extent. She didn’t really want to ruin him, just make sure that his special brand of vigilante social work was nipped in the bud. 

Okay, that wasn’t completely honest. Maybe she wanted to ruin him a little bit.

The random connections that linked people was fascinating to her. The fact that two parts of her life that, in a city the size of Seattle, should be separate, but come together in such a random way was incredible to her. Two Freemasons. Chatting about work after they had participated in the rituals they performed in those temples. There was a certain brilliant kind of insanity to it.

Wait.

Geometric symbols. 

Rituals.

Freemasons.

That was it. That was the link.

Mala spun around and began racing back to her car, pulling out her cell phone as she ran. Cody took a second, but then chased after her, yelling at her back.

“Do none of you guys ever say ‘goodbye?’”

“Sorry,” Mala called out over her shoulder. “I have to get to Darc. It’s about the case.”

“Okay,” he said, doing what he could to keep up. “But why are you running? Your phone’s in your hand.”

“I have to be in my car when I call him if there’s any chance to not get left behind.”

“Gotcha.” He jogged to a stop and then hollered down the hall after her. “We’ll talk later, right? About Richard?”

“You bet!” Mala answered. Taking care of Richard was way up on her priority list. Under normal circumstances it would have been right up at the top.

But these were not normal circumstances. 

Not by a long shot.

* * *

It was working.

Bobby during math. Suzie after snack time. Dmitri right in the middle of second recess. It hadn’t been pretty, and Ms. Kingsley was about to pull her hair out.

But it was working.

They had followed the plan, and now they were all grouped around Janey right up in the front of the class. Well, all except for Rachel and Miguel, but they would get here soon enough. A piece of chewing gum and a box full of poppers would see to that. Then they’d all be here together. 

Popeye gave her a smirk and said that only the dunces had to sit up close to the teacher.

Janey didn’t care. It was all happening according to her plan.

She had seen the bad thing, watched for a while, and then the trails of color in her head showed her a way that she could make things happen. She’d followed those bright paths and now those things were actually happening.

Not all of the things were good, of course. When Mala had come in, Janey had almost given up. She didn’t want Mala to be disappointed in her.

But this was important. It didn’t matter if she got in trouble for it. Well, it did, but Janey wasn’t the one getting into trouble any more. The colors had been ready for that one. It was all part of the plan.

No more cutting hair. She had promised. And she’d kept her promise.

There were a few other things that she had to do, but Janey was sure she could do them without getting sent to the principal’s office again. Even if Mrs. Kingsley had to call Mala again, it was worth it.

That thought made Janey’s tummy do a flip-flop and Popeye laughed at her and called her a chicken. She stuck her tongue out at him and told him he was just a weird looking dog. He hated it when she did that.

Then Dmitri handed her a note while Mrs. Kingsley’s back was turned. Janey opened it up and it was a picture. Not like the ones that Janey made that could talk to Darc, but it was a pretty good one. At least it made Janey feel good.

There was a boy and a girl and they were giving each other a hug. When Janey saw what it was, she looked up at Dmitri, who smiled and waved at her.

Popeye started singing a rude song about Janey and Dmitri up in a tree kissing and stuff. She smacked him on the head. He was trying to ruin the picture for her.

But Janey loved it. She smiled back at Dmitri and put the drawing in her desk.

She would take it home and keep it forever.

* * *

“Turn around,” Darc said to Trey.

“What? But we’re almost to the—”

“Turn around now.”

“Okay, okay. Jeesh.” Trey slowed down only long enough to let a car in the oncoming lane pass before whipping the wheel to the left. Hard.

The turn created enough centripetal force that Darc was thrown against the passenger side door. The pressure would no doubt result in a sub dermal hematoma, but that was irrelevant. The information Mala had just communicated to him had jolted all of the data into place, clarifying the next location.

“What the hell’s going on?” Trey asked, weaving in and out of traffic. “You were only on the phone for like three seconds. And did you say something about the Greenbelt?” Darc ignored the noise coming out of his partner’s mouth and focused instead on the rush of new facts.

It was similar to a fog lifting. One moment, all was obscured. The next, far off points of reference settled into pinpoint focus.

The internal pathways and symbols had been snagged, snarling at one another as they attempted to find cohesion. When Mala spoke the word Freemason, the threads untangled themselves, pointing the way for the various representations of logical fragments to find their respective docking bays.

“I’m telling you, that little priss over in the Mayor’s office is going to have a conniption when we don’t show up,” Trey grumbled to himself. His words were tiny threads that blew about the greater tapestry of light that was assembling itself within Darc’s mind.

The upside down pentagram in the metal fabricating warehouse. Darc had surmised that its orientation was downward as an indication of the left-handed path favored by Satanists.

Such was not the case.

The pentagram was also a symbol used by the Freemasons, used to denote the five points of fellowship. But it was almost always upright. In this case, it was upside down to give orientation to the points on the map. Rotating the figure one-hundred and eighty degrees caused the map to click into place. The symbols synched, creating a framework for the Golden Ratio spiral that led to the next point on the pentagram.

To the West Duwamish Greenbelt.

It was the largest contiguous forest in a city that was known for its greenery, and most particularly its trees. The northern part of the Greenbelt had trails and ended on a large elementary school, but where they were headed was nothing but growth.

As they traveled, Darc retraced the steps of the case. There had been other indicators of Freemasonry, before the conversation with Mala had pointed them out. Clues that Darc had missed due to his distraction with the sound number sequence.

Even the specific mutilations matched many of the warnings of the Masonic rituals, symbolic punishments reserved for those who betrayed the secret rites of their brethren. The tongue torn out by the root. The throat slashed. The entrails removed and burned. The sword piercing the heart.

Any deaths that occurred from here on out could be laid at Darc’s feet.

As they raced down 16th Avenue, they came to the turnoff leading into the Seattle Chinese Gardens on one side, the Community College on the other. Darc pointed straight ahead, following the trail of blue light that led them.

“Wait,” Trey said, peering ahead at where they were going. “I can’t go straight here. I’ve been here before. We go through a parking lot and then right into the forest.”

“That is accurate,” Darc replied. The lines of light sorted and cross-referenced the data flowing in. The area of the forest was over 800 acres, and contained big leaf maples, alder and cottonwood, as well as red-legged frogs, foxes, eagles and hawks. They were entering a space that was not at all urban.

“So we’re going in there?” Trey asked, his pitch raising by an octave.

Darc nodded once.

“That’s it,” Trey said and slammed on the brakes. A car behind them swerved, narrowly avoiding rear-ending the Land Rover. Trey waved the man past as the driver made a gesture with one of his fingers. Strange that he would use that digit to point.

“Why are you stopping the vehicle?” Darc queried.

“Because I’m not going traipsing into some jungle with you without backup.”

“It is not a jungle. It is a stage two and three deciduous forest. In addition, the murders could be talking place—”

“I know, I know,” Trey interrupted him. “They could be happening right now. Or they could have just happened. Or maybe they won’t even end up happening at all because we’ll be here to stop them.” He held up a hand to keep Darc from speaking. “With backup.”

“That will only put more lives unnecessarily at risk. We should—”

“No, Darc. Just no.” Trey glanced over as another car passed by them, the driver of the vehicle staring intently into the Land Rover while sounding his horn. Darc’s partner shook his head and turned back. “You can’t tell me that you know for positive that those murders are happening right now.”

“The data is not that conclu—”

“Darc!” Trey’s voice cut through Darc’s attempted explanation of the vagaries of the logic pathways. “Look. I get it. You’re still broken up about all the cops we lost in the slaughterhouse—”

“And in the Underground.” It was Darc’s turn to stop his partner from speaking. “And then in the cathedral, where you were knocked unconscious with unknown injuries and I was forced to strangle Janey to save the city.” 

The memories surged up within him, a tsunami wave on the shores of the gray emotional topography of his psychological makeup. His reaction was stronger than he would have anticipated, but the streams of light wove themselves about the landscape, protecting the battered surface with the cold illumination of information.

Trey sighed, seeming to read something in Darc’s face that tempered his own emotional reaction. Darc could not read what Trey’s reaction was, but it seemed to be fear. Fear of injury? Fear of failure? There was no way of knowing for sure.

“Listen, man, I know where you’re coming from,” he said, and then pointed straight forward at the dark green line of trees awaiting them. “But look at that. There’s no way we can search that with just the two of us.”

The lines were insistent. They knew where to go. There was a pulsing insistence to their directions, speaking to Darc in his mind. Move, go forward, follow our guidance. Now.

But Trey was pushing in the opposite direction. Wait for backup. Hold on until we have help. We can’t do this alone.

And Darc did not know what to do.

Then Trey said something else. “What about Mala?”

“I do not understand the question,” Darc replied after a moment’s processing gave him no indication of his partner’s meaning.

“You told Mala we were headed here, right?”

“Correct.”

Trey shook his head. “So you think it’s a good idea to take off into the woods, leaving her out here, wondering if we’re dead.”

The lines snarled and spat, repudiating Trey’s reasoning. “I do not understand how her state of mind is relevant.”

“Darc. C’mon. You love her, right?”

Darc stared back at Trey, unable to answer the question in any way that would satisfy either his partner or himself. It was a query that landed with a reverberating crash directly in the middle of the ravaged gray landscape. A place from which emerged no clear or direct answers.

Finally Trey continued. “I’m pretty sure you do. And even if it’s just a strong case of like or even lust… which, ew, by the way… you’ve got to start thinking about how these things are going to make her feel.”

From somewhere within that darkened topography, a clear beacon of light threaded its way out. The light was clear, which was unusual. The information streams always took on color. The shaft of clarity settled on his figures, brightening the symbols and interwoven strands of logic, giving them a new meaning.

Waiting for Mala, even waiting for backup, was not a sign of weakness or irresponsibility. In fact, with the new source of light, Darc could see the benefits of entering the forest with Mala’s help. What’s more, there was strong evidence that by increasing the numbers of their team, they would greatly improve their speed in finding the exact location.

There would be no time wasted in the long run.

How could this be? Were the bands of light so myopic in their scope? Had Darc been led by information that could not see beyond its own speed, accuracy and cleverness? That thought was troubling.

And just like that, the clear light faded, leaving Darc once more in the weak reflected glow of the information. The difference in scope was stunning.

He had no idea what had just happened. But he did understand one thing.

They would be waiting for the rest of the team to arrive.

 


CHAPTER 14

Mala pulled into the huge parking lot shared by the community college and the Chinese gardens. There, off to the side, was Trey’s Land Rover.

And there, resting on the hood, were both Trey and Darc.

Blinking to make sure the vision was real, Mala jumped out of the car and rushed over to join the two detectives. Trey waved a hand at her as she approached.

“Hey, Mala. Took you long enough.”

She ignored the playful banter and leapt right to the question. “Why are you still here?”

“That’s a fine line of inquiry there, Doc,” Trey drawled. “And to be honest, I have no clue.” He pointed at Darc, who was staring at the ground. “One second we were fighting about whether or not we were going in without backup, and the next second, he turns meek as a kitten.”

“Darc?” Mala called out to him, hoping to elicit a response. Darc lifted his head to stare at her a moment, then went back to contemplating the asphalt. “This is… odd.”

“Tell me about it,” Trey answered back. He leaned in and whispered, “He changed his mind when I told him you might get upset.”

Mala heard the words coming out of Trey’s mouth. She even could put them together and mostly make sense of them. But when she tried to place them in the context of having to do with Darc, her mind short-circuited. 

“I can hear you when you whisper,” intoned Darc. “And yes, that is correct, but only to a certain extent. In measuring the possible benefit of entering alone or waiting for help, the latter seemed to yield stronger results.”

“Say what you want, dude, but that’s not how it went down.” Trey stretched his shoulders and cracked his neck. “So… is Janey taken care of?” he asked Mala.

“Yeah. I asked Pyper to pick her up from school.” She saw the look on Trey’s face. “Don’t start. There was no one else.”

“Hey… what’s a little pot between friends? Did you call the cavalry while you were at it?”

“Yes. They should be right behind me. I called Captain Merle the second…”

She trailed off as the sound of sirens approached.

“Speak of the devil,” Trey muttered. He took a long whiff of the air. “Smells like bacon. And you know how I love me my breakfast meats.”

He jumped off the hood of his car and sauntered over to where the first of the police cruisers was pulling into the lot. Waving his arms, he directed the rest of the cars in, keeping his body between the cars and Darc.

Once the uniforms started piling out, Trey called out to them. “Okay, everyone. Here’s the deal. We’ve got stuff going down in the forest.”

One of the cops raised his hand. Trey pointed to him.

“This young man has a question. Which shows his lack of experience here in this precinct. I don’t have any answers. So don’t bother.” He glanced back at Darc, almost as if he were making sure his partner hadn’t hightailed it into the forest on his own. “You know the drill. I’m like the anti-answers guy. You ask me something, you’ll know less after I’m done with you.”

“But are we dividing into teams, or what?”

“Hey!” Trey shouted back at the sarcastic cop, then seemed to think better of it. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea. Darc?” He turned to his partner, looking for approval, or maybe just a reaction. Mala watched as Darc just peered back at him.

Darc may have capitulated on the backup, but he seemed to be fighting himself about it every step of the way. The likelihood, in Mala’s mind, was that Darc wasn’t even aware of that fact himself.

“Ooookay…” Trey stretched out the word, maybe hoping Darc would step in at some point and take over. But that wasn’t happening. “Yeah. Groups. I want three uniforms with Darc, Mala and me.”

That seemed to catch Darc’s attention. He looked at Trey, then at Mala, then back at the ground. What was troubling the detective so much? 

“The rest of you guys divide yourselves into groups of… let’s see…” Trey did a quick head count. “Five. That should give you four more groups with one cop left over. Squeeze him into one of those teams.”

“Should we search in a grid pattern?” Mala asked. “Or would a spiral pattern be better?”

“Grid,” came an utterance from Darc’s general vicinity.

“Grid it is,” Trey chimed in, pointing to three of the teams. “You guys head over that way as far as you can and go north-south. The rest of us will go east-west from here.”

The groups divided up, and Trey clapped his hands together. “I love it when a plan comes together,” he chuckled, then stopped. “Why am I getting such a strong sense of déjà vu?”

Mala could only hope that it was all in his imagination.

* * *

Officer Katy Burchfield followed her team out into the forest. At least it was still dusk. Mostly. If they were doing this search in the middle of the night, it would be so much creepier. 

Just as she said that, the sky grew darker. The sun must have dipped further down below the horizon, or maybe gone behind an even thicker grouping of clouds. Now the typical Seattle grey sky had turned a much darker shade. Just her luck. 

She pulled out her flashlight and pushed past a grouping of what looked like ivy. One of the plants she’d heard was an invader, or something like that. Non-native, anyway.

She’d been with the force for seven years. Starting off, she’d had a husband, Chad, and no kids. Now she had no husband and a son, Jake, that split his time between her and his newly out-and-proud dad who had decided to move to San Francisco.

Yeah, that wasn’t stereotypical or anything.

Good thing his new life-partner… no, that wasn’t true. Fiancé. They were getting married two months from now. Good thing Chad’s almost husband was a sweet guy. 

The feelings surrounding the divorce were complex for her. She had loved Chad… still did, in fact… and wanted to be supportive. It just sucked. Bad.

At least she was dating someone now. Nights had gotten pretty lonely once Chad had left, and there was only so long you could convince your six-year-old boy to sleep in your bed before it started feeling weird. She figured she had another year of that. Maybe two, if she really stretched it. More than that, and his friends would probably find out. Or worse, her new boyfriend. Not that he would be an ass about it or anything, but it would be kind of embarrassing to admit that she couldn’t sleep well by herself.

She glanced over at Officer Kyle Laughlin and caught him looking back at her. Giving him a quick and secret smile, she swiveled her head left and right, making sure no one else had seen. Two cops dating wasn’t unheard of, but if people started finding out about it, it might end up in front of HR. That would not be such a great idea. The head of HR was a real prick.

Kyle didn’t look like much, but then again, Chad had been almost painfully handsome. She’d had her fill of boys who were prettier than she was.

He was a man’s man. Liked to camp, loved sports of all kinds, even went out fishing. He even enjoyed monster truck rallies. He’d taken Jake to his first just a couple of days ago. He was so good with her son. 

Luckily he wasn’t a hunter. That would’ve been a nonstarter for Katy. She’d never gotten over watching Bambi as a kid.

And wow, was Kyle good between the sheets. She felt her skin flush as she thought about last night.  It had been a long time since she’d felt wanted as a woman, but Kyle was making up for lost time.

Looking up ahead, she saw that they were entering a large clearing that was surrounded by five large trees, almost evenly spaced. She jogged to catch up and almost got a branch in the face that had been bent back by the officer in front of her.

“Hardy!” she yelled up at him. “What the hell! Watch what you’re doing.”

“Ah, shaddap, ya pussy.”

“That’s sexual harassment, Hardy. I’ll have your badge,” she joked.

“Hey, I got ya sexual harassment right here,” he said, spinning around and grabbing his crotch.

“Classy.”

She was about to say something about his obvious lack of heritage when Hardy tripped over something and fell over backwards. His limbs flew out in every direction, and Katy couldn’t help but think he looked like a clumsy starfish.

And then a bright white flame ignited in front of her, burning her retinas and forcing her to look away. But the afterimage engraved on her eyes included something else. Some kind of dark rectangle…

Her world exploded in a flash of superheated light and sound. There was only one thought that flitted through her mind. 

At least Jake would still have his father.

* * *

The last thing in the world that Officer Tom Forrester wanted to be doing was trudging through a forest right before dark on a chilly October evening. He’d never been the outdoorsy type, much to the chagrin of his step-dad, Craig, who made it a point to go out hunting some kind of horned animal at least twice a year.

The chill in the air, the snap of twigs breaking under his team’s feet, the uncomfortable feeling that you couldn’t see what was coming from more than ten feet away… all of it brought back memories of trips spent trying to convince the half-drunk Craig that his step-son wasn’t a total wuss. Not really times Tom wanted to reminisce about any time soon. He blew out a breath, watching it mist in the air in front of his face.

At least he mostly liked his team. There were some good guys in this group. Well, all of them, really, except for his new partner, Officer Stick-up-his-ass Harper. Harper. At least his name was apropos. He liked to harp on pretty much anything he thought was out of line. Which seemed to be pretty much everything.

“Officers, we are starting to veer off of our east-west line,” Harper called out, his nasal tone cutting through the dense foliage.

“Aw, shut it, Harper. We’ve got to get around the trees somehow, don’t we?” one of the other officers yelled back. Tom couldn’t agree more.

Was the captain trying to punish him for something? Why saddle him with the one guy on the force who thought of getting a discount on donuts at the local bakery as some kind of a bribe? Tom wasn’t dirty, but according to Harper, he might as well be.

Even his partner’s speech pattern bugged Tom. Who talked like that? These were men you risked your life next to. Call them something other than Officers.

Didn’t matter.

One more hour or two and they would be out of here. Then he could head over to Rachel’s place, see if she’d let him in. It’d been weird between them ever since her roommate had come on to him when they’d all been out together at a bar. He hadn’t done anything about it, but he hadn’t told Rachel, either. Figured he didn’t want to ruin her relationship with her roommate.

Great idea. Too bad the roommate had gone and confessed. And somehow in her “confession,” Tom had come out looking like a total two-timing asshat.

It was fine. They’d been together for three years, and even Rachel knew that her roommate was batshit crazy. It might take a while, but they’d figure it out. 

Peering ahead into a clearing of trees, Tom thought he might be seeing something. A form spread out on the ground… some kind of a…

“Hey, guys!” he called out. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

It was a man, naked and spread eagle on the ground. Tom rushed forward to get a better look, when his foot snagged on something. A root, maybe? He tumbled forward and lifted up his head just in time to see the world ignite in a nightmarish chiaroscuro of extreme white light and sharp black shadow.

Right before a blossom of white heat hit the back of his skull, Tom saw the imprint of dark black curved lines. It was the afterimage of what the burning lines had imprinted on his sight.

From what he could tell, it looked like the flame had turned a sharp corner. 

Strange. 

Fire wasn’t supposed to do that.

* * *

There was a thud that Trey felt in his chest and then the ground seemed to move a bit underneath him.

“What the…?”

A searing white light was moving toward them at an angle, tracking its way through the forest, igniting everything in its path. And by everything, Trey meant every single thing. Even the greenest of the trees was igniting under the heat from that blaze.

Darc spotted the light and one word fell from his lips.

“Move.”

Trey spun around, grabbing Mala’s arm. “Everyone back the way they came. Now!” He sprinted through the forest, pulling Mala along as best he could. Well, pulling may have been the wrong word. He was attached to her, certainly. Who was doing the pulling was up for some amount of discussion.

“The hell was that?” yelled Sanchez, one of the uniforms from their group.

“What did I say about asking me questions?” Trey snapped back. There was no way of knowing how far they needed to go to be safe and he didn’t want an extended conversation stealing the breath he needed to keep his legs pumping up and down.

“We need to warn the other teams,” Mala panted. Sanchez heard and lifted his radio up just as another explosion rocked the woods.

“Shit!” he cried out as he ducked his head. He barked into his handset, “All units, pull back. Pull back!” Turning back to Trey and Mala, he spoke again. “We’ve got to get firefighters in here. Look at it! The whole place is going to light up. What is that?”

“Thermite,” came the answer from Darc’s direction. “And water will cause it to explode.”

“Wait,” Trey inserted. “Is that what’s going on over there?”

“It is an 86.3 percent probability that there are receptacles of water encased in metal along the path of the thermite.”

“So, like, water bombs or something?” Trey peered out into the gloom of the forest. Every so often, he would catch a glimpse of white-hot flame peeking in between the branches and trunks of trees. What was more disturbing was the orange-yellow glow that was starting to accompany it.

He pulled out his cell phone. Maybe the firefighters couldn’t do much without having access to water to put out the blaze, but Trey was going to give it a shot, regardless.

A squawk came over Sanchez’s radio. A voice issued out from the handset, sobbing, “We’ve lost three of our team! They were caught in the blast. Came out of nowhere.”

“Two from ours,” came another. “We’ve got a body here. The whole place is on fire!”

“Get out,” Sanchez called back, his tone rising in panic. “Get the fuck out of there!”

Trey looked over and saw Darc staring at him. There was no expression on his partner’s face, but he knew exactly what the bald detective was thinking.

“It was the right decision, Darc.”

“Was it?” Came the response. And damned if Trey didn’t have an answer for it.

Then Darc got an expression on his face. One that Trey had seen too many times before. His head cocked to the side. His fist clenched.

Dammit.

“He’s about to move, people,” Trey called out to the team. “I don’t know where he’s going or what he’d going to do, but it’s going to happen. Real fast.”

Trey just hoped that it wasn’t going to be in the direction of the fire.

* * *

Mala was standing next to Darc, trying to catch her breath, when the bald detective darted off in the direction of the fire. Even the warning from Trey hadn’t prepared her for Darc to do this.

He was running directly into the forest, the red glare from the fire rimming his darkened profile in hellish light. And now Mala was faced with a choice. Should she follow after him into the inferno, or wait until it was all finished and try to pick up the pieces left over?

Before she even registered she was making a decision, it was made. She was sprinting through the undergrowth, trying to keep pace with a man who from all appearances trained for marathons. At least she was wearing flats today. Trey was always complaining about Darc’s speed; now Mala understood why. 

And speaking of Trey, there he was, coming up alongside her. “Couldn’t let you two get all the glory and stuff,” he panted. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here. She couldn’t say she blamed him.

“What’s he doing?”

“Who the hell knows?” Trey replied in between breaths. “It’s Darc. He doesn’t always take time to stop and give me a rundown.”

They darted around a grouping of trees, and Mala watched as the fire spread to a nearby deciduous, which burst into a whirling mass of flame. Darc skirted the worst of the flame in that direction. He seemed to be looking for a way through the encroaching blaze lit by that burning white line.

Fortunately for all of them, this part of the forest was almost to the climax stage of succession, meaning that there was less undergrowth in between the massive trees surrounding them. Darc was able to take a path through an area where the fire wasn’t blocking their way, although the air around them was heated to a point that it felt uncomfortable to breathe. He stopped for a moment, gazing into the encroaching darkness ahead of them.

“Does he even realize we’re here?” Mala shouted at Trey over the roar of the flames.

“I never know what he knows or doesn’t know. I hope so, though.”

“Why?”

Trey gulped in a breath before answering, choking from the smoke. “Because if he doesn’t, we might as well be dead.”

Mala had experienced enough of Darc’s single-mindedness to know that he would stop at very little to solve a case. But lately that seemed to have been tempered by his growing relationship with Janey. And, to be honest, with her.

But if he didn’t understand that they were following, it was possible that he would sacrifice them all in order to save others. It was the strangest form of selflessness Mala had ever encountered, and also one of the most seemingly genuine.

That was all well and good, but Mala had to make it out alive, and she had no desire to do so without Darc in tow. And Trey, of course.

“Can you get his attention?” she yelled at him.

“I’ve never had much luck with it before,” he said. “Hold on.”

Trey reached down and grabbed a pinecone, throwing it with what looked like all of his concentration at his partner. It went right past him. Trey gave Mala a wry expression and tried again. Even farther away that time.

Mala sighed internally and grabbed a pinecone herself. She threw as hard as could, hitting Darc square on the back of the head. The bald detective spun around, spotting them both.

“What are you doing here?”

Trey and Mala exchanged glances. He didn’t know they were there. Not good.

“Trying to help you, dude!” Trey yelled back. “Better question… what are you doing here? ‘Cause this does not seem like such a fun place to just hang out.”

“There is a center to this triangle,” Darc responded, turning to stare back into the forest.

“Triangle? What triangle?”

Mala heard Trey’s question, but managed to figure it out before Darc said anything. “The thermite reaction Darc spoke of. It forms a triangle.”

Trey whipped his head back and forth between Mala and Darc. “What…? How…?” He turned to Darc, then seemed to think better of it. He faced off with Mala. “How the eff did you know that?”

“The line of burning thermite was approaching us from an angle. We heard over the radio that there were two more groups that had run into the same thing.” She shrugged. “I took a guess.”

“Dammit all to hell. Fine,” he ran his hands through his hair, making it stand on end. “Okay, Darc. Where’s the center.”

They rounded a tree and Darc pointed. There, in the middle of a cleared patch of earth, was a pattern of white light, crisscrossing the entire area. The intersecting lines created the image of a huge eye.

But that wasn’t the most important part of the panorama. There, in the center of the circle that depicted the iris, was tied a naked man. He was lit in the garish light emanating from the thermite, and there were darker streaks on his face and torso. Dirt? Blood? It was impossible to tell from here.

Mala gasped, horrified at what she was seeing. There wasn’t a lot of time for her to finish reacting, as Darc sprinted off toward the circle of flame.

Following along behind, Mala felt herself pushed back by the extreme heat of the thermite reaction. How was Darc standing it? It felt like the skin of her face and neck were scalding as she got closer to the line.

Darc hopped over the first row of thermite, the outer portion of the eye. As he did so, he must have triggered some sort of additional reaction, as a new set of white flames flared up in what would have been the white of the eye, forcing Darc toward the center iris, where the naked man had begun moaning in agony from the increase in heat surrounding him.

From what Mala could see, there was almost no way for Darc to get out of the trap in which he was now stuck. His desire to rescue the victim may have led to his own fiery death.

And Mala would be right there, unable to look away while it happened.

 


CHAPTER 15

The logic pathways converged on the center, where the groaning man had now seen Darc. His cries were no more articulate, but they now seemed directed toward Darc, begging for his assistance.

That assistance was becoming more and more challenging as the moments passed. Not only had Darc’s entry into the outer eye started a new aluminum thermite reaction headed inward, it began another moving in the opposite direction.

Toward Mala and Trey.

These new lines must have been buried beneath the surface of the ground, as Darc had not seen their distinctive mounding as he ran in toward the center. But the shallow burial was nothing that would impede the chemical reaction happening.

The lines spread away from one another as they traveled outward from the iris of the eye. That would allow Trey and Mala to escape if they hurried quickly enough.

“Move back! Find the points of the triangle. There will be other individuals trapped there,” he called out to the pair. The lines of thermite sped toward them. Mala’s expression was strange… it appeared set, as if it were carved in stone, and for a moment, Darc feared she would stay and be immolated. But moments later, she turned and sped after an already running Trey.

Darc turned his attention back toward the figure on the ground.

“Do not move. Do not speak.” There was no way to know what other triggers were here. The thermite reaction forced him closer and closer to the inner circle of the iris, where the man’s body was tied down to stakes. His arms and legs, like the others, were spread out, but there was no pentagram inscribed inside.

Yet.

That was the final trap.

Allowing the green lines of light in his mind to trace his path, Darc ran and leapt up and into the center of the circle, flattening out his body just before he landed.

Right on top of the man’s torso.

Darc did what he could to spread out his body weight to keep the damage to a minimum, but still felt a snap beneath him as several of the man’s ribs broke. The figure’s breath whooshed out of his chest, followed by an intense moan. Judging from the man’s contorted face and what had just occurred, Darc surmised the man was in pain.

“Remain still while I release you.” Darc worked to free the man from the stakes driven into the ground. The cords around his wrists had been tied tight and were cutting off the circulation to the victim’s extremities. The flesh around the ropes had swollen, making it difficult for Darc to gain a purchase with his fingers. In addition, the man beneath him had begun to writhe, which caused his arms and legs to quiver. Darc would grab a knot and begin working on it, only to have it snatched out of his grip.

“That is not still,” he stated through teeth gritted with strain. Finally, Darc managed to release one of the arms. The man immediately swung his freed limb around, flailing in his pain.

His movements must have triggered the final trap. The lines of the pentagram began to be traced in the dirt by incandescent rays moving into the center of the circle.

The logic lines warped, readjusting the timetable. It was impossible to free the man before the flame reached him.

Darc had failed.

Several options snaked their way through his consciousness. He snatched hold of one of them, grabbing the man by his shoulders and shaking him to gain his attention.

“Who was your attacker?” Darc demanded.

The man groaned and looked back at the approaching flame.

Darc shook him harder. “Do you know who it was?”

The man opened his mouth as if to answer, displaying a gaping hole filled with blood. The man’s tongue had been ripped out. He could not answer.

The human life beneath Darc was soon to be snuffed out. Darc had not saved him, nor had he been successful in gaining additional information.

Not only that, but Darc’s own life was now in serious danger.

A rapid analysis of the lines of logic gave him one option. That option gave him an 83.2% chance of survival, but required him to leave this man to die an agonizing death. The choice was clear. Darc had to abandon this man.

And yet, a bright white ray of brilliance shown in Darc’s mind, surpassing the radiance of the thermite reaction around him. He would not leave, but would do what he could to release the victim before the flame reached them both.

Darc did so, releasing the man’s other hand and one of his ankles right before the flame reached the body. The trap was now complete, and there was no feasible way out of scenario that Darc could ascertain.

That continued to be the case until the helicopter that flew into place above him threw out a rope that hit Darc square in the face. It hurt, but not as badly as what was coming for them both. The pathways of color adjusted, showing Darc the new plan.

He looped the rope around and under the man’s armpits, tying it off with a bowline knot. Turning to face the helicopter above, he raised his thumb to indicate that they should be lifted up.

The bright threads calculated the weight capacity of the rope, as well as the approximate weight of the victim. The answer came, a symbol that displayed its uncertainty even as it proclaimed probable success. The rescue would be a near thing, especially considering the man’s ankle was still attached.

The chopper rose in the air, with Darc resting his feet on the man’s shoulders and holding onto the line above him. It would not be pleasant for the victim, but that would be nothing compared to what was about to happen to his ankle.

The line pulled taut, stretching the man out to his full length. There was a pop of the man’s ankle bones separating right before the stake was ripped out of the ground by the lift from the helicopter.

And then they were free, soaring up toward the sky, looking down at the tops of the trees. The thermite reaction spread out around Darc, forming the expected triangle, with the eye in the middle and lines radiating outward in a hellish version of glory.

At each of the points of the circle burned another pentagram. Whether those other three circles still contained their bodies, Darc could not ascertain from this position.

A voice called out from above him. Trey.

“I saved you, man,” he yelled over the noise of the chopper. “You’re welcome.”

Darc puzzled over that statement for a moment. It seemed that Trey expected some sort of thank you from him. He would need to say something to his partner in response to the rescue Trey had apparently mustered.

If they were headed to the hospital, Darc would be relieved.

It would take him that long to figure out what to say. 

* * *

Janey sat and stared at Pyper, her babysitter.

Her babysitter was on the couch in the living room, reading a book. But she hadn’t turned any pages in a long time, and the lines of color in Janey’s head told her that her babysitter wasn’t really reading right now.

Janey was facing her across the coffee table, where she had been drawing pictures for the last few minutes. It seemed to be helping calm Pyper down, at least a little bit.

Pyper had spent the last three hours doing everything she could to stay right next to Janey. When Janey went to her room, Pyper was right there with a card game. If she went to the bathroom, Pyper would ask her every two seconds if she was doing okay in there and was there anything Pyper could get her? Even though she knew that Janey didn’t talk.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true, but Janey didn’t talk much out loud. The only thing she’d said in her outside voice since her mommy and daddy had died was Darc’s name. And that was months ago, and only because the mean social services people were taking her away from him.

And now Darc was somewhere out there with Mala and probably Trey, finding killers and protecting people like her. And all Janey wanted to be doing was helping.

It was so frustrating being little. No one took you seriously.

That wasn’t true either, though. Darc took her seriously. More than Mala or Trey or Maggie did. And Mala and Trey and Maggie took her much more seriously than any other people Janey had ever met in her life.

Popeye snorted at her and said that no one could take a girl seriously that still liked My Little Pony and wore pigtails. Showed what he knew. Janey didn’t care about My Little Pony any more. Now it was Lalaloopsy dolls. Silly bear. And she couldn’t help it that Mala liked her in pigtails.

Come to think of it, Pyper was also taking Janey pretty seriously right now. She was so afraid that Janey was going to disappear again that she wouldn’t let Janey out of her sight. So in a way that meant that her babysitter was treating her like a grownup.

It maybe shouldn’t have, but that made Janey feel good. She bent her head down and kept drawing her picture, one that she’d been working on all evening.

It was a picture of Mala and Trey and Janey and Maggie all inside the funny star-in-a-circle thing that Darc had been talking about. What was it called? A pentagram.

The colored lines swirled up from the drawing, showing her what it all meant. It wasn’t a good symbol. At least not the way the bad person was using it.

But Janey had a fix for it. She put a gold detective badge around them all. It was inside the star, but held everyone else inside of it.

Popeye said it was a dumb drawing, but she just ignored him. Sometimes the things he said weren’t worth the breath they took to answer them. That was something Mommy sometimes said when Janey would ask too many questions.

Caitlyn. She’d been Caitlyn then.

Janey let out a sigh, and Pyper put her book down. “What’s the matter? Did you finish another one?”

She moved around the table and stopped when she was right behind Janey. Looking down at the drawing, Pyper made a little coughing noise.

“Oh, that’s… nice. That’s a great picture, Janey.” She pulled out her bag. “How about if we pop some popcorn and maybe watch some Spongebob?”

The popcorn sounded good. Janey really liked popcorn, especially with lots of butter. And Patrick Starfish and Squidward were really funny, even if Spongebob Squarepants was a little annoying sometimes.

She nodded up at Pyper, who tried to give her a smile back, but her lips went all funny and it just looked weird. Popeye said the babysitter hated Janey’s picture and was trying not to tell her, but Janey told him to hush his mouth or he wouldn’t get any popcorn. That shut him up.

Well, mostly. Usually when Popeye really didn’t say anything for too long, it meant there was something wrong.

But this time, it was just about the popcorn.

* * *

So, this time Trey had done something and pretty much everyone had noticed. He’d called in the firefighters, and had told them to bring a helicopter. Which had ended up saving the victim in the middle circle, as well as Darc, Mala and almost everyone else.

It was pretty awesome.

Or at least it had been, until they had gotten to the hospital. They were in the intensive care unit, the look and feel of every room and hallway stark and sterile. Three cops and the victim in the center of the eye had made it out alive, but with massive burns. Nurses were working unceasingly to make sure they stayed alive.

 Trey gazed around the waiting room and spotted Darc’s face. His partner was not happy, and Trey was pretty sure he knew why.

And that part was also something he had done. Was there never going to be a time where Trey could just feel good about something he’d done well, without the burden of crushing guilt to go along with it as a side?

“Darc, I’m sorry,” Trey said, walking over to the bald detective. He wanted to put a hand on his partner’s shoulder or something, but he knew that Darc wouldn’t appreciate it. Or tolerate it, for that matter.

“You have nothing for which you need to apologize.”

“Come on, man. You know that I was the one that pushed for backup. We wouldn’t have lost those cops if—” Trey began.

“I was the one who capitulated. I feared it would be a repeat of the slaughterhouse and the Underground. This was worse.”

That got Trey’s attention. “Worse? How was this worse? We didn’t lose nearly as many cops this time.”

Darc didn’t say anything, just got up and moved toward one of the rooms. There, on a bed, was a woman. There was no way to recognize her, due to the extensive burning all over her face and torso, but he was pretty sure she was one of the uniforms that had been there.

The sight of her took away any remaining part of Trey’s exuberance from Darc’s rescue tonight. He wanted to turn away, to brush it off, to joke about it. Make it less significant or painful somehow. But he couldn’t. 

Not this time.

“Darc, I…” Trey heard his own voice trail off. There really wasn’t anything he could say.

And then there was a flurry of activity around the nurses’ station. An incessant beeping was heard at the desk, and Trey moved toward the area, hoping to figure out what was going on. He heard snippets of conversation as the team buzzed around, heading for the room where the one victim Darc had saved was being kept.

 “Burn victim…”

“… coding…”

“Grab a crash cart!”

This was not good.

Trey rushed after them, waving at Darc and Mala to get their attention. He skittered along behind the grouping of medical professionals, hoping to escape notice.

It seemed to work right up to the point they got to the room. Not only did one of the orderlies stop him from going in, but one of the large guy’s buddies was expelling someone else from the room.

It was Carson Speer. The APA.

 


CHAPTER 16

One second, Mala was running after Trey in the halls of the ICU, trying to figure out what was going on. The next, she had joined in with Darc to physically restrain the shorter detective as he tried to rip out Carson Speer’s throat.

“How much proof do you need?” Trey was screaming. “He was in the room with our one link to the killer, and now the guy’s dead.”

“We don’t know that he’s dead yet,” Mala said, doing what she could to calm him down. It wouldn’t do to have one of the lead detectives on the case thrown into prison for assaulting one of the city’s prosecuting attorneys.

“Actually, we do,” put in Carson, his tone apologetic. “The man died while I was in there.”

“See? See??” Trey yelled, groping for the lawyer with an additional burst of energy. It was taking all of Mala and Darc’s strength as well as skill to keep him in check. This was getting out of control fast.

“I didn’t do anything,” Carson responded, dancing back out of the way of Trey’s grasping hands. “Really, I didn’t. I was just here to try to--”

“Kill the one witness we had to cover your tracks?” Trey finished for him. He turned to Mala and Darc. “It’s okay. I’m under control now.”

Mala could feel his body relax under her hands, so she nodded to Darc to let go. Immediately Trey sprang at the APA once more. Luckily, Darc was able to jump in front of his partner and keep him from inflicting bodily damage.

“This behavior is irrational, Trey,” Darc intoned. Mala sighed in relief. At least there was some kind of sanity coming from the tall detective. Her relief vanished with his next words. “If you were to harm him here, there would be too many witnesses.”

“What?” squeaked Carson. “You want him to attack me somewhere else? I’m the APA!”

Darc turned to the lawyer, pinning him with that intense I-will-peer-into-your-soul look that he had perfected. “You being the APA has nothing to do with whether or not you deserve punishment.”

“But… but… You said that--”

“I said that you being the next APA had no relation to your guilt,” he clarified.

“I haven’t done anything,” the attorney pled.

“You have no alibi. You have taken an inordinate interest in the case before we have apprehended any suspects. You are found leaving the room of our only witness immediately after the man’s death.” Darc listed the suspicious behavior without any change in inflection. The result was chilling. Mala found that she was glad to never have to face that kind of inquiry.

“Wait. You believe me?” Trey said, looking at his partner with surprise. “I mean… Yes! You believe me.” He turned to the APA. “You’re guilty!”

“That is not what I said,” Darc corrected Trey. “I do not know whether or not he is guilty. I only express it as a probability.”

“C’mon, Darc. Give me a number. You’re good at that kind of thing.”

Darc paused. “Currently, I would put the probability at 54.7 percent.”

Trey seemed to think about that for a moment. “Better than even. I’ll take it.” He pointed his finger at Carson. “You’re going down, ass-wipe!”

“Listen,” the APA said, stretching out his hands wide. “I don’t know how this has gotten as bad as it has…”

“Modulating. Modulating!” Trey barked.

“That’s it,” growled the lawyer. “I’m done. You two are certifiable.”

He began walking down the hallway, muttering to himself and shaking his head. Before the lawyer could get to the elevators, Darc called out after him.

“Mr. Speer. You may need to make yourself available for questioning.”

If the APA heard, he made no indication. Trey turned to Mala and grinned.

“This case just got fun again.”

Mala did what she could to stifle her sigh.

* * *

The fragmented rays of color tormented Darc. The interaction with Trey around calling for backup in the Greenbelt had torn apart Darc’s inner workings. The logic lines still pointed to where he needed to go, but it was almost as if he could not see them clearly. When he had pushed back against the council they had offered, it was like an internal lens had shattered.

The fire was largely contained, not without some amount of difficulty. The remaining thermite had reacted badly with almost everything the firefighters had thrown at it, but now it was burning down, leaving a stretch of forest that had been scarred.

Darc felt the echoes of that scarring in his own soul. No matter on how many occasions Trey had attempted to reassure him, his partner’s reasoning always seemed a superficial salve on an arterial bleed.

Trey was driving them back to the precinct building. Mala was on her way home to take care of Janey. Darc found that his strong instinct was to ask Trey to follow her. It was the same type of feeling that had resulted in the death and disfigurement of so many.

He did not trust this feeling.

Janey would be in bed asleep at this hour. Mala would arrive at her apartment and send the babysitter home. Then she too would sleep.

There would be no sleep for Darc.

None.

A random frayed dart of color interrupted Darc’s thoughts. They were going the wrong direction.

“Where are you going?”

Trey shrugged, glancing over at his partner. “Dude. You need a pep talk.”

“I do not understand the significance of what you are saying.”

Darc’s partner sighed. “I get that you’re bummed. I am too. And don’t think I don’t know that it’s my fault for demanding that the team join us.”

Another stray color intruded. “They were all adults, operating in the capacity for which they were trained. Taking responsibility for their choices is illogical.”

“Man, you’re all over the map tonight,” Trey responded. “Is there something broken in there?” He pointed at Darc’s forehead.

As occasionally occurred, his partner could be quite perceptive at times, although what was taking place was far more complex than his sophomoric question implied. But that was part of what made Trey… his friend.

That realization exploded upon Darc with the radiant white heat of the thermite. It was more of the grey landscape, but now it seemed illuminated in a way that was disturbing to him. Especially as the lines of logic appeared so disjointed.

He could not afford to trust this new light. It had misled him. He would not allow that to happen again.

Trey was waiting for an answer. His question about Darc being broken was not rhetorical. His seeming insight was superficial and required substantiation.

“Yes, Trey. There is something broken.”

Nodding his head, Trey took another turn. Darc now recognized where they were going. Trey’s apartment.

Trey and Maggie’s apartment.

“Okay, Darc. I know this is still a little awkward, but no one knows you better than Maggie. Well, except for me, but I’m at a loss here. You’re messed up and you need help that I can’t give you.”

Darc remained in his seat. It was not that he was incapable of understanding Trey’s point. Nor was he troubled by the thought of speaking with his ex-wife, although Trey clearly thought he was.

Something else kept him rooted. A vague sense of uneasiness that pervaded that emotional topography. He did not want to enter Trey’s apartment.

Darc was afraid.

Strangely, putting a name to his feelings caused them to dissipate somewhat. Enough that he was able to exit the car and follow Trey up to the apartment.

“Babe,” Trey called out. “Darc’s here with me.”

Maggie came out from the bedroom, taking a long look at both Trey and Darc. She walked around the couch slowly.

“You boys been in a fire?”

Trey cleared his throat. “Long story.”

Shrugging her shoulders, Maggie pinned Trey with her gaze. “I’ve got time.”

“Okay, so not so long of a story, really. The killer left a trap in the Greenbelt that ended up killing a bunch of cops and our only witness and almost got us too.”

Maggie shook her head. “Why do I ask?”

“I keep telling you not to…” Trey muttered, just loud enough that Darc could hear him. It was doubtful Maggie could.

“What do you need?” she asked.

Trey looked at his partner, then over to Maggie. “Darc’s busted.”

There was a long pause, then Maggie went over to the sofa, sat down and patted the cushion beside her. Darc felt the same fear rise up within him. What was he afraid of?

He forced himself to move, following Maggie’s path to the couch and taking a seat where she had indicated. His body sank into the cushions, finding their own space there. This couch was one that Maggie and Darc had purchased together.

“Trey,” Maggie said in a quiet voice. “This may be awkward.”

Darc’s partner turned his gaze from her to Darc and back again. There was an expression on his face that Darc had rarely seen there. What was that? Sadness? Remorse? Resignation?

“Do what you have to do,” he said finally, sitting in the easy chair opposite the sofa where Maggie and Darc were positioned side by side.

Maggie reached up with ease of familiarity, placing her hand on the back of Darc’s neck. She gently led his head down until it rested in her lap. 

It was their ritual. 

The one that they had engaged in every time Darc had come home from a particularly difficult case when they were married. She stroked his scalp, murmuring that it was okay, it was all right, everything would work out, he was doing the best he could, it wasn’t his fault, it was okay, it was okay, it was okay.

The act that had seemed so foreign to him when she had first done it. The one he had dreaded every time she had performed it. The one he had somehow known she would do again tonight.

And Darc felt something bubble up from within him. Something from that broken place inside that continued to ache with a dull throbbing pain that settled in his abdomen and kept him from eating, from sleeping, from doing anything but pursuing criminals. 

He didn’t know what was occurring with him. The sensation continued to grow, exploding from his lungs, his mouth, his eyes. This had never happened to him before.

Darc was crying.

* * *

Okaaaaaay.

Trey hadn’t known what to expect when he brought Darc back to his and Maggie’s apartment. It had just been an idea. He had them all the time. Most of them were pretty bad.

One thing was sure. He had not expected this.

The bar had been set low. The side trip had really just been for Maggie to tag in for a sec. You know. Just to take some of the pressure off of himself. He’d known that Darc needed help and that what Trey had tried so far had been pretty much ineffectual.

Holy Mary mother of Jesus.

It wasn’t just that Darc was crying. Trey’s partner was sobbing. There was snot flying everywhere, Maggie’s jeans were soaked with tears and Darc was making sounds that might embarrass a five-year-old.

And Trey had no idea where to look.

The whole thing was fascinating, in a car-wreck-rubberneck kind of way. But staring at his partner while he was so vulnerable like that… It felt just wrong. In every way possible.

On the other hand, it seemed like this was something that might actually help. Darc kept so much bottled up inside, there were times that Trey was pretty sure if the guy got a massage he would either shatter right there on the table, or be completely incapable of standing back up. Darc’s tension had tension.

But it had always seemed like part of the package. There had even been moments when Trey had decided that the whole robot impersonation was really just Darc. His personality. It had soothed his conscience a bit for those moments when Trey had gotten irritated and lashed out at the tall detective. He’d assumed that it just didn’t affect Darc.

Clearly, he had been mistaken.

Well, suck.

Trey wasn’t the only one surprised. Maggie was still stroking Darc’s head, but her expression said that she had no idea what to do next.

Yeah. Speaking of. What were they supposed to do next?

He was saved from having to figure that one out by the ringing of his cell phone. It was a relief to not have to deal with Darc blubbering for a moment, but who was calling at this hour?

Before he could even identify himself, the voice on the other end began jabbering. “Detective Keane, this is Bradley Moore over at the Mayor’s office.”

Oh crap.

In all the hubbub, Trey had completely spaced the fact that they were supposed to have gone over to the Mayor’s office to talk about the protection detail. This wasn’t good. Not at all.

“Um, right… Bradley. Listen—”

“No, no,” the assistant interjected. “You listen. The Mayor’s been kidnapped.”

Trey felt his stomach fall out from the bottom of his shoes. The Mayor of Seattle had been kidnapped. And it had happened while Trey and Darc were off chasing down bad guys instead of meeting with the man’s staff like they were supposed to. 

Apparently this night was all about the unexpected.

* * *

Mala had just sent Pyper home. The poor girl looked like she was pretty frazzled. Mala would have to talk to her about just what had happened that evening that had caused her distress. Janey wasn’t making many inroads when it came to stellar behavior with those who were tasked with her care and teaching.

After going in to check on Janey… who was still up, the little munchkin… Mala stayed for a while to cuddle with her foster daughter. This case had eaten up way too much of her time lately, and some things had fallen through the cracks. Some of those were Janey’s actions at school. Those were troubling, but at the end of the day, they were temporary. Mala knew enough to recognize that there was going to be an adjustment period, and they were still right in the middle of it. Janey’s behavior at school would most likely stabilize.

But there were other, long term, actions that needed to be taken. Mala had fully intended to have all the paperwork filed to adopt Janey at this point. There were no relatives anywhere… both of Janey’s parents had been a bit older, and their own parents had passed on.

There was nothing keeping Mala from bringing Janey into her family full time. Nothing except for time.

That was all it was, right? Mala squirmed in closer to Janey, taking the little girl in her arms and holding her close. Janey squeezed her back, burying her head in Mala’s chest. She was such a fighter. The things this tiny one had suffered made Mala’s blood freeze when she allowed herself to dwell on them.

But then there were moments like these. Moments when it was clear how small Janey was. How fragile.

Maybe there was some fear there, too. It was possible that Mala was frightened that she wouldn’t be up to the task of healing her emotionally scarred charge.

It was something to think about, certainly. And if there were any truth to it, that was something that Mala would want to have all sorted out before she made their arrangement permanent. There was no doubt in Mala’s mind that Janey was hers. But she didn’t ever want Janey herself to ask that question because of Mala’s issues.

“Okay, stinker,” Mala said. “You need to get to sleep, or you’ll never be able to get up tomorrow.” She leaned over, tickling Janey and making her laugh. It was a beautiful sound to hear. The closest Janey came to speech. The laugh was full, from the belly. A gut laugh. It never failed to bring a smile to Mala’s face.

She was standing up when a call came in. Trey.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“Mala, I’m so sorry, but we need your help.”

She turned and looked at Janey, who was asking the question with her face. What’s going on? That’s Trey, isn’t it? Can I go?

For someone that didn’t talk, her face was a total chatterbox.

“Trey, I can’t. I just sent home the babysitter. I’m stuck here.”

He let out a deep breath. “Yeah. I figured. It’s just…” he trailed off.

It was a manipulation. Mala knew it was a manipulation. Trey knew it was a manipulation. Didn’t mean it wasn’t working.

“What, Trey?”

“We royally screwed up,” he confessed. “We were supposed to be at the Mayor’s office, working on getting him a protective detail, but then you called with the Freemason stuff…”

“And you guys headed out to the forest and the fire happened,” Mala finished for him. “But they can’t fault you for that, can they?”

There was the sound of Trey clearing his throat. “He was kidnapped.”

“What?!” Mala burst out. She looked over at Janey, who was still wide-awake and probably would be for several more hours, if the past were any indication. 

This was important. The killer had the Mayor, and Trey and Darc could be held responsible. Surely this justified Janey losing a little more sleep, right?

But then there was Richard Templeton…

Screw it. She worked with the Seattle Police Department. She couldn’t take care of Janey the way she needed to if she didn’t also do her job that paid the bills. And right now, Trey and Darc needed her.

“I’ll be there,” she said to Trey.

“Great!” breathed the detective. “Oh, and one more thing. It’s about Darc…”

 


CHAPTER 17

Janey was thrilled.

She knew that it must have been something bad for Mala to have let her get out of bed and out of her PJs and go down with her to the parking garage. Really bad. But somehow Janey didn’t mind all that much.

Actually, it kind of made her happy. If things were bad, maybe she could help. Although if she were out really late, it would make things harder at school. There were some things that needed to happen tomorrow, and Janey had to be there for them.

Oh, well. She could always take a nap like her teacher kept trying to convince her to do. And Mala, too. Grownups were weird sometimes.

Popeye stuck out his tongue at her and said that she was weird, but she just ignored him. He always got cranky when he stayed up too late. Although how anyone could tell that he was cranky was beyond her.

She swung her bag of paper and crayons around, making a circle in the air that was traced by the colored paths in her head. The garage had that gasoline and dirt smell that always made Janey want to sneeze when she smelled it. She put Popeye up against her nose so it wouldn’t be so bad. And then if she sneezed, she’d sneeze into Popeye.

That made her bear pretty mad. He didn’t like to be compared to a tissue.

Tissue. That word reminded Janey of a joke her mommy used to tell her and daddy all the time. When they’d ask for a tissue, she’d say, Tissue? I hardly know you.

Janey had never understood what that meant, but it had always made her daddy laugh. She missed his laugh. It was big and deep and growly, but nice and warm all at the same time. Darc never laughed. He did on the inside; she was sure of it. But it would be nice to hear, all the same. 

Mala laughed and so did Trey and Maggie. But it wasn’t the same.

But now they were off. To the Mayor’s office, Mala had said. She didn’t know who this Mayor was, but he sounded pretty important.

The best part of the whole thing, though, was that Darc was going to be there. She would give him such a big hug. Darc acted like he didn’t like hugs, but he did. It was one of the things the lines in her head had told her.

There were some other things they had told her, too. Things that might help Darc. But it also sounded like everyone was in a hurry, so she should get started right now.

She pulled out a piece of paper and a crayon and started drawing.

* * *

Things were going according to plan.

Well, the word plan was always such a relative term. Such that it almost held no real information at all. Perhaps better to say that the overall goal was still achievable, in spite of all the interference from the two detectives.

Keane was proving to be more resilient than the Intermediary would ever have expected. It was pleasing, in a way, to see that excellence could indeed be bought with painful sacrifice. The man certainly worked hard enough.

Not that he would ever be on a par with his partner. Now that was a force for the greater good. Such a shame that it was a tool that had been warped in the fire.

Darcmel was broken. And broken tools were fit for nothing more than to be tossed into the garbage heap.

Ah, the fire. That had been a near thing. A survivor without a tongue to speak was, perhaps, less of a risk than many the Intermediary had taken. But usually the risks were taken of necessity. 

This one had been for nothing more than ego.

Lesson learned.

But now it was time for the endgame to begin. The best and the brightest were to be gathered together, but as what would appear to be an afterthought. For it was anything but the best and brightest that would congregate in just a few days.

Darcmel. A shame, in truth. Such a beautiful gem, sparkling in the reflected brilliance of the sun of humanity.

But perhaps there was still hope for the flawed detective yet. The fracture that existed might be the type of fault that did no more than demonstrate that the gemstone was not artificial. It remained to be seen.

A sharp blow to the crack would determine the truth.

And the Intermediary held the hammer high.

* * *

“If you had been here like you were supposed to, this wouldn’t have happened.”

Darc watched as Bradley Moore paced around the conference room, where he and the Mayor’s staff had set up a temporary office for Darc, Trey and Mala. Janey had been put to bed in the next office over, after receiving kisses on behalf of herself and her bear from Mala and both of the detectives.

This location did not make sense. Yes, it was on one of the points of the pentagram that overlay the city of Seattle, but it was out of sequence. This should not be the next crime scene.

Bradley Moore had spent the entire two minutes and seventeen seconds making odd noises in his throat and bouncing back and forth from one foot to the other. From what Darc could tell from the executive assistant’s behavior, he was either highly agitated or had a methamphetamine addiction.

At the moment, Darc was leaning toward the latter explanation.

Trey stepped in, stopping the Mayor’s assistant in his tracks. “I get that you’re upset, but we were kind of busy trying to keep our only eye witness to the murders alive.”

Bradley jerked his head back up. “You have a witness?” It was impossible for Darc to ascertain whether the emotion expressed was hope or fear, and the consequences of an incorrect guess would send this investigation in a misguided direction.

“No,” Darc said, drawing the man’s attention away from his partner. “The man died in the hospital.”

“So you’re telling me that the Mayor was taken for nothing,” came the assistant’s response.

Trey threw up his hands. “This is not on us. We’re doing our jobs the best—”

“You went against what your Captain told you to do. You left the Mayor vulnerable when he suspected there might be an attack on him. You—”

“We are here now,” Darc interrupted. “What information do you have?”

Somehow, the interruption to Bradley’s ravings seemed to function as a slap to the face might have. He stopped, his face flushing. Anger? Embarrassment? Or perhaps the man was simply holding his breath.

That seemed to be the case, as the executive assistant let out a long sigh. “Right. Yes. Come with me.”

He turned on his heel and walked out of the conference room, stalking down the hall with a speed that Darc found comforting. In most cases, Darc found that if he was behind others and moving toward a location, he would have to modulate his speed or end up running over the person in front of him.

When Bradley arrived at the Mayor’s office, he stepped to the side to allow Darc and Trey to view the space unimpeded. Trey arrived at Darc’s side several moments after Darc had begun assessing the situation within.

“Holy…” Trey breathed. He seemed shocked by what he saw within. Or excited. Considering the context, shocked was the more logical of the responses, although allowing oneself to be overcome was an inefficient use of resources.

There was a riot of colored streams entering Darc’s consciousness. Never had he encountered a crime scene with as much information to offer as this one. Symbols decorated the walls, the ceiling, even the Mayor’s desk. It seemed as if there were no space where at least some information was not available.

The Golden Spiral. The Sword and the Naked Heart. The Compass and the Square. The Scythe. Image after image, either having to do with Freemasonry or Sacred Geometry. Some would say two those could be synonymous.

The pentagram had been inscribed on the desk with what looked to be some sort of cutting instrument. The lines were not as precise as what Darc had come to expect from the killer, as if these were done in haste. Jagged edges to the circle, a lack of geometric symmetry and a disregard to the overall aesthetic marred the mathematical ratios and proportions that made this symbol such an evocative one.

Around the ragged circle were the typical mix of Hittite, Greek, Latin and Aramaic lettering and numerals. Missing was the progression of numbers that had been present for every other one of the murders.

“Hey, the freaky numbers at the top aren’t there,” Trey mentioned, looking down at the desk. “What d’you think that means?”

“It could mean that this action was intended to be significantly different from the others,” Mala mused. “Which, considering what the others indicated, might be a good thing.”

“What is she talking about?” Bradley moved in closer to the desk. “Who is this? We asked for Detectives Darcmel and his partner—”

“Hey!” Trey interjected. “I have a name.” 

The assistant continued as if there had been no interruption. “But there was nothing said about a woman.”

“Whoa. Dude.” Trey held out a hand, risking a glance at Mala. “Better back that one up.”

The assistant did not seem to understand for a moment, then his expression changed. The significance of the change was lost on Darc until his next statement.

“I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant. I don’t have any issues with you being a woman. It’s just that I don’t know who you are, and…” He waved his hands in a vague gesture.

“And considering the circumstances, you want to know what you’re dealing with,” Mala finished for him.

“Right,” he answered, giving her the approximation of a smile. That was Darc’s assessment of the expression. The lips had turned up somewhat, although it could have been interpreted as more of a grimace. He would ask Trey later.

“I’m a consultant with the Seattle PD,” Mala explained, her tone gentle. “I’m a psychologist.”

“Oh, so you’re like a profiler?”

“Exactly. I’m here to support Detectives Keane and Darcmel in their investigation.”

Trey pulled out his cell phone. “First things first. We’ve got to get a CSI unit in here, pronto.” He turned to Darc. “You got that intern’s number in your cell?”

“You mean Cody?” Mala asked. “I’ve got it.”

Bradley’s face grew white. “Cody Lyons?”

Trey turned to the assistant, his eyebrows raised. Surprise? Suspicion? “Yeah. How do you know Cody?”

“Oh,” Bradley said, in a tone that seemed to be strained for some reason. Perhaps a vocal obstruction? “He’s just… a friend of a friend. You know.”

“Right,” Trey said, stretching out the word. He then turned back to Mala. “Call him up, see how fast he can get out here. I’ll call dispatch for the ME.”

Darc was having an unusual reaction to the information that Mala had the intern’s phone number stored in her cell phone. The color of the strand of logic that had been created was not one with which he was familiar. It had streaks of red and a strange mauve coloring running through it, and its shape was irregular. The result of interference from this thread was strangely unsettling.

“Of what use is it to alert the intern?” Darc found himself saying. The other pathways of logic had no issue with the young man coming. He had done more than adequate work for them up to this point. There was also the assumption that if Trey was requesting Cody’s presence, it could be for a significant social or emotional reason that would be beyond Darc’s capabilities to discern.

And yet, he was fighting the decision.

“He’s familiar with the case,” Mala answered. “Plus, there is another angle that I’ll discuss with you at another time.” She gave Darc a look that was indecipherable to him. It was clearly intended to deliver some sort of message, but Darc had little idea what its significance might be. 

Could she be telling him that she and Cody had some sort of relationship outside of work? The oddly colored thread twitched, disrupting the rest of Darc’s mental process.

Bradley, on the other hand, seemed to be avoiding eye contact with everyone in the room. Perhaps he too suffered from an autism spectrum disorder. That was a topic on which Darc might wish to engage with the young man.

“I don’t care who comes at this point,” he said, staring at the symbol on the desk. “I just want to know what all of this means.” He waved around the office, indicating the symbols and pictures drawn and carved into the walls, ceiling and furniture.

“There are a lot of them,” Mala said, after giving Darc another look. This one was different, but no more discernable. She pointed up at the ceiling. “This is called the Egg of Life. It’s a grouping of seven intersecting circles.”

“There are five other symbols leading up to that one,” Darc clarified. “Here is the first.” He pointed out two circles that intersected one another. “It is called Vescia Picis. The center of each circle is bisected by the circumference of the other.”

“They’re depictions of the six days of creation,” Mala said, pointing to each in turn.

“What’s this one?” Trey asked, pointing to the opposite wall.

“It is a depiction of the rotating octahedron.” Darc moved closer to the figure to examine it.

“A symbol of God or the creator,” Mala murmured. She pointed out the features of the symbol to Trey. “It’s a circle that contains within it the Star of David. The Star’s then further divided by lines that bisect each of the six points of the star.”

“But what does it all mean?” whined Bradley.

“These are all symbols of sacred geometry,” answered Mala. “And these…” She pointed around the room. “… all have to do with the Freemasons.”

Once more, Bradley’s face whitened. This time, there was no way to tell if it was due to another vocal obstruction, as the assistant was not speaking.

The streams of light and color dancing about in Darc’s mind coalesced in agreement. Everything here pointed to the fraternity of men that some claimed went back to the secrets of architecture and geometry found in Solomon’s temple.

And someone in this day and age appeared to be uncovering those secrets.

* * *

Trey was just waiting.

There was a riot of symbols and whatnot in this office. Trey was pretty sure he’d never seen this many clues left in one place at one time.

Darc was known for dashing off after getting one or two of these suckers. There had to be like twenty in here. The fact that the bald detective was still standing here was a little shocking to him.

In the meantime, Trey decided to do some normal detective work. And by normal, he meant boring. Ask the standard questions that Darc never bothered with. They never seemed to matter, but you never knew when one of them might give Trey a leg up.

Okay, that wasn’t going to happen, but Trey didn’t like feeling useless, so…

“How did the kidnapper get in?” he asked Bradley, the overanxious assistant, as he walked out into the hallway. “I’m assuming you guys have been here the whole time?”

“I have no idea,” the young man answered. “We were here, but most of us were down the hall working on the big Halloween celebration coming up this weekend.”

Trey had heard about that. Apparently, there was going to be a huge Halloween bash happening right there in the middle of the Municipal Court, followed by a big parade. It was the first one they’d done in Seattle, and it seemed like there was some controversy around it.

The Mayor had put the thing together with the City Council to boost flagging business. Something about Detroit going bust had gotten a bee in their collective bonnets and they’d all decided to get proactive about things.

But the Evangelicals were all up in arms about it, calling it a hedonistic holiday at best, a demonic celebration at worst. That had gotten all the Wiccans and Satanists pissed off, as well as everyone else who just wanted to have a good time, and now everyone was at each other’s throats.

And it all came back to the Mayor.

If this thing went off without a hitch, he was the big hero that was helping to save Seattle’s economy. If it went south, he was the idiot who came up with the idea. Or the Antichrist, depending on whom you were talking to.

Trey thought it sounded like a good time, but who was he to have an opinion? No one really listened to Catholics much, lapsed or otherwise. Prejudiced bunch of jerks.

“So no one saw or heard anything?” Trey asked. That didn’t track. There had to have been some kind of noise made, with all the stuff that had been done to the office.

“No,” Bradley assured him. “Like I said, we were all working here in the conference room, making calls, running around… It was kind of chaotic.”

Trey looked around the hallway. “Any surveillance cameras around?”

The assistant shook his head. “Not here in the hallways. There might be some in the elevators or around the stairwells. I’m not sure.”

“I’ll check with the building,” Trey muttered, partially for his own benefit, so he wouldn’t forget. Partially because he wanted to sound like he was a contributing member of the team. No one on the outside could really understand how hard it was to make sure that Darc left the office with his pants on. 

Seriously. One time Darc had come out of the bathroom with no pants. There had been a problem with one of the sink faucets, and he’d gotten his trousers thoroughly hosed down. Rather than wring them out, Darc had decided to just take them off.

But explaining that to anyone that didn’t know Darc just sounded like a lame excuse. Trey liked to save those for when he had to run someplace. Then he could start talking about his high school football injuries and stuff. Didn’t really matter that he’d never played. Little white lies. Nothing more.

He yanked his attention back to the obnoxious little assistant, who was looking at Trey like he was an alien or something. Or maybe he was still just reacting to what he’d seen back in the office. The guy was more skittish than a drop of water on a hot skillet.

Trey was just about to ask him if there was a number to get in touch with building security, when Cody Lyons, the CSI intern, strolled around the corner. He caught sight of Bradley Moore and waved.

“Hey, Brad!” he called out. “Missed you last week.”

“You guys know each other?” Trey asked the intern. Bradley was looking like he wished the earth would swallow him up. Did he hate Cody that much?

“Oh, yeah,” Cody gushed. “We’re both Entered Apprentices over at the lodge.”

Bradley was making some kind of hand motion to Cody, trying to get his attention. Trey turned to him, and the gestures stopped immediately.

“You’re Freemasons?” Trey asked, his brain whirling.

“Uh, yeah,” Cody answered. “Why?”

“Because whoever has been killing people all over Seattle and just finished kidnapping the Mayor is using an awful lot of Freemason symbols,” Trey shot back.

The young intern seemed to deflate. “Oh.”

“Oh is right. I’m guessing that’s why your fellow Mason over here wasn’t too interested in telling us that he was part of the brotherhood.”

Bradley shook his head. “No, no. That’s not it.” Trey leveled a look at him. It was one he’d copied from Maggie, and he was pretty proud of it. The assistant quailed. “Okay, yes. I mean, I saw all the symbols and stuff and I just panicked. It’s just way too freaky for me.”

“Yeah, well, it’s no walk in the park for me,” Trey muttered back. He was about to launch into another round of questions for the two budding Masons when his least favorite person on the planet walked in.

Carson Speer. Assistant Prosecuting Attorney.

“Hey, guys!” he smiled at the two young men in front of him. “There a lodge meeting I didn’t hear about?”

 


CHAPTER 18

Mala came out into the hall to Trey screaming at the top of his lungs.

“That’s it! You’re all under arrest!” He pulled two sets of handcuffs out of the back of his pants. “Darc! I need your cuffs out here!”

“Trey,” Mala called out to him. “What are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?” he barked at her. “I’m arresting a conspiracy!”

At that point Darc had exited the office and was approaching the grouping of men in the hallway. He laid a hand on Trey’s shoulder, causing the smaller detective to whirl around, his arms flailing.

“Oh, Darc. Sorry, man. These guys are all Masons!” he hissed in disgust.

Well, that put a slightly different spin on Trey’s apparent descent into insanity. The fact that all three of these individuals was involved in a group whose identifying symbols were plastered all over Seattle made them persons of interest, at the very least.

“Handcuffing them is unnecessary,” Darc intoned, pulling Trey back away from the trio of men, all of whom were looking like deer in the headlights of a semi.

“But, Darc, didn’t you hear me? They’re Masons.” The last sentence was given in a loud stage whisper that would have been comical in some other situation. But right now, this grouping of men seemed like the best bet they had to get the Mayor back alive.

“I understand that,” Darc replied. “But Bradley was here with witnesses the entire evening. And Carson was at the hospital.”

“Yeah!” Yelled Trey. “Killing a witness!” He spun to the remaining member of the trio. “What about Cody? Where was he? Huh?”

Cody lifted up his hands in a defensive gesture. “I was out watching movie with Yana.”

“The Wiccan?” Trey screeched. He spun back to Mala and Darc. “See? It’s all interconnected.”

Mala placed a hand on Trey’s shoulder. “You may be right. But we’re not going to get clear answers out of any of them if you keep trying to put them in cuffs.”

“Look,” Bradley said, stepping forward. “I just joined the lodge three weeks ago. Cody, too.” The CSI intern nodded his head, looking like he’d just been spanked. After the conversation she’d had with him earlier, Mala wouldn’t be surprised to find out that’s exactly how he felt.

“Okay, fine,” Trey spat. “But what about Mr. APA there?”

“Oh, him?” Cody asked. “He’s a Master Mason.” Both Bradley and Carson glared at the young intern. “What?”

“That’s gotta be enough to arrest him, isn’t it?” Trey pled with Darc. “Come on! You know there’s something up with this guy.”

“Detective Darcmel,” Carson addressed the taller detective. “I hope you can understand when I say that this is beginning to feel like harassment.”

“Beginning to?” snarled Trey. “Then I haven’t been doing my job.”

“Trey,” soothed Mala. They weren’t going to get anywhere with him popping off like this. “Calm down for a second.”

He started to give what looked like a strongly worded retort, seemed to think better of it, and stalked a few paces away, muttering to himself as he went. Every few seconds, Trey would look back over his shoulder at one of the three men in the trio. What he thought of them was written on his face, plain for anyone to see.

The APA lowered his voice so that Trey couldn’t hear. “I think you can understand why I’d be reluctant to let him take me into custody.”

Mala pitched her voice at a similar volume. “And I think you can understand, Mr. Speer, why he might be suspicious.”

“I did not kill anyone,” the attorney said, his tone aggrieved. “And I certainly didn’t kidnap the Mayor. Come on. I was at the hospital just a few minutes ago.”

A thought crossed Mala’s mind. “How did you know about the Mayor?”

“I got a text from Bradley,” he answered, looking into Mala’s face. What he saw there seemed to spark even more defensiveness. “Okay, look! I can’t help the fact that we’re all Masons. But I had nothing to do with this.”

“There is something you can do,” Darc said, entering into the conversation once more.

“Name it,” the APA replied.

“Give us the names of all the brothers in your lodge.”

“But… I…”

Mala stepped in. “You can see that every symbol in that room has some relation to Freemasonry on some level. We have to track this down. We have no idea how long the killer will wait before he kills the Mayor.”

“He may be dead already,” Trey said, moving in closer. “Sorry about the screaming and stuff,” he said, nodding to Mala and Darc. He then turned his attention to Carson. “I’m not apologizing to you.”

The APA held Trey’s gaze for a long moment. “You know, I have been nothing but helpful this whole time—”

“That’s my problem!” Trey answered. “Since when have you heard of a friendly APA?”

He had a point there. Mala turned to the attorney, waiting to see what he would say to that. The lawyer was just about to open up his mouth, when his attention was diverted downward.

There, right on the edge of their circle of people, was Janey, holding her bear.

* * *

The grownups were yelling. A lot.

Janey knew she was supposed to be sleeping, but she wasn’t sure how anyone could think she’d be able to do that while everyone was making such a racket. Mommy used to call Janey a noise monster, and that’s just how they all sounded.

So, she’d gotten up.

Popeye had grumbled a lot, saying that they were going to get in trouble and then they’d never be able to ask for ice cream on the way back to Mala’s apartment. But Janey knew better than that. There was no chance Mala was going to get them ice cream this late at night. Trey might, but Mala would never send them back with Trey.

Once Janey had explained this to her bear, he settled down. At least a little bit. Sometimes it seemed like Popeye thought that it was his job to complain about stuff.

She slipped around the side of the big group of grownups. The one yelling the most was Trey. That was funny. Trey usually didn’t yell much. But right now his face was all red and there was this vein that was sticking out on his forehead. It seemed like he was really mad at one of the older guys there that Janey didn’t know.

She was glad she wasn’t that guy. She’d never thought that Trey was all that scary. He was usually just funny and got her snacks that she wasn’t supposed to eat. He was definitely Popeye’s favorite. Popeye liked Mala okay, and Darc he put up with, but he really liked Trey. Mostly because of the cheesy puffs.

But right now, even Popeye seemed a little scared of Trey. At least he didn’t say much as they passed by.

Janey walked into the office where Mala and Darc had come out just a second or so ago. They had all been in there before the yelling started. Janey had gotten up a few times to look, so maybe it wasn’t just the yelling that had kept her awake.

But now she was glad she had come in here. There were messages all around the room, making colored lines in her mind, pointing out things that she wouldn’t have noticed by herself.

There were the symbols, but she knew that Darc understood all of them. They were easy for Darc. But there was something else. Something that was more like how Darc and Mala and Trey were all different. 

The person who drew these things was different, too. Not in a way that Janey liked, but she could see it, like a glowing orange light that pointed to certain things on the desk. It meant something. Janey was sure of it.

Now she just had to explain it to the grownups before they told her to go back to bed.

* * *

Darc observed Janey as she trundled back into the office, dragging her bear along behind her. He also noticed that she gripped a sheet of paper in her other hand.

The informational pathways coalesced around that paper, zeroing in on whatever it was that Janey had discovered. It was clear that she was communicating with him.

She knew something that he did not.

As Darc entered the room, Janey turned and handed him a picture. It was a drawing of Seattle, but overlaid with lines and patterns that made little sense to him. The lines snagged and fought with his internal threads. There were similarities, but the differences were enough to cause chaos.

There was information there, certainly. But there was a warning as well. There was more to the messages in this office than met the eye. Even Janey’s eye.

And then, Janey walked around the room, pointing to objects within the space without actually touching any of them. She was refraining from physical contact to keep the crime scene pristine. Darc found that this realization churned an internal response within him, in that grayed-out topography of emotion.

He felt pride in her.

It made no sense. He was neither her parent nor guardian. But he did think about her more than any other person, with the possible exception of Mala. And there was a feeling of responsibility when it came to Janey and her wellbeing. It was the only reason that Mala had ever been able to convince him to exclude the little girl from his investigations, particularly when she could have been of help.

Like right at this moment.

She was tracking out a pattern in the room. A track that he never would have seen, because it related to how an individual personality would view the space. Objects that appeared to be randomly placed had been moved with deliberation, creating…

Creating the perfect pentagram. The rough sketch on the desk was intended to be misleading. Attempting any sort of triangulation from such a primitive approximation would have put their search off by at least five miles in any given direction.

This arrangement of objects… the stapler on the desk, the lamp in the corner, the potted plant by the side of the filing cabinets, a picture of the Mayor’s family on the wall… when viewed through the eyes of the child, Darc could see that each had been moved. Not dramatically in most cases. A matter of inches, perhaps as much as a foot. But moved. Positioned.

Purposefully.

It was another map, with each of the objects representing one of the crime scenes. The pattern crystallized in Darc’s mind, taking the information from Janey’s drawing, sublimating the positioning of the items in the office, reducing all of the available information to objects.

Regurgitating the answer.

Every instinct in Darc’s body screamed for him to move. Now. But as he looked down at Janey, she peered up at him with her bright blue eyes and Darc could see… sadness. Janey was sad. How had he seen that? It was part of the emotional landscape that Darc could only with great difficulty penetrate, and never with precision. And yet he saw.

She missed him.

Kneeling down on one knee, Darc stretched out his arms toward this tiny human, beckoning for her to approach. She needed no encouragement. Almost before he had completed the gesture, she had her arms around his neck and was gripping him with a force that was almost painful.

“You are… like me,” he murmured in her ear. “Like me, only better.”

Janey pulled back for a moment, apparently so that she could look at him. She peered intently into Darc’s eyes, holding onto the sides of his face with her small hands. A smile began in her eyes, radiating out to her mouth and cheeks. She nodded and stood up, pointing out the door.

Darc understood. It was time for him to go now.

Without Janey. Without Mala.

But it was all right. Because the lines that Janey had shown him would travel with him, and it would be as if Janey were right there at his side.

It made no logical sense, but it somehow made Darc feel better.

Much better.

* * *

“So, we’re not going to arrest any of them?” Trey whined.

They were back in the Land Rover, headed who knew where, and Trey was… well, he was confused, for one. He was pissed, for another.

“They were all Masons,” he continued. “Did you get that part? All of them. Three. All.” He kept hoping that if he reiterated the facts enough times, the information would actually sink in or something. Maybe they’d turn around and start questioning the people that really needed to be questioned.

Instead, they were off on another wild Darc chase.

Okay, that wasn’t fair. Anytime Darc led them off like this, they ended up finding something. It’s just that the something usually ended up being really, really bad.

And after what had happened last time, Trey was pretty sure they weren’t going to be waiting for any kind of backup. Unknown situation. Serial killer. Kidnapped Mayor. Didn’t exactly sound like a recipe for a nice night of board games and cocktails.

Bollocks.

Mala had taken Janey home, as surprised as Trey had been when Darc had told them to go. That never happened. It was especially shocking when Trey considered that Janey had been the one to help Darc figure the whole thing out. At least that’s what he thought had been happening there in the office.

“So, can you at least tell me where we’re going?” Trey finally asked. Some information was better than the next to nothing he currently had, he supposed.

“Railroads.”

Oh, great. It was back to cryptic Darc. Trey understood that it usually meant that Darc was in the middle of tracking whatever it was that he had to track in that machine of a brain of his. Didn’t mean it wasn’t as annoying as all get out.

“Railroads? Could you be a bit more specific? There are a lot of those around Seattle.”

“Industrial District East.”

Oh. That made more sense. Down south and east of Harbor Island was a huge stretch that was nothing but railroad tracks. Trey had been down there a few times, and it always left him feeling a little desolate. There were sections of trains scattered about, some being repaired, some decrepit, some ready to be joined back up.

It felt like a huge train set for a demented giant.

It also felt like one of the worst places to go in the middle of the night when you were chasing down a serial killer without backup. But hey, what did Trey know about it?

Traveling south on 4th Avenue, they crossed over the top of the railroad tracks, ending up on the far side of the area. Trey took a right down Dawson Street, peering off to the left, watching as they passed an area where the train cars were positioned next to one another, almost like cars in a parking lot.

“Okay, we’re here,” Trey muttered, pulling to a stop. “What now?”

Without answering, Darc stepped out of the car and began walking directly down the middle of the parked train cars. Trey followed at his heels, trying not to cry out at every change in the shadows around them.

And then he almost jumped out of his skin as a train passed by, horn blaring out into the night. From a distance, that sound might be mournful and haunting. Up close, it was enough to give him a freaking heart attack.

“Mary Mother and Joseph,” Trey squeaked. He cleared his throat and tried unsuccessfully to slow down his racing heartbeat. Walking a little bit faster, he pulled up close behind Darc. It would have been better if he were walking beside his partner, at least for communication purposes, but that was never really an option when it came to Darc and his walking pace. How he managed to walk that fast without swinging his arms and hips like one of those freakazoids out in the parks, Trey would never know.

Besides, there were some advantages to having your partner go first in a big dark place with lots of nooks and crannies where scary things could lurk and hide. Until you started thinking about what could be sneaking up behind.

“What’s the plan? I mean, walking around this awesome railroad crossing-area-thingy sounds like a lot of fun and all, but…”

Trey cut himself off with a startled yell as a cat darted out from beneath one of the railroad cars. At least, he was pretty sure it was a cat. The other options were less appealing. Did rats grow that big?

“We are going to the location indicated by the positioning of the objects in the office,” Darc replied after a moment of staring at Trey. What was that for? It wasn’t like Darc had never heard him yell before, especially in places like this.

“Okay, fine, but…” Trey thought this through. There had been something bugging him about that whole office thing from the get-go. “… don’t you think that all that stuff back at the Mayor’s office was… I dunno… a bit much?”

“Yes.”

“Yes? You mean like yes, I agree with you, or yes, that’s an interesting idea, keep going kind of thing?”

Darc passed the last of the cars in the row and turned to the left, heading out to the huge space in front of them that was crisscrossed with tracks and abandoned cars. He spoke over his shoulder as he moved.

“The office was a message sent by the killer.”

“Meaning…?”

“Meaning that he has invited us here and is expecting us,” Darc clarified.

“Oh, great. Sounds perfect,” Trey grumbled. “You do remember what happened the last time we got a personal invite from a serial killer, right? We went to an unholy funhouse of death and I got a corpse thrown at my head.”

Darc marched forward, not responding to Trey’s litany of why-this-was-a-bad-idea. He wasn’t sure why he wasted his breath. It’s not like it was going to change Darc’s mind or anything. Nothing short of a nuclear explosion would, in Trey’s experience. Well, that and Mala. Or maybe Janey.

“You’re sexist, you know that, Darc?” Trey jumped over one of the railroad tracks, landing weird and twisting his ankle a bit. Not enough to incapacitate him, just enough to piss him off with every step. “You think you could maybe slow down a bit? No? Right. I forgot. We’re too busy goose-stepping our way to our own demise.”

And then Darc stopped just before entering a huge open area. There was one car, right in the middle of what Trey now recognized was a gigantic circle, with five cars placed around the circumference. Five.

Aw, dammit.

“It’s a big huge pentagram, isn’t it?” Trey said, looking at the large open space in front of him. “That’s what it is. A pentagram made up of railroad cars. And we’re still not calling for backup, are we?”

Once again, the bald detective didn’t answer. But Trey was pretty sure that was just because, for once, Darc didn’t have to correct his partner.

* * *

Janey knew that going home was the right thing. 

It made sense. Janey had school tomorrow, and she had to be there. Had to, had to. Otherwise, bad things would happen. Plus, Mala would get in trouble if Janey didn’t go and if that mean, nasty man at that one ugly building found out that she had gone someplace scary.

Janey thought about that and wondered for just a second what that man would act like if he ever went someplace scary like Darc and Trey and Mala and sometimes even Janey did. He would probably cry the whole time.

Popeye said something naughty about what the man would do in his pants. It made Janey laugh. Mala looked back in the mirror and smiled at her. Janey smiled back and then rubbed Popeye on that spot behind his ear that he loved. Sometimes Popeye could be so funny, even when he was saying things that he wasn’t supposed to.

But the real problem with going back to the apartment and not with Darc was that Mala wasn’t happy. Janey could tell. There were rays of colored light that kept coming off of her in waves. Every time Mala sighed or looked at her phone or checked her watch, the lights shifted around and told Janey that Mala was sad.

And Janey didn’t want Mala to be sad.

Especially not when Janey wanted to go anyway. She didn’t want to make Darc nervous, which is why she didn’t ask to go at first. She could see that Darc was worried about her and Mala.

That was new. And she could see that it was a good thing, like learning to share your toys.

But sometimes you shouldn’t share your toys. Like if a stranger-danger grownup comes over and wants to play with you. That was not a time to share.

So there were times that you weren’t supposed to follow the rules that were important rules. So even though it was good that Darc cared, maybe this was not a good time to listen to him when he told them to go away.

Besides, even though Darc was learning things, sometimes he still needed help. Janey was a good helper. Her mommy and daddy had always told her so. Mala did too. Even Mrs. Kingston, who sometimes got disappointed in Janey, told her she was a good helper. So it only made sense that she should go and help.

Now she just had to find a way to tell Mala.

There was one way that might work.

Janey started drawing badges all over the windows. She drew one after another after another and then tapped Mala on the shoulder and pointed to them.

Mala turned her head and saw the drawings. Even though they were kind of drippy and messy, Janey could tell that she knew what they were.

“Oh, Janey. He doesn’t want us there. And we shouldn’t be there. You shouldn’t be there.”

Popeye said that he had told her so, and besides, he wanted a bedtime story. Janey told him to hush and it was way too late for a story anyhow. Once Popeye realized he wasn’t getting a story out of it, he changed his tune pretty fast.

But looking back at Mala, Janey just asked using her eyes. She was pretty good at it. Sometimes Mala knew exactly what she was asking without Janey even drawing a picture. And right now she was telling her that Darc needed their help.

She was also telling Mala that she would be good and stay in the car, but she wasn’t saying that as loud, because she wasn’t really sure she was going to. If Darc needed her help, there was no way she was staying put.

But Mala knew that.

“I know, Janey, I know, but…” Mala scrunched her face up. “It’s hard to explain, but I just want to make sure that we stay together.”

Janey knew that, but it wasn’t the right answer. Mala understood it wasn’t the right answer. So she just kept looking at Mala, and pointed at the badges again.

“You’re not going to let this go, are you?” Mala asked.

Janey smiled and shook her head no. Mala was super smart. Almost as smart as Darc. What was even weirder was that Popeye seemed excited to go. That never happened.

Now she had to show Mala where they were supposed to go. Pulling out a piece of paper, Janey began drawing a picture of where Darc and Trey were. 

She just hoped they got there in time.

 


CHAPTER 19

The fabric of glowing logic wove itself about the landscape around them. Darc could see clearly that there were several victims, including the Mayor, all trapped somewhere within those boxcars. Five marking each of the points of the star in the pentagram, one in the center.

Just as clear was the fact that this was a trap.

It was a trap that was unapologetic. There was no hiding that detailed piece of information. It had been clear in the office. It was clear here in the train yard.

Darc knew. The killer knew that Darc knew. That had been his intent. He knew that Darc would recognize the danger and come anyway. And Darc understood that there was little chance that they would be able to evade every part of that threat.

Darc calculated the probability of him and Trey coming out alive at 37 percent. The likelihood of them coming out unscathed was a statistical zero.

This killer was intelligent. He planned things out with precision, but remained flexible enough to change when things were not following the path he had laid out. He had help, possibly in the form of multiple disciples who were willing to follow his orders no matter how grisly they might become.

What’s more, based off of the information Darc had gleaned from the Mayor’s office, the killer was here. If not within sight of the area, close enough to be able to both monitor and shift the pieces that were in play.

Because as brazen as the invitation had been, the killer had left out anything that might help Darc ascertain the exact nature of the trap and neutralize it. He was operating with a plethora of information, but a dearth of useful intel.

The logical assumption would be that the center car would hold the Mayor. But something about that assessment rang false, the logic threads glowing a dark orange. The Mayor would be in one of the outer cars.

As they neared the first of them, Darc could see that every section of train was a typical boxcar. The one that they were approaching was not on a track.

Getting even closer, small indicators around the car swirled into Darc’s consciousness, brining with them bits of gleaming information. The boxcar was suspended on blocks, one positioned on each of the corners.

But there was something else that demanded Darc’s attention, a thread that shone a brilliant red. There were depressions in the earth surrounding the boxcar, ones that made no sense when put in the context of a railway.

Trey started to approach the car, holding up his flashlight in one hand, his pistol in the other. Darc put out his arm to halt his partner’s progress.

“Stop.”

Trey ceased moving with no hesitation. “Hey. Don’t have to tell me twice.” He glanced from Darc to the car and back again. “Is it booby trapped?”

Darc nodded his head once, and from what he could tell, Trey stopped breathing. It would be unfortunate if his partner were to lose consciousness, so Darc clarified.

“Do not get any closer to the car.”

“Right.”

Darc bent down, examining every inch of the bottom edge of the boxcar. It appeared that he had found the nature of the trap, but ascertaining the trigger was the most important part of the operation.

There. Along the side of one of the blocks, almost obscured by the machinery, was a thin metallic filament. Either through the use of a trip wire, or possibly a pressure plate, as soon as Darc and Trey entered the boxcar, it would trigger an electric charge that would lead… somewhere. The paths tangled up, searching for the elusive clues.

Darc crouched down, looking for a way to detach or sever the filament to prevent any charge from passing through it. He pulled a pencil out of his pocket, knowing the wood would not react in any way to the metal wire. It would take steadiness of hand to do this properly. But as he peered closer, another stray thread of logic washed across his mental pathways, alerting him to an unseen danger.

This filament was a decoy.

Following the wire back, Darc traced it to a large pack of C4. If Darc had pulled the wire out or cut it in any fashion, the entire trap would have sprung, destroying the boxcar and anything in the near vicinity. Including Darc and Trey.

It also would have set off a chain reaction that would have detonated the additional explosives in each one of the depressions around the car. Whether or not that would then spread to the other five containers was not clear.

Trey’s eyes followed Darc’s movements, landing on the brick of explosives. “Is that what I think it is?” he groaned. “Seriously? Could we not have a serial killer that likes flowers or something? Why is it always blades and blood and things blowing up?” He threw up his hands. “Why can’t it ever be good stuff? Surprise! You hit a trip wire and released a litter of puppies!”

Darc continued following the trail of wires leading from the C4 up to the doorway of the boxcar. Whether it was attached to a trip wire or a pressure plate was irrelevant at this point. Severing the wire should allow them to enter without fear of explosion.

As long as they survived the severing, that was.

Darc pulled out a pocketknife and cut the wire without hesitation. Trey followed the movement and barked out, “Hold on! Was that dangerous?”

“We are intact and the C4 did not explode,” Darc answered. “Therefore, it was not dangerous.”

“But it could have been? Did you really just cut a wire that could have blown us to hell?”

“I calculated the risk at 14.7 percent.”

“That’s a pretty high percentage when death’s on the table, dude,” Trey answered, his volume increasing. Seeing as how they were not in a place that would require additional decibels for Darc to hear him, it was feasible that Trey was upset. Perhaps more information would calm him.

“The probability of death if we went in with the explosive intact was 99.9.”

“So how about we don’t go in? What about that option, huh?” Trey grabbed his hair and paced back and forth. “Or, I don’t know, maybe we wait for backup. Like with the bomb squad or something?”

Darc squatted back down and pointed to the C4. Back behind the explosive, a timer counted down. It currently read four minutes and eighteen seconds.

“Sonofa…” Trey breathed. He looked around at the other cars. “Does that mean…?”

“All of the cars are more than likely similarly rigged. We do not know which ones contain corpses and which houses the Mayor.” The lines continued to writhe around, looking for additional clues to add to the computations. But behind it all was a pulsating urgency. They had to move. Now.

Darc sprang to his feet, running up to the entrance of the car. The sliding door was rusty and the metal screamed as Darc and Trey moved it to the side.

The car was empty.

“What the hell?” Trey shouted, peering into the dark metal rectangle, dimly lit by the flashing beam of his handheld light.

But the pathways of logic had already begun to congeal. Darc knew why this container had been left empty.

It was not a good thing.

* * *

Mala raced to the Industrial District, shooting down the 5 as fast as she could without risking attention from the highway patrol. She might be able to get out of a ticket with her ID, but it would result in losing precious seconds.

Glancing in the mirror to make certain Janey had her seatbelt on, Mala’s conscience pricked her once more. Taking Janey to a crime scene was bad enough. Taking her there at two o’clock in the morning was another thing entirely.

And yet, there was something there in the back of her mind that told her she needed to be there. Not only that, but she needed to be there fast.

Janey certainly seemed to be of that opinion. She alternated between bouncing up and down in her seat, almost as if she could propel the car forward with her movements, and drawing more badges in the moisture on the windows. 

There was one point where Janey thrust her ratty old bear over the seat, shaking it in Mala’s face. It was hard to be sure, but Mala had the feeling that she’d just gotten chastised for being slow by a child’s toy.

Regardless of the consequences to her and to Janey, they were headed out to the train yard. Not a place for women and children to hang out at night. Mala reminded herself to ask Captain Merle about getting a gun.

She pulled out her cell phone, ready to call Darc. Janey’s picture had shown her where to go, and it had also stressed her out. There were lots of places in that drawing where things seemed to be going really bad, really fast. Explosions, people weeping, and red. Lots of red.

Seemed like information that Darc would want to have. But as she called, it went right through to voicemail. Darc’s voice, even more inflectionless than normal, flooded her ear. If you have reached this recording, I am on another call, chasing a suspect, in an area with limited coverage, asleep or otherwise occupied. Or it is possible I have no desire to speak with you. Leave a message.

If it had been anyone else, Mala would have assumed it was an attempt to be humorous. With Darc, he was probably just covering all of his bases.

But it did leave her with the problem of trying to figure out how to get in touch with the tall detective. She had a basic location for where they were, but the stretch of railroad tracks was fairly extensive. Without speaking with Darc, there was very little chance she would be able to find them.

Unless…

Janey seemed to have developed or learned some of Darc’s savant capabilities. Mala had assumed that there would be no way for the little girl to do much beyond drawing a picture, but they hadn’t actually tried anything else.

Mala spoke over her shoulder to Janey. “I can’t get a hold of Darc. Do you think you could point to where we need to go?”

A pensive look came over Janey’s face. It was as if the idea had never occurred to her either. She gave Mala a tentative nod.

Maybe. Maybe this could work.

As they neared an intersection, Mala looked into Janey’s face for an indicator, but she shook her head. No. Not the right street.

There was a slight hesitation at the next. First Janey pointed to the right, but then pointed to the left. The stutter start worried Mala a bit. She had no desire to get lost down in the Industrial District. But hey, that’s what GPS was made for, right?

As she took the left-hand turn, Mala could see within seconds what the confusion had been. The road curved around, taking Mala back in almost the opposite direction. For a little girl who didn’t drive, that kind of complicated directionality would be tricky.

And then, somehow, impossibly, Mala caught sight of Trey’s Land Rover. It was parked in sight of the railroad tracks. Mala stared at Janey through the mirror.

“Did you know they would be parked here?”

Janey just smiled.

* * *

Trey pumped his arms and legs faster, trying to keep up with Darc as he raced through the middle of the huge open area, heading toward the car in the center of the circle. As per usual, there hadn’t been much of a heads up in terms of what they were doing. It was just up to Trey to follow.

Sometimes it felt to Trey that he’d spent his entire time working with Darc running. Just running and running and running.

And not just that, but running behind.

There was never a point at which Darc and he were sprinting somewhere and Trey was ahead. That simply never happened.

Come to think of it, that wasn’t just a physical thing. Darc was always ahead of Trey mentally as well. Didn’t seem fair. Shouldn’t the brainiac be the one that was always falling behind? If Trey knew anything from his years of sneaking copies of Sweet Valley High in Catholic school, it was that smart people were not supposed to be good at this kind of stuff.

And in this case, he had no idea if they were running toward danger or away from it. He was hoping for toward, since that meant that Darc would get there first.

He continued hoping that until the railroad car behind them exploded, throwing Trey headlong into the side of one of the tracks. He sat up, his ears ringing, and held his hand up to his forehead. It came away red.

Great. He was bleeding.

Glancing up to check on Darc, Trey could see that either his partner had been outside the blast radius, or he had just gotten up a lot faster.

Dammit.

He pulled himself up to standing and started running once more. By this time, Darc had increased his lead to an uncomfortable distance. Bad things happened when you were stuck in a death trap away from Darc. Actually, spending a moment on that thought, bad things happened when you woke up in the morning and Darc was your partner.

“Darc!” he panted. “Wait up!”

“You saw the timer,” was the only reply from his partner.

“Yeah, I saw it,” Trey called out. “Didn’t mean I understood it.”

By this point, Darc had passed the next boxcar and was moving past it to the one on the far side. What the hell? Was there something here Trey was missing? More than usual, anyway?

“What about this one?” Trey said, pointing to the boxcar that was up on what looked like hydraulic jacks as he neared it. “I mean, it’s right in the middle.”

“The Fibonacci sequence,” Darc answered. Well, he said it, at least. Didn’t mean it was much of an answer.

“Seriously, Darc! Can you just give me a straight answer for once?” Trey panted, stopping for a moment and leaning his hand against the car.

“Move away!” Darc barked at him.

Oops. Trey felt a click, and then the boxcar shifted out from underneath him. So did the earth underneath Trey’s feet.

Somehow, the entire car was being swallowed up in the ground. And Trey was being taken right along with it. He pushed backward with all his strength, but it was clear he wasn’t going to make it.

Until he felt a fist grip the back of his jacket and pull. Hard.

Falling to the ground, Trey landed in the dirt, kicking up dust and pieces of gravel that lodged themselves in the gash on his forehead. Man, that sucker hurt.

Rolling over, he saw that Darc had fallen alongside him, his partner’s chiseled face streaked with grime. At least Trey wasn’t the only one getting beat up here.

From behind them, there was a whoosh and a blast of heat.

Twisting around, Trey saw that the car had been perched precariously on the edge of a huge pit. Inside that pit was some sort of viscous fluid that was now aflame.

“Crude oil,” Darc answered his unspoken question.

“See, Darc. Was that so hard? I needed information, you gave it to me.”

But the tall detective was already back on his feet. “We have less than three minutes left.”

Okay, the ticking clock was more important than Trey’s unanswered questions. Even he got that. He raced off after Darc once more.

They ran for the rail car that was almost directly opposite the first. As they ran, another explosion rocked the open area.

It was the railcar directly next to the first one they had approached.

Trey glanced around, ticking off the cars in his head. Okay. There were three remaining cars. The one they were headed to looked to be the last in the line, if that’s how the explosions were happening.

The second blast had come about thirty seconds after the first.

So, instead of the three minutes they thought they had, it looked like it was closer to a minute and a half. Trey wondered if there would be two explosions, or if the one would be enough for this sicko.

How much more could you be killed once you’d been blown into a million bits?

* * *

Mala held Janey’s hand as they ran out into the middle of some kind of apocalyptic nightmare that felt like it was straight out of one of the end-of-days sections of the Bible. The twisted metal remains of what looked like it was once a railroad car squatted right in front of their path, a grim reminder of what awaited them farther in.

A pit burned with red heat, sending waves of distortion up into the atmosphere, as well as gouts of black roiling smoke. The acrid scent of burning oil assaulted Mala’s nose and burned down her throat as she gulped for breath.

An explosion rocked the ground, causing Mala to stumble. She pulled up on Janey’s arm, trying to keep the little girl safe.

Safe? Who was she kidding? This place was a war zone.

This was a lose-lose scenario she had dragged Janey into. She could leave her out in the car in one of the scariest areas of Seattle. She could ask her to wait here, with no assurances that whatever traps lay ahead weren’t right here as well.

Or she could make use of Janey’s obvious gifts and hope that everyone would make it out okay. It wasn’t a perfect solution, by any means, but maybe it would be okay. They’d stick to the perimeter as much as possible.

Mala’s self-justifications were making her sick to her stomach. She never should have come. This was one of the worst mistakes she had ever made.

And she knew if anything happened to Janey, she would never forgive herself.

Almost as if the little girl understood what was going on in Mala’s head, Janey squeezed her hand, hard, and tugged at her to stop moving. Mala needed no extra encouragement. She looked down at the girl in front of her, clutching her ragged toy.

Janey tugged again, indicating that Mala should come down to her level. Mala crouched down until she was eye to eye with her beloved charge, looking straight into those bright blue eyes.

Moving forward, Janey gave her a kiss on the cheek, then pulled back for a moment. She squeezed Mala’s hand once more and gave one of the most radiant smiles Mala had ever seen.

Janey was happy. 

No, it was more than that. It wasn’t the excitement of a child at Disneyland or the thrill of having a friend come for a sleepover. It was deeper than that. Filled with an inner peace that made the smile that much more precious.

There was destruction all around, they could die at any moment from some horrific trap laid by a madman, but Janey was…

Joyful.

And in that moment, something happened deep inside of Mala’s soul. Whatever happened here tonight, no matter the outcome, Mala would no longer stand in the way of Janey’s involvement. She would stand between her and danger when she could, she would protect her with life and limb. But she would not keep her from her joy.

Janey must have seen the change in Mala’s face, as her smile widened. She pulled on Mala’s hand once more, this time leading her out.

Out into the fray.

 


CHAPTER 20

Zero was the first number in the sequence.

The first car had been empty.

The lines traced diminishing patterns of blue, green, gold, orange, violet. Everywhere Darc turned, another piece of information flew out from the surroundings, supplying him with additional knowledge.

Whether or not that knowledge would lead to the Mayor was undetermined at this point. The Fibonacci sequence continued. 0, 1, 1, 2, 3… From the narrowing of the bands of color around the number three, that was the car that would house the Mayor.

Three. Prime number. Triangle for the all-seeing eye. The Trinity.

All the other cars would house corpses; they would find no one still alive. Burned out husks, small pieces of meat that was once a human form, all that was left from the violent explosions that were occurring around them.

One of the threads, tasked with timing, alerted him to the next scheduled blast. Darc grabbed Trey by the collar and thrust him to the ground.

“Hey!” his partner squawked as he landed. “What was that—?”

The earth shaking below them both from the timed explosion seemed to be enough to answer his unfinished question. He stood up, brushing off his clothes.

“Okay, fine,” he huffed. “But don’t expect a thank you anytime soon.”

Darc turned back and sprinted the last few yards to their destination. They had 24 seconds left before the boxcar next to them would blow. The one in front of them would follow 30 seconds after.

Not enough time to decipher the clues left by the killer.

It had all been designed this way. From the beginning, they were destined to fail, perhaps to die. Darc calculated it at a 83.2 percent possibility that the 30-second blasts had been triggered manually by the killer, who was almost certainly somewhere in the nearby vicinity. But all the clues were directed inward, curving back toward the trap in a Golden ratio spiral.

Working off of the information he had in front of him, Darc searched under and around the boxcar. There were chalk marks at what appeared to be irregular intervals around the bottom perimeter of the container.

They were not irregular.

The glowing fragments of light swarmed about, collecting data points, correlating them, sending back their conclusions. The chalk marks were based off the Fibonacci sequence. This was the correct car.

It had to be.

Examining the underside of the large metal box, Darc could see no wires or explosives. Nothing obvious to indicate that there was anything there that would be a threat. If this car were to be examined on its own, without the context of the trap, there would be no reason to suspect that there were anything at all unusual about it, barring the chalk marking around the bottom lip.

The colors and lights cavorted about in Darc’s mind, trickling a stream of possibilities into his consciousness. There were three options. The threat could be buried. It could be above, on top of the car. It could be inside.

Opening the door to the container would trigger another trap. The probability there was high enough that it was a near certainty. Digging around the base would take too long. There was only one option to pursue.

Another explosion ripped through the air around them. The railway car just next to them had gone up in flames. A wave of heat washed over Darc’s scalp, caressing his skin with the promise of destruction to come.

“Dude,” Trey said, dancing from one foot to the other in his apparent impatience. “We’ve got thirty seconds and we’re just walking around the car looking at it.” Darc flicked a glance at his partner, who lifted his hands in either defense or entreaty. “Okay, okay. My bad. I’ll just sit here and wait to explode.”

Darc continued to look at his partner. “Kneel.”

“Kneel? What, am I getting knighted?” Trey asked. He continued his grumbling but still rushed over and got down on his knees in front of Darc. “What are we doing?”

“We are going up.”

This model of railway car had two ladders, one on the back, one on the front. Both only went halfway up the side. Trey would have to climb the ladder with Darc on his back.

Darc began to sit on Trey’s shoulders, and his partner squawked. “Hold on! You’re getting on my shoulders? C’mon, man! I can barely climb that ladder on my own. How about you carry me up?”

“Can you ascertain and then contain the threat?”

There was a momentary pause, and then Trey muttered, “No.” He pushed himself to his feet, Darc perched precariously on his shoulders.

“Holy cow, man. You’ve got to lay off the fried eggs.”

There were several studies that had recently been conducted on egg consumption that would counter Trey’s suggestion, but it seemed irrelevant considering the current circumstances. For this reason, Darc chose to remain silent on the subject as Trey strained to climb the ladder.

 As Trey reached the final rung, the informational flow of color verified what Darc had already guessed. “I will need to stand on your shoulders.”

“Of course you will. Because my life sucks,” groaned his partner, wrapping his arms around the sides of the ladder. “Okay. Go for it.”

Pulling his legs out from in front of Trey’s chest, Darc gripped one of the ridges of the car to balance himself as he placed his feet on each of Trey’s shoulders. The added height allowed him to reach the lip of the roof.

He grabbed a hold with both hands, pulling himself up far enough that he could fling one elbow over the edge. A swing of his leg, and he was able to pull himself up and over. Darc rolled onto the surface of the roof, lifting himself up to survey the threat.

There was nothing there.

The rooftop was empty. No explosives. No symbols. 

Nothing whatsoever.

Darc had chosen which path to follow and had chosen incorrectly. Three paths, none of them confirmed, only one about which he could do anything. And it was not this.

The countdown continued in his head. There were five seconds still remaining until the blast. No time to clear the deadly blast radius, not even for Trey.

He lay back on his side, waiting for the explosion to occur. His body relaxed, muscles that he had not been aware he was tensing releasing. Possibly for the first time.

When it came, the end would almost be welcome.

* * *

Trey was doing what he could to keep track of how close they were to death. He knew the running and the lifting and the climbing had probably thrown him off, but by his count, they should be in a billion little pieces slowly drifting down to earth right about now. The fact that they weren’t was fantastic, but every muscle was tensed, waiting for the doom that was sure to follow.

“Trey!”

The sound of his name from below sent Trey into a full-on epileptic seizure. He spasmed and jerked around, forgetting for a brief second that he was on a ladder fifteen feet above the ground.

He remembered as he was on his way down.

The landing drove all thoughts back out. His breath left him in a whoosh of air, and it felt like every bone in his body had been rattled and possibly shattered. He groaned out his pain into the dust and gravel in which his face lay.

“Oh, Trey, I’m so sorry.” Mala’s voice came to him from somewhere above his head. Wait. How had that happened? Hadn’t he been up in a ladder?

Oh. Right.

Trey rolled over with caution, not wanting to let the pain have an opportunity to gather any of its nasty pain buddies around for company. There was something urgent going on. What was it? Something that had to do with the fact that Mala was here right now. It was right on the tip of his tongue.

Then it came to him.

“Get out! She’s going to blow!” He yelled, then immediately regretted it, as stabs of pain shot through his chest. Maybe taking headers off a ladder wasn’t such a good idea. Note for later.

If he made it that far.

“Don’t worry, Trey. Janey took care of it,” came the completely unexpected response from Mala. Trey looked up, ignoring the lancing agony that shot up his spine.

There was Janey, holding what looked like a black box with a bunch of wires sticking out of it. She was grinning so wide it looked like her face might split down the middle.

“Whoa,” he breathed, staring at the girl and the device. “You came back with her in tow?”

Mala’s face tightened. “It was a difficult decision. I—”

“No, no,” Trey protested, waving his hand and then regretting it. “I’m not second guessing you. I’m trying to thank you. If you hadn’t been here…”

“We would have died,” finished Darc, who then hung down from the lip of the roof and then dropped to the ground. He stood, brushing himself off.

How the hell had he done that? Trey had dropped from less than half that height, and he was ready to take a sick day. Actually, no. Sick week. Hell. Sick month.

Darc came forward and crouched down in front of Janey. He held out his hand for the device she was holding. She placed it in his palm and then held up her bear for Darc to kiss, which he did without a moment’s hesitation.

Man, that guy had come a long way.

Turning the black box over in his hands, Darc stood and peered more intently at Mala. “Where did you find this?”

Mala pointed over inside the circle, to a spot about twenty yards away from the burning pit of crude oil. “She took me right over there and just started digging. The fire from the hole was tough to deal with, but she kept at it until she had that thing in her hands.”

“The Golden Spiral. That was the significance of the center car.” Darc placed his hand on Janey’s shoulder and murmured something to her that Trey couldn’t hear. Whatever it was made Janey’s smile grow even larger.

“Okay,” Trey said, trying to lever himself up to standing. “I guess we should open up this sucker, right?”

Mala moved to his side, putting her neck down under the crook of his arm to support him. They were moving toward the car when Darc stopped them.

“Wait.” He turned to Janey. “Is it safe?”

The little girl paused and seemed to think for a moment. Then she nodded and began skipping toward the container.

“Looks like we’re good,” Trey said, stifling a groan as Mala’s elbow accidentally went into his side. “But what was that about?”

Darc turned and fixed his gaze on Trey. “To what are you referring?”

Did his partner really not understand what was going on, or was he being deliberately obtuse. “How does Janey know what you don’t?”

There was a long moment where Darc didn’t respond. Then he just shrugged his shoulder and turned toward the boxcar.

“She sees things that I do not.”

Wow.

That was the biggest admission of frailty Trey had ever heard out of his partner. Ever. He wanted to take a second to take that in, but they were back on the move toward the sliding door of the large rectangular container in front of them.

As Darc began pulling at the door, Mala walked Trey over to where he could lean against the side while she helped. The squeal of the metal almost covered over another sound. A sound that was a huge relief to Trey.

Sirens.

He looked at Mala, who was just finishing up with the door. Raising an eyebrow, Trey gestured with his head at the horns blaring in the distance. Mala blushed and turned away before answering.

 “Backup seemed like a good idea. So… I called. Sue me.”

“Hey,” Trey answered. “Far as I’m concerned, that just means that drugs are on their way.”

Trey hobbled over to the open door, peering inside. The light of the fire behind them almost made their flashlights irrelevant, but the beam picked out detail that the flickering orange light left to the imagination.

Maybe that would have been best. There, in the center of the floor, was a triangle. At each of its corners was a severed head, pools of blood oozing out from the stumps that once had attached them to their bodies. In the center of the triangle, a naked man lay stretched out, a gruesome eye carved into his chest with some sort of blade.

It was the Mayor.

He stirred and groaned, lifting his head up, as if to find the source of the flashlight beams. There was a cough, wet and chesty, that issued forth from his mouth and echoed throughout the interior of the car.

“Mr. Mayor?” Trey addressed him. “About that protection detail…”

* * *

Janey was so tired.

She knew it was important to stay awake at school, so she kept pinching herself all over her arms and legs, but it almost wasn’t working anymore. Popeye said she was going to look like a spotted frog by the time she was done. Nasty bear.

Mala had told her she didn’t need to go today, but Janey had shook her head no. This was the day. The day that everything she had worked so hard for was going to happen. If she didn’t go today, things were going to be bad. Really bad.

So she went to school and did her work and smiled at her teacher even though Mrs. Kingston was looking at her funny. She even sat next to the smelly girl at lunch. Janey knew the girl couldn’t help that she was smelly, and the other kids made fun of her. It didn’t feel good to be made fun of, so Janey sat there, even though it made her peanut butter and honey sandwich taste like feet.

It had been super sweet, too, because the girl started teaching Janey how to say things with her hands. She called it sign language, and she taught Janey how to say I love you. Janey made the sign with her hand again, pulling down her middle finger and her ring finger and sticking out her thumb.

Now she was back in the classroom, right up in front with the teacher and her friends. That was supposed to be a bad thing, because you got moved so you wouldn’t get into trouble, but that wasn’t true. Not this time.

Popeye said something about Mrs. Kingston being dumb. Janey tried not to listen, but it was pretty funny. Maybe that’s why her teacher kept looking at her funny. Because Janey was smiling and almost laughing so much. She told Popeye to be quiet and behave, but he just stuck his tongue out at her. Naughty bear.

She knew she needed to pay attention today, but she kept thinking about last night instead. Helping was so much fun. It had made Janey feel bubbly inside when she found the black box. Bubbly in a good way, not bubbly like when your tummy was sick. 

She had known just where it would be. The colored swirling lines inside her head all just pointed to the place.

The colors had told her things about the man who was hurting people. That he liked to trick and then trick and then trick some more. 

Like if someone said they spit in your milk so that you would trade with them. Then you start to switch with them but think that’s a trick too, so you end up drinking your own milk. And while you’re switching milks around, you don’t even notice that the person puts a sign on your back that says I’m stupid. Except it was worse than that. 

Lots worse.

She wasn’t sure that Darc understood everything that she’d tried to tell him with her drawing last night, but there wasn’t anything else she could do about it now. Right now she had other things to worry about.

It was the last thing she was going to do. If it didn’t work, Janey was pretty sure there wasn’t anything that would work. She was going to get in a lot of trouble no matter what, though, so she really hoped it worked. Like, really, really hoped.

Mala would be upset.

That was the part that Janey hated. But there wasn’t anything she could do about it. Not really. Especially with all the stuff with that man at the adoption place that didn’t like Mala. He was making things hard.

This was one of those times when Janey knew what was right to do, even though it didn’t seem like the right thing to do. She knew that grownups would try to stop her if they knew about it. Even Mala.

But not Darc. If she explained it to Darc, he would tell her to go ahead and do it. Well, he wouldn’t actually say that, because he didn’t talk that much, and when he did, he used big words. But he would look at her and she would know that he thought it was a good idea.

Janey took a deep breath, hugged Popeye… even though he grumbled the whole time… and raised her hand.

It was time to do this.

* * * 

There was something off with the logic strands.

Darc sat at his desk, reviewing information from the files surrounding this case. There were connections here that needed to be examined now that there was a moment in which to do so.

But all of the connections that made sense appeared to be at odds with the colored bands of light. That was not something that Darc had experienced before. Emotion and logic conflicted. Logic did not argue with logic.

There was an underlying pattern here. Of that Darc was assured. But the fact that Janey had found the connections at the crime scene where Darc had been unable to do so was troubling. There was no ego around it for him, but there was the problem of his ability to trust the information that his brain processed.

If it were not for the unsolicited presence of the little girl, there would have been three deaths last night. His, Trey’s and the Mayor’s.

In a situation where Janey could not be present, how could Darc be trusted to ascertain the threat? The lines of light sputtered and spat in protest, but even they had no solutions to the dilemma.

Trey walked into the office, wincing at every step. “How is it that bombs go off all around us and somehow I’m the only one who gets hurt?”

Darc stared at his partner for a moment. “Dodge faster.”

Trey’s head snapped around in a double take. “Was that…? Were you just making a joke?”

This was confusing. Darc could not see what was humorous about either Trey’s injuries or Darc’s solution to the problem. Therefore, he had no way of knowing how he should respond to the question. As so often happened when he was talking to Trey, Darc chose to remain silent.

“Well,” Trey sighed after a pause. “Too bad. I was excited there for a second. You developing a funny bone would be something to write home about.”

“There is no such—”

“I know, I know,” Trey cut in. “There’s no such thing as a funny bone. Ugh.” He released a grunt as he sank carefully into his chair. “Pain sucks.”

Darc turned back to his contemplation of the case file, allowing the streams of logic to pull information from the pages in front of him, finding links and patterns to feed back into the matrix.

“Oh, hey,” Trey added, pulling out a stack of papers of his own. “Got word from the ME’s office. Stopped by on the way in. They’ve identified the victims from the last two crime scenes.”

“The thermite did not consume all the remains in the Greenbelt?”

“Well, no, it mostly did. But there were enough bits and pieces that they were able to do some dental record magic.”

Trey slapped down the papers on Darc’s desk. Darc found multiple threads spinning themselves off the page with the overload of information found there.

“Council members, mafia family and bankers,” Darc said, extracting the information from the streams of color.

“Yeah,” his partner agreed. “Not sure what connection they all have. Put any two of them together and I might get it. But all three? Weird mix.”

Another strand from earlier on entered in and combined with the data assembled. The result was a new color and a thicker flow of intel. There was a link here.

“The lawsuit,” Darc said, the thick, glowing cord pulsing in agreement.

“Lawsuit? Oh, you mean that whatsit thing that the Satanist guy turned us onto?”

The lack of specificity in Trey’s speech was nothing unusual, but the lines of logic always responded poorly, hissing and spitting at the lack of precision and detail. Darc had grown used to this kind of communication, however, and was far less bothered than the filaments of gleaming colors appeared to be.

“The lawsuit was filed against the Colacurcios family, and alleged that the construction bid they had won was fixed.”

“What’s the project?” Trey asked.

“It is a plan to revitalize the waterfront area. It includes the rebuilding of two piers, as well as improvements to the nearby streets and railroads.”

“That what that Satanist dude was griping about? Sounds like a good thing.”

Darc shook his head. “It may be, but the complaint is that it is adversely affecting the small businesses already down on the waterfront. There are allegations of coercion to sell and governmental abuses.”

“Whoa,” Trey whistled, spinning around in his chair and then wincing as he came to an abrupt stop. “That would have to include the City Council, right? There’s two out of the three.”

“Look more closely at the lawsuit,” Darc said, pushing his file over to Trey. 

His partner pulled up the folder, holding it close to his face. An expression began to grow there, one that Darc could not identify. It could have been a dawning realization or the beginnings of a meditative trance. Considering that Trey did not engage in transcendental meditation, Darc concluded it must be the former.

“The bank that the money’s going through… American FirstOne Credit. Same place as the dead bankers,” he breathed. “That’s it. This has to be the link.” He plopped the file back down in front of Darc.

The pathways of logic thrummed in response. The colors were mostly blue and green, signifying a high level of probability. But there were still strands missing. Gaping holes in the structure of the information that refused to allow Darc a complete picture of the situation. Those blank spaces vibrated with their own harmonies, clashing with the harmonics of the tapestry of logic, creating a dissonance that was almost painful.

Darc continued looking over the lawsuit, when a name leapt out, rimmed in orange, that immediately secured itself in one of the empty spaces. There were still gaps, but the relative clarity went up by multiple percentage points.

Pointing with his finger at the name, Darc motioned for Trey to take a look. His partner moved over behind his shoulder, glancing down at the papers.

“I knew it!” Trey yelled, causing mild hearing damage to Darc’s right eardrum. “I knew he was the one!”

Listed in the lawsuit as a consultant for the defense was APA Carson Speer.

 


CHAPTER 21

It was coming.

The Intermediary had suffered setbacks, hurt, fear, deprivation. But they were all for a glorious purpose. A necessary part of the plan.

There had been additional snags, of course. Ones that even the Intermediary couldn’t have foreseen. The addition of the girl, as one example.

Who would have thought that three responsible adults would come together and decide that a young child would be a valued addition to a dangerous crime scene? Admittedly, it was genius. What Darc lacked in emotional depth and empathy, this little girl seemed to have in spades.

The Intermediary had been more concerned about the involvement of the doctor. She seemed to be the one that could unlock Darc’s full potential. And there had been measures put in place to hamstring her.

But to have both of them show up like that at the crime scene. To have the entire spectacle ruined by a kindergartner. That was just…

Well, it was funny, that’s what it was. The Intermediary was always gracious in defeat. There was humor to be found here, and it wasn’t going to be dismissed simply because it was uncomfortable. Time to take the lumps that had been earned.

If the Intermediary couldn’t beat out this young threat, then there was nothing at all superior about the plan, now was there? 

There was a certain fascination about the girl, as well. For one so young to come back from such a dark place. It spoke of depth of soul. It spoke of strength. It spoke of the best of the best.

Perhaps she was too young to be considered for the ultimate goal, but she was one that deserved to be watched. To be tracked. To be nurtured.

And the Intermediary was nothing if not nurturing.

* * *

Mala received the call with a sense of relative calm. That lasted until she got off the phone with the principal.

And now she was headed back in for another one of those dreaded meetings. How many of these could she have before she faced the fact that it might be Janey with the problem, not the school? Just because she loved her foster daughter and didn’t much care for the principal didn’t mean that Janey was right and everyone else was wrong.

Besides, Mala didn’t dislike Mrs. Kingston. Was she the best teacher Mala had ever met? No. But she didn’t seem like she was out to get Janey. The teacher seemed to be genuinely trying to make Janey’s mainstreaming work.

Maybe Mala was the problem. Janey was so bright, there seemed no benefit to having her be in with the children with significant socialization issues. But clearly there was something wrong here.

It wasn’t like this was the first time Mala had been called in for something that Janey had done, obviously. But she had hoped that it wouldn’t be the day after she took the little girl out to a crime scene at two o’clock in the morning.

Honestly, she’d hoped it wouldn’t happen at all any longer. Mala had truly thought that Janey would get past her whole misbehavior thing as the year progressed. Perhaps it was time for Mala to face the facts.

And for Janey to face the music.

No matter how intelligent the little girl was, no matter how precious to Mala, Janey had to learn how to behave herself in these situations, or she’d be marginalized her whole life. There was a textural difference to this meeting with the principal and the last.

As she walked down the hallway, Mala was struck by how small they seemed. Her memories from kindergarten were that the proportions were much larger, made for giants. Mala was one of the giants now. The halls were made proportionate to adults.

That seemed somehow wrong.

The school was for the education of the youth who studied here. Why was everything geared toward those who had to work here?

Mala continued thinking that until the principal’s secretary asked her to take a seat outside the office. Here, at least, the proportions were for children. Mala’s knees were up around her chest, and she was feeling quite small.

She had to wonder if that was deliberate.

“Mrs. Charan?” Principal Killarney called out from inside the office.

Mala stiffened at hearing, once again, that the principal seemed unwilling to acknowledge her title of doctor. But that’s not why they were here. She could make an argument out of that point, but it would be avoiding the larger issue of Janey’s behavior.

It was time to stay on point. “I’m here,” she called back, standing up and readjusting her skirt that had gotten hiked up due to the size of the chair.

She entered into the office, and her heart sank. There, sitting in the corner of the small office, was Richard Templeton, the social worker from DSHS. This was bad. It was beyond bad. It was worst-case scenario. 

Scrolling through the list of options in her head, Mala despaired. There really was no way out of this. For Janey to be getting into trouble at school on this level, after Mala had been questioned for taking the girl to crime scenes, felt like the end of the road.

For the moment, it was a meeting with just the three of them. Apparently having Janey there was not part of the agenda. Mala’s heart sank farther, if that were even possible. At least with Janey present there would be no talk of having her removed from Mala’s home. But in this scenario, all bets were off.

It didn’t help any that Richard Templeton had the smuggest of expressions plastered all over his face. Just looking at him was causing Mala’s blood to boil. She looked away, knowing that an assault charge would not help right now.

“Mrs. Charan,” the principal boomed. “I’m sorry to have to see you again so soon.”

“As am I, Mr. Killarney.” The principal didn’t make eye contact with her, nor did he offer his hand, and Mala didn’t want to push the issue. This seemed that Killarney was gearing up for a confrontation. So far, Templeton had done nothing more than lurk menacingly in the corner.

“Did my secretary tell you what Janey did?” Killarney asked.

“No,” she answered. “I was just told that there was a problem and that I needed to come in.”

“Well,” the principal grumbled. “It seems Janey led some sort of an uprising. I wanted to talk to you first before we called her in. Her teacher is sending her down now.”

“An uprising?” Mala asked. “That sounds very Lord of the Flies.”

“That’s sort of how it was described to me,” came the disturbing answer. “It’s not the kind of thing that normally happens with our kindergartners.”

Every fiber of Mala’s being wanted to cry out that it wasn’t Janey’s fault. That if there was a problem here, it was obviously with the school and not her precious little girl. All of her previous interactions with helicopter parents that refused to let their children suffer the consequences of their own actions came back to her. She knew now how they felt.

The problem was, even if she decided to go down that route, with Templeton here it would do nothing but backfire. One mention of it being anyone else’s fault, and he would chime in with all the ways in which she had been negligent as a parent. Strange that her nemesis at the DSHS would keep her from going down a dark parental path, but there it was.

“I’ve been speaking with Mr. Templeton here from DSHS, and he’s told me a little bit about Janey’s… wait, you said her name was Caitlyn, right?” the principal asked, turning to Richard.

“Yes. Her legal name is Caitlyn,” Templeton responded in as sanctimonious a tone as Mala had ever heard.

“Where did the name Janey come from?” Killarney asked, looking back and forth between Mala and the social worker. Mala opened her mouth to respond, but Templeton beat her out of the gate. 

“Apparently Ms. Charan has taken to calling her by some sort of nickname,” he said. “That is something we advise against during our PRIDE course for prospective foster parents. But unfortunately, Ms. Charan was unable to attend all of those classes, so she may have missed that information.” He turned a bland smile on Mala, his dark eyes glittering in the light from the principal’s desk lamp. 

Like some sort of reptile, Mala thought to herself. Was he never going to let go of that one PRIDE class of which she missed less than twenty minutes? And did all men in power feel threatened by her professional title? The whole conversation seemed so petty.

But the results of this conversation were far from it. They could be far-reaching, and the ultimate victim would be Janey.

That could not happen.

“Yes, well,” Killarney continued. “Richard filled me in on Caitlyn’s background. Horrific stuff. I’m not sure she’s equipped to be in a mainstream class. Even the other—”

Richard Templeton lifted a hand. “Let me stop you right there, Howard.” 

Great. These two appeared to be on a first-name basis. All of the sudden Mala felt like she had stepped into the boy’s club and was getting the once-over by everyone there.

The social worker continued. “I’m not sure that what happens with Caitlyn is going to be up to Ms. Charan much longer.”

The principal harrumphed. “Well, that’s… I mean, if that’s what you think is best. You being the expert and all.”

Something inside Mala broke at that point. Whether it was the overt threat of having Janey removed from her home, or the way the two men appeared to be ganging up on her, or just the sheer unfairness of the whole attack, Mala wasn’t sure.

What she was sure of was that she was done.

“I think that’s enough,” she said, her tone quiet.

“Excuse me?” said the principal.

“I don’t think you’re in any position to—” began Templeton.

“I said, that’s enough,” Mala hissed. 

The men’s eyes grew large. She had their attention. They seemed a bit like deer in headlights as Mala fixed them each with a long look. The damage had already been done. She was now committed, and it was time to put this thing to rest, once and for all.

This was going to be fun.

“You,” Mala said, pointing at the principal. “You said that you’d heard my girl’s story? I’m not sure you’ve heard it all.”

“I don’t need to know the—”

“Yes. You. Do.” She let those three words sink in. The look of surprise on both men’s faces was heady, but Mala wasn’t doing this for some kind of power trip.

Well, okay, maybe a little bit, but only because they deserved it.

“She watched her parents be butchered right in front of her eyes and was then submerged in their blood.”

Killarney lifted a hand to his mouth. Clearly he hadn’t heard the whole tale. Templeton, on the other hand, had gone pale and was pressing his lips together into a thin white line.

“Well, I can see as how that—” the principal started.

“No, I’m not sure that you can. Either of you.” Mala now turned to the social worker. “Do you know what state she was in when the detectives found her?”

Templeton was smart enough not to speak out loud. A short shake of his head was the only answer he allowed himself.

“She was catatonic.” Mala reigned herself in a bit, taking a deep breath. “I get that for a normal child, being at a crime scene would be devastating… traumatic, even. But she is far from normal.”

“You can’t be suggesting that her involvement is in any way, shape or form healthy?” scoffed Templeton.

“I’m not only suggesting it, I’m stating it as my professional opinion.” She held up a hand to forestall both the principal and the social worker’s comments. “An opinion, by the way, which is far more informed than both of you combined.”

Killarney stirred at that. “What are you—?”

“I am a licensed child psychologist with over a decade and a half of practical experience. I know what I’m doing.”

Templeton stepped forward. “Your professional opinion is warped. And I think it’s based off of some sick fascination that you have with that detective with Asperger’s.”

“Um,” the principal muttered. “I don’t really understand what’s going on here.”

“This is what you both need to understand,” Mala said, ignoring the principal’s utterance. “The only thing that has made it so that Janey… and yes, I call her Janey, at her request… can even function is the fact that she was allowed to participate in tracking down her parent’s killer. And she is not only functioning, she’s thriving.”

“Thriving?” challenged Templeton. “Is that what you call leading some kind of classroom revolution?”

At that moment, Janey burst into the room, a huge smile plastered all over her face. She saw Mala there and ran to embrace her, holding up her bear to be kissed.

Nodding at the two other men in the room, Janey grabbed Mala’s hand and started pulling. She was trying to get Mala to leave the office.

“Sweetie, we need to talk to these two men about what you did in class today,” Mala said, trying to keep her own fears out of her voice. Janey didn’t have to know how bad things were right now.

But instead of letting up on her grip, Janey nodded her head up and down and continued tugging at Mala. There was obviously something she wanted to show her.

And she was smiling. Still. Whatever it was that Janey was trying to communicate to her, it was clear that she was excited about it.

Janey was smart. There was no way that she didn’t understand that having Mala in the principal’s office was not a good thing. So if she wanted Mala to go somewhere, it was probably a good idea to follow along. Mala felt a surge of hope well up inside her.

“Gentlemen,” Mala spoke over her shoulder as she walked out of the office. “It seems that Janey wants to show me something. It would probably be a good idea if you came along.”

She didn’t give them a chance to argue.

* * *

Trey was stoked.

Finally he was going to get to put away that punk of an APA. He had known that guy was off from the second he laid eyes on him. Well, actually, it was from the moment Carson Speer had identified himself as the new Assistant Prosecuting Attorney. But still.

Darc had called in for a warrant, and it was just a matter of minutes before it would be granted. They wanted to make sure and corner Speer in his office, just in case the weasel was friends with someone in the judge’s office. Didn’t want their prime suspect scurrying off like the cockroach he was. Weasel? Cockroach? No. Garbage. That was the best descriptor for this guy.

It’s time to take out the trash. Trey had always wanted a chance to say something like that, even if it was only to himself.

“So, how are we going to do this?” Trey asked. “Barge in and slap him in cuffs, or what?”

“We will go in and ask him questions,” his partner answered.

“Hold on. We’re just going to talk to him?”

“That is what is required at this moment.”

Trey was now just a little less stoked. “You mean that after all that, you still don’t think it’s him?”

Darc took a moment before answering. A long enough moment that Trey was starting to think that his partner was just ignoring him again. Not that it would be all that out of the ordinary. But him pausing to think things through was. Very. And yet that’s what it seemed was going on.

“I am not positive that the APA is the killer,” he finally said.

“Really? What does it take to convince you?” Trey ticked off the points on his finger. “He’s the APA. He seems like a good guy. He’s a Freemason. He’s the APA. He’s got no alibi. He was seen coming out of our only witness’ room right before the guy dies. He’s on the lawsuit, and he’s the freaking APA.”

“There…” Darc rubbed at his hand with his other thumb. “There is something… off… about it.”

Wow. Darc unsure of himself. Darc thinking things through. Trey wasn’t sure if he liked this new Darc. It was a lot more fun to run behind his partner when the big bald guy was busy knocking in doors and interpreting symbols and saving the day and stuff.

“Okay,” Trey relented. “We’ll just talk to him.” He moved down the hallway to the APA’s office. “But don’t expect me to be happy about it.”

They zipped past Carson’s secretary, who looked up as they were walking past. 

“Excuse me,” she called after them, flapping her arms to get their attention. “You can’t just walk in there.”

“Sure we can,” Trey called over his shoulder, flashing his badge at her. “We’re all on the same team, aren’t we?”

Trey shouldered Carson Speer’s door open and surprised the APA in the act of shaking someone’s hand. That alone wouldn’t have been suspicious, but the someone involved was a large, looming Italian man whom Trey recognized. Jimmy Arconato, a known associate of the Colacurcios family.

The secretary, who was still right on Trey and Darc’s heels, poked her head around the doorframe. “Mr. Speer, I’m so sorry, they just—”

The attorney just waved her off, turning his attention to Trey. 

“Detective Keane,” Carson said, his tone smooth. “What can I do for you? I’m just finishing up with a meeting.”

“I can see that,” Trey answered. “But since it looks like you’re done, maybe we can chat for a bit.”

“Sure, sure,” he said, waving at the chairs in front of his desk. 

Trey just stared back at him. Maybe Trey wasn’t going to get the privilege of taking the guy on a perp walk today, but he still planned on having fun with this.

“Okay…” Carson said, glancing back and forth between Trey and Darc. He then turned to his mafia contact. “Jimmy, we were finished anyway, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Jimmy drawled. “It’s getting crowded in here, anyway.” The beefy man locked gazes with Trey before sauntering out of the office.

“Sorry about that,” the APA said, pointing once more at the chairs in front of him.

“See,” Trey responded. “Right there. That’s your problem.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“We just busted into your office, interrupting you in the middle of what was clearly a meeting you didn’t want anyone to know about. Normal lawyers would be screaming at us right now.”

Carson chuckled at that. “I’m not a normal lawyer, I guess. I should take that as a complement, right?” He looked out in the direction that Jimmy had gone. “And there was nothing secret about that meeting. We’re trying to talk him into turning state’s evidence. No luck so far, but I’m hopeful.”

The attorney’s words caused Trey’s face to burn. There was nothing more he wanted to do than to haul this guy’s ass to lockup. Like right now. Give him a few hours to stew in the tank, then put him in the box and grill him.

Instead, he took a step back and motioned for Darc to start speaking. One thing about his partner, he never had any problem divorcing his emotions from the equation. And with someone as cool as Speer, that was exactly what was needed.

Dammit.

“You are suspected of being involved in the deaths of five City Council members, three bankers and one member of the Colacurcios family,” Darc said.

Trey nodded his head at Darc’s tactics. Way to come out of the gate. Straight for the jugular. Carson’s face went white.

“Wh… what are you talking about?” He groped about on his desk, almost as if he were trying to find evidence to counter what Darc had said. “I don’t know… There’s no… I don’t have—”

“Your ties to this case are not in dispute,” Darc responded. “You have no alibi for any of the deaths. You were in the room of a witness without authorization. You were listed on the lawsuit against the Colacurcios family and the city.”

“Don’t forget the fact that he’s the APA,” Trey chimed in.

Carson rallied at that point, regaining his more polished façade. “You’ll have to forgive me, but if I were involved in this in any way whatsoever… this all sounds like circumstantial evidence. There’s nothing concrete here at all.”

“Cases have been made on less,” Darc replied. “The fact the evidence is circumstantial is not a meaningful designation. It is evidence, and it is mounting.”

“I’m not in handcuffs, so it’s pretty plain that—” Speer started.

“There is a warrant being issued as we speak,” Darc cut him off. “We will search your home, your phone records, your emails… and we will find the evidence we are looking for.”

Carson Speer’s shoulders slumped. Whatever else he’d been, Trey was guessing that he hadn’t been too careful. Probably expected his position would protect him from any digging around. Now that there would be a warrant, his excuses wouldn’t hold nearly as much water.

“It’s time for you to start talking,” Trey said. “Once the warrant’s served, all bets are off. You’ll get concurrent sentences for each of those people you killed.”

“But I didn’t kill anyone,” Carson blurted, his eyes wide. “Look, I admit, there are some phone calls to the Colacurcios family. And to the banks. But that was just to get the job done.”

“By any means necessary?” Trey pressed.

“Hey!” he snapped back. “Do you have any idea how big a project this is? How much it’s going to do for the city? I had to make sure—”

“That some of those public funds made it into your pocket,” Trey finished for him.

“No. No! I admit, I maybe haven’t been as above board as I should’ve been, but it was for a good cause. This thing’s going to save Seattle.”

“Yeah,” agreed Trey. “And what’s a few deaths here and there when Seattle’s on the line, right?”

“I’m telling you, I never touched anyone.” He snapped his fingers, an idea apparently coming to him. “Listen, you’re accusing me of having something to do with this whole Waterfront thing, right?”

“Right…”

“Well, then… why the hell would I take down the guys that I need to make it happen?”

Trey stopped. He hadn’t thought of that angle. He glanced over at his partner. Darc, on the other hand, clearly had. Of course. Once more, Darc was like five steps ahead of Trey.

Ah, hell, who was he kidding? It was more like twenty. Whatever, what Speer was saying wasn’t surprising Darc at all.

It was becoming clear that Trey wasn’t going to be taking anyone away in handcuffs. And he had really, really wanted to use them.

“There’s a connection here, Speer,” Trey said. “Everyone that’s dying is involved in this thing. And so are you.” Pointing at the lawyer, Trey used his best intimidation voice. “You are going down.”

The APA’s eyes were wide, his face was pale and he was sweating. The voice had totally worked. Trey backed out of the office, not wanting to spoil the moment.

He had scared the guy that was working with the Colacurcios family. That took some doing. But as Trey left the office, another thought crossed his mind.

What if that’s not what Carson was afraid of?

 


CHAPTER 22

Mala hadn’t had any idea what it was that she would see when Janey finished yanking on her arm. But whatever she had thought it might be, it certainly wasn’t anything close to this.

It was an empty classroom.

Well, not quite. Mrs. Kingston was there. The teacher glanced up from her desk, catching sight of Janey, Mala and the two men.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Were you looking for the rest of the class? They’re out at second recess.”

“Ah… no, Mrs. Kingston. Janey brought us here,” Mala replied, nonplussed. This didn’t seem to be anything for Janey to have been excited about.

“Oh, right. Janey,” the teacher’s mouth turned down into a frown. “I… Well, I’m not sure quite what to say about what happened today.”

Mala thought about that for a moment. “You know, I’m still not clear on exactly what occurred. Could you walk me through it?” 

She glanced down at Janey, who was still grinning and nodding her head. Whatever it was that Mrs. Kingston was about to tell her was precisely what Janey wanted her to hear.

“Certainly,” she answered. “Janey and a group of children interrupted the entire class right in the middle of arts and crafts group today.”

“Interrupted?” prompted Mala.

“Yes. They left the group and made a circle around their desks. Then they just pointed at some of their classmates. It was weird. One of the boys started crying.”

“One of the boys in the circle?”

“No, one of the ones they were pointing at. I think it was…” the teacher stopped and took a breath. “Well, it seemed like the group was trying to intimidate them.”

Mala turned back to Janey. “Is this true?”

Janey’s smile was still stretched wide, and she nodded again.

“You see?” Killarney chimed in. “She doesn’t even try to deny it. It’s like she’s happy about it all.”

Janey went over to the light switch by the door and turned it off. The classroom was plunged into immediate darkness. But over the protestations of every other adult there, Mala realized the darkness wasn’t complete.

There was something glowing.

“Look,” she said, pointing at the floor. There, traced in the glow paint that Janey had asked for, was the outline of a very large detective’s badge.

“What is that?” Mrs. Kingston asked.

“You mean this was done without your knowledge?” Killarney inserted, his tone surprised. He moved over to the switch and turned the lights back on. Janey moved over to stand next to Mala as the principal continued. “How is that even possible?”

“I… I’m not sure,” the teacher responded, apparently flustered. “It could have been done while I went to the restroom, or…”

“I think it’s more to the point to figure out why this vandalism happened.”

Vandalism. Mala’s heart sank. They had no context within which to place this symbol, and Janey couldn’t speak for herself. The conclusion that the teacher, principal and more than likely the social worker were all leaping to was wrong. Flat out wrong.

But that was where Mala came in. Part of her job as parent was speaking out for her child when her child couldn’t or wouldn’t communicate. 

Like right now.

“This is a detective’s badge,” Mala explained. “It’s the only thing that makes Janey feel safe and protected.”

From the look on Mrs. Kingston’s face, she at least had a basic understanding of what that might mean for a traumatized girl. Killarney seemed unconvinced, but appeared to be listening. Templeton, in contrast, was folding his arms over his chest, shutting himself off from the explanation that was being proffered. He didn’t seem to have any interest in being persuaded.

Was all of his antagonism really based solely off of his dislike of Mala? And all over a few missed minutes in a class she took from him months ago?

“It doesn’t really matter what the badge means,” he said. “This kind of blatant disregard for public property—”

Mrs. Kingston held up a hand. “Please. I want to hear the rest.”

Mala nodded her appreciation. “Do you mind if I take a closer look?”

The teacher nodded, and Mala moved in closer to where the badge had been outlined. It seemed to encompass a grouping of desks.

“Who all sits here?”

Mrs. Kingston looked at where Mala was pointing. “That’s the group of kids who’ve been giving me the most problems.”

“Right from the start of the school year?” Mala pressed.

“Well, no,” she admitted. “If you had asked me in the first week, I would’ve said that those were some of the best behaved children in my class.”

“When did that change?”

The teacher flicked a look at Janey. “Right around the time they started hanging around with...” She trailed off, apparently not willing to say anything more in front of the one who seemed to be the cause of all this.

Mala thought hard. It was clear that Janey had been the ringleader here. There was no denying that part of the story. She took a closer look at one of the desks, where something seemed to be tied to a bar along the back. Was that…?

“Mr. Killarney,” she called out to the principal. “Is this the lock of hair that Janey cut off from that boy earlier?”

He glanced at the item and shrugged. “It might be.”

Attached to the back of each of the desks was… something. There was a hat strapped to one. What looked like an action figure to another.

They looked like talismans. Or warnings. Like skulls staked into the ground to warn away intruders. Or a piece of the person, or an object that was close to them, that would be incorporated into a voodoo doll. 

Something to protect them.

Mala turned around as the door to the classroom opened up once more. Two forms were framed there in the doorframe, a young girl about Janey’s age and what looked to be her mother.

“Oh, I’m sorry to interrupt,” the older woman said, gazing around the room and seeming to feel the tension that was there. “I just wanted to let Mrs. Kingston know that I’m taking my daughter in to the dentist. Office told me I’d find you here.”

“That’s fine, Mrs. Johnson,” the teacher responded. “Thanks for letting me know.”

Mrs. Johnson was about to turn around to leave when she caught sight of Janey and then looked up to find Mala by her side. The woman broke out in a big smile and moved in for a handshake.

“Are you Janey’s Mom?” she asked. “I just have to thank you both so much for the way that she’s taken care of that problem for my girl.”

Confused, Mala asked, “What problem is that?”

“You know,” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “The whole bullying thing. There was a group of kids who were making Talia’s life miserable.”

“Oh?” Mala responded, the light dawning on her.

“You didn’t know about it? Talia didn’t even want to go to school, it was so bad. But she said Janey helped her.” She bent down and spoke to Janey. “You are such a good friend to my daughter. We’d love to have you over to our house any time.”

After giving Janey’s arm a rub and nodding to Mala, the woman got up and took her daughter out. A silence fell over the room as the door shut behind her.

Mala allowed the lack of sound to extend beyond the point that it was comfortable. It was important to make sure that the impact of what had just happened was indelibly imprinted on every mind here.

“This doesn’t change anything, Mrs. Charan,” Templeton finally spoke out into the pregnant pause.

“On the contrary,” challenged Mrs. Kingston. “I think it changes everything.” She knelt down next to Janey. “Have you been protecting your friends?”

Janey nodded her head, the smile never having left her face. She moved in closer to Mala’s leg. It didn’t seem like she was doing it to seek protection, but rather to include Mala in the moment.

“That brand of vigilante justice is not—” Templeton began, directing his comment to the principal.

“I think you need to be quiet right now,” Killarney responded, cutting him off. “The concerns you brought to my attention have all been resolved in my mind.”

“But… the crime scenes. And the classroom…”

“Mr. Templeton,” the principal said, holding up his hand. “Mrs. Kingston and I are the ones who should’ve known there were bullies operating here in our school. We didn’t, but she did.”

“But—” 

“And she managed to figure out how to deal with it all on her own. As for the other stuff you brought to my attention, I only care for the wellbeing of my students. She seems just fine to me.” He bent down to address Janey. “But from here on out, young lady, you come to us with your problems, okay?”

Janey seemed to ponder that for a moment, then nodded her head. To Mala’s eye, it seemed to be a reluctant acceptance, at best.

The social worker had gone through several shades of color, none of which seemed all that healthy. Now he had clamped his mouth shut and was tapping the floor furiously with one foot.

“Mr. Templeton,” Mala addressed him. “My little girl is alive and flourishing because I was willing to go with her to places that seemed extreme. The choice is between catatonia and some small level of exposure. I hope you can see which is preferable.”

She turned to leave, but then thought better of it.

“Oh, and one more thing?” she said, looking at both the principal and Templeton. “It’s Dr. Charan.”

* * *

“Okay,” Trey said, mulling the problem over once more in his mind. “So, whether or not Speer is dirty… and he is,” he clarified, before Darc could get any other ideas. “He wouldn’t have a reason to scuttle the Waterfront Project.”

Darc sat mutely in the passenger seat of Trey’s Land Rover. That was always fun. They were on their way to talk to the Satanist Edward Hoffman again. Now that it was clear that his motive was much more direct than they had thought, he’d once more shot to the top of the suspect list.

Parking was always a problem this close to the waterfront. So the project thing might be totally corrupt, but Trey was definitely on board with the idea of reconstruction. This whole area could use a facelift.

You know, if it wasn’t all done through strong-arming and blackmail and murder. Which is exactly what it was looking like at this point.

Finally Trey was able to find a spot, right in between a huge Ford F-250 and some kind of an SUV. It was a tight squeeze, but he managed to make it in. Getting out of the vehicle was a bit of a problem, but by the time Trey had managed to force his way out, Darc was already moving off down the pier. How the hell did he do that?

So, once more Trey was playing catch up, both figuratively and literally. He jogged up to his partner, who was already in front of the door of Edward’s shop.

It was locked up.

They were there within the hours of operation listed, but for some reason the proprietor had decided to leave his shop. A note was posted up beside the door, saying that the shop would open back up later that evening, but it gave no explanation as to why he was gone. A busy time, a day before Halloween, and an avowed Satanist leaves his curio store without anyone to man it?

That just didn’t compute.

Darc seemed to be thinking the same thing. He was doing that brooding thing he always did when he was surprised by something. There was no way of knowing how long he was going to stay in that state, either.

So Trey sat back, ready to wait it out.

He glanced around the pier, looking for something to eat. Not because he was all that hungry, but just because it was a habit of his to always know where he could get his next meal. And considering the fact that Darc was vegetating over there, it might get to the point that Trey needed to grab a bite.

There was the usual carnival-type fare, which always sounded good. One place had something they called a donut burger, which sounded just sick enough to be interesting. Maybe if they slapped some bacon on it?

Trey was seconds away from going to get one, hungry or not, when his phone rang. It was Mala.

“Just wanted you to know that the whole thing with Janey’s school… and I think even our social worker… is taken care of,” she said.

“Great! I’ll tell Darc,” Trey answered. “Well, once he gets out of his fugue state, that is.”

“Why do you think I called you this time?” she chuckled. “Last time I called him, I said Freemason and that was the end of the conversation.”

“That was where he got that link? How did you figure it out?”

“Well, there was Cody, of course, but then my social worker is also—”

“Wait a minute,” Trey interrupted. “Your social worker is a Freemason?”

“Well, yeah—”

“Gotta go,” Trey said, hanging up the phone. Mala would forgive him for this one. It might be nothing, but the fact that there was another connection with the Freemasons seemed like more than a coincidence.

Darc turned as he seemed to hear Trey move up behind him. He was no longer in that trance of his, but it didn’t seem like whatever he had discovered while in it was all that helpful.

“Darc, there’s something you need to know about,” Trey blurted. “Mala’s social worker… you know, the one that’s been all up in her grill? He’s a Mason.”

There wasn’t even a second’s pause. Darc was off and running toward the Land Rover. As much as Trey didn’t love following along behind his partner, this was more like it. Darc running meant that he had figured something out.

And some serious ass kicking was usually about to follow.

* * *

No amount of preparation could ever completely foresee every detail in a plan this large. The Intermediary knew this, and yet decided to go over it one more time.

This was the moment that would determine the future of Seattle for the next one hundred years. Bring the heroes of the city together. Give them a common cause, and then sit back and watch as they reshaped the world in their image.

Looking in the mirror, the Intermediary thought once more how unexpected it was that this vessel, the one reflected back in reverse on the glassy surface, would be the one to effect this change. It mattered nothing that no one would ever know of the Intermediary’s involvement. In fact, it was better this way.

Pride was a mirage, leading one to the place where water was promised, but leaving one stranded in the parched desert. There had been times when that path had tempted the Intermediary with its siren song. Times when it had seemed that no one else could ever be entrusted with a responsibility this large.

The idea for this had come, strangely enough, from watching a terrorist attack in the West Bank. There had been an explosion, and people had come to help the victims. Then another bomb had detonated, killing the helpers.

It was not an uncommon tactic. The Intermediary had seen it before.

But for whatever reason, in this moment it had clicked. The plan had been laid out, almost in its entirety, in that very instant.

Create a trap. But not one to punish or kill those who came forward. One to identify them.

Put the city together in one place, create a crisis, and then watch the results. Gather the saviors together. Create a utopia from the ashes of the burning dross.

It was so simple, it was stunning that it had never been attempted before.

The loss of life would be regrettable, but it was a necessary sacrifice the city was making in order to forge ahead into its glorious future. The fact that the sacrifice was not a willing one did not lessen its nobility.

Seattle was a base metal, filled with impurities. The only way to purge it of its flaws was to send it through the refiner’s fire. A cleansing heat to wipe away the stains of decades of deterioration.

It was time.

The players were all in place. The outcomes were determined.

Even the antagonists of the melodrama that was being staged would be an integral part of the storyline. When pride was taken off the table, even those who opposed the plan could become a part of it.

The Intermediary put the final touches on the apparel that would be worn this evening. The preparations were coming to a close.

The new Seattle awaited.

 


CHAPTER 23

Darc observed the layering of the glowing pathways in his mind as they were superimposed over the physical landscape around them. Cars grew in the windshield as Trey sped up behind them, looking for a pathway through the late afternoon traffic. His partner swore, swerving from lane to lane, fighting for speedier passage. 

They had stopped by the judges’ office to grab the warrant. It allowed them to search Carson Speer’s home, his place of work, his computer, his emails, his phone records. It was comprehensive.

Darc saw the lines come together. The thread connecting the CSI intern, the Mayor’s assistant and the APA now opened up to include Mala’s social worker.

The conflict between Mala and Richard Templeton was information that Darc was aware of in a peripheral fashion. This was where the interaction of the strands of logic became so vital. What seemed of little importance became crucial in the blink of an eye.

The fact that the man was also a Freemason was not information that he had possessed. And it had made all the difference.

Mala’s involvement in this case had been kept to a minimum, and as a consequence, so had Janey. It was more and more clear to Darc that Janey had insights into this killer than Darc lacked. 

There was the physical evidence that Darc could sort through with no difficulty. There was the social context that Trey provided… what he would call street smarts. There was the psychological perspective that Mala brought to understanding the interpersonal motivations of individuals and the tracking of their shifting allegiances within their social spheres.

And then there was Janey. Somehow, she was able to follow the inner emotional workings of the individuals she came into contact with, even if that contact was secondary. The information she had gleaned from the Mayor’s office was a prime example. By merely being exposed to the results of the killer’s mind at work, Janey had been able to predict his movements.

The killer must know that.

And now, because of the interference from the social worker, who was also a Freemason, the case was suffering. There was a causal link here.

The obvious choice would have been for them to go question the worker. But there were two reasons for not doing so. First, the threads seemed to indicate that the involvement there was minimal, perhaps even unconscious, on the part of Richard Templeton.

The other reason was more complicated, and rooted in that gray emotional landscape that Janey seemed to navigate so well. Darc didn’t want Mala to suffer the negative consequences if Darc were mistaken. In talking to her worker, Mala would be exposed in a way that could threaten her relationship with Janey.

That was unacceptable. It was also something that would not have entered into Darc’s assessments several months ago.

So now they were on their way to speak once more with Carson Speer. The APA, as a Master Mason, would have access to additional information about the brotherhood.

Trey was on the phone, calling ahead to the Prosecuting Attorney’s office, and the call did not seem to be going well. He had been placed on hold multiple times, and each time the expression on his face seemed to become more and more hardened. What that indicated was lost on Darc.

He needed Janey.

“What do you mean he’s not in?” Trey yelled into the phone. “We were there like ten minutes ago. Is he taking a late lunch or something?”

The response, although more than likely inaudible to anyone else, was clear to Darc’s perceptions, even over the noise of the Land Rover's engine. “He left right after you and your partner. Said he had to take a personal day.”

“He went home?”

“I think so,” came the muffled response.

“I’ll need that address,” Trey urged.

When the requested information came over the line, Trey swore once more. He hung up the phone and looked into each one of the mirrors, checking his blind spot as well. Taking a deep breath, he slammed on the brakes and pulled hard on the wheel, spinning them around one hundred and eighty degrees. They were now headed in the opposite direction.

Darc stared at his partner and Trey caught his look. He shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ve been practicing.”

Within minutes, they had arrived at the APA’s apartment. It was a high-rise building, one that housed many businessmen who were in town for an extended period of time, but not permanently. It may have been that Carson Speer was staying here as an interim measure, while he found something more long-term.

Or it could be that he was not planning on staying here in Seattle.

That strand of data merged with the others, filling in another gap in the tapestry of information. One more piece of the puzzle, leading to a more complete vision of the scenario they faced.

Carson Speer had been here long enough to find permanent housing. He had not.

Was it possible that he just had not had the time? Yes. However, with the other information at hand, that seemed a less likely explanation.

They took the elevator up to the eleventh floor, where the APA’s apartment was located. They moved in on the number they’d been given, ready with the warrant in hand. But as they neared the door to his place, it was clear that it was ajar.

“Well, that’s not a good sign,” Trey muttered as they stood directly outside the entryway.

Darc felt the lines shift with that addition. He knew what they would find inside before Trey opened the door.

The reality was equal to the internal expectation, but the visceral nature of the crime was always more graphic.

Carson Speer was spread out, naked on the floor of his studio apartment. He was encircled by a hastily drawn pentagram, the symbol painted in the victim’s blood.

“Aw, shit,” Trey swore, as he moved into the apartment. Darc was on the point of holding him back, as there could have been traps laid for them. But on closer examination, everything about this scene had been hastily done.

The pentagram was closer to what had been depicted in the Mayor’s office than what they had found at any of the other sites. It was roughly drawn and not quite proportionate. There were no symbols or messages around the edges of the circle. Very little other than the actual circle and star to link it to the other crimes.

Glittering lines coursed through Darc’s mind. There was another problem here. The scene at the Mayor’s office had been unexpected, but the location had not been. While not quite as precise as the other crime scenes in terms of the proportions of the pentagram map of Seattle, it had been extremely close. Close enough that no one but Darc would probably notice.

But Carson Speer’s office was in the King County Courthouse, more than a block away from City Hall. This location was not on the map.

This could have been an impromptu killing, necessitated by Darc and Trey’s questioning of the APA earlier. But if that were true, why did it so closely resemble the scene at the Mayor’s office in City Hall?

Speer’s throat had been cut, but there appeared to be none of the other elements that had been a part of every other scene to date, other than the last one. The only body so far to escape the Masonic ritualistic mutilations had been the Mayor, who had been found before his death.

“Okay,” Trey said, looking down at the corpse. “This really pisses me off.”

That was confusing to Darc. “You are angered by his death?”

“Yeah. Well, no. Yeah. I mean, I knew there was something off about the guy, but…” his voice trailed off.

“His death seems to indicate that he was a part of the fraud.”

“Right,” Trey sighed. “I get that. It’s just… I thought he was the guy, you know? The killer.”

“Statistically it would have been improbable—”

“Screw statistics, Darc,” Trey moaned. “Everything in me was screaming that the guy was guilty.”

Then Darc saw it. Whether it was a residual effect of Janey’s drawing and the help she had given them or not, Darc could see Trey’s emotional pain. He understood, for a brief moment, the pain of feeling constantly less than another person.

No logic ruled here. It made no difference that Trey could do things that Darc could not even attempt. Trey felt less.

And Darc found that in understanding that pain, he wanted to help it go away.

“Your instincts were correct,” Darc reiterated. “Speer was guilty. And you understood that before I did.”

Trey looked up from the body, raising an eyebrow. Surprise or disdain? Considering the context, more than likely the former.

“That was… That was really nice, Darc. Thanks.”

Darc understood the words. He understood why Trey was saying them. But there was something profoundly confusing to Darc about what had been said.

What he could not understand was why those words had made him feel so good.

* * *

It was Halloween, and Janey was excited.

It was right after lunch recess, and Janey was headed back to her class. Everyone at school was wearing costumes, even the teachers. Janey had gone as a doctor, with Popeye as her patient, but no one seemed to understand. They all thought she was a veterinarian. Which made Popeye really mad. He kept saying he wasn’t an animal.

That made Janey laugh. He was a bear, after all.

He got so sensitive about it. And it really was silly. He was more than fine being a bear when someone needed to get bitten, or if there was a tree to climb. Then he would talk and talk and talk about how great it was to be a bear. But right now, when everyone was calling her a vet, he was pouting.

“Janey, I love your costume,” said Janice, who worked at the front desk of the school. “You’re a doctor, right?” She was super nice. Almost as nice as Mala, but not quite as pretty. Not that Janey would ever tell her that.

Well, if Janey was actually talking to anyone, that was.

Janey smiled and nodded, holding up her bear.

“Oh, I see you have a very handsome patient there. He looks like he’s bearly sick anymore.”

Janey giggled. That was funny. Even Popeye seemed to like Janice. Especially now that he was being treated as a real patient, and not some kind of sick dog.

Today was great. There were decorations everywhere, everyone had candy and Janey was going to get to go to the parade tonight. It was a Friday, so Mala had said she could stay up late. It was a nighttime parade. Janey had never been to one of those before.

She’d been to lots of daytime parades. Her mommy had loved them. Every Fourth of July, they would get up super early to get a spot on the parade route, so they could catch the candy that people would throw from the floats. Janey’s favorite one was always the one from the lumberjacks. There were lots of trees and big men in plaid shirts, like her daddy would wear camping.

But this was the first one at night. It was going to be so much fun.

One of the teachers, Mr. Franklin, dressed like Frankenstein for his name, growled at her, making her jump.

“Oh, I’m sorry sweetie. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He gave her a big smile and ruffled her hair. She smiled back at him. It was so funny to see how different people looked in their disguises.

There was something about that thought that bounced around Janey’s head, sparking up threads of colored light. She knew that meant there was something important she was thinking about, so she kept going.

Disguises.

When bad people did bad things, they wore disguises so no one would know who they were. Bank robbers from a long time ago would wear bandanas on their faces. Sometimes now they would wear masks.

But disguises weren’t always the same. Sometimes people pretended to be nice, but they weren’t. Like Father John. Or Bryce Van Owen. They had both tricked people into thinking they weren’t who they really were.

Janey had known with Bryce. There had been something about him that she didn’t trust, right from the start. But now she was getting better at it. She could see things.

And one of the things she saw was that there was a disguise. Something that the bad man Darc and Trey were chasing was using to keep people from seeing him.

She could almost picture it in her head. Almost explain what it was… who it was. But not quite.

If Darc were here, she would draw him a picture and he would start to see it. He would put his smarts together with hers and they would figure it out. Together.

But he wasn’t here.

That meant she had to get him a picture. Now. Which meant she was going to have to get Mala to do it. Which meant Janey was going to have to get into trouble.

Again.

But maybe this time, she wouldn’t have to. The principal had told her to come to him with her problems.

She didn’t quite trust that it would work, but it was worth a shot. If it didn’t, she could always get into trouble later.

Besides, this way, she’d still get to go to the parade tonight.

She hurried back to her classroom, sat down and began drawing.

* * *

Trey had now decided. Protective details sucked. Hard.

Getting a team together had been a bit of a rough ride. Something about the fact that cops seemed to die every time Darc gathered a group of uniforms together seemed to be a problem. Honestly, Trey wanted to tell them all that it was only an issue if you didn’t stay right beside the big guy. Then the worst that would happen is that you would get a swarm of snakes biting you. Or bloody corpses dropped on your head.

Bunch of wimps.

In spite of all that, they were able to get some of the best guys in the precinct. Even with all the bad press, Darc was still something of a celebrity amongst most of the really good cops. And some really wanted a chance to work with him.

So now, here they were, gathered around the City Hall Plaza. It was an area that had seen some real growth since City Hall was moved here from the old building after its completion in 2003.

The new City Hall was a study in glass and concrete, a massive structure that was designed to be “green.” Literally so, in the case of its roof, which sported a lawn. Something about having landscaping on the top of a building creeped Trey out, even though it was supposed to help deal with rainfall in a natural way.

But sometimes nature was weird. That was all Trey was saying.

Regardless, here they were, surrounded by what seemed to be every freak in Seattle. This idea of the Mayor’s to get everyone out for a big Halloween bash was a good idea in theory, but what it really meant is that everyone in what was a pretty freaky city already had an excuse to get their freak on.

It might not be San Francisco or Los Angeles, but today they were at least giving Portland a run for its money. There were scantily clad nurses, multiple species of animals and every nursery rhyme character you could think of, which was pretty much par for the course. But then you had the more bizarre costumes that were coming out in increasing numbers as the day progressed. Some were so strange that Trey couldn’t identify them. Or didn’t want to.

“Explain to me again why us being on a protective detail is better than us catching a killer,” Trey said to Darc for what felt like the twentieth time.

“There is no logical explanation for it,” Darc responded. It was a variation on the answer he’d given Trey since he’d started asking the question earlier that morning. The fact that Darc was still answering said more about his level of frustration than anything else he might say or do. Darc wasn’t one to repeat himself.

“The Mayor’s not due to arrive until later on, right before the parade,” Trey said, nodding toward the direction where his Land Rover was parked. “Maybe we could…”

“Until Edward Hoffman is located—”

“I know, I know… there’s nothing else for us to do.” Trey looked around the square. “I just feel so useless here.”

It wasn’t like the party atmosphere wasn’t affecting him. Trey found himself tapping his foot to the music, wanting to grab a bite from pretty much every vendor here. Hell, he wanted to go home and grab a costume. That was a part of the problem. He totally wanted to be here. And felt absolutely guilty about it.

Maybe it was a Catholic thing. Had to look for the angst in every situation.

“Hey, look,” Trey said, tapping Darc on the shoulder and pointing up toward the stage that had been erected for the event. “The Mayor’s about to get up.”

It was the start of the event. There would be a costume competition and some games going on throughout the afternoon, leading up to the parade. That was the final official part of this shindig. The celebration would go well into the night, but the Mayor wouldn’t be a part of any of that. Once the parade was over, they were done protecting him. Maybe they could get through this thing and then get back to their real jobs.

Whatever. At least they wouldn’t have to run the risk of getting blown to smithereens out here. That was always a plus.

* * *

Mala rushed into the school building. Her heart was thumping, but not for the same reason it had earlier on.

When Mala had seen that the number coming up on her cell was from the school, her stomach had clenched in anticipation. All she had been able to think was, what had Janey done this time?

And then when she had heard the principal’s voice on the other end of the line, it had seemed to just confirm her fears. At least until he had started talking.

“Ah, Ms. Char… I’m sorry… Dr. Charan, I have Janey here in the office with me. She’s not in trouble,” he had hastily added. “But I think she needs you for something.”

“Is she okay?” Mala had asked, her fears turning in another direction.

“Oh, she’s fine,” came the response. “She just drew me a picture—”

“I’ll be there in five,” Mala had interrupted.

And now she was running down the hallway of the school, trying to remember which way it was to the principal’s office. Next time she needed to park in front. She’d come in from behind and had gotten turned around twice. How in the hell did the kids find their way around in here?

Finally she got to the main office. The receptionist waved her through, giving her a knowing look. Mala wanted to stop to correct the woman’s obvious misperception, but she had no time for that right at the moment.

Bursting through the door to the principal’s office, Mala took in the fact that Janey’s drawing had no blood on it. Her heart rate immediately lowered, and she managed to give a wan smile and a weak wave to Mr. Killarney.

The picture was of Mala, a phone and a car. Not a bad distress signal for a girl who didn’t speak.

“She came in and gave me this picture,” the principal said, shrugging his shoulders. “I figured that it was best to give you a call.”

“Yeah, I think that was the right choice,” Mala responded, moving closer to Janey. “Is everything okay?” she asked the little girl.

Janey frowned and pulled out another picture. It was a drawing of Seattle, with a big pentagram drawn over its surface. There was a big red circle drawn around one of the points of the figure. The one that was right over the City Hall Plaza.

Where Darc and Trey were right now.

There was also the drawing of a man, with lines pointing out from him to multiple other people, all of whom were placed on the map next to one of the points of the pentagram. The victims of the crimes.

Mala opened up her phone and took a picture of the drawing, sending it off to Darc. Then she grabbed Janey’s hand. The little girl looked up at her and smiled her radiant smile. For all the concern that was raging inside of Mala, Janey appeared perfectly calm and collected.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Killarney, but we have to go.” She held up a hand as he stood and began to open his mouth. “Right now.” Then she was out the door and speeding back down the hallway, Janey at her side.

There were probably ten different school regulations she was breaking right now, not the least of which was pulling Janey out of school without signing her out first. But now was not the time to worry about formalities. Besides, it was twenty minutes before the end of the school day, anyway.

Janey had drawn the circle in red. And from Mala’s experience with those drawings, she could guess what that meant. Trey and Darc were in danger, and they might not have any idea.

Mala could only hope they would get there in time to help.

 


CHAPTER 24

Darc pulled out the phone, staring at the picture Mala had sent. It was one of Janey’s, obviously, but the information it communicated was like an electric shock to Darc’s system.

It showed the connection of the killer to each of the victims, but it showed something else. There was a line that had been drawn between the killer and the location right next to where Trey and Darc were standing.

City Hall.

But Janey didn’t see patterns in terms of geographical constructs. She saw relationships. There was a relation between this area and the person for whom they were searching.

Every piece of this case seemed to point back to the Waterfront Project, which pointed back to the government of the city. City Hall was home to the City Council and the Mayor’s office. 

It was also home to the office of the Mayor’s assistant, Bradley Moore. Bradley Moore, who was also a Freemason.

The scene in the Mayor’s office and the one with the APA were related after all. There was a reason the APA’s murder had not been on one of the points of the pentagram. It had been unexpected.

They had both been unexpected.

Which meant that the top of the pentagram, the most important point, was still unused. There was still something that was supposed to occur here. Something big. The largest of all the events so far.

Darc began sprinting forward, pulling out his gun as he ran.

Behind him, he heard Trey swear and begin yelling out to bystanders, “Seattle PD. Clear a path.”

The cries of alarm and the frantic scurrying of the crowd around them was peripheral noise to Darc. The most important thing right now was to get to Bradley Moore’s office.

Why hadn’t he seen the link before? What was it about this killer that his movements were so hidden? The emotional intuition that Janey demonstrated somehow pierced whatever disguising fabric of misinformation the perpetrator was using.

Now, this entire block of people was in danger.

Darc knew, without having to consult the drawing any further, that this event would surpass all the others. It was designed mathematically to do so. This was the pinnacle, the apex, the endgame of a madman.

And Darc had missed it all.

He pushed into the building, sprinting up the huge staircase that led up to the Mayoral suite of offices. The sound of Trey’s footsteps right behind him echoed through the cavernous building.

Rounding a corner, Darc came to Bradley Moore’s office.

The door was ajar.

* * *

When Trey saw the assistant dude’s office door standing slightly opened, he was expected to see a body spread-eagled on the floor. He’d expected to see blood splashed everywhere, with freaky symbols and all the other bells and whistles they’d gotten at every other crime scene.

What he was not expecting was a gun pointed in his face.

And now Trey found himself in the middle of a Mexican standoff. Darc was standing just inside the doorway with his drawn gun pointing at Bradley’s head. Bradley’s gun was pointed right back.

And Trey, as usual, was caught flat-footed. Seriously, you would think by now that he would know that anytime Darc thought it was a good idea to have his gun drawn, Trey should too.

Right now, the phrase live and learn didn’t just sound like a platitude. It sounded like a really good coping strategy.

“Good to see you, detectives,” the assistant said, his cool tone at odds with the sweat beaded on his brow. “I was expecting you, but I have to say, it took you a while.”

“Yeah,” Trey shot back. “We stopped for snacks.”

“Right,” he said, giving Trey a look that attempted to be nonchalant but failed miserably. “I forgot. You’re the funny one.”

“You think I’m funny? Someone should call my girlfriend. She’s not so sure about that.”

“In the end it’s a lot simpler this way,” the assistant continued, as if Trey had said nothing. “If you had come when I was afraid you would, I would have had to stall. Now…” He shifted the gun in his grip. “Now you can’t do anything.” The gun shook in the man’s grip as a drop of sweat dripped down into his eye, making him blink.

“Can’t do anything about what?” Trey asked.

“You know, it’s interesting,” the assistant murmured, almost as if he were talking to himself. “It seems like I would be more scared.” 

Trey wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but the level of trembling in Bradley’s hands was not shoring up the assistant’s statements. To Trey it seemed like everything the man was saying and doing was some kind of elaborate showpiece. Something designed to entertain, to distract. Hell, maybe the guy was trying to convince himself. It couldn’t be easy to have two detectives in your office, one with a gun pointed at your head.

“The killings,” Darc spoke, his voice free of inflection. “They were leading up to today. What happens today?”

“The end of Seattle as you know it,” the assistant answered and took a deep breath. He then lifted the gun, placed it inside his mouth and pulled the trigger.

The shot was echoing through the small space before Trey even had a chance to react to the gun moving. And then all was heat and sound and blood and brain matter.

It would be a long time before Trey would be able to forget that image. It felt like it was now indelibly imprinted in his mind.

But there was another issue that was far worse. An issue that forced Trey to come back from his surprise, horror and ringing ears and keep moving forward.

Something bad was about to happen in Seattle, and they had just lost the only person who could help them figure it out.

* * *

Janey was having a good time. Well, she had been for a little while. But now she was getting nervous.

They had passed by the place where the parade was lining up. There were all kinds of floats. There was one that was all green, for the Emerald City, which is what some people called Seattle. There was another with lots of flowers all over it. Janey thought that one was really pretty. One had a bunch of trees with huge circular saw blades stuck in them and lumberjacks with chainsaws.

There was music, food, people dancing and lots and lots of costumes. There was one person… Janey didn’t know if it was a boy or a girl… who was dressed exactly like Popeye. She thought it was funny. Popeye thought the person was a stinking copycat.

But they couldn’t find Darc and Trey. Mala had talked to so many policemen, but none of them knew where they were. They had been here and then they ran off.

Janey understood. Sometimes Darc did that, and when he did that, Trey followed him. It was just something they did. Other people didn’t understand, but that didn’t matter, they did it anyway.

And Janey wasn’t other people. She knew why they ran. It was for things that were important. It was always because they were saving someone or helping someone or catching someone.

Popeye said something rude about Trey and going to the bathroom, but Janey just ignored him. Partly because he was using potty words, but also because she was worried.

She was worried because Trey and Darc weren’t here. And they were supposed to be. She had another picture she needed to give to Darc. And the bad thing was going to happen really close. Not wherever they were.

So she kept looking around, hoping to see Darc’s bald head or Trey’s messy hair. But she couldn’t find them anywhere. And Mala kept calling, but no one would answer.

She hoped that nothing bad had happened. Because it was important for them all to be here, and soon. That’s one of the things the lines in her head kept telling her. Now.

Now now now now now.

Sometimes she didn’t like the lines all that much.

But she knew they were right. And she also knew that only Darc could figure it all out. She was here to help, and so were Mala and Trey, but it was Darc who had to find the bad guy. Darc was the only one he would talk to.

Because that was what it was all about. At least part of it. The bad guy wanted to talk to Darc. He wanted to make him bad like he was.

It made Janey nervous, but she knew it would be okay. Of course it would be okay. It had to be okay.

It was Darc.

And Darc could never be bad.

* * *

It was almost evening.

The answers should be here, but they were not.

Darc moved around the office once more, still searching for what he knew was not there. He and Trey, as well as the CSI unit, had gone over the crime scene in depth, trying to find another clue, any clue, that might tell them where to go next.

There was a large group of people gathered together in a place that Darc knew was the point of attack. He needed information, but none was forthcoming.

There was his mind, which unaided kept returning to the Satanist. There was the information coming from the colored bands of light, which told him that the Freemason link was the one to follow. And then there was Janey’s picture, which had pointed him here, to the hub of influence that Bradley Moore had wielded.

But if it was Bradley Moore, he was now dead and unable to help with the crisis at hand. For even before the assistant had intimated that destruction was imminent, Darc had known that to be the case. Every part of this puzzle, including Janey’s input, had pointed in that direction.

The CSI unit continued to mill about, looking at everything in the office, taking pictures and samples, filing everything away in plastic evidence bags. The position of the now-corpse, the gun that was used, the spatter pattern of the blood and brain tissue on the back window all reduced to pictures and codified baggies. 

Cody Lyons, the CSI intern, glanced up from his work to see Darc staring at him and nodded. He then looked away quickly. An avoidance? Or was he just getting back to his work? Perhaps he was still troubled by his own Masonic relationship with this case.

“So this was the guy?” Trey said for the third time. “All that buildup and this was the guy? And now he’s dead and we’ve got some kind of impending doom coming and what the hell are we supposed to do about it?”

 “We are accomplishing nothing here at this point,” Darc admitted. “We should get back down for the Mayor’s speech before the parade.”

“Oh, it’s already started,” interrupted Cody. “He was getting up to speak when I got here a few minutes ago.”

The information sang through Darc’s head, the color a bright red. The probability that whatever attack was planned would come during the parade seemed dangerously high. He moved toward the office door, the urgency building within him.

There were people in danger, and he was moving forward blind.

* * *

Trey sighed as he watched his partner speed out of the office.

“I guess I should be used to that by now,” Cody muttered. “Hey, can I come with?”

“As long as you keep up,” Trey said, moving to try to take his own advice. Giving Darc too much of a lead was never a good idea. “But don’t they need you back there?”

“Naw. I’m not really supposed to be on today. I just wanted to help.”

“Well then, knock yourself out.” Right now, worrying about an intern was far less important than dealing with the fact that his partner was about to leave him behind. He picked up the pace, narrowing the gap for just a moment before Darc pelted down the stairs and across the lobby toward the entrance.

Back outside, the crowd had grown. The colors, sights and sounds were a wash of human heat as they stepped out into a space that had sprouted lights to beat back the encroaching darkness of the night.

The Mayor was stepping down from the stage as they crossed the plaza. Darc seemed to be searching for something, his movements more erratic than Trey had ever seen them. 

Usually when Darc was moving anywhere, his lines were straight and unwavering. Maybe it was just a product of having to move through the crowd, although Trey had never seen that slow his partner down before.

And then, from what felt like out of nowhere, there were Mala and Janey, pushing their way out through the crowd to Darc. What was strange about it was that it was Janey that was pulling Mala along.

By the time those two met up with Darc, Trey had managed to get closer, with Cody right behind him.

“I tried calling—” Mala was saying.

“We were up with the Mayor’s assistant, who was part of this whole thing,” Trey explained. “He shot himself.”

But Janey was shaking her head violently, back and forth. What was she saying? The Mayor’s assistant wasn’t part of it? She grabbed Darc’s hands, placing a piece of paper in it.

A piece of paper with a drawing.

Looking over Darc’s shoulder, Trey could see that it was a depiction of the scene around them. Sort of. It was an aerial view, with all the floats of the parade going down the street.

And amongst the floats were pictures of… what were those things? Clouds? Bales of cotton? Popcorn?

No. Explosions.

Darc found Trey’s eyes, and for once in his life, he felt like he was on the same page as his partner. He knew where to look for the explosives.

“The floats,” Trey said as Darc turned to push his way through the crowd.

“Wait.”

Trey spun around and for a moment could see nothing out of the ordinary. There were Mala and Janey and Cody, all standing together. Except that Cody was standing close to Janey. Really close. Uncomfortably close.

And then Trey saw that part of Cody’s jacket was pressed up against Janey’s skull. 

“Cody, what are you doing?” Mala asked, her voice low but still penetrating over the crowd noises. There was a tremor running through her voice that was the only indication of her extreme fear.

A fear that Trey felt coursing around his own veins. Because he knew exactly what Cody was doing. And from a glance toward Darc it was clear his partner did as well. They were going to have to exercise extreme caution here.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t Trey’s style. “That’s your finger,” he said.

“What?” Cody choked out. “No it isn’t. It’s a gun.”

“No, I’m pretty sure it’s your finger.”

“You… I… It’s a gun,” he said, pushing the bulge against Janey’s head to prove his point. “And I’ll use it.”

“Prove it,” Trey challenged him.

“I’m not… You can’t…” he stammered, then straightened up, his face going hard. “How about I prove it by shooting her.”

While he was speaking, Trey was watching and waiting. As Cody stood up, his spine stiffening, there was a moment where his hand went slack. It wasn’t much, the gun was still mostly pointed at Janey’s head. But it was an opening.

Trey decided to take it.

* * *

Janey wasn’t scared.

Popeye was, but Popeye was scared of everything, even though he pretended not to be. He was a silly bear.

She knew she should be scared. Guns weren’t good things, and even though Trey kept saying the man didn’t have one, she could feel it through his jacket.

But the lines were there, telling her things. Telling her that Trey didn’t really think that it was the man’s finger. Trey was just being tricky. They were saying to her that the man… Mala had called him Cody… didn’t really want to hurt her. He was scared, lots more scared than even Popeye. And Popeye was a scaredy-cat.

He corrected her. Scaredy-bear.

Silly, silly.

But the man’s hands were shaking. Not enough that anyone could see it, but Janey could feel it. And his voice was weird too, almost like he was about to cry.

To everyone else he might sound mad, but to Janey he just sounded sad. And scared. Of course he was scared. He was doing scary things and he was going to get caught. Soon.

Darc was too far away to do anything. He didn’t have his gun out, and he couldn’t get anywhere close to where Cody was standing.

Trey, on the other hand…

The man was still talking, trying to convince Trey that it really was a gun. He pushed it up against her head to prove it, which hurt a little bit.

But then something changed. Trey made him mad.

She could feel the change in his body. It shifted a little bit. The movement made her nervous… scared, Popeye said… because the colors were telling her the man might hurt her now. But him moving gave Janey just the room she needed.

Lifting up her foot as high as she could, she stomped down on the inside of his ankle. There had been one time when Janey had hit that part of her leg on the corner of a curb and it had hurt so much. It seemed like a good idea right now, and the lines in her head agreed with her.

When she stepped on him, the man yelped in her ear… which also kind of hurt… and stepped back. So Janey turned around and kicked him.

She wasn’t proud of where she kicked him. It was in the private place where you weren’t supposed to touch anyone, especially not boys. But that was what the colors told her to do, so she did it.

Right after that, the man grabbed his privates… which was another thing you weren’t supposed to do… and his face turned purple. Then Trey jumped on top of him, grabbing the gun out of his hand.

A second later Mala was right beside Janey, hugging her and speaking in her ear. 

“I am so proud of you.”

Janey was glad she said that, because she wasn’t sure what Mala would think of the privates’ thing. But for a second everything was okay.

Except not really. In fact, not at all. 

She looked up and saw Darc, who was staring right at her. Janey knew where he was going to go. She didn’t want him to, but she knew he needed to.

And she wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like Darc wanted her permission. He wasn’t going to leave until she told him it was okay.

It was hard to do, because she knew he was going to do something that might hurt him. But she did it anyways.

Janey nodded her head.

A second later, Darc was gone.

 


CHAPTER 25

Mala felt her heartbeat slow gradually from the frenetic pace it had been at moments before. Now the main challenge in front of her was not to engage in all of the violent activities her brain was urging upon her in relation to the CSI intern, who was still on the ground with Trey on top of him.

This was no easy task. Mala was a rational person, a child psychologist, trained to be patient and to talk through difficult things, even when they were terrible. And yet, right now, all she wanted to do was rip the man’s face off.

And that was the gentlest of the options that were coming to her.

“Mala, can you take him for me?” Trey asked, struggling to pull Cody to his feet. He had cuffed the intern’s hands behind his back and wasn’t being too careful about the way he was yanking on the young man’s arms.

“Ow, ow, oooow!”

“Maybe next time don’t hold a gun to my friend’s head.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Cody blubbered. “I didn’t want to, it’s just I was so…”

“Scared,” Trey finished for him. “Right, right, I’ve heard it all before. Mala?” He turned back to her, motioning for her to take a hold of the man’s arms.

“But I don’t have a gun,” Mala responded.

“Just hold on to his arms and give a yank if he gets frisky,” he said with a half-smile. “Or do what Janey did and kick him in the—”

“Got it,” Mala assured him. “Go. Find Darc and help him.”

“You’re not going to be able to do anything,” Cody moaned. “There’s not enough time.”

“Heard the same thing from Bradley,” Trey muttered. “You guys are like a broken record.”

“It’s true. It’s all set to go off in just a few minutes.”

Mala stepped in, pulling Cody’s arms up sharply. He hissed in pain.

“How can we stop it?”

“I can’t tell you,” he whined. “There’s a failsafe, but he’ll kill me if I tell you.”

“He?” questioned Mala.

Cody’s face shut down, and it was clear from his expression that he didn’t want to talk. Mala was pretty sure she could do something about that.

The fact that she was going to enjoy it was only a little troubling to her.

* * *

Darc raced through the street, headed for the nearest float he could locate. It was necessary to ascertain the threat level, and that could only happen with a close up inspection of the explosives.

Nearing the first of the floats, a huge castle replete with its own princess, Darc held out his badge, waving his arms to get the attention of the driver. The man gave no sign he had seen Darc’s attempts to get his attention.

“Seattle PD! Stop the vehicle!”

It took a minute for what Darc was yelling to register. “You want what now?” the overweight man inside the back of the float called back.

“I need you to stop! Now!”

The float ground to a halt, nearly displacing one of the young women up top. She was dressed in a long gown and was waving to the crowd when her forward inertia almost pitched her over the front edge. She glared at Darc.

There was no time to determine what the expression meant. Darc dove for the underside of the motorized medieval castle, looking for anything that might appear out of place.

Nothing.

In the picture Janey had drawn, the explosions were not shown for every float. There was a certain randomness to the distribution of the destruction.

Random. Like the randomness found in nature.

The Fibonacci sequence.

The killer would want the highest levels of destruction to catch the largest amount of individuals. The Fibonacci sequence started with zero, then one, then another one, then a two, then a three… the distribution was weighted toward the beginning of the sequence.

The first float must have been designated a zero.

Darc sprinted for the next float down, this time neglecting to say anything to the driver. Extended arguments about whether or not the floats should be stopped would waste too much time. 

Instead, Darc crouched down as he ran alongside the float, this one a forest scene with sharp circular blades embedded in the false trees. Several men lounged about, holding chainsaws. It was a float for the lumberjack union that operated here in Seattle.

And there, underneath the chassis, was what Darc was seeking.

It was a huge block of C4, but that was not the end of it. Embedded in the square of explosive material was what appeared to be a wireless phone. Something to receive a remote signal to detonate.

And surrounding the entire mechanism were wedges and scraps of metal of all kinds. Steel, zinc, aluminum. Darc even thought he could see a glimmer of copper.

Shrapnel.

Each of the floats was designed to explode in such a way to create the most injury possible. It would be a bloodbath.

Stepping back away from the float, Darc ran to the front of the vehicle, holding up his badge. As the driver spotted the identification, he stopped.

“You must all vacate this float immediately. There is a bomb underneath.”

Darc’s statement had the desired effect. Every person on the float dropped whatever they were holding and fled, most without giving even a backward glance in Darc’s direction.

Moving back to the side of the float, Darc bent over to view the bomb once more when there was a loud pop and he felt pain blossom in his side. Turning around, Darc came face to face with someone unexpected.

It was the Mayor of Seattle.

Streams of information flooded Darc’s mind, the colors ebbing and flowing with the shocking revelation. All of the signs now crystalized, pointing at the mind… and the man… behind it all. The one who had set every piece of this chess game in motion.

Including Darc himself.

And there he stood, the man who was arguably the most powerful person in the city, with a smoking gun in his hand.

Darc felt along his side, his hand coming away wet with blood. The flows of logic assessed the damage, calculating the severity, the rate of blood loss, how long it would be until he lost consciousness.

He did not have much time.

“I can’t allow you to do that, Detective Darcmel,” the Mayor said, tucking the gun away in his waistband before allowing his suit coat to cover up the weapon. “I’ve spent a long time setting this up.”

The colors threaded themselves about the figure in front of Darc, calculating weight, determining speed and possible strength based off of the man’s age and build. He was in his 50s, but lean, with a V-shape to his torso that indicated a measure of strength.

He would be a formidable opponent at the best of times, and Darc was injured.

“I need to let you know, Detective,” the man informed him, “that even if you manage to overpower me, the bomb will still detonate. Soon.”

“Explain.”

“Ah.” The Mayor smiled. “Such directness. But please, don’t try to distract me.” He moved closer to Darc, lashing out with his fist, connecting with Darc’s wounded side. The pain was intense enough to almost drown out the Mayor’s next words. “You know already, don’t you? You’ve seen how the explosive device is rigged.”

“The cell phone,” Darc croaked, wheezing.

“Yes, the cell phone. An email is scheduled to go out as a text message to that phone and others just like it all along the entire parade.”

Darc felt the streaming glow of the colors shift and move with each new statement the Mayor made. The empty spaces in the tapestry were filling in.

Finding the full pattern could lead to a solution, but Darc could feel his energy ebbing away with every beat of his heart. His shirt stuck to him where the blood continued to seep through, the wet area growing. He had to understand why the Mayor was doing this, and quickly.

“Why are you attacking the city?”

“Detective Darcmel, I’m disappointed. You haven’t understood something as simple as my motive?” Another blow punctuated the question. Darc stumbled to his knees for a moment before pushing himself back to standing.

“It is illogical.”

The Mayor sighed. “There is nothing illogical about it. I am gathering the best minds, the best bodies, the best spirits together in one place. They will congregate around the tragedy.” 

He kicked out, but Darc managed to spin to the side, avoiding the blow. Darc snatched the Mayor’s foot and dropped his other elbow down in between the bones of the shin. The Mayor cried out in pain, but managed to pull back his leg.

Darc felt the conflict inherent in the Mayor’s statement, a conflict clarified by the glowing strands of blue and green that were dancing about in his mind. There was no hint of disharmony in his inner self. All the discordance was centered in his side.

“What of the heroes killed in the blast?” Darc asked, forcing the words out.

“I don’t understand.”

Darc circled the Mayor with shuffling steps, working to maneuver him closer to the float. The man would counter with every step Darc took, going exactly where Darc was trying to send him. All that remained was to keep consciousness.

“In the initial blasts, some of the best and brightest will certainly be killed,” Darc responded. It was simple mathematics. An indisputable fact.

It also seemed to rattle the Mayor. “That… that is part of the price that will need to be paid by the city.”

“There is no way of measuring the loss from the crowd. You are depleting the supply of those the city needs.”

“That’s not true.”

Darc took the final step, urging the Mayor into position with his back against the front of the float. All it would take is one more foot.

The mayor took that step.

Rushing at the Mayor, Darc lowered his head at the last moment, spearing the man in the chest. He fell backward onto the front part of the float, pulling himself up and onto the main flat area the front that appeared to have been designed for dancing.

Fake trees with the oversized circular saws shook from the impact, but before Darc could follow up on his attack, the mayor had moved around to the side of the float, avoiding Darc.

But in his avoidance, the mayor opened up a direct path. Straight to the driver’s seat. Running as fast as he could while keeping consciousness, Darc approached the wheel.

From around the corner of the float appeared Trey, wielding one of the fallen chainsaws from the float.

“You drive,” he said, pulling the chain of the saw and cranking on the motor. “I’ll take care of the Mayor.”

* * *

Trey stalked forward, keeping at least one tree between himself and the Mayor. Trey had been there long enough to see what kind of punches the guy could land, and he wasn’t excited to have any part of that action.

“Detective Keane,” the mayor addressed him. “I’ll admit, I didn’t think you’d make it this far.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot.” Trey countered around to the side as the older man moved around the tree that separated them from one another.

And then Darc must have gotten the motor running, as the float suddenly lurched forward, throwing both Trey and the mayor off balance. Trey was pushing himself back up to standing when he felt a blow land on his left arm, crushing the newly healed bone there, left over from their last case. Letting out a scream, Trey fell back toward the middle of the float, where there were more trees to protect him.

“You think you’re ready for this game. What you don’t realize is that you’ve never been more than just one of the pawns, ready to be discarded whenever necessary.”

Well, that stung. Enough so that it propelled Trey into motion. He lashed out with his foot, catching the mayor square in the face. There was a mild sensation of surprise as the man’s nose was crushed under his heel.

He’d scored a major hit.

Trey recovered from his shock enough to follow up with another couple of blows, mostly landed with his legs. Every time he tried to wield the heavy chainsaw, especially with just the one arm functioning, he was slow enough that the mayor could dodge.

“You can’t beat me,” he yelled at Trey. “The floats will still explode.”

“Oh, see, that’s where you’re wrong,” Trey answered. “You should’ve seen how fast Cody caved once Mala started in on him. He gave up the codes in a millisecond.”

The mayor growled and attempted to rally, swinging his fists in a flurry at Trey’s head. But he couldn’t get past the whirling blade of the chainsaw.

And Trey still had the man on the ropes, in spite of his arm. The blow to the nose seemed to have at least partially blinded him. The mayor reeled back under Trey’s onslaught, grasping at the trunks of the false trees he battered up against. He knocked out one of the circular saws, which sang a metallic song as it bounced against the floor of the float.

“Who’s the pawn now?” Trey yelled at him, kicking out once more.

The last blow sent the older man to his knees, facing away from Trey. Scanning the crowd that had gathered to watch the spectacle from the safety of the curb, the mayor called out to them as he staggered back to his feet.

“Oh Lord, my God! Is there no help for the widow’s son?”

What the hell was that?

But the question was driven out of Trey’s mind as the float gave a huge lurch. Glancing back, Trey could see that Darc’s head had fallen to the steering wheel. He must have passed out and landed his foot right on the brake.

It was all Trey could do to keep from tipping forward off of the float, but what happened next drove all such mundane considerations right out of his mind.

Another of the circular saws, loosened by the earlier fight, was propelled forward from the inertia of the rapid stop. The blade spun in the air, headed straight toward the mayor, who had turned to face it at the last moment.

The metal circle struck the man in the skull, but didn’t stop there. It sliced cleanly through his entire torso, bisecting him from head to groin.

Before Trey even had a moment to react, the momentum of the blow careened the mayor directly into the path of Trey’s still spinning chainsaw. Made clumsy by the use of only one hand, Trey couldn’t move out of the way fast enough.

The chainsaw cut straight through the man’s waist, completing the drawing and quartering of the madman. Blood sprayed everywhere, coating the blade, the float and Trey as the four sections of what was once a formidable serial killer fell to the ground.

Trey heard a voice screaming, and realized with some degree of alarm that it was his.

“Queen me, bitch!”

And then he slumped to the blood-slicked floor of the float and knew no more.

 


EPILOGUE

There had been a second, right after Janey saw Trey and Darc covered in blood, when she’d been scared. Really scared.

But right now, she was happier than she remembered being in a long, long time.

They were all at the hospital, and Trey was being cranky with the nurse because she was giving him a shot. Popeye kept calling him a baby and Janey kind of had to agree. He was whining an awful lot. Even more than Popeye usually did.

Mala had spent the whole time right next to Darc’s bed, at least as soon as he came out of surgery. The doctor had said lots of things that Janey couldn’t understand, but the lines in her head told her that everything was going to be okay.

Trey was complaining, Darc was resting and Mala was holding onto Darc’s hand like she was never going to let go ever, ever, ever. It was a good night, even if the parade had been ruined.

Popeye said he would never go to a parade again, but Janey told him he was being silly. If you didn’t do things you liked just because somebody did something bad with it, it was like you let the bad person be in charge of you.

Janey was in charge of herself. Well, Mala too. And Darc. And even Trey. But that was because they loved her and she loved them. That wasn’t really like they were in charge. It was just that she knew they wanted to help her.

She trusted them.

It was funny. Not the kind of funny that makes you laugh, but the funny that makes you think.

If the bad things had never happened to her, she wouldn’t know Darc or Trey or Mala or Maggie. And not knowing them would be so sad. She missed her mommy and daddy. So much. So much that sometimes she cried and cried for no reason.

But they were still there with her. She could think of them and their voices were inside her head, telling her that they loved her. So she didn’t miss them quite so much.

And she loved her new family so much.

They were a family.

Her family.

She moved in closer to Mala, tucking herself under the arm that wasn’t holding onto Darc. Mala looked down at Janey, her eyes filling up with tears.

“I love you, Janey.”

And Janey answered back, using her hands to sign.

I love you, too.

 


Sinister – The wrap-up short story
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CHAPTER 1

“Aw, man. I really used to like the zoo.”

Detective Trey Keane was standing in front of the Python exhibit in the Reptile House, watching as the reticulated python behind the glass continued trying to swallow the body of a human being whole. That was an image he was never going to be able to get out of his head. Ever.

The new CSI intern, Rachel Mannis, looked like she was turning a strange color of green. Of course, that could have just been the fluorescent lights. Seriously. No one looked good under fluorescents. But then she spoke.

“I don’t… I never…” She glanced back at the body and gagged.

“Yeah,” Trey said, patting her on the shoulder. “Guy getting swallowed by a snake. Not something they can prepare you for in school.”

She looked up at him with big eyes. Gagging, she spun around to face the exit and then rushed out.

Trey sighed. “Is it my breath?” he called out after her.

Good help was always so hard to find. Apparently it was even worse than normal in the CSI unit.

The ME was a total douche, none of the unit seemed to like Trey and Rachel’s predecessor had held Janey, Dr. Mala Charan’s foster daughter, at gunpoint, while trying to help the mayor of Seattle in a conspiracy to blow up a Halloween parade. Wasn’t much of a chance he was going to keep his job after that, Freemason brother or no.

The new intern seemed like a great girl, but she was going to have to develop a stronger stomach if she was going to work in this department. Trey looked back over at the python, which had convulsed again, swallowing a bit more of the guy’s hip. He felt the contents of his stomach roil.

Okay, maybe he understood where she was coming from.

An older woman, looked to be in her mid to late 50s, approached Trey, her face set in a stern expression that Trey was pretty sure she must have learned from nuns. Trey was doing what he could to not have flashbacks to Catholic school.

“Detective,” she said, her voice a perfect match for her expression. “I am the docent here.”

“The whosit now?” Trey asked.

Somehow, the woman’s expression worsened. Wow. Trey hadn’t expected that. This was off-the-charts unpleasantness. That was usually reserved for people who had dated him. Well, before he met Maggie, anyway.

“I am the docent,” she repeated, stretching out the word. Doe-sund. “That means that I work with the educational aspects of the zoo. Working with school groups.”

“Oh,” Trey said. Really, was there anything more to say? He was still trying to figure out why this woman wanted to talk to him. “Shouldn’t you be docent-ing or something, then? Sorry, but I’ve got a crime scene to clear.” 

He glanced over his shoulder at the snake and the half-eaten man. Yeah, that was going to be easier said than done. A deep sigh issuing forth from the old woman reclaimed his attention, and he turned back around to face her.

“I cannot do my job properly without access to the reptile house,” she replied in a prim tone. “It is the students’ favorite exhibit.”

“I have no idea how long it’s going to take, Mrs.…?”

“Ms. Phillips.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Phillips,” Trey said, waving back at the exhibit. “But until I can get that body out of that snake, the snake sanctuary’s closed.”

The woman gave Trey one last beady-eyed glare and turned to leave. Trey shuddered. She did a spot-on impersonation of one of the Sisters at St. Johns. As she turned to leave, he thought he heard her mutter something about how she never should have moved here.

How could anyone feel that way about Seattle? Okay, it rained all the time, but that just made everything around so green. And there were hipsters everywhere, but that meant good food and good coffee. It was all about tradeoffs when it came to where you wanted to live.

“Hey, Keane!” one of the unis called out. “Where’s Darc?”

“What, I can’t show up at a crime scene on my own? We come as a matched set or something?” Trey answered back.

The uni… Trey was pretty sure his name was Halverson… got a puzzled look on his face. “Well, you are partners.”

Right. There was that. “He’s out on a date.”

“Whoa,” Dominguez, one of the CSI guys, whistled. He’d been in the department long enough to know Trey’s partner pretty well. “Darc’s dating someone? She, like, got two heads or something?”

“Hey, hey!” Trey barked. “That’s my partner you’re talking about. And no. She’s only got the one head, but she’s got twice the brains of a caveman like you, Dominguez.”

The rest of the team ooohed and aaahed about that one, poking elbows into the investigator’s ribs. For his part, Dominguez seemed to take the teasing in stride.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said to his teammates, chuckling. “Just wait, cabrones. I’ll find a way to get you all back.” He leveled a look at Trey. “You most of all, ese.”

The ME, Dr. Richardson, pushed through the midst of his team, treating them like the rabble he seemed to think they were. “It might be a good idea for you to call him. He will want to see this.” The doctor gave a general wave to the cage in which the python continued to choke down the victim.

“But they’re at a musical,” Trey answered back. 

“And they don’t have cell reception in the theatre?”

“But… it’s… you know… the touring company of Beauty and the Beast. They were like a hundred and fifty bucks a ticket.”

The doctor gave a rather pointed glance at the half-eaten body in front of them and raised his eyebrow. Trey might not like him much, but the ME sure knew how to communicate a lot with very little effort.

The doctor began to move off once more, then seemed to think better of it and turned back. “Oh, and is Dr. Charan coming?”

Wow. This was awkward. But then again, Trey had never really liked the ME, so he decided to give Richardson the bad news straight. And with relish.

“I’m sure she will. That’s who he’s out on a date with.”

The ME’s face turned a similar shade to the recently fled intern’s. “Excuse me?”

“Oh, you didn’t know?” Trey goaded the doctor. “Yeah, they’re going steady. I think that’s what the kids are calling it these days.”

The examiner made a face like a wrinkled apple and turned back to do whatever it was that MEs do. As for Trey? He was doing the best he could not to laugh.

At least until he pulled out his phone to text Darc.

Mala was not going to be a happy camper.

* * *

Janey was in a big theatre with Darc and Mala. They were holding hands. It was kind of funny, because Darc kept moving his fingers around like he didn’t know what he was doing. It made Janey laugh.

Who didn’t know how to hold hands?

Then Popeye said something about how Janey didn’t really know either, so she shouldn’t laugh at Darc. That was weird. Usually it was Janey that was telling Popeye not to laugh at someone. And Popeye never protected anyone but Janey.

But the show was about to start, so she didn’t have time to argue with him about it. There was music, a lot of it. It was really pretty, but Popeye kept complaining that he’d heard it all before in the movie.

Janey told him to hush.

They were here because Mala was in trouble. Well, that’s not what she had said, but that’s what was happening. The stupid social worker Richard was being a meanie and he was making Mala write about all the things they did together.

And then, all of the sudden, Mala got the tickets. The very next day.

Janey sometimes saw colored lines in her head. And they told her things about the way people acted. Or sometimes about how things fit together. But even without the lines telling her stuff, she would have figured this one out.

The curtains in the front of the stage opened up and bright lights turned on, and all of a sudden Janey wasn’t so worried about why they were here. She was just watching what was happening out there in front of her.

Then a young man came out in funny clothing and started talking. He looked like a prince and he was very handsome. Janey was starting to think that this musical was going to be okay. Maybe.

“Once upon a time, in a faraway land, a young prince lived in a shining castle…”

And then, Darc’s phone vibrated.

“Darc,” Mala whispered. “You were supposed to turn that off.”

“That would not be responsible. Trey might need me,” Darc answered in his regular voice. That made everybody around them turn around and look at them with mad faces. Popeye said they all looked like they had to go potty. That was not polite, but it didn’t surprise Janey. Popeye was a naughty bear.

“Darc, shh!” Mala said. “Lower your voice.”

Darc pulled out his phone and looked at the message that was glowing there. Janey could see what it said, and that it was from Trey. It was about a crime scene. At the zoo again. All of a sudden, she didn’t want to see this stupid musical.

Mala looked at the text, then at Darc and then at Janey. She sighed.

“Okay, I can see this isn’t going to work. Everybody out.” As they got up and started moving down the aisle, making the grumpy people even grumpier, Mala said something else under her breath. “There’s five hundred bucks down the drain.”

Darc turned back and corrected her. “Four hundred and fifty.”

“No, I got a t-shirt for Janey.” she answered. “And I’m still counting this as going to see a musical in my report to Richard.”

That sounded great to Janey. She would get a new shirt that would have Beauty and the Beast on it, and she’d still get to go to a crime scene.

This night was turning out great. Even Popeye thought so.

Of course, that might have something to do with them going to where the lady bears were. Popeye didn’t say anything to that.

But he looked pretty smug.

* * *

As they walked through the entrance of the zoo, Mala dealt with a bizarre sense of déjà vu. The last time she and Janey had been here, they’d found a foot and Mala had ended up illegally confiscating all the patrons’ cell phones on the off chance they had taken a picture with Janey in it. The thought of having a chance image of her foster daughter at a crime scene had given Mala fits.

It wouldn’t be so bad if Richard Templeton, Janey’s social worker, didn’t seem to have it out for her. It seemed that no matter what she did to try to make things better, he got more and more offended. There had been moments where Mala felt paralyzed as a mother, terrified of what Richard would think.

After her last successful confrontation with Templeton, Mala was feeling much better about being able to handle anything he threw at her. That being said, she had no desire to tempt fate by waving Janey’s involvement in his face.

His newest monkey wrench was to force Mala to keep an activities journal of everything she did with Janey. Something about promoting mother-child bonding. Mala was all for creating familial ties, but that usually didn’t happen by having to report back to a nasty social worker who wanted to take Janey away from her.

Yet here they were, back at the zoo with another dead body. Mala was already thinking about how she would phrase this one. A nocturnal educational excursion to the zoo. Sounded good to her.

At least this time there wasn’t really any blood.

Although, looking at the last bit of the body that was still entering the hyperextended jaw of the snake, maybe some blood wouldn’t be such a bad thing. And with the forensic evidence being sucked into the maw of this gigantic reptile, how were they going to be able to figure out what had caused this?

As if he were reading her mind, Darc stepped forward. “We will need to take the snake in as evidence.”

A man in a suit materialized. “I’m Bill Waterhouse,” he said. “Chief Operations Officer. Don’t know if you remember me from last time?” The tall, portly man stuck out his hand, looking to shake Darc’s hand. Darc didn’t respond.

“I remember you. You were unhelpful in our investigation.”

“I was…?” the man sputtered. His false cheer evaporated. “You and your partner managed to almost get me fired last time you were here. So let’s not talk about me being unhelpful.”

Mala moved to step in, but Trey beat her to it. They both knew that public relations wasn’t an area where Darc excelled.

“I’m sorry there, big guy,” Trey said, taking the man’s hand and pumping it up and down. “My partner can be a bit prickly when he’s investigating a murder.” He paused and glanced over at the bald detective. “Actually, between you and me, he can be prickly no matter what’s going on.”

“Well…” the COO groused. “I guess that’s understandable. But he said something about taking our python?”

“Yeah. Sucks, I know, but the snake’s got a guy inside him. Got to get that guy out so we can know what killed him.”

“But that python is our one of our most popular reptiles in one of our most popular attractions. Surely you can understand—”

“A murder investigation is of more import than your exhibits,” Darc cut him off. Mala watched as Trey waved his partner off.

“I totally get it,” Trey said in a conciliatory manner. “We come in here with our murder investigations and ruin your business, but think about if we didn’t.”

“Excuse me?” the big man said.

“Well, look at it this way. If we didn’t find out what happened with that guy in there, people might think that somehow the python…” Trey let his voice trail off in a suggestive way. Mala had to admit, he knew how to work people.

Sweat broke out on the COO’s brow. “I suppose that’s true… But do you have to kill our snake?”

“Kill?” Trey repeated, appalled. “Not if we can help it. We’ll get a vet in here to sedate the snake. See if he can’t get the victim without hurting your python.”

Bill Waterhouse let out an audible sigh of relief. “That would be fine, but we do have our own in house veterinarian.”

“ Great. Then we won’t even have to pay for a house call.”

“Let me write down the number for you.” He jotted down the number on a scrap of paper that he pulled out of his pocket.

“Perfect!” Trey tipped an imaginary hat to the COO, who left in what seemed to be a much better mood.

“Can you really get the vet to sedate the snake?” Mala asked.

“Hell if I know,” Trey answered. “But I figured he was a money guy, so he probably wouldn’t either.” He pulled out his cell phone. “Time to give the old gal a call.”

“You do not know the age of the veterinarian,” Darc intoned as he walked toward the python exhibit. He seemed focused on something there inside the glass.

And when Darc focused on something, Mala found it was almost always something important.

* * *

The lines of logic radiated outward, touching on all visible, audible and tactile pieces of information. They then compiled and processed the data, leaving behind a shape that gave Darc the answer to the problem he sought.

Or at least that was how it was supposed to work.

On this occasion, there was a non-glowing hole left behind. Negative space that was a non-answer.

There were several stones scattered about the snake’s environment. They seemed to be foreign to the exhibit. There were no other loose stones located inside the glass cage, and the way the snake avoided them indicated unfamiliarity.

They appeared significant, and yet there was nothing in the way that they were placed that created any form of meaning. For all the glowing pathways could ascertain, there was nothing meaningful about the rocks.

A logical dead end.

Darc moved back from the Plexiglas, searching for other indicators of tampering. The caulking around the transparent material seemed to have been cut and then re-caulked. That could be a marker for tampering. Or for recent maintenance on the habitat.

“Find out the last time this attraction was updated or repaired,” Darc asked one of the CSI team. It was the new intern. Rachel Mannis.

“I will,” she said, flicking a glance at the body. There were markers in her posture that revealed she was uncomfortable, but Darc could not see the reason behind that discomfort. Disgust, guilt, fear? It was impossible for Darc to tell.

“Hey,” Trey called out, cupping his hand around his cell phone. “I got someone.” He spoke back into the receiver. “This isn’t going to count as a house call, is it?”

Darc looked back to the snake and the rocks surrounding it. There was another option that he had not considered.

“Janey, come here,” he said, kneeling down and stretching out his hand to her. She came close and put her hand in his. That was unexpected. He had only intended to guide her to an advantageous vantage point, not to hold her hand.

Unexpected, and yet there was a reaction within him that he did not completely understand. He found that when Mala and Janey accompanied him to a crime scene, he gained… something. It was gray emotion, so it was difficult to pinpoint. A sense of well-being perhaps? Holding Janey’s hand increased that sensation.

She looked into his eyes and smiled, holding up her bear for him to kiss. He did so, with a solemnity that appeared to please the girl. Turning to look at the snake, Janey did not avoid gazing at the corpse. Darc had found that, unlike so many others who seemed to view death with disgust, Janey viewed it as information.

Similar to Darc’s own viewpoint.

Within moments, she was fixated upon the stones. Darc had not needed to point them out to her.

Once more, Darc felt something well up inside of him. An expansive sensation, one that made him feel almost as if his chest would burst from internal pressure. Yet, somehow, that feeling was pleasant.

Darc had very little context for this emotion.

Janey continued to study the pieces of stone in the habitat. After a moment, she released Darc’s hand and moved back over to Mala’s side, holding out her hand.

Without hesitation, Mala pulled out a piece of paper and a crayon, and once more Janey was beside Darc, sketching out the interior of the cage. In each of the locations of the stones, Janey drew a small circle. She then marked what appeared to be the points at which the glass was breached and then connected each of those circles together. It formed what appeared to be an asterisk with the two bottom arms slightly curved.

The symbol meant nothing to Darc. Or rather, to be more precise, it meant too many things. It was used as a symbol for multiplication, as an indicator of a footnote, even as a way to write offensive words without offense. Although to Darc, that last usage was incomprehensible. If the reader understands what word was intended, how does it alter the level of offense?

Janey glanced up from her drawing and smiled at Darc. But the smile was not her normal one. She seemed troubled. The gray landscape of interpersonal relationships and feelings always seemed to brighten when Janey was around.

Her expression was clear to him. The symbol made no sense to her, either.


CHAPTER 2

Trey was up to his eyeballs in zoo.

They were back at the precinct, and Trey had been checking through records to see if there was an employee of the zoo who had gone missing. That would be the simplest explanation. It would at least tell them that there hadn’t been a break in.

But even before he started looking, Trey was pretty sure there wasn’t going to be anything there. Simple might happen to other detectives, but not Trey.

Actually, that wasn’t true. His life had been simplicity itself before he started working homicide. As vice, things had usually been pretty straightforward. The guys with lots of tattoos and piercings that you would run into working vice were dangerous. The ones without were even more so.

Simple.

And then Darc had come into his life.

Trey took a gander at his companion, who was currently grilling Rachel Mannis on what she had found out at the zoo. And grilling was a mild term for it.

“You were unable to determine whether or not the habitat had been renovated?” Darc pressed. “What resources did you use?”

“Well, I asked Bill Waterhouse, and he said he’d get someone on it right away,” she answered, quailing. She wasn’t the only one who had that response to Trey’s partner. Come to think of it, sometimes Trey did. He was just better about hiding it. There was something about the directness of Darc’s gaze as well as the laser-like precision of his questioning that lent itself to quailing. Poor girl.

And that answer wasn’t going to cut it when it came to Darc.

“You pursued no other avenues of inquiry?”

“Um… he seemed pretty put out about the snake,” she said, her voice trembling. “I didn’t want to make things worse.”

“It is our responsibility to find information regardless of how uncomfortable it may be,” he answered, his mostly inflectionless delivery sounding that much more brutal in this case. “You must go back and find a way to uncover the answers we seek if you wish to continue with your internship.”

Not cool. Intimidation tactics were one thing, but Darc promising to get the girl fired because she wasn’t learning fast enough for his tastes? A bit rude.

Plus, considering the fact the ME hated Darc, Trey wasn’t so sure how much pull he would have there. One way or another, time to step in.

“Hey, Darc,” Trey jumped in. “I’ll take it from here. You know, point her in the right direction.”

“I am not confident in your ability to do so. You are frequently mistaken in your approach.”

Yeah. That was Darc. Thing was, that statement was nothing but the truth. That was one thing you could always count on him for.

“I know, but in these cases you have to remember rule number twenty-three,” Trey answered, winking at his partner.

Back when Trey had first started working with Darc, he had made the tall detective a list of rules to use in cases that involved working with the public. Rule number twenty-three said: When a chick is about to cry, back the freak off, dude.

Darc glanced at Rachel, whose lower lip was trembling. It also looked like her eyes might be filling up with tears. Either that, or the girl had some allergy issues. The bald detective swiveled back to Trey.

“I understand the connection to rule number twenty-three,” he said. “I do not understand the significance of your wink.”

“Never mind, Darc. I’ll explain it later.” Trey took a hold of Rachel’s elbow and steered her toward the entrance to the precinct building. Once they had rounded a corner, Rachel paused for a moment and looked into his eyes.

“Thank you, Detective. I’m not sure what happened back there.”

“No prob,” he responded. “But you should probably get right on it. He’s brutal sometimes, but Darc is usually right.”

“I know,” she said, her eyes filling up again. “I just… That body… and the—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Trey stopped her, giving her elbow a gentle shake. “First time I saw a body, I puked up my guts and then started bawling. Cops in vice razzed me about it for days.”

It was a lie. Well, mostly. He had puked up his guts, but that could have been more about the borderline sushi he’d had for lunch that day. And as for the tears, he’d just finished watching Steel Magnolias. It had been an emotional couple of days for him.

Whatever. It worked. The tears abated and the girl even managed a timid smile. “Thank you so much. It was just so…” Her words trailed off and her lip started shaking again. Time to get onto safer ground.

“So, you just started with the department, right?”

“Yeah. Just moved here from Moscow.”

“You lived in Russia?” Trey asked, astounded.

Rachel laughed. “No. Idaho. Just finished up at ISU out there.” 

She reached up to brush back a strand of her auburn hair, and Trey noticed a tattoo on the underside of her wrist. It was a design formed of an R and a B followed by the number 14. 

It wasn’t a very good one. Looked like it was turning green and the design was amateurish. Trey had spent enough time in vice to know a gang mark when he saw one.

Following his gaze, Rachel lowered her hand and blushed. “I was in a gang when I was younger. My boyfriend…”

Trey lifted a hand. “Hey. Don’t worry about it. Your secret’s safe with me. Well, me and whoever else sees that tat.”

“Right,” she said, giving a weak chuckle. She pointed in the direction of the entrance. “Guess I better get to it.”

“Talk to the guy who takes care of the tigers. Horace Walker. He’s an old coot, but if you tell him I sent you, he might just help you out.” Trey thought about that for a minute. “On second thought, maybe you don’t want to tell him I sent you.”

Horace might not have fond memories of the guy who had questioned him in connection to the foot that had shown up in his tiger’s pit. Oh, and it’s possible that Trey might have implied that he was a pedophile.

People seemed to dislike that for some reason.

Trey called out to her as she headed for the door. “Yeah, definitely don’t tell him it was me.”

* * *

Janey was back at home in her bedroom, but she was having a hard time focusing on the homework she was supposed to be doing. It was just reading a little book, and it wasn’t even one with big words, but all she could think about were those rocks.

They meant something.

Actually, that wasn’t true. They didn’t mean anything, but they wanted to mean something.

Popeye said that rocks don’t want things. That they’re just dumb rocks and she was just making it up so that Mala would take her back to another crime scene.

It wasn’t true, but it was a good idea. Well, a good bad idea. Maybe if there was a time that she really, really, really had to help…

But no. She didn’t want to lie to Mala. She loved her.

Maybe sometimes she would sneak a little bit, but she wouldn’t lie. Not ever.

So she told Popeye to hush and she went back to thinking about the rocks.

“Janey, are you almost finished?” Mala called out to her. “It’s past your bedtime.”

Mala walked into the bedroom, dressed in her grownup pajamas. They were silky and flowy and Janey thought they were the prettiest things she’d ever seen. It didn’t seem fair that something that pretty was only for bedtime.

Janey liked it when Mala came in at night to tuck her in. She always had her hair in a ponytail, which made her look like a mommy. And she would read Janey stories and sing to her and give her goodnight cuddles. Mala would even kiss Popeye goodnight.

Her mommy had done that too. Daddy had always said her bear was gross and that he wouldn’t kiss him unless he took a bath, but Popeye said it was because he was a boy and boys weren’t supposed to kiss each other. But that didn’t make any sense because there was Dillon at school who had two daddies and he said that boys sometimes do kiss other boys and stuff.

It was confusing.

But it wasn’t confusing when Mala lay down next to Janey on the bed and brushed her hair back with her fingers. It felt almost like Mommy doing it, except that Mala smelled different and sounded different. But the feeling was the same. Like Janey was all warm on the inside and safe on the outside.

It felt good.

Mala was about to lie down, when her phone buzzed. It was a text. When Mala got texts came in at night, there was only one person they came from.

Darc.

Janey sat straight up in bed and held out her hand for the phone. Mala gave her a look that was supposed to look mad but really wasn’t. Looking at the phone, Mala breathed out heavy, like she was upset. But she really wasn’t. Then she handed the phone over to Janey.

“They found another body at the zoo,” she said. “And Darc wants me to come.”

Janey looked down at the text. She was good at reading, and she knew that wasn’t all that the text said. She stared up at Mala, and then pointed at the text.

“Yes,” Mala answered. “He wants you there, too.” She sighed again. “Good thing it’s a Friday. Let’s get some clothes on.” 

As she left the room, Janey thought she heard her say something else.

“Maybe we can call it an overnight zoo camp.”

* * *

Darc moved toward the crocodile habitat with Trey at his side. Trey was, as usual, talking. Quite a lot.

“So then I went through the whole list of employees… twice, mind you… and there was no one missing. But then I thought, whoa, what about volunteers? They have to have tons of volunteers here at the zoo, right?”

Pausing for a moment to make sure that Trey was not asking one of his rhetorical questions, Darc glanced over in the direction of the crocodile enclosure. There was the normal hub of activity surrounding a murder. It was accentuated by the fact that it was the second one in less than twelve hours.

Several seconds had passed and it appeared that Trey’s question was, in fact, a sincere one. Darc began to answer right as Trey began speaking again. Once more, Darc had failed to identify a social cue correctly.

“Right!” Trey answered his own question, oblivious to Darc’s issues. “So I went through those, and guess what?”

Darc waited, determined not to make the same mistake twice. Trey stared at him.

“Go on,” he urged his partner. “Guess.”

Darc felt the stirrings of some gray emotional response deep within himself. What it was, he could not say, but it seemed to have something to do with irritation.

“You found a volunteer who is missing,” Darc obliged.

“Right again!”

Actually, Darc had only been right the once. The first time Trey had answered himself. But it did not seem expedient to correct him at this moment. The chains of logic were gleaming as they pointed to what Trey was saying.

“Was the volunteer male?” Darc asked. It was one of the few pieces of information they had on the victim, other than his shoe brand and size.

“Yep! Hasn’t shown up for his shift today.”

“Do we have a picture we can get to the ME and the veterinarian?”

Trey grinned at him. “Already done, my friend. And here’s another copy for you.” He passed over a picture of the victim, which was clearly the one that had been taken for his identification badge here at the zoo. “I talked to the guys in HR, and they said he’d only been working here for a little while. Just moved in.”

The man’s name was John Coluccio. He was Caucasian, with tattoos crawling up his neck from out of his collar. It seemed he had taken some pains to hide the markings, as they were inexpertly covered with makeup.

As Darc looked over the picture, Trey squinted over his shoulder. “Those tattoos…”

He was interrupted by the docent, Ms. Phillips. She stalked toward him, her sturdy heels striking the concrete with a staccato rhythm.

“Another one?” she barked, pointing back toward the crocodile attraction. “How am I supposed to do my job?”

Trey cleared his throat. “Your job? It’s past ten o’clock at night.”

Ms. Phillips wrinkled up her mouth in what Darc decided must be either disgust or the puckering caused by an acrid taste. “I work with high school seniors when they come out for their late night zoo experience. They then go to some sort of pizzeria and play video games all night.” From her tone, it seemed that Ms. Phillips did not approve of this extracurricular activity.

Darc moved to speak, but Trey cut him off. “We’ll do everything we can to take care of this, ma’am.”

“See that you do,” she said as she turned and strode away, passing by Mala and Janey, who were walking toward the exhibit.

“We got here as quickly as we could,” Mala said. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Darc had never seen it like that before. She was also wearing jeans that hugged her form. He found the effect… distracting. Pulling his eyes away from Mala, Darc knelt down to give Janey a welcoming hug.

That greeting had become standard for them, but Darc still found it disconcerting how much the hugs meant to him. And how much he missed them when Janey was not there. Having people touch him was not pleasant under normal circumstances. In so many ways, his interactions with Janey were not typical.

He kissed Janey’s bear. Another part of the ritual. Once completed, Darc stood and observed Mala watching him. She had an odd look on her face. Food poisoning, perhaps? They had gone to that falafel kiosk before the musical tonight.

They moved off toward the crime scene, Mala reaching out to hold Darc’s hand. The bands of light swirled around this interaction, attempting to make sense of the gray landscape surrounding the simple act of placing one’s hand inside another person’s.

This was less pleasant than the hug, but still something that he was willing to tolerate. Especially considering the effect Mala in her tight clothes was having on him.

As they neared the crocodile enclosure, Mala slipped her hand out of Darc’s. Was that out of professional courtesy, or was it possible that Mala was ashamed to be seen in Darc’s company? This was another part of the emotional topography regarding which he had no knowledge.

The crocodiles had all been taken inside, except for the two that had been a part of the dismemberment of the body found in the habitat. Darc peered down into the pit, viewing what seemed to be part of an arm and a shoe. 

The shoe was not empty.

Mala hissed and pulled Janey away from the edge of the pit, but Janey resisted, glaring up at her foster mother. There was a moment’s hesitation, in which Mala looked to Darc. For what, he was uncertain. It was just more indecipherable gray area for him.

What was not unclear was that he needed Janey’s help. He motioned for the girl to come closer. Mala held on for another moment, then took a deep breath and released her.

As Janey neared the lip of the pit, Darc scanned the floor of the enclosure, looking for what the pathways of colored light told him would be there. Stones. Once more extraneous to the environment, but arranged in a pattern that was unclear to him. Clearly not random, but not connecting together in a coherent fashion that the threads of logic could unravel. There was an element of emotion to this that was Janey’s domain.

Walking up beside him, the little girl propped her bear up on the railing, where he perched in a precarious manner. She patted Darc on the hand and held up her paper and a crayon. Darc, seeing that she was going to be busy drawing, turned to face several people who had broken off from the main contingent of uniformed officers and CSI team members. Two of them Darc recognized. Dr. Hutchinson, the ME, and Bill Waterhouse, the COO of the zoo.

The ME, Dr. Hutchinson, was accompanied by someone that Darc did not recognize. The lines converged, hypothesizing that the individual was the zoo’s veterinarian.

“Dr. Charan,” The ME gushed, moving over to her and holding out his hand. “I was hoping you’d be here. Allow me to introduce you to Dr. Raleigh, the veterinarian who is consulting on this case.”

“Dr. Charan,” the woman stepped forward with a smile. She was in her late forties with a sturdy build and short light brown hair. “I have heard wonderful things about you from Dr. Hutchinson.”

Darc watched as Mala ducked her head and smiled back. “Thank you. I hope I can live up to the compliments.”

“So far I’d say you have,” Dr. Raleigh responded, looking her up and down. “He said you were stunning. And smart, of course.”

The ME’s face began turning red from what Darc would assume was a rush of blood to the surface of his skin. That usually was indicative of anger or sexual arousal. Considering the context of the conversation, Darc went with the latter explanation. He found that to be oddly troubling for some reason.

“Ah… Thank you?” Mala said, glancing from Dr. Hutchinson to Darc, seeming ill at ease. The reason for this discomfort was lost on Darc. It seemed to have something to do with the conversation, but Darc was too focused on his own gray feelings to determine its source in Mala.

“Well, let me tell you what we’ve found so far,” the veterinarian said. “The first victim we were able to extract from the python with no permanent damage.”

“That is excellent,” Darc responded. “We need the victim as pristine as possible to preserve evidence.”

“Oh.” The animal doctor seemed startled for a moment, then laughed. “I’m afraid I mean that there was no damage to the snake.”

“For which the zoo is very grateful,” Bill Waterhouse chimed in.

“She’s coming out from under the anesthesia right now. She’s fine, although I’m sure she’s disappointed to lose her meal.” The vet spared what seemed to be a fond smile for the absent reptile. “As for the body, I’m afraid we had to cut your victim into quite a few small chunks.”

“Don’t worry,” the ME chimed in. “We were able to discover quite a bit in spite of that.”

“Such as?” Mala asked.

“Well, for a start, the man wasn’t dead when the snake began eating him,” the vet answered. “He was sedated. With Azaperone.”

“Azaperone?”

“An elephant tranquilizer,” she answered. “It’s not used in humans because it can cause respiratory depression, but the dose wasn’t enough to kill him.”

The lines formed around the information that was coming in from the ME and the veterinarian. The fact that the man was alive in the stomach of the python could be a sign of a punishing act.

“Did you find anything else?” he asked.

Dr. Hutchinson pulled out a cell phone in an evidence baggie. Holding the device out for Darc, he shrugged.

“As far as I could tell, it’s still charged.”

 


CHAPTER 3

Trey nabbed the phone before Darc could get his hands on it. Darc was many things, but creative about communication… and the devices used for communication… he was not.

It was a touchscreen phone, so Trey could open it through the plastic without interfering with any of the prints that might be on its surface. He swiped across the screen, unlocking it, then moved to the recent calls. 

Scrolling down the numbers there, one came up over and over again. All it said was “Boo”. A girlfriend or a ghost. Judging by the tats on the vic, Trey was going with girlfriend. He could wait until he got the okay from one of the higher ups, or he could just go ahead.

What the hell. Trey figured it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission. Hitting the last number, Trey held the phone up to his ear.

He needn’t have bothered. As the phone began ringing, across the enclosure Trey could hear Jay-Z’s “99 Problems.”

It was coming from one of the CSI team members. The intern. Rachel Mannis.

 She looked down to see who was calling, then shoved her phone back in her pocket, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed. It was a furtive movement, one that didn’t speak well for Rachel’s innocence. As she pulled her hand back out of her pocket, she lifted it up to brush back her hair.

Exposing her gang tattoo.

All of the sudden, a tumbler turned over in Trey’s mind, opening up a memory that had gotten locked up. The tattoo. It was similar to the ones found on the victim.

CSI intern and zoo volunteer. Both with gang tattoos. Both recently moved to Seattle. One dead, the other at the place where he’d been killed and fed to a snake.

This wasn’t a coincidence. It couldn’t be.

“Hey, Rachel!” Trey called out to her. The intern’s head whipped up and she locked gazes with Trey right before she took off running toward the exit to the crocodile exhibit.

Trey swore and sprinted off after her. Why was it always running? Why couldn’t criminals just stroll? It would be easier on everyone. Fact was, Trey almost never won when it came to a footrace, and this one didn’t seem like it was going to be any exception. Rachel had almost gotten to the exit, after which she would have a whole park in which she could hide herself.

Just as she was making her escape, a foot stuck out from seemingly nowhere and tripped the young intern, sending her sprawling along the path. Mala shrugged and stepped out from beside the path.

“Looked like you could use a hand. Or a foot.”

Trey was so relieved he wasn’t going to have to run any longer, he didn’t even groan at the joke.

* * *

Mala had followed when Darc and Trey pulled the CSI intern off to the side of the crime scene to question her. She kept one eye out for Janey, who was now playing with her bear after she had finished drawing her symbol. Presenting the finished product to Darc, Janey had grinned and flounced back off to a nearby bench.

The symbol was one that was a bit odd. It was three vertical marks above, two below, divided by a horizontal line. It sort of looked like the symbol pi with three marks above it, as if the Greek letter had comic book surprise lines coming out of its top.

But right now, the intern was what was taking up most of her attention.

“Why did you run?” Trey asked, without even giving Rachel a chance to sit down.

The young woman scowled, “I knew how it would look.”

“How what would look?” he questioned in an innocent tone. “The fact that your phone number was all over the first Vic’s recent call list?” Trey shrugged. “It wasn’t so much that as all the other stuff.”

Rachel looked like she was about to ask, but then thought better of it.

“Oh, not going to say anything?” Trey leaned against one of the information signs that was next to the bench where Rachel was sitting. “That’s your choice, but it’s not looking good for you if you don’t. Gang tattoos on both of you. A relationship. The fact that you both just moved here… from Idaho, wasn’t it? Do I need to check your residences to see if they’re the same?”

“I didn’t do anything,” she snapped.

Darc moved in at that point, his intense gaze and monotone voice a deadly counterpoint to his partner’s good cop. These two made a potent team.

“It is improbable that you would abscond if there were no malfeasance on your part.”

Rachel gaped up at Darc, then turned to Trey. “Where did you get this guy? Copy room at Webster’s Dictionary?”

“I know, right?” Trey muttered. “So annoying.” He tapped his foot against the pole of the sign on which he was leaning. “But I have to say, he’s got a point.”

“Look, it’s just that we’ve… he…” She choked a bit on her words and then swallowed. “We left Idaho because we were trying to leave the Bad Boyz.”

“That’s a gang over in Spokane, right?”

She shook her head. “I mean, yeah, but it’s moved over into Moscow. That’s where we hooked up with them.”

Mala watched and listened as Trey and Darc grilled the young intern. They were doing fantastic work, but there was something troubling Mala. Rachel wasn’t acting like someone who had just killed another human being. Glancing down into the crocodile pit, Mala revised her last idea. Two human beings.

It was always possible that she was a sociopath, but that didn’t really fit. The girl was clearly emotional, and it didn’t appear to be an act put on to throw the detectives off her scent.

At that moment, Mala felt a tugging on her sleeve. She looked down to see Janey at her side. Looking up into her eyes, Janey nodded at the intern and gave Mala a little shove. It seemed that Janey didn’t think Rachel was guilty either.

Mala was moving forward to try to get Darc’s attention when a hoarse male scream sounded from outside of the crocodile enclosure.

That couldn’t be a good thing.

* * *

Janey was sure that the man who was yelling was in trouble. It was also possible that she could help. So far, she’d helped Darc with the rocks and Mala with the young lady that Darc and Trey thought might be guilty.

The lady thought she was guilty, but she really wasn’t. At least not of killing anybody. And as far as Janey was concerned, if you hadn’t killed anybody, you could probably say sorry and it would be okay.

Popeye said that was dumb, but he was just mad because she’d put him on the railing over the crocodiles. He was scared of crocodiles, even though he said he wasn’t. That’s why she’d put him there, so he’d have to admit it. He hadn’t yet, but with the screaming, Janey decided that it was time to go.

She ran out of the place where the crocodiles were kept and raced after Mala and Darc and Trey. Even Rachel, the guilty lady who wasn’t really guilty, was running over there. That proved to Janey that she was a good person.

Popeye said something rude, but Janey ignored him. He didn’t like strangers much. Plus he was peeved because no one would take him to see the bears. Janey kept saying that it wasn’t the right time, but you know how bears get when they’re cranky.

Janey was running super fast, faster than she’d ever run before, when something scary happened. There were two corners that came up right in a row, and she wasn’t sure where Trey and Darc and Mala had gone. She took a right turn, but there was no one there.

Well, that wasn’t really true.

There was a huge rhinoceros.

It was right in front of her, and it was snorting and lowering its head, like it was going to charge straight at her. The rhino’s horn was wet and shiny. Janey wasn’t sure, but she thought it might be blood.

The rhino tossed its head and started moving right toward where Janey was. She wanted to run, but there were concrete walls on either side of her. Maybe she could run away, but she wasn’t sure she was faster than the big animal in front of her.

She was just about to panic, when a big form ran into the rhino from behind. The rhinoceros turned around and Janey could see that it was Darc. He had gotten the animal to pay attention to him instead, and now he was in danger.

Looking past Darc, Janey could see where the rhino was supposed to go. There was a gate that was hanging open where the beast must have gotten out.

The lines in her head were telling her what to do. It was really scary. Even scarier than when the rhino had looked right at her. But she knew she needed to do it.

Janey started running.

* * *

There had been moments of terror in Mala’s life, up to and including being kidnapped by a homicidal maniac. But nothing could compare to this moment.

The moment she watched her little girl charge a rhinoceros.

Janey sped up to the animal, smacking the beast on the side as she passed. The enraged rhino tossed its head and immediately followed.

Right into its own enclosure. Darc moved in behind the rhino and slammed the gate back into place, and Janey darted under the small opening at the bottom.

Mala rushed over to the little girl and gathered her up in her arms. At some point, she’d have to talk to Janey about the kinds of risks it was not okay to take, but right now, all she wanted to do was hold her and make sure she was okay.

Bill Waterhouse rushed up to them, effusive in his thanks.

“You have saved our zoo, young lady,” he said, pumping the little girl’s arm up and down so fast it looked like it was going to dislocate her shoulder. “You can come here anytime you want for free.”

Janey made a face that said she wasn’t so sure about that, but Mala was pretty sure the COO didn’t see it.

“We need to make sure that high school group didn’t get hurt,” Trey said, scanning the park, apparently hoping to spot the teenagers.

“What group?” Bill asked, puzzled.

“The late night group…” Trey paused, looking over at his partner. “There was no late night group.”

“Ms. Phillips,” Darc intoned, and Trey nodded. He called out to one of the unis nearby.

“Block off all the exits to the zoo. I think I know where she might be.”

Mala moved to follow, but realized that Janey wasn’t beside her any longer. She looked over to the rhino cage and watched as Janey finished up another symbol. What looked like two side-by-side windows, the one on the right with a tail.

Janey looked up. The expression on her face was one that Mala rarely saw. She wasn’t smiling, but there was joy radiating out from her face that almost felt like it brightened up the dark night air around them both.

Whatever she had found, it was important.

* * *

Trey sped over to the monkey habitats. Specifically headed for the Patas monkey exhibit. When he’d been scouring the internet for other zoo killings to link this case to, he’d stumbled across something strange.

There had been a killing in a zoo in Idaho. It hadn’t been an escaped animal attacking a visitor, or even an unobservant worker getting mauled.

The killing had been of a Patas monkey.

It had been assumed that it was a gang initiation, as there had been multiple graffiti tags left in the park. There had been three suspects, but none had been caught. The entire community had been outraged.

As he neared the cages followed by Darc, Mala, Janey and Rachel, Trey spotted the form of Ms. Phillips, slumped in front of the Patas monkeys, who were all hooting softly, coming nearer to the form on the ground and then darting away.

In the woman’s hand was a needle.

“Hey!” Trey yelled. “Let’s get the medics in here. Now!”

At the sound of his voice, the old woman lifted her head and tried to fix her gaze on him.  “They were murderers,” she croaked as Trey got near enough to hear her. “They killed those monkeys. And why? For a gang.”

To Trey’s surprise, Rachel burst out sobbing beside him.

“We were so sorry,” she slurred past her tears. “We felt so bad. We moved away, got new jobs. Johnny even tried to make up for it by volunteering.”

“Volunteering? You think that can make up for murder?” Ms. Phillips raised herself up on one arm, then slumped forward, unconscious.

“Come on! Medics!” Trey yelled again. He watched as the team swarmed around the sleeping woman, doing what they could to save her life. Whether or not they could, Trey was pretty sure it would only be a matter of time for her. She clearly hadn’t wanted to stick around after she took her vengeance on the monkey killers.

At his side, Rachel continued to heave huge sobs.

And thinking about this entire case, Trey kind of wanted to join her.

 


EPILOGUE

Darc stared at the page in front of him.

It was the full symbol. The stones at all three sites had come together, and now it made sense.

There was a part of him that wished that were not so.

Darc had never experienced that feeling before. He had regrets. Of course he did. But he had never had the desire to use some kind of whimsical magic to change events. That was just not logical. Magic was not real. Changing events was impossible. 

And yet…

Mala approached Darc from the side, slipping her hand within his. He wanted to answer her touch by squeezing her hand, but he was not capable of movement. All his attention was riveted on the symbol in front of him.

“What wrong, Darc?” Mala asked. She glanced at the paper. “What does it mean?”

He finally found his voice.

“It is a symbol known as Dai Ko Myo.” He said, his voice incapable of expressing the gray spectrum that raged within him. “It is used in Usul Reiki to indicate enlightenment.”

Mala appeared perplexed. “That doesn’t sound like such a bad thing.”

“It has another meaning,” Darc said.

“What’s that?”

“It means ‘The Master’.”

The glowing lines of light converged around the symbol, extracting from it the meaning contained within. The shape spun about, ricocheting off the imaginary walls of Darc’s mind, landing finally and giving form to a structure that had been months in the making. One that would shake Seattle to its foundations.

For this Master had been there all along, nudging, guiding, maneuvering events. This one had been at the center of all of the killings that had been taking place.

And Darc had no idea who it was.

 


Afterword

Thank you very much for continuing with Trey, Darc, Mala and of course, Janey! 

If you did enjoy Darc Murders Collection, we'd love to ask you a favor and go back to Amazon and leave a review. We indie authors live and die by our reviews!

We’d also like to enlist your help. If you find any, and we mean any typos, spelling errors or anything funky, please contact us directly at authorbenhopkin@gmail.com. Even though this book has gone through a gazillion edits, we are all only human and your input is greatly appreciated!

Missing Darc, Janey, Mala and Trey already? Don’t worry! There’s another trilogy in the works, with the first installation, 3rd Body, due out in mid 2014.

Can’t wait until then? 

Check out the next section for more mystery/thrillers from Ben!
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Praise for The Nursery Rhyme Murders Collection...

"Come for the murder, stay for the three-dimensional, realistically fractured characters! … Long plane rides and rainy Saturday afternoons were made for books like this. If you like your suspense with a side of gruesome and a dash of humor, this is it."

Brandon Stanley

Amazon Reviewer

"Humpty Dumpty is a wonderful start to what I hope will be the first in a fun and thrilling series. I found myself flipping the pages to get to the end and what an ending. The story was well written and the dialogue was sharp, witty and fast-paced. The chemistry between the main characters, Joshua, Had and Cooper was magical… Eagerly awaiting the next installment in this series.”

Romano Robusto

Amazon Reviewer

 

“Another good crime scene series from one of my favorites. Once again …has brought together an interesting cast of characters. Each member of the team has flaws, just like real people. The concept of using nursery rhymes as a theme for murder gives the story a creepy edge. The plot twists will keep you guessing.”

J. Duarte

Amazon Reviewer

The collection includes…

Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary

the prequel short story to The Nursery Rhyme Murders Series

Humpty Dumpty

the greatly anticipated full-length novel

Old Woman in a Shoe*exclusive to the collection

the fascinating short story follow up to Humpty Dumpty

All Fall Down (will be added to the collection March 2014)

the rousing continuation of the Nursery Rhyme Murders Collection

Eennie Meanie Moe (will be added EXCLUSIVELY to the collection March 2014)

the bridge short story following All Fall Down

More praise for The Nursery Rhyme Murders Collection …

“I am a big fan of this author’s novels… So, I have been excited and waiting a long time for this story… I was not disappointed and continued to read every single page all the way to an ending that was unbelievable, made me feel a little sick, and left me just as speechless as Agent Sariah Cooper… I have never read an ending to a book like this ever and it’s a vision that will be with me for quite a while.”

Robin Lee

Amazon Reviewer

"For me, a book that inspires my imagination so much that I can see the movie playing along as I go is a great read – and this definitely does that. Highly, heartily recommended for fans of murder/mystery novels, fans of James Patterson, and fans of action/mystery movies.”

Knikki Jacobsmeyer

Amazon Reviewer

To sample or purchase The Nursery Rhyme Murders Collection, simply click here. 
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