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Chapter 1
 
A crack of thunder bellowed from the virulent skies. Wind howled, and raindrops pelted homes and cars, orchestrating a wicked timbre made more ominous by the pitch black of night. Flashes of lightning crawled across the sky like spiderwebs. The hot white light revealed a soaked and ravaged earth. Streets transformed into rivers that funneled the rushes of water into overflowing drainage ditches. Gusts of wind snapped the thin cords of powerlines, uprooted trees, and flung debris like missiles that shattered windows.
A road sign struggled to remain upright, stubbornly fighting the wind and rain. It wobbled back and forth, quivering under the crack of thunder. The subsequent flash of lightning exposed the weathered sign that read Baltimore Storage in faded orange-and-yellow lettering. The road sign marked the abandoned facility, which stood alone on the outskirts of town. A failed business venture long forgotten. The building stood still and quiet as the storm deafened the world to anything but its roaring prowess. But between the claps of thunder, deep within the bowels of the facility, silent prayers escaped trembling lips. 
The long halls of the storage unit were dark. Dozens of doors concealed the forgotten relics of families, discarded items that had once been treasured now left to rot and decompose until sold at auction. Old padlocks protected the unwanted memories from thieves, except for unit forty-one, where the analog security had been replaced by a digital keypad, which glowed green in the darkness. And unlike the dark cracks underneath the rest of the doorways along the hall, unit forty-one seeped light. 
Inside, the source of the light was a small battery-powered lamp that rested against one of the bare walls. Flies circled the rim of a tin bucket, a few of them venturing to the yellow-stained twin mattress. And in the darkest corner of the room, hiding from the faint light of the lamp with her knees tucked tight into her chest, was Irene Marsh. She trembled, her head hung low with her long strands of black hair covering most of her face. She wore a dress with a floral pattern, far too small for her frame, which exposed much of her skin to the cold concrete of her prison. 
Between the vicious claps of thunder Irene’s sobs filled the room. She eyed the locked door that was her only prison guard with disdain, fear, hope, and contempt. She buried her head into her thighs, feeling the oily grime that had built up over the past week, or however long she’d been locked inside. 
The only measure of time Irene had were the visits from him. She shuddered, slowly looking to the wall next to her, the lamp illuminating some of her scribbling. All of her secrets, all of her most sacred memories, displayed for him to examine. The forceful intrusion into her mind caused her to quickly turn away. The sudden motion cracked her joints, and she winced in pain. She couldn’t remember the last time she moved. She couldn’t remember who she was before all of this. Every visit from him removed a small piece of her, and in exchange she was able to live. It was the deal she made with the devil, and the price was her soul. 
The echo of footsteps traveled through the hallway beyond her door, and Irene tilted her ear at the familiar sound. She quickly scurried to the farthest corner of the room, putting as much distance between herself and the door as she could. She curled into a tight ball, sobs washing over her body in waves without her consent. 
The cadence of steps ended outside her door with the crack of thunder. Five electronic beeps, and the door swung open, the hinges squeaking, the darkness revealing nothing but his silhouette. Tears streamed down her face with the same fury as the storm outside. “No, no, no, no, please. Just let me go. Please.” 
But the shadowed figure took a step neither forward nor backward. The light from the lantern only reached far enough to illuminate the dark denim of his jeans from knee to foot. He slipped his hand into his pocket, palming the contents inside and then flung it across the floor, where it rolled until it stopped against her toe. 
“I already told you everything!” The vein along Irene’s neck pulsed, and her cheeks flushed red. Even with the wall behind her she continued to drive her heels into the floor, pushing herself harder against the concrete that offered no escape. The man flicked a light switch and Irene shielded her eyes. 
Irene’s pale skin shone from the unwashed oils and grime that had collected since her capture. Her hair was tangled and matted. Dark circles rested under her eyes, and matching bruises dotted her arms and legs. The purple paint on her nails and toes had chipped away, exposing the clear cuticles underneath. 
Irene pulled the dress further down her legs to cover the nakedness of her body but was unable to conceal the tremors of fear that spasmed unapologetically. Her pulse raced, and her lower lip quivered as she searched for the courage to speak. “I w-won’t.” Her bloodshot eyes teared. “L-Let m-me g-go.” 
The kidnapper kept his face down with the hood from his jacket over his head. He kept one arm behind his back as he reached the other for the door and locked them inside. Thunder cracked as he took his first step, and he slowly revealed his hidden arm, which exposed the long black iron of a crowbar. 
Irene pushed herself from the floor, her hands still clutching the hem of her dress and pulling it downward. Goose bumps covered her exposed flesh as she watched him lightly pad the end of the crowbar into his palm. “What do you want from me?” She curled her body forward, the trembling only worsening. She screamed, digging her palms into her eyes. “I can’t remember anything else! Just let me go!” 
The crack of thunder added an ominous exclamation to her rant, and she clenched her fists at her side. But when the kidnapper tightened the gloved hand around the crowbar and took another step forward, the brief spurt of courage disappeared and she dug her fingers into the drywall, trying to claw her way to freedom. “No, no, no, no, please.” Her voice heightened and mirrored that of a child who knew of the rod to come. “Please, don’t do this.” 
The kidnapper raised the crowbar high above his head, and another clap of thunder rattled the entire building. The light in the storage unit went black, casting the two into darkness. Irene panicked and sprinted to the door. When she pulled the handle it offered no resistance, and she escaped into the hallway. 
Irene’s heart pounded with the same hurried pace of her bare feet that smacked against the dirtied concrete of the storage hallways. The heavy thud of boots pursued her in the darkness, and the heightened power of adrenaline hastened her pace. 
The long hallway ended, and she followed the only direction it offered like a rat in a maze. Thunder boomed and rattled the locked storage doors she passed. More than once she felt the graze of the kidnapper’s fingertips on her hair, but she never stopped to look back. She rounded another corner, and a flash of lightning from the window revealed an exit, offering her first glimpse of freedom. 
Irene’s body grew light, and she burned what energy remained, adrenaline her only fuel. More lightning flashed through the window and revealed the thick sheets of rain rolling in the wind. With the door less than a few feet away she lowered her shoulder and reached for the handle in the same motion, never breaking her stride. The wind aided her escape and flung the door open.
The harsh whip of rain and wind pelted her face, beating like needles against her bare skin. In seconds the thin dress was drenched and she was soaked to the bone. The confusion and brutality of the storm slowed her pace as her tender bare feet were punished with rocks lodged in the mud. She stumbled forward, screaming, but the wind and thunder dwarfed her pleas. She squinted into the black night, looking for any place to run, any place to hide, but she found no safety. 
A harsh gust of wind brought with it more spiked rain that pressed the dress tighter to her skin. The adrenaline disappeared, and her legs turned to jelly. She held up a hand to shield her from the blinding rain, and in her stumbled run she smacked the chain-link fence that guarded the facility’s perimeter. She clawed her fingers through the metal mesh and rattled the barrier, screaming. 
Lightning illuminated the reflectors on the roadside, offering a frame of reference. Irene sprinted along the fence in search of an exit. She glanced left in search of her kidnapper, but only the darkness and the thick sheets of rain stared back at her. Blinded in the dark, she tripped and crashed into the mud. She scrambled to all fours, covered in mud. She wiped the slime from her eyes and spit dirt from her lips. 
An icy cold gripped Irene, the rain and puddles freezing her bare skin. Her muscles ached with fatigue, barren of energy. Then, amidst the flashes of lightning, another light caught her eye on the road. She squinted, thinking she’d only imagined it. But then another shimmer burst through the sheets of rain, and she reached for the fence like a life raft, pulling herself from the mud. “Help!” she screamed, her throat hoarse and wispy. 
The pair of headlights grew larger in the distance. She pushed her legs underneath her, forcing them to steady and clung tight to the fence for support. She waved her arms and continued her stumbled sprint even when the headlights veered out of sight on the winding coastal road, only to return again, closer than before. “Help m—”
The kidnapper’s strong hands covered her mouth and yanked her from the fence in one vicious pull. She flailed her arms and legs, her eyes glued to the headlights that would soon pass, and with it her one hope of survival. But no matter how hard she fought, no matter how much she struggled, she couldn’t overpower the arms and hands locking her in place, pulling her back into the heart of the storm.
The car was close, less than one hundred feet. The headlights challenged the darkness, and she watched the outer rim of their light graze close to her legs. She offered one last defiant kick before she was cast back into darkness, and the act cost her a violent twist of the arm. She sent a muffled scream into her captor’s palm, and she was shoved to the ground, landing on her stomach. The impact knocked the wind from her. She felt her face press harder into the mud, the gritty texture of dirt and rocks rolled over her tongue and rushed up her nose.
Suddenly the pressure on the back of her skull ended, and she flung her head up, gasping for air, coughing up mud and spit. She rolled to her back, the rain rinsing her face clear of the sediment that blinded her. Lightning flashed in the sky, and the outline of the kidnapper towered above her. She crawled backward, but his figure remained motionless. She was cold and tired, and the ferocious wind beat the rain against her face. But on her retreat she caught the brief glow of red taillights. She stopped in her tracks, and her action caused her captor to look behind him. The car had stopped and shifted into reverse. She sucked in a breath of air and lifted her hands, her scream cut short by thunder. 
The kidnapper pounced on her, the weight of his body pinning her to the ground, concealing them both in darkness until he could drag her, hands still over her mouth, through the mud and behind a cluster of bushes. She howled and screamed, but every shriek only tightened the noose around her neck and mouth. She sobbed, peering through the tall weeds of the bush that blocked her from the driver’s view, and saw a shadow at the fence.
 “Hello?” The driver’s voice was nothing more than a faint whisper on the wind, barely piercing the gusts of rain seeking to drown the world. The driver lingered for a little while longer, but with no answer to his inquiry he returned to his car. 
The kidnapper positioned her head so she could watch the taillights disappear. He increased the pressure of his hand over the front of her teeth, and she thought they would buckle back into her mouth. Once the vehicle was gone he released her, and she splashed helplessly in the mud. She thrashed wildly, her last gesture of defiance, then cried. All of her defensive walls crumbled. She looked back to the kidnapper, who was unmoved by the gusting winds and sharp, biting rain. 
Water streamed off the tip of the crowbar in the kidnapper’s hand, and Irene sensed the finality. She looked up and clasped her hands together. The rain had clumped her bangs in wavy strands on her forehead, and her dress had become so wet and heavy that her chest was exposed, stripping away what remained of her dignity. “I don’t know why you’re doing this to me.” She slurred her words in grief, and her sobs rivaled the storm’s wicked cries. Helpless, she rolled to her side, her chest heaving up and down, and she sucked gasps of air in between her wailing. She clawed her fingers into the dirt and crawled, which was all the movement her body allowed her to do. 
She turned to look back, and the kidnapper slowly followed as she shuffled her knees and hands through the sludge of mud, grass, and debris. “Just leave me alone! Just let me go!” She fisted a clump of dirt and flung it at the kidnapper’s legs, but the splatter neither hastened nor slowed the kidnapper’s pace. He stayed within an arm’s reach, and she knew he was toying with her now. She banged her knee against a rock and collapsed back into the mud, having neither the strength nor the desire to continue her escape. 
“Just let me go.” Despair dripped from Irene’s lips along with the running water from the rain pelting her face. Lightning revealed the kidnapper raising the tire iron high above his head. “No, please!” She thrust her hands and arms in an attempt to block the devastating hit, but the kidnapper was too strong. 
The crash of thunder masked the crack of bone. The front of Irene’s forehead caved in, and her body went limp. A well of blood rose through the crack in her skull and trickled down the side of her face. The kidnapper tightened his grip on the crowbar and paced frantically back and forth in the rain, cursing. He dropped to his knees and straddled the woman around her waist. He raised the crowbar again and brought it down once more, widening the hole in her forehead. The tip of the iron hooked inside the skull, and the next yank pulled with it blood and brain matter that spread across the woman’s chest and stomach. The kidnapper brought the crowbar down again, this time more viciously, beating her face again and again in a fury that rivaled the storm’s thunder. 
Finally, panting, he dropped the crowbar into the mud. The woman’s face was nothing more than a pulpy mix of blood, brain, and bone. His labored breathing heaved his chest up and down as trails of blood rolled through the mud and water and into the drainage ditches. He squeezed his gloved fists so tight that his arms shook. But once the rage subsided he uncurled his fingers and reached for the woman’s mangled head. He gently caressed her ear, tucking a strand of hair behind it. 
The kidnapper rose from the dead woman’s body and looked to the storage unit. He picked up the crowbar and tucked it into his belt. He knelt down and scooped the dead woman’s body into his arms. Her head hung back limply, blood and brain matter draining from the gaping hole that was once her face. 
 



Chapter 2
 
The door to the corner office of the homicide unit of Baltimore’s central precinct was shut, and the lights inside were off. Inside, a long whiteboard stretched across the entire side wall from the front door to the rear wall with unreadable notes scribbled under mugshots and surveillance pictures. Two desks were joined together, with backlogged case files covering every square inch of desk space stacked a foot high.
Behind the towers of files, next to a stained coffee mug that was nearly empty, lay a lifeless hand with nails chewed down to the cuticle. Long strands of wavy dark-brown hair covered a head like a mop, and her back rose and fell steadily with her breathing. A detective’s badge dangled from a chain around her neck in the space between the desk and the chair, and her pistol was still in its holster around her waist.
Through the windows of the office, shadowed figures passed, one of them slowing at the door. The officer burst inside, flooding the room with the early-morning bustling of the precinct. The woman on the desk fidgeted at the disturbance but didn’t wake. The officer slammed a file on the desk, which was enough to jolt her out of the coma, knocking over a few of the stacked case files in the process. 
“Wake up, Cooper. Detective Hall wants to see you.” The disdain in the officer’s voice was thick, and he exited without another word, leaving the door open and with it the trail of light and sound that infiltrated from the hallway.
Adila Cooper wiped her sleeve over the corner of her mouth, removing the drool that had collected during her slumber. Her shirt left an imprint on her cheek, which masked the age lines she no longer tried hiding. Her hand brushed the coffee mug, and she reached for the handle, draining the cold liquid in one gulp. She grimaced at the bitter taste, and the coffee did little to improve the dark circles under her eyes, but it was enough to jump-start the morning. 
Cooper brushed the tangled mess of bangs out of her face, her fingers catching and pulling the knotted hair that refused to be tamed, and tapped the space bar of her keyboard. When the screen remained black she tapped it again but was only offered the same result. Power’s still out.
She reached for the new case file the officer had dropped off, and the stretch popped her neck and back like bubble wrap. She set the file on the small sliver of space where she’d fallen asleep and flipped open the first page. Her stomach rumbled, and she opened the drawer to her right, pushing her hand through the discarded wrappers of power bars and scraped the bottom until she wrapped her fingers around something solid. She ripped off the top half of the bar, and it crunched loudly in her teeth. 
The stale taste of granola lingered over her tongue, and she flipped the wrapper over to check the expiration date, which passed nearly a month ago. She frowned and forced another bite down. She furrowed her brow, looking over the file’s details, shaking her head. “This is a missing-person file.” She snapped the folder shut and tossed the half-eaten protein bar in the trash, where it landed amongst the graveyard of discarded take-out boxes, candy wrappers, and fast food bags. 
Cooper shut her eyes as she stepped out into the hallway, the bright emergency lights angering the lack of sleep her body received last night. She stumbled through the hallway, the lack of coffee, food, and sleep transforming her gait to something akin to the undead. She looked down at her dirtied, wrinkled, untucked shirt and tried smoothing the front of the blouse with her palms. Her strands of hair continued to impede her line of sight as she maneuvered through the hallway, and she swooped it back with her hands, wrapping the thick strands into a makeshift bun. 
Two traffic officers rounded the end of the hallway and cast Cooper a dirty glance, shoulder checking her hard enough to throw her off balance. “Fuck you, Wurtz!” 
Wurtz and his partner spun around. “You just give me the time and place, Cooper.” He offered an obscene hand gesture, and his partner flipped her the bird. The two chuckled to one another and disappeared into one of the offices down the hall. 
Cooper rubbed her shoulder, stretching it backward, and winced as her back gave another pop. After twenty-one years on the force there wasn’t a joint in her body that didn’t complain. Still, every time Mother Nature tried telling her it was time to hang up the badge, she brushed it off. At forty-one, she wasn’t in any mood to retire, not with her city streets still so dirty. 
The office was mostly empty with the night crew coming in off shift and the morning crew just getting ready to start. Cooper pulled out her phone and checked the time: 7:00 a.m. She passed the bull pen of desk jockeys, and though she tried to stay out of sight, she couldn’t help but hear the whispers behind her back. 
When she arrived at the missing persons unit every desk in Hall’s department was empty, so she veered toward the interrogation rooms. The first two were unoccupied, but when she peered through the window of the third she spotted Detective Hall’s bald head, shining from the fluorescent lighting, speaking to a woman, while his partner watched through the one-way glass of the anteroom. She reached for the handle just when an angered shout stopped her. 
“Detective Cooper!” 
Cooper cringed at Captain Farnes’s voice. When she slowly turned, the restless slumber eroded the capacity to feign the procedural pleasantries. “What?” 
The captain was nearing retirement age, and from the look of his physical appearance, it was something he should have done ten years ago. The police chief couldn’t force him out due to his brother’s political persuasions, so for the past five years he’d been passed around the precincts like a father-in-law amongst unwilling siblings. His tenure at Cooper’s precinct had been his longest stay so far, and when he arrived their relationship was already strained from a prickly history. “I need a word.”
“Whatever it is, it can wait.” Cooper looked past Farnes to the young man behind him, dressed in a new suit and tie. His haircut was fresh, along with his detective’s badge. He fiddled with his fingers, which caught the shine of a new wedding ring that he twisted nervously. 
Farnes ignored the request and motioned the young detective ahead. “This is Detective Jason Hart. He just recently aced his exam and has been placed with our precinct. Detective Hart, this is Detective Cooper, your new partner.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Detective.” Hart stuck his hand out, and it lingered awkwardly as Cooper ignored it.
“You and I had a deal.” Cooper narrowed her eyes. Farnes had never been this bold with her, not on anything. And she wasn’t about to let him start shoving things down her throat now. “Pair him with someone else.” She reached for the interrogation room’s handle once more, but Farnes smacked his palm against the door before she could open it.
“This is coming from the chief of police. He’s tired of you prancing around the city unchecked.” 
“I’m not the one that needs to be watched.” 
Farnes cleared his throat and straightened the loose tie around the coffee-stained collar. “If you have a problem with the assignment, then take it up with the chief.” Before she could protest, he disappeared, leaving her fuming and Hart standing awkwardly in the hall.
Cooper kicked the wall, adding her own black scuff to the marks that lined the bottom of the peeling paint. “I’m gonna nail that fucking prick one of these days.” She clenched her fist, crumpling the file that had been misplaced on her desk. Before Hart could interject she flung the door open and slammed it shut behind her, leaving him in the hallway alone. 
The one-way glass inside the viewing anteroom offered the vantage point of Hall questioning a young woman. Her hair and face were dirtied, and Cooper noticed the bruises over her neck and wrists. A black eye highlighted the cuts and lumps along her cheeks, and she gently dabbed the tears at the corners of her eyes with a tissue. The placement and nature of the wounds suggested rape, and the sight only fanned the flames of Cooper’s rage. “It’s hard to battle for equality when the opposite sex can do that.” 
Hall’s partner, Detective Diaz, shook his head. “I don’t know, Cooper. I’ve seen you beat the shit out of plenty of men in my day.” 
Cooper edged toward the one-way glass, taking in the woman’s tattered clothes, the wet hair, dirt under her fingernails, and the light tremor in her lip. Her skin was white as a ghost, save for the dark circles under her eyes. She was in shock. “She looks like she slept about as much as I did last night. What happened?”
“We’re not entirely sure. She’s barely gotten a word out since she arrived.” Diaz handed her the paperwork they’d managed to process so far. “We got a call from a diner owner out on Highway 86 that a woman had burst into their establishment, crying hysterically. They called the cops, and one of our guys brought her in to be questioned.”
Cooper tilted her head to the side. The woman’s face, though beaten and swollen, was familiar. She flipped open the case file the officer had dropped off earlier and saw the same woman’s picture amidst the missing persons report. “That’s Kate Wurstshed.” 
“Yup,” Diaz answered, rocking back and forth on his heels. “The report said she’s been missing for about a week. When she didn’t show up for work on the second day, one of her co-workers came and filled out the report, but we didn’t have much to go on. The woman didn’t have any family members, or emergency contacts listed with her employer. We checked her apartment but didn’t find any forced signs of break-in.”
Cooper slapped the file in Diaz’s chest. “Then it looks like this isn’t Homicide’s case.” She took one step toward the door, and Diaz grabbed her wrist, stopping her.
“Can you give me anything else? Anything you heard or saw?” Hall asked, his voice flooding through the speaker.
The woman sniffled, pulling at the sleeves of her shirt, shaking her head in dismay. “I don’t… I don’t know. It was dark most of the time. He always wore a mask, and he didn’t speak much. He just…” As she trailed off she buried her hands in her face, sobbing hysterically. Hall reached his hand across the table and gently squeezed the woman’s balled-up fist.
“Diaz,” Cooper said, looking at the girl. “What am I doing here? She was a missing person. Now, she’s a found person.” But the longer she watched the woman cry, the less Cooper cared about whose case it was and more about catching the bastard who hurt her. 
“Just listen.” Diaz motioned toward Hall and the woman.
Hall flipped a page in the notebook on the table. “Ms. Wurstshed, you mentioned earlier in the report you gave to the officer who picked you up that you heard screams from where you were being held captive. Were there other people with you?”
Cooper inched closer to the one-way glass until she felt the cool of the mirror on the tip of her nose. The woman nodded, gaining her composure. “Yeah. More than once. It was faint, but when it was real quiet I could hear them.” She twisted her face in grief but regained control of the tears quickly. “It sounded like… he was… killing someone.” Her lower lip trembled, and she once again hid her face in her palms. 
“Did they give her the kit?” Cooper asked, her eyes still locked on the woman.
“Yeah,” Diaz answered. “We should have the results from the lab either tomorrow or Thursday. We’ll run any DNA we find against the database. See if we get any matches.” 
Cooper flattened her palm against the glass and leaned forward, offering a long exhale. She turned back to Diaz, who wore the mask every detective needed in their line of work. With the shit they saw on a daily basis, it was the only way to stay sane. You couldn’t let yourself feel it. You couldn’t get too close. “What are you not telling me?”
Diaz stepped forward but kept his eyes on his partner and the woman beyond the glass. “I heard you’re getting a new partner.”
“Looks like you knew before I did.”
“I know the kid’s dad. He and I went to the academy together. Make sure he doesn’t get lost in the shuffle, all right?” 
“Is that what this was about? The kid?”
Diaz inched closer to the glass, keeping his eyes on Hall and the woman, who was still struggling to string together coherent sentences. He snapped his head right, then left, two loud pops sounding with the motion, and then exhaled a slow, steady breath. “You’ve never had the best reputation. But you always did the job well. You’ve helped put a lot of shitheads behind bars, so that’s kept you afloat. But you don’t have that luxury anymore. Not after what happened with Danny.”
“Don’t put that shit on me, Diaz.” Cooper thrust her finger in his face, her face red from the mixture of anger and fear coursing through her veins. “Everyone knew what Danny was doing. He broke the law, and IA investigated him. If people have a problem with that, if you have a problem with that, then you can go fuck yourself.”
Diaz shifted his gaze toward Cooper, and with one squeeze of his fist another series of cracking joints filled the awkward air between them. But as quickly as his knuckles flashed white, he relaxed his hand and shook his head. “Christ, Cooper. You’ve made too many enemies and not enough friends. You need someone watching your back. Just give the kid a chance, will you?”
“Is that it?” Cooper cocked her head to the side. 
“Nope.” Diaz pointed to the woman. “She was kept in an abandoned storage unit off of Highway 86. It foreclosed three years ago. It’s for sale, but it’s still listed under the original owner’s name.”
“I’m not tracking down some warehouse flunky, Diaz.”
“And I’m not asking you to. Just go and check out the crime scene, will you? Forensics is already on their way, and we’d appreciate your eyes.” Diaz turned back to the battered woman. “I think she would too.”
Cooper tucked Kate Wurstshed’s file under her arm and backed to the door. “I’ll hang on to this for a while. But you owe me. Fucking big time, Diaz. I’ve got a case load larger than your prostate right now.”
“My urologist thanks you for your concern.” 
When Cooper reentered the hallway, she saw Hart chopping it up with a few of the traffic cops near the first interrogation room. But the laughter ended when one of the officers noticed her gaze. The air grew cold in the space between their stares, though to Hart’s credit he didn’t offer her the same disdain as the others. But the way gossip traveled through this place she wasn’t sure how long it would take before his opinion was swayed. 
Hart dismissed himself from the conversation. She watched him carefully. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-four, the shine on the wedding ring suggested he was recently married, and the sudden urge for promotion suggested she was pregnant. “Sorry about that.” Hart looked back to the end of the hall, where his friends had disappeared. “I went through the academy with them. It’d been a while.” He extended his hand and smiled. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”
Cooper examined the hand, letting him sweat a little longer. Finally, just before he broke off, she reciprocated the greeting then brushed past him and headed toward her office. “Where’d you walk your beat?” 
Hart took a few quick strides to catch up. “Um, Northeastern, but before there I was stationed at Southwestern.” Hart kept pace, flattening out his tie and clutching the detective’s badge that swung wildly from his neck. 
“Southwestern?” Cooper cocked her head to the side and raised her eyebrows. “And I thought I worked the bad parts of town.” She turned to look at him as they rounded the hallway’s corner and passed through the bull pen. “Ever discharged your weapon before?”
“Once.”
“How’d you handle the leave?”
“It was harder on my wife. Well, she was my girlfriend at the time.”
“How far along is she?”
“I’m sorry?”
Cooper looked at him. “Your wife. She’s pregnant, right?”
“Um—well, yes. Only a few months. Who told you that?”
“No one.” Cooper shoulder checked her office door open but stopped upon the view of a box stacked on top of her files. She flung her hands in the air. “What the fuck is this?” She shoved Hart aside and stepped back out into the hallway, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Whoever left their shit in my office, come and pick it up, now!”
Hart quickly stepped in front of Cooper and raised his hands. “Actually, Detective, those are my things.” His cheeks flushed red as he looked back and forth down the hallway as half the station gawked in their direction. “Captain Farnes told me I could drop off my things here.”
Cooper cracked her neck to the left then sharply to the right, the motion triggering a whip-like pop with each snap. She closed her eyes and took in a slow breath. “They assign you a squad car yet?”
Hart’s features softened. “No.”
“We’ll take mine, then.” She started walking, but Hart remained frozen in the hallway. 
“Don’t I need to fill out some paperwork?”
Cooper turned around and thrust her arms out. “Paperwork comes after we catch the bad guy, Detective.”
 



Chapter 3
 
Cooper flipped on the lights and blared the siren once they hit traffic, which happened less than a mile from the station. Early-morning rush hour and the storm from the night before had created a cluster of angry motorists amidst downed traffic signals, busted power lines, and flooded streets. Cooper mounted the curb close to the sidewalk and veered around the standstill traffic. “You’d think a hurricane had just blown through here.”
Hart shifted his weight to the right to avoid falling into Cooper as the car rolled forward on the slant, then quickly buckled his seat belt. “It got really bad. Power went out at my place. My neighbors had a tree crash into their roof.”
Traffic opened up once they made it to the highway, and Cooper reached into the glove box, pulling out a packet of latex gloves, and tossed them in Hart’s lap. “Have you ever worked a murder before?” She kept her eyes on the road and flicked on her blinker as she switched lanes. 
“No, well, not directly. I was first on scene last year to a double homicide over in Middle Branch Park. Two teens. It was gang related.”
“Marcus Freemont, age fifteen, and Julius Smith, age fourteen. The deaths were at first believed to be initiation for new members, but it was actually retaliation. Freemont and Smith had just joined one of the smaller gangs, killing two boys of thirteen and twelve.” Cooper shook her head. “Members of the rival gang discovered what happened and sent their foot soldiers to track Smith and Freemont down.” 
“I didn’t know you worked the case,” Hart replied.
“I didn’t.” Cooper pulled onto Highway 86, the speedometer tipping eighty as she blew past traffic, which yielded in her path. “But if someone kills somebody in this city, then I know about it.”
The rest of the trip was in silence, and when they arrived on scene at the storage unit, the area had already been taped off. And the fact that the news crews had yet to appear lifted Cooper’s spirits. She ducked under the yellow tape, pulled on her gloves, and stepped onto the storage facility’s property. 
The ground was thick with mud, and more than once she sank ankle deep in the muck. She pulled her foot out, shaking the mud from her shoe. “The storage unit will be our best bet. The roads aren’t the only thing the storm washed away last night. Smart.”
Hart followed close behind, cursing as he watched his new shoes dirty with mud. “What’s smart?”
“If someone was killed anywhere outside, the storm would have gotten rid of most of the evidence, giving the killer a clean slate.” Cooper watched Hart shake the mud from his feet. “Leave the dress shoes for church, Detective. You don’t have to impress the dead.”
The facility’s entrance door was propped open, and Cooper saw officers and forensics teams combing the hallway, setting up battery-powered lights. Cooper lingered at the door, examining the digital security pad. She leaned in to get a closer look. The display was off, as the power in the facility was still down, and the molding around the lock was fresh. She looked along the wall at the bright paint, which contrasted against the aging discolored roof. “Odd for a place that hasn’t been used in three years to have a new security system.” She tapped one of the forensics members on the shoulder and pointed to the digital lock. “Make sure you tag that for evidence.” 
Cooper reached for her flashlight and allowed it to guide her through the dark halls. Storage units lined both sides of the narrow hallway, with some of them already opened. Broken and discarded locks littered the floor next to the doors. Most of the units were empty, but a few had abandoned belongings still tucked away after the business closed. Forgotten memories crammed into the small spaces, once-treasured items no longer of any use. Cooper shined her light inside one of the units, and the graveyard of lost property. None of the items looked important: old toys, decrepit furniture, lamps, shoes, shirts, coats. But suddenly Cooper stopped, and the spotlight of her flashlight lingered at the sight of a baby’s crib tucked in a corner, half hidden by an old tarp. 
The pause caused Hart to add his light inside. “You find something?” 
Cooper quickly cast her light away. “No.” 
The storage unit hallways were connected in the shape of a large U pattern. Once into the second hallway Cooper found the majority of the forensics team clustered around a particular unit halfway down the hall. Lights had been strung up around the unit’s entrance, and the quick flashes of cameras burst into the dark hallway like lightning. Cooper stopped at the unit’s door and examined the lock, which matched the digital keypad at the front entrance. She ran a gloved hand over the edges, the molding fresh like its partner outside. “Someone went to a lot of trouble to make sure this unit could be accessed quickly.” She leaned against the wall, taking her shoes off before entering, then looked to Hart. “Try not to touch anything.”
Inside the unit there were only three items: a bed, a bucket, and a lamp. The mattress rested on the far side, no bigger than a twin, stripped bare of any sheets. Against the wall on the opposite side rested a bucket, empty, and the small battery-powered camping lamp sat against the third wall. Each of the items had already been tagged, and Cooper sniffed the air where she caught the heavy scent of bleach. “It’s been scrubbed clean.” The walls were grey and barren, and the floor the same, except for the tagged evidence. 
“Whoever bleached it was thorough.” One of the techs pointed to the wall. “We found cleaning residue on the walls and the ceiling.” The tech scribbled a few notes down on his pad and joined Cooper in the center of the room. “We took a few samples from the bed and the bucket, but I don’t know if we’ll find anything. We couldn’t even pull any prints off the lantern.”
Cooper leaned over the mattress, her nostrils catching the same bleached scent that covered the rest of the room. “So is this Kate Wurstshed’s room, or the person she heard screaming?” She wiped her nose with the back of her sleeve. “How many units does this place have?”
“Two-eighty.”
Cooper whistled a long, low pitch. She stalked the walls closely, ignoring the lantern and bucket. Hart appeared in her peripheral and knelt down to the bucket. “Careful with that,” Cooper said, placing her palm on the wall next to the lantern. “It used to have shit in it.”
Hart flared his nostrils and set the bucket down. Cooper stepped back from the wall, her hands at her hips, and she cocked her head to the side. “Why would he bleach the walls?” She glided her eyes down to the crack where the wall and floor collided, shining her flashlight in the crevice. She ran the light along the space slowly and stopped just before she reached the corner. 
Tiny round balls were clumped together in the crack of the wall, but they were too small for her to gauge what they could have been. “Hart, I need a bag.” She stuck her hand out, keeping her eye on the granules, and then scraped the particles inside and sealed the evidence shut. She handed the filled bag to the forensic tech, who examined it under the light. “I want that tested at the lab as soon as possible.” She stepped out of the storage unit and glanced down the hall, where the second half of the hallway still had locked doors the team had yet to inspect. Cooper flashed her light down the corridor, the glow catching the shine of the steel locks. Leaving her shoes, Cooper padded the floor in her socks, flashing her light on each unit.
“You looking for something in particular?” Hart asked, adding his light to the cause.
“The keypad on the storage unit. It was recently installed. And I’m guessing that if the kidnapper was keeping more than one person here, then they probably—” Cooper slid to a stop, her socks slick against the smooth concrete floor. Her light caught sight of a digital keypad, identical to the one outside and the unit they had just inspected. “Had more locks like this.” She reached out a gloved hand and gently curled her fingers around the door handle. 
Hart pulled his weapon and aimed at the door, giving a nod when Cooper looked back at him. She yanked the door open and flashed the light inside. The beam penetrated the darkness but found nothing in its first sweep. And then the smell hit her a half second later. It was unmistakable, a stench she’d never been able to rid herself of since she started the job. She shifted the flashlight’s beam to the far corner, where a bloody, faceless head stared back at her. “Looks like we found our screamer.”



 
***
The forensics team snapped their pictures, and Cooper crossed her arms over her chest while Hart dry heaved down the hall. She turned around and tossed a piece of gum in her mouth. “If you’re gonna pop, do it outside. We don’t need any more DNA in this crime scene than what’s already here.”
Hart held up his hand, waving her off. Cooper smiled and stepped back into the storage unit. The victim’s head was completely unrecognizable. The face had been replaced with nothing but the bloody pulp of bone and brain. From the abrasive nature of the death it was clear she was bludgeoned, but until they sent her to the coroner they wouldn’t know if that was the cause of death. “I want the deluxe package for her,” she said, grabbing the forensic tech’s attention. “Rape kit, everything. And then I want it compared to Kate Wurstshed’s results.”
Hart appeared behind her. “You don’t think the same guy who raped Kate Wurstshed killed this woman?” 
“We’ll know soon enough.” Cooper peeled her gloves off and tossed them in the trash. She shook her head, examining the carnage the young woman endured. “He was angry when he did this. Something didn’t go according to his plan.” She looked to the key lock on the door, still disabled from the power outage. “She definitely wasn’t killed here, no traces of blood around the body. She must have tried to make a run for it when the power went out.” She cracked her knuckles and then smacked Hart on the stomach, causing his face to shimmer green again. “Let’s go track down the owner of this place. See what they have to say about their new renter.”
Hart radioed dispatch, and they had the owner’s address before they returned to the car. “William Barnesby, 335 South Baker Street. You want me to give him a call, make sure he’s home?” 
“No.” Cooper took one last look at the crime scene from behind the wheel, her hand hovering over the ignition. “Secluded, secure, sophisticated—whoever killed that woman and kidnapped Kate Wurstshed put a lot of effort into this.”
Hart clicked his seat belt into place, his cheeks still pallid. “You think whoever did this has done it before?”
Cooper started the engine and shifted into reverse. “If they haven’t, then they certainly did their research.” Mud flung from the wheels as Cooper hit the gas, backing into the road. She shifted into drive and peeled out on the wet asphalt of Highway 86. 
The trip took thirty minutes, and the trek across town revealed a more-detailed account of the storm’s damage. They passed debris-shattered store windows, downed power lines, felled trees, and flooded streets. But while the rest of the city may have experienced the wrath of the storm, the condition of William Barnesby’s neighborhood looked as though the storm had never happened. The landscaping trucks that lined the streets and the dozens of workers in the yards had restored the estates to their immaculate condition before the rest of the city could turn the traffic lights back on. 
Barnesby’s address wasn’t a zip code Cooper found herself in very often, though she knew the area by reputation. The city’s titans of industries, politicians, and other wealthy individuals inhabited this particular neighborhood, and her annual salary was what most of those people paid in income taxes every year. 
The community was gated, and the large marble columns that rose high on either side of the wrought-iron gates at the entrance set the precedent of grandeur the neighborhood offered. Massive two-story homes sprawled across luscious green estates. Brand-new luxury cars, shining under the afternoon sun, lined the driveways. Though the community was gated, most of the properties had their own fences that shielded their homes from unwanted guests. A few had video monitors that added a higher level of security. 
Hart kept his head on a swivel, glancing between the different castles on either side of the street, intoxicated by the wealth and grandeur. “How much money do you think these people have?”
Cooper narrowed her eyes as she read the small numbers that lined the gates and stone columns as they drew closer to Barnesby’s address. “Enough to get away with anything they wanted to do.” Three-three-five finally came into view on the left-hand side, and Cooper pulled into the driveway, the gate already open. 
“It doesn’t look like Mr. Barnesby’s failing storage unit is giving him too much financial trouble,” Hart said, whistling as he glanced out the windows. The perimeter of the property was encased with neatly trimmed hedges that neared six feet in height, and freshly cut grass comprised the open fields right up to the driveway, which ended at a sprawling three-story mansion with a garage bigger than most four-person homes. 
“Or he’s just really good at hiding it.” Cooper circled around the fountain centered in the middle of the driveway in front of the house and stopped behind the red Mercedes parked near the front door. She tilted her head up, nearly throwing her neck out to look all the way to the top of the house. “Very good at hiding it.”
Cooper knocked on the door, and she heard a woman’s muffled scream. Hart hesitated a moment, but Cooper reached for her pistol. “Head around back, make sure no one makes a run for it.” Hart nodded and sprinted around the left corner of the house, keeping low past the windows. Cooper reached for the door, which was unlocked, and stepped inside. She padded softly along the marbled tile, the end of her pistol scanning the massive foyer that led to a winding staircase up to the second and third floors. 
Another scream brought the aim of Cooper’s gun up the staircase, and she hurried up the steps, reaching for her radio on the way up. “Hart, the screams are coming from the second floor. Secure the back door.” One more shriek echoed through the vaulted ceiling of the mansion, this one followed by the low grunts of a man.
Closed doors and paintings hanging in golden portrait frames lined the hallway as Cooper rushed toward the hysterics, the screams growing louder on her pursuit. She kept the pistol elevated, her knuckles white against the black grips. Without hesitation Cooper reached for the handle and shoulder checked the door open, her finger on the trigger, the adrenaline coursing through her veins reddening her cheeks. “Baltimore PD! Freeze!”
The woman, bent over on the bed and with her skirt down around her ankles, gave another bloodcurdling shriek that was louder than any of the cries prior, while the man behind her, his pants also around his ankles, fell backward, his manhood flinging with him as he crashed to the floor. “Jesus Christ!”
Cooper exhaled and lowered her weapon while the two individuals scrambled to cover themselves. Hart burst into the room, pistol aimed, which he quickly lowered at the sight of Cooper’s holstered weapon. He looked at the scene and connected the dots as he holstered his own weapon, then looked to Cooper and grinned. “I guess we should have called first after all.”



 
***
Once they were clothed, Cooper brought Mr. Barnesby down to the kitchen, while Hart questioned the woman in the living room. If there were a magazine for how the wealthy aged with the help of modern science, then William Barnesby would be the cover model. At fifty-six he was in better shape than most twenty-somethings at the station. His hair was cropped short, with the perfect amount of grey peppered into his streaks of black that gave him the Clooney look so many younger women found attractive. He didn’t wear much jewelry, which he made up for with his clothes. Everything was tailored, and everything was designer brand. Despite the early morning, he reached for a crystal bottle filled with liquor and poured himself a drink. “I’d offer you one, Detective, but I know it’s against the law for you to drink on the job.” He smiled, sipping from a matching crystal glass. 
“You’d be surprised at what I can get away with, Mr. Barnesby.” Cooper drummed her fingers on the granite countertops and cocked her head to the side. “You’re the owner of the Baltimore storage facility located on Highway 86, correct?”
Barnesby winced, though she wasn’t sure if it was from her question or the liquor. “Owner is a loose term. I bought it, but I haven’t done anything with it in years. It was my ex-wife that purchased the property while we were still together. Though it’s been nothing but a money pit. Not to say that it hasn’t pleased her.” He took another sip and set the glass down. “Do you have a warrant for this intrusion, Detective?”
“A woman escaped from that storage facility early this morning. She told our officers that she was being held there against her will. We searched the compound an hour ago and found a dead body in one of the units. Legally speaking we would call that probable cause.”
Barnesby’s cheeks flushed red. He drained the rest of the whiskey and set it down. “That fucking bitch!” He slammed his fist on the table, the force hard enough to knock the crystal glass to the floor, where it shattered. One of the broken pieces landed on his bare foot, and he jumped back, careful not to step on the shards. “Shit. Margaret!” 
A few moments later the woman from earlier hurried from the living room, with Hart close behind. Barnesby pointed to the mess on the floor, and their “relationship” became clear. “Clean that up.” The maid was brown skinned, had thick black hair, and was young and voluptuous. Judging by the way she clumsily handled the dust pan and broom, she was hired for her other more attractive qualities. 
With the woman cleaning up the mess and Barnesby fuming, Cooper tried redirecting the line of questioning to him while he was frazzled. “Have you done any recent development on the property?”
Barnesby massaged his forehead while circling the kitchen’s island. “No—well, yes. I fired the real estate agent that hadn’t done anything with the property since it shut down, and the new guy recommended we give it some curb appeal. Some landscaping, new paint job, that kind of thing.”
“Any upgrades to the property’s security?” Hart asked.
Barnesby looked at him as though he were an idiot. “It’s a fucking storage facility, not Fort Knox. Hell, I still haven’t been able to get rid of the shit people left behind!” He kicked the wooden paneling of the kitchen island and cursed under his breath. “Christ, I bet that bitch is laughing her ass off right now.”
“Have you had any buyers interested in the property?” Cooper asked. “Anyone that has stopped by to take a look?” 
“I don’t know.” Barnesby thrust his hands up in the air then reached for his phone, ignoring both Cooper and Hart as he dialed. The maid finished scraping up the shards and sheepishly dumped them in the trash. Barnesby walked to the living room, leaving Cooper and Hart alone in the kitchen, though remained loud enough so the whole neighborhood could hear him. “Yeah, there’s a problem with the storage property… Well, that’s why I’m calling you now… I don’t care what they’re doing. When I pay a million-dollar retainer they come to me when I tell them to! Now get it done!” He stormed back into the kitchen, his demeanor significantly changed from earlier. 
“Mr. Barnesby, when was the last time you visited your property on highway 86?” Cooper asked. 
“I don’t know.”
“Can you account for your whereabouts last night?”
Barnesby took a few slow steps forward. His height gave him at least a foot on Cooper, and she felt Hart inch closer to her side. He tilted his head to the left and smiled. “I was here. Fucking my maid.” 
The comment caused the woman to blush, and she lowered her head, taking a step back, trying to absorb herself through the wall. Hart stepped forward with one hand on the grip of his service pistol. “Mr. Barnesby, I need you to calm down.” 
“Calm down? Someone was fucking murdered on my property! Do you know what kind of nightmare this is going to cause me?” He slammed his fist into the table again and rattled the salt and pepper shakers.
Cooper stepped around the corner of the island and maneuvered between Hart and Barnesby. “I’m going to need to speak with everyone who had access to that facility over the past three months. And I want it today.” 
After a few mumbled curses, Barnesby finally backed down. He reached for his phone once more and dialed a number. “Susan, I need you to coordinate with the Baltimore Police in any of their requests. They’ll be in touch with you soon.” He hung up without further explanation and slid a business card across the slick kitchen counter. “My secretary will give you what you need to know. Now, if you don’t have a warrant, I suggest you get the hell out of my house.” 
Hart picked up the card, and he and Cooper let themselves out. Once in the car Cooper slammed the door shut and tightened her grip around the steering wheel, stewing in silence. Hart turned over the business card then pulled out his phone and dialed the secretary’s number. After a brief conversation he hung up and pocketed the card. “She’s going to email us the list later this afternoon once she’s compiled all the names.”
“After she runs it by her boss first.” Cooper stretched her neck, trying to loosen her nerves. She exhaled and took a look at the time. “The body will have arrived at the morgue by now. Let’s go see what the doctor has to say about our Jane Doe.”



Chapter 4 
 
When Cooper pulled up to the hospital and got out of the car, she was halfway to the entrance when she realized she was alone. She looked back and saw that Hart was still in the passenger seat, his head down and rubbing his temples. She walked back and pounded on his window. He rolled it down but didn’t look up. “What are you doing?”
Hart shook his head. “Look, I know this is all part of the job, and trust me when I tell you that I am not the squeamish type.”
Cooper raised an eyebrow. “Clearly.”
When he finally lifted his head his cheeks were pale, and he looked far younger than his age suggested. “I’ll get used to it. But I don’t know if I can see that body again.” He looked back down to his feet, and he gagged. 
Cooper leaned in the window and unlocked the back door, pulling her laptop out of the bag and handing it to Hart. “Why don’t you do some research on any convicts who’ve recently violated their parole? Look for offenders of violent crimes, specifically for rape of younger women. That’ll be a good starting point.”
Hart nodded. “I’ll see what I can find.”
Cooper clapped his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You do realize, though, that you’re going to see more of this. I’d like to say it gets better, but it doesn’t. If you can’t thicken that skin of yours, you won’t last.” And with that she left Hart to his research and walked inside the hospital. He’ll transfer out within the week.

The chrome of the table shone under the fluorescent lighting, and the sterile stench of death filled the room. The coroner retrieved the body, which looked much more peaceful with the white sheet over it, hiding the hideous wound that destroyed the victim’s face. 
Doctor Hathaway had been the mortician at Baltimore General for twenty years, and it was Cooper’s longest friendship, though it was a term she made sure to use loosely around the doctor. He was an odd man, with skin nearly as pale as the dead he examined. His hairline had virtually disappeared, and the large coke-bottle glasses that magnified his eyes along with his thin frame made him look more insect than man. “The cause of death was from the object that bludgeoned her skull, and the time of death was somewhere between four and six o’clock this morning. The victim is in her late twenties, Caucasian. Early tests show no sign of any diseases or genetic abnormalities. The deceased was healthy.” Hathaway circled the body, continuing his rhetoric. “Most of the bone and brain matter was unsalvageable, though I did find light traces of iron and lead on some of the remaining tissue, which could have been from the murder weapon. The clothes weren’t hers. In fact, they were child sized. I managed to pull some fibers off and sent them in to be analyzed for DNA, along with the rape kit, but upon preliminary analysis there didn’t seem to be any signs of a forced sexual activity.”
“She wasn’t raped?” Cooper asked.
Hathaway pointed to the victim’s thighs and pelvis. “The tests will give us a better indication, but I didn’t find any bruising or lacerations normally associated with rape. I also checked the fingernails for any skin cells, but they’d been wiped clean.” He pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “Actually, aside from the brutal deconstruction of the victim’s face, the body was well cleaned and manicured.” He lifted the hand, and the nails were neatly painted and pristine. “The assailant did an excellent job of leaving the body in a preserved state.” 
Cooper circled the victim in the same way the doctor had, thinking aloud. “So when the power goes out, the digital locks are useless, she escapes, and he chases her.” She leaned closer. The woman’s thick black hair still contained a vibrant sheen. She took a moment to examine the woman’s body. Fair skinned, a similar build to Kate Wurstshed, which suggested the killer had a profile he looked for in his victims. “The nails. The clothes. The hair. He wanted to make her look pretty. He wanted to give us a hint as to the type of person he is. He wants us to think that he cares about these women.” She shook her head, the words leaving a sour taste in her mouth, and she propped her hands against the table. “How much longer till we get the DNA results back?”
“Tomorrow. I marked it as priority.” Hathaway set the clipboard down over the woman’s stomach and crossed his arms. “Do you think the assailant has done this before?”
“I hope not.”
Hathaway stepped around the table, the shadows of the overhead lamp shifting and accentuating the extremes of his face. “But what do you think, Detective.”
“I think he’s done this before. And I think he’s done it a lot.” Cooper felt the coldness in her voice. Most of the deaths she dealt with were accidents, moments of passion. It was rare she came across something calculated, something evil. 
Cooper stepped around the body and shook Hathaway’s hand. “Thanks, Doc.” When she returned to the car, Hart had buried his nose in the computer screen. She climbed behind the wheel and peered over his shoulder. “What’d you find?”
“So far we’ve got four possible matches.” Hart clicked through the screens, allowing her to see what they were working with. “Most of them robbery with assault, but nothing sexual, except”—he held up his finger, typing quickly into the search field—“this guy. His weekly check-in with his parole officer hasn’t been logged in, so I contacted the Maryland DOC, but the PO was in a meeting. I left a message for him to call me back.”
Cooper narrowed her eyes as she looked at the file. “Two rape accounts.” She shook her head and started the engine. “I don’t understand how these animals get back on the streets.” Hart buckled his seat belt as she shifted into drive. “We’ll head back to the station until we hear back from the probation officer. I want to have a chat with Mrs. Wurstshed before she leaves.”
Hart kept his head down most of the ride over, avoiding looking Cooper in the eye. She knew what he wanted to ask, but still he kept silent. Finally, halfway to the station, looking as though he were about to burst, he spoke. “Thanks. For back there.”
“It happens to everyone their first case.” Cooper shrugged. “You know how everyone you speak with that’s worked in homicide for a long time says you get used to it?”
“Yeah.”
“If you find yourself getting used to it, then quit. You start getting sloppy when that happens.” Cooper tightened her grip on the wheel. “Everything just becomes about the pension at that point. If the department gets too full with those bastards, then it sinks. And right now I’d say we’re barely staying afloat.”
“You talking about the captain?”
“The captain, and a third of the detectives and officers in the Baltimore PD. They’re just milking it, hoping they can squeak by for another few years, and the old boys at the top are content with letting them slither onward.” Her cheeks reddened just thinking about it.
Hart was quiet for a moment before he spoke. Then he turned and looked at her. “You know, a lot of the guys at the station don’t like you. And it’s not just our precinct—all of Baltimore PD knows your name.”
“The devil detective.” Cooper glanced at Hart. “That’s what they call me, right?” She chuckled at the nickname. “Could be a lot worse, I suppose. I’m sure there are some other variations out there that I haven’t heard.” 
“So you did it?” Hart asked, the curiosity getting the better of him. “You testified against your old partner.”
Cooper tilted her head to the side, keeping her eyes on the road. “Danny and I had been partners for three years. We saw a lot of shit that you couldn’t unsee, but we always did everything by the book. That was our line in the sand.” The sadness that crept up into her throat surprised her. She hadn’t talked about the investigation out loud in a long time. “He had some gambling problems a long time ago, but he got better. Then he relapsed, got in deep with some people, and when he couldn’t pay them off, he started doing a few odd jobs for them.” Cooper pulled to a stop at a red light at an intersection and looked Hart straight in the eye. “He asked for my help. But what he wanted me to do crossed that line, and he knew it did. I want you to understand something right now, and make sure it sticks. Nobody, I don’t care if it’s Farnes or the chief of police, makes you cross that line. It’s yours. You lose that, and you lose your life. One way or the other.”
The light turned green, and Cooper returned her attention to the traffic up ahead. When she glanced over to Hart he kept quiet and looked out the window. After a while he shifted in his seat. “Then it’s true about the captain too, isn’t it?” His face turned pale like it did when he saw the body of their Jane Doe. “And his brother, the former governor.”
“Danny wouldn’t tell me who was pulling the strings at the top, making officers work the wrong side of the law.” Cooper ground her teeth and bit into her cheek. “But I know it was them. They’ve been making money off of crime for decades. The only difference between them and the mob is that the mob isn’t state funded.”
The rest of the trip was in silence, and by the time they arrived back at the precinct power had been restored, and the station had returned to its normal heavy traffic and commotion. Cooper went to the interrogation room where Hall and Kate Wurstshed had been earlier but found that Hall’s bald head had been replaced with slick-backed greasy hair. “Shit.” She opened the door and nearly closed it behind her, forgetting Hart was in tow. “I need a few minutes with your client.”
The lawyer looked up from the paperwork. His face was tanned and clean shaven. Every portion of his person was groomed, and the expensive suit was freshly pressed. “Detective Cooper. It’s always a pleasure to see you.”
Cooper feigned a smile and shifted her focus to Kate. “Ms. Wurstshed, I have a few questions for you in regards to your kidnapping. I know you’ve spoken with Detective Hall about what happened, but I’d like to hear it from you if that’s all right.” The regular grimace she reserved for Farnes, Hargreaves, and anyone else that rubbed her the wrong way disappeared. She’d dealt with enough killers to know that Kate was lucky to be alive. “It would be a great help if you would.”
Hargreaves leaned over to interject. “Mrs. Wurstshed, you don’t hav—”
“No, it’s all right.” Kate cleared her throat. “Anything I can do to help.”
Cooper placed her hand on Kate’s shoulder and smiled. “Thank you.” While Hargreaves rolled his eyes, she motioned for Hart to take notes. “Where were you when you were taken?”
“I was jogging along the river.” The woman had calmed since this morning, and she had changed out of her clothes into one of the emergency jumpsuits they kept at the station. Her cuts and bruises had been cleaned and dressed, though her hands still trembled. “There was a man, standing near the water, and he slipped and fell in. He started yelling for help, so I walked over to make sure he was okay. When I leaned over the edge he pulled me down and covered my mouth. That was the last thing I remember before I woke up.” She shuddered, closing her eyes, and a single tear rolled down her cheek, which she wiped away quickly. 
“Where did you wake up?” Cooper asked.
“The room was dark, except for a single light, and there was a bucket.” Kate swallowed hard. “And a bed.”
“Was there anyone else in the room with you when you woke up?”
“No. I was by myself. But I heard screaming through the walls. At first I thought it was someone trying to find me, maybe it was the police. I yelled back, but the more I listened I realized that the screams were… of pain.”
“Did you try and escape?” Hart asked.
Kates shook her head. “The door was always locked.”
“When did you see your attacker again?” Cooper asked.
Kate pulled at the cuffs of her sleeves again, tucking her hands inside the shirt. “Maybe a day later. He gave me some food and water and then left. It was like that for what felt like weeks, until…” She trailed off and lowered her head, and her shoulders started to shake. 
Hargreaves put an arm around her shoulder, and Cooper reached for her hand. “It’s important to talk about it out loud, Kate.” Cooper gave a reassuring squeeze, and Kate wiped her eyes.
“He”—Kate’s lower lip trembled—“raped me.” She exhaled a sharp breath after she’d finally said it, then waited a moment before forcing herself to continue. “He tied my wrists together every time, and no matter how loud I screamed, or how much I fought back, I couldn’t stop it.” She rubbed her wrists, staring at a blank space on the table. “I couldn’t stop him.”
“Kate, listen to me. This was not your fault.” Cooper watched Kate’s eyes drift then lock onto hers. “The son of a bitch that did this is the one to blame. I will find him. I promise you that.”
Kate nodded, squeezing Cooper’s hand harder. 
“How did you get out?” Hart asked.
“I could hear thunder from inside the unit. There was one loud crack, and the lock on the door released. At first I thought it was him, but the door never opened. When I walked over to it and grabbed the handle it was unlocked. I heard more screams in the hallway, so I ran the opposite way until I was outside. I didn’t stop until I found the road and followed it to the diner.”
“Did you see anyone when you were running? Hear anything?” Cooper asked.
“No. The storm was so bad I could barely see a foot in front of my face. I nearly fell off the side of the highway a few times. All I could think about was getting away.” Kate’s tone grew more frantic, and her arms trembled and her head and body quivered as if she were having a seizure.
“Detective, I think my client has been more than cooperative.” Hargreaves put his arm around Kate protectively. 
With the woman falling apart, Cooper submitted to his request and let her go. She knew she still had Hall’s notes to look over, and they had Kate’s contact information if they had any questions. 
Cooper and Hart remained in the room after Kate and Hargreaves left. Cooper drummed her fingers on the table in silence while Hart kept his arms crossed in the corner. She forgot he was there until he finally spoke up. “Isn’t that something we’re not supposed to do?”
“What?”
“Promise the victims that we can catch the person who hurt them?”
“I can. You probably shouldn’t.” Cooper pushed herself out of the chair and left the room. Hart chased her through the busy hallways as radios blared codes, and Cooper closed her eyes, savoring the organized madness that consumed the precinct in the heat of the day. She turned back to Hart, and the two stopped in the middle of the buzzing bull pen. “I need you to contact Kate Wurstshed’s employer, speak with the person who filled out the missing persons report. See if we can find out if she was seeing anyone, who she was close with at work. The rapist is usually someone the victim knew.” 
“Got it.”
Cooper returned to her office, and when she burst through her door she froze. A woman sat in Hart’s chair, and when she turned around she offered a nervous smile, quickly standing. “Hi, Addy.” She waved with her left hand, clutching a raincoat with her right. 
Cooper shut the door behind her but didn’t venture any farther into the room. “I didn’t know you were in town.” 
“It’s good to see you too.” The woman’s voice was less than thrilled, and she sank back into the chair, fiddling with the hem of her raincoat. 
A stab of guilt pained Cooper’s side and she her stumbled forward along with her words. “I’m sorry, Beth. It’s just… I was working a case…” She dropped her arms to her side, defeated in her explanation, and shrugged. “I just didn’t expect to see you here. That’s all.” She finally broke the veil of awkwardness and gave Beth a light hug then sat down.
“I went to your house last night. I waited for an hour.”
Cooper picked at the end of her chair’s armrest with her fingernails. “I worked late. Didn’t want to drive home in the storm.” The picking stopped, and she leaned forward. “Why didn’t you call me?”
Beth shrugged, and her mouth twitched in an involuntary spasm of grief. “I didn’t think you’d answer.” Her voice caught, and she quickly turned her head to wipe her eye, regaining her composure. 
Cooper leaned back, rubbing her face raw with both hands. The lack of sleep was catching up with her, and she reached for the coffee mug, which she suddenly remembered was still empty. “Of course I would have picked up. You’re my sister, for Christ’s sake.”
Beth raised her eyebrows, giving her the same look their mother used to give the two of them as she tilted her head to the side. “Which hasn’t always been an easy job.” 
“What’s going on?” Cooper set the mug down as she folded her arms on the desk. “Are you and Tim having trouble again?” She tensed at the thought of her brother-in-law. If it weren’t for Beth’s persistence she would have killed the bastard years ago. 
“No, it’s not that. We’re actually really good.” Beth smiled and then reached into her purse. “I found something I thought you’d want to see.” She pulled a piece of paper from her purse and passed it over the stack of case files between them. 
The paper had been folded over a few times, and some of the lines made it difficult to read, but the heading told Cooper all she needed to know. “This is a paternity test.” She narrowed her eyes at her sister. “What are you doing with this?”
“I found him, Addy.” Her eyes grew big and round, as they did when she was a kid whenever she was excited about something. “I found our father.”
Cooper tossed the paper down, her interest in the subject dropped. “We didn’t have a father. As far as I’m concerned we were conceived by immaculate conception.”
Beth picked up the discarded paper. “You’re not curious as to who he was? What kind of life he lived?”
“I already know what kind of life he lived. It was one without us. The bastard left Mom while she was pregnant with you and never looked back. There was a reason she never told us who he was, because she knew we’d be disappointed. Don’t go down that road, Beth. I promise you won’t find anything good.”
“Well, it’s too late for that.” Beth removed a file from her purse and clutched it protectively in her arms. “I hired a private investigator to look into it. Everything he found is in this report.” She set the folder down gently. And waited.
Cooper eyed the manila folder, but it remained untouched. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the small space of desk, looking past the folder and into her sister’s eyes. “Beth, you wasted your time.”
“I didn’t waste anything I wasn’t willing to give up.” Beth’s tone darkened, and the added venom in her words stung Cooper harshly. “It’s been over a year since Mom died, Adila. I haven’t seen you since the funeral. You haven’t called. You haven’t written. You haven’t even sent a goddamn email. And you know how many times I’ve tried reaching out to you?” She jumped from her chair, pacing the room in circles. “Mom’s death wasn’t hard for just you. It would have been nice to talk to someone about it. For Christ’s sake, Addy. You needed to talk to someone about it. You’ve shut yourself off from everyone. How many times have you slept in this office? How much overtime have you pulled? You burrowed into work, and I needed to do something, so I went looking for answers I’ve always wanted to know!” Her cheeks reddened, and the crescendo of her rant deflated the rage. She leaned back against the wall and folded her arms over her stomach, keeping her head down. 
Cooper remained quiet for a while, watching her sister, the file, the clock on the wall. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you. But Jesus, Beth, you’re a grown woman! You have a husband and kids. And I have this.” She gestured to the office and its scattered mess. “And I’m sorry that I don’t feel the same way about learning about the man who is our biological father.” She pointed to the folder. “This isn’t something I want to be a part of.”
Beth snatched the folder off her desk. “It doesn’t fucking matter. This was a mistake.” She shook her head, stuffing the papers back into her purse and putting on her jacket. She laughed an exhausted chuckle. “I don’t know what I was expecting. We would see each other, hug, and tell how much we’ve missed one another.” She stopped and turned at the door one last time, her expression stoic. “I just thought you’d like to know where we came from. But I should have known you wouldn’t give a shit. Just like when Mom died.” 
The pictures on the wall lifted from the rush of wind that accompanied the slammed door, knocking a few of them down. She sat silently, her eyes glued to door. She massaged her temples and focused on lowering her heart rate. She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, but Hart snapped her out of the stupor when he stepped inside. “What?” she asked, absentmindedly.
“Who was that?” Hart looked back down the hallway from the door. 
Cooper exhaled, trying to recalibrate her thoughts and return her focus to work. “What’d you find?”
“Kate Wurstshed’s employer was closed because of the storm, but I left a voice mail.” Hart gestured to the papers in his hand. “I heard back from the department of corrections. Zane Marks never checked in with his parole officer.” 
Cooper jumped from her chair, heading out into the hallway, with Hart close behind. “Put out an APB on Marks. Let’s find the bastard.”
 



Chapter 5
 
A car sped past, and Cooper resisted the urge to hunt them down for going twenty over the speed limit, focusing her attention on the decrepit house settled in Baltimore’s projects. They’d already poked around the neighbors, confirming that Zane wasn’t home, so they parked across the street and waited for him to show up. 
“You really think he’ll come back here?” Hart asked, leaning his head against the window. “It seems like a stupid move to make after knowingly missing his parole check-in.”
“Rape is stupid, but he managed to do that. Twice.” Cooper popped another piece of gum in her mouth and fiddled with the wrapper between her fingers. She rubbed her left eye, dry and irritated from the staring contest with the door. “And right now we don’t have anything to do but wait. DNA tests are still at the lab, Barnesby’s secretary hasn’t gotten back with us, and Kate’s work is closed. Right now this is the strongest active lead we have.” 
A blue sedan turned onto their street from down the road then slowed as it neared Zane’s property. It was a modest car but a stark contrast from the run-down vehicles that occupied these streets. A woman sat behind the wheel, and she stopped right in front of Zane’s home. Cooper smacked Hart’s arm. “Run those plates.” She scooted forward in her seat, trying to get a better look. 
A man exited the passenger seat wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses, making his face unrecognizable, but he headed straight for Zane’s door the moment the sedan pulled away. Cooper waited until he was inside then flung her car door open. “Let’s move.”
Cooper and Hart glided swiftly across the street, keeping low. Cooper placed her right hand over her pistol and hastened her speed, and Hart mimicked her motions. She stopped at the front corner of the house, which rested twelve feet from the front door. Two windows separated her from the entrance, and she searched for another way inside. 
Hart kept his voice low as he radioed dispatch. “Requesting officer assistance at twenty-six South Hampton Street.” He clicked the radio off and leaned in close to Cooper’s ear. “We need to wait for backup. We don’t know if he’s armed.”
The heat of the afternoon already caused both Cooper and Hart to break out into a sweat. The storm that passed through the night before had left a heavy moisture that lingered in the air. Cooper wiped her brow with her sleeve and glanced down the road, where the sedan had disappeared. “We don’t have time. If that sedan circles back, we’ll have missed our chance, and this will turn into a highway chase.” She looked up to the second floor and saw an opened window. The fence that ran close to the building’s perimeter stretched close to the bottom of the balcony’s ledge. “Watch the front door.”
“Cooper, what are you—”
But by the time Hart realized what was happening Cooper was already at the fence. She hoisted herself up, the tip of her boots scraping the splintered wood as she struggled to gain traction. The old pieces of lumber wavered under her weight as she balanced on the support beams that ran along the inside of the fence. 
Once she had reached the fence’s highest point she stretched for the balcony, her legs shaking with the fence. She grazed the iron poles of the balcony’s banner with her fingertips and nearly lost her balance. She inched a little closer, shuffling across the rickety fence, and reached again, this time firmly grabbing hold of the banister’s poles. 
The muscles along her arms and shoulders burned as she pulled herself up. Sweat dripped from her reddened face as half her body dangled from the second story. She felt her hands grow slick, and when she tried to reposition she slipped. The harsh jerk popped her elbow as she dangled from her right hand, clinging onto the balcony’s banister. Her pinky and ring finger slid from the pole, and she dangled with only three fingers gripped around the banister. Just when she thought she’d fall something stabilized her feet. 
Cooper looked down at Hart, who kept her legs steady then hoisted her higher. The lift provided her the needed momentum to regain her grip, and she pulled herself over the iron banister. She tumbled onto the balcony less gracefully than she would have liked, but the noise was minimal. She looked back over the railing, red faced, and nodded to Hart, who retook his position near the front door. She approached the window carefully, raising her service pistol, checking both sides of the window before entering. Once she determined the bedroom was clear, she entered. 
The room was dirty and bare save for an unmade bed on the floor with no box spring surrounded by empty beer cans. Most of the rust-red carpet was stained, and what wasn’t was covered in dirty clothes. The walls were lined with posters, and the atmosphere was more akin to a college dorm room than that of a man in his early fifties. 
Two thuds echoed from downstairs, and Cooper shifted her eyes to the bedroom door. Once out of the room she crept quietly to the stairs, the thumps growing louder. The muscles along her arms, shoulders, and back tensed as she steadied the weapon and took her first slow step down the staircase. She kept close to the wall, letting it guard her back on her descent. 
Halfway down the staircase a shoulder came into view, then old VHS tapes and magazines being stacked in small piles. A few more steps down, and Cooper nearly had a look at the man’s face, but the next stair moaned as she applied her weight, and the man jerked his head up. The sunglasses had been ditched, and his eyes grew wide as he stared down the gun’s barrel. 
“Freeze!” Cooper screamed, but Marks already had one foot out the door. She cursed and took chase. She squinted into the sunlight once outside and watched Hart sprint after the suspect around the back side of the house. She followed, reaching for her radio. “This is Detective Cooper. We are in pursuit of Zane Marks. Suspect is on foot, possibly armed, and should be approached with extreme caution. I need all units in the area to respond. Suspect is heading north along South Hampton Street.” 
Cooper crashed through the fence door and saw Hart darting behind another house down the road. She paused and glanced at the zigzagging maze that was made up of the side lanes between homes, knowing it would slow them down. She sprinted in the opposite direction, heading back toward the main street. 
Cooper glanced down the alleyways she passed, catching brief glimpses of both Hart and Marks as they darted through the side yards of the run-down houses in the neighborhood. She kept a straight path, looking ahead to the cross street to cut them off. Sharp stabs ran up from her heels that pounded into the sidewalk, and her legs and lower back stiffened in the prolonged chase. 
After a few houses she finally passed Hart, and three more after that she had caught up with Marks. The cross street was only another twenty yards away, and Cooper dropped into another gear, burning what was left of her energy. 
Fire filled her lungs, and her body whined from the exertion. She rounded the street corner without breaking stride and pulled her pistol. A quarter way down the road the suspect emerged from between two homes, and Cooper discharged her weapon. The bullet sprayed a cluster of grass and dirt less than a foot away from Marks’s left ankle, and the distraction caused him to slow and turn around, which provided the extra time to close the gap. 
Cooper tackled Marks to the pavement, and the two rolled, elbows and knees smacking against concrete. She winced from the harsh scrape of road burn but managed to land on top of Marks, her pistol still in hand. “Put your hands on your head, now!” 
Hart emerged from between the homes and cuffed Marks while Cooper caught her breath. She holstered the weapon and forced the rising vomit back down her stomach. Once she finally composed herself she radioed dispatch. “We have Zane Marks in custody. Notify the Maryland DOC. We’re bringing him in.”



 
***
Through the entire car ride to the station, the booking process, and even after being questioned in the interrogation room, Zane Marks never said a word. He wore his apathy like a shield of armor, and the icy, blank stare refused to crack, no matter what Cooper threw at him.
“Things will go a lot easier for you if you cooperate, Zane.” Cooper slouched lazily in the chair across the table from where Marks was cuffed. “You answer my questions, and it’ll go a long way with the parole board. It’d be a shame for you to have to go back on the inside for something like this.”
Marks grimaced, and Cooper leaned over the table, finally touching on a subject he didn’t like. She rubbed her hands, shaking her head sympathetically. “I can’t imagine what it was like for you in there. Surrounded by big, overaggressive men, not a single helpless woman in sight. It must have been so hard.” 
Marks finally made eye contact with Cooper. “I want my phone call.” His voice was deep, and he strained against the chains that kept him in his seat. But even with the few feet between them, Cooper could smell the stink of his breath.
“You get your phone call when our lines get back up and running,” Hart said, his arms crossed as he stood in the corner. “It could be a while, though.”
Cooper smiled, impressed how the rookie had handled himself in the room. His size and clean-cut appearance gave him the look of a federal agent, and he’d mastered his interrogation stare, though Cooper wasn’t sure if that was intentional or not. She leaned back in her chair. “Sounds like we have some time to kill.” She picked at one of her fingernails lazily. “You do know that since you broke parole you’ll be summoned to a hearing. And the arresting officer is always called to testify.” Cooper cocked her head to the side, scratching her temple. “I wonder what I’ll say?” 
Marks rolled his eyes and straightened himself in his chair. “I was away on vacation.”
“Where?”
“Out of the city. I didn’t have cell reception, and the day we were supposed to drive back down was the night of the storm. When we got in this morning the cell’s battery died, and power was still out in most of Baltimore. I was going to call and explain to my parole officer what happened.”
“You know you’re not supposed to leave the state, right?” Hart asked, stepping from the shadows. He pressed his knuckles into the table, staring Marks down. “That’ll land you back in county.”
Marks smirked like an adolescent child who thought he could one-up his parents. “I didn’t leave the state, asshole. I was up in North Point, camping.”
“You said we,” Cooper interjected. “Who went with you?”
“My girlfriend.”
Cooper raised her eyebrows. “And this girlfriend of yours, she’s aware that you’re a convicted rapist? Or did you choose to leave that detail out on your match.com profile?” 
“She fucking knows, all right?” Marks slammed his back into the chair, rattling the chains, the cool demeanor he displayed earlier erased from his features and replaced with the irritated annoyance of a criminal who’d been caught. 
“Why’d you run?” Cooper asked.
Marks kicked the leg of the table but only hard enough to slide it forward an inch. “What the hell would you do if someone sneaks into your house with a gun pointed at you?” He matched Cooper’s sarcasm with an added bite and yanked at his chains in frustration. “I didn’t fucking do anything! All right? I ran because I didn’t want Rose to see me hauled away in handcuffs. That doesn’t exactly breed trust in a relationship that’s already walking on eggshells. Fucking Christ. It’s hard enough to meet someone with a record hanging over my head.”
“Yeah, it’s such a tough racket for convicted rapists.” Cooper’s overexaggerated face matched the sarcastic tone that dripped from her lips. “I’m sure you have everyone’s sympathies.”
“If you let me call Rose, she can explain. She was with me the whole trip. I even got my parole officer to sign off on it.”
“Why didn’t he record your trip in the database if he knew about it?” Cooper asked.
“How should I fucking know? Do I look like his supervisor? Maybe he got backlogged with paperwork, maybe he forgot?” Marks shifted uneasily, the color and rage draining from his body, and his tone shifting to a whine. “Look, just let me call Rose. Let me speak with my parole officer. We can get this figured out.”
“I want a DNA sample.” Cooper thrust her right index finger into the table. “And we want to keep you here until we have it analyzed.” She walked to the door then paused and glanced back at Marks before she left. “Then you can get your fucking phone call.” 
Hart followed her out of the room, and the two watched him sweat from the view of the one-way glass. “You think he’s telling the truth?”
“Check the tags on the sedan that dropped him off. See if they belong to someone named Rose, and see what she has to say about Mr. Marks.” Cooper tilted her head to the side. “I think there’s something in his apartment that he didn’t want us to find. Let’s get a tech in here to swab the DNA sample then get a unit over to Marks’s residence and comb the place. It shouldn’t be difficult to get a warrant for that. We’ll compare his results to the samples from our other victims, see what matches up.” 
“If he did it, you know he wouldn’t submit to a test,” Hart said.
“Well he did something. And this will at least narrow the field of suspects.” Cooper headed back to the office while Hart borrowed one of the empty desks in the bull pen. On the way, the normal chaos of the precinct was interrupted by a woman’s shrieks. Heads turned at the sight and sound of the woman struggling against three officers as she barreled her way through the halls. 
Cooper hurried past the gawking stares and intercepted the woman’s path. Her face was beet red, the vein along her forehead throbbed wildly as she screamed at one of the officers. “What do you mean I can’t see him? I know he’s here.” She waved her phone in the air, pointing to it. “I just got off the phone with his parole officer! Let me speak to him now!”
Before the woman used the phone as a projectile weapon, Cooper stepped into the line of fire. “It’s all right, Jim. I’ll take her back.” She reached for the woman’s arm, but she pulled it away.
“Where’s Zane? What is he doing here?” The woman’s large hooped earrings dangled wildly as she shook her head back and forth. “I want to see him!”
“You’ll speak with him soon,” Cooper said, gesturing down the hall. “I just need to ask you a few questions. The quicker we do this, the quicker you can see Zane.” 
The woman tapped her foot impatiently, but when she realized that Cooper wouldn’t budge she rolled her eyes, and walked down the hall. Cooper opened the door to one of the spare rooms on the opposite side of where Marks was being held. Once inside, the woman stood by the table, again tapping her foot. “Well?”
“Why don’t you have a seat?” Cooper gestured to the chair and sat down first. “I promise this will only take a few minutes.”
Rose eyed the chair suspiciously but eventually sat down. She set her purse on the floor, and the silence gave Cooper a few minutes to look her over. Her hair was greyed, and she had plastered her makeup on thick in an attempt to hide the age lines, which were only highlighted by her attempt to conceal them. Her fingernails were painted though chipped and discolored from the original hue. 
“Ms. Steeves, are you aware of Zane Marks’s background? His past?”
Rose shifted in her chair, unfolding her arms, her mouth twitching with irritation. “He’s not like that anymore. He’s changed. That’s why they let him out. That’s why he’s on parole.” Her Jersey accent was faded, but enough remained to connect its origins, giving her voice the sophistication of a high schooler upset with the principal.
“Where were you last night?”
“Me and Zane was over at the park. We’d been there all week.” She held up a finger, the bangles around her wrist jingling as she reached into her purse and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “Look, we had his parole officer sign off on the trip.”
Cooper looked over the form and then narrowed her eyes as she glanced back up at Rose. “And how did you know to come here? Mr. Marks hasn’t been able to notify anyone since his arrest.” 
Rose stuttered, shaking her head and waving her hands around as if she could conjure up an answer from the air around her. “I-I followed you, all right? Look, Zane and I knew he was going to miss his check-in with his parole officer, so we thought something like this would happen.” Her cheeks grew pallid. “That’s why I have that note.”
Cooper remained quiet for a moment, letting Rose sweat before she answered. “I’ll need to check on a few things.” Rose opened her mouth, but Cooper slammed the door shut before she had a chance to speak. Hart was already in the interrogation’s anteroom, watching. “Did you find anything on her?”
Hart flipped through the printed papers he managed to collect. “Rose Steeves. Aged fifty-three. She has four low-level misdemeanors for drug use. The last charge happened almost twelve years ago. According to her tax receipts she’s a waitress at—” Hart stopped and sprung forward in his chair. “Holy shit.”
“What is it?” Cooper asked.
“This is the same diner that Kate Wurstshed ran to after she left the storage unit.”
“Son of a bitch.” Cooper looked back into the interrogation room. “Get units over to both Marks’s and Steeves’s residences. I want their cars checked, their phone records checked, and I want another look at the security footage at the diner.”
“Yeah, okay.” Hart glanced at his notes, remaining in the anteroom.
Cooper raised her eyebrows. “Hart?”
“Yeah?”
“Let’s do that now.”
“Right.” 
Cooper followed Hart out of the room and she reexamined the notes from the conversation Hall had with Kate Wurstshed then grabbed a cluster of crime scene photos of their Jane Doe in the storage unit. She entered Marks’s interrogation room first. He rattled his chains, shifting uncomfortably in his seat as Cooper sat down. She remained quiet, shuffling through some of the pictures, paying him no mind, letting him squirm. 
“Well?” Marks spread his arms as far as the cuffs allowed, his eyes wide. “Did you call my parole officer? Did he tell you what happened?”
Cooper reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of gum. She chewed it over a few times, letting the mint roll around her tongue, filling her senses. “I find it odd that a man such as yourself is able to get a girlfriend. How’d the two of you meet?”
“What does that have to do with any of this?” Marks tightened his hands into fists, closing his eyes and swallowing what would have been an outburst. His next words were calmer, slower. “Just call my parole officer. He will explain what happened. He knows that I went on a trip.”
“Call me a hopeless romantic, but I do enjoy a good love story.” Cooper leaned forward. “So, Romeo. How’d you and Rose meet?” 
“I met her at work.”
“The diner off of Highway 86?” Cooper asked, keeping the pictures close to her chest and running her fingers over the edge. 
Marks furrowed his brow, glancing down at the back of the file, his voice slightly shakier than before. “Yeah.”
“That diner’s been getting a lot of traffic lately,” Cooper said. “Not sure if the tips have been good though, especially with all the dead women coming through.” She flung one of the pictures across the steel table, and it glided to a stop at Marks’s hand. 
“Jesus Christ.” Marks jerked backward, his chains and chair rattling from the quick motion. Cooper flung the pictures across one at a time, each new image triggering a moan from Marks. With all of the pictures on the table Cooper rose from her seat and Marks shook his head, mumbling to himself. “I didn’t do any of that shit. I swear I didn’t.”
“Must have had a lot of pent-up rage after all those years behind bars, right?” Cooper circled him, picking up the gruesome pictures of the woman’s beaten face, the gaping hole of smashed bone and brain, dripping blood. She held it close for him to see, forcing him to look. “What was it this time, Marks? She didn’t enjoy it like the others did? Said something that finally set you off? Why’d you do it? Why her? Your girlfriend wasn’t enough? She wasn’t satisfying the fantasy that ran through that sick mind of yours?” Cooper slammed her fist into the table, and the sudden burst of strength caused Marks to flinch. “Why’d you do it?”
“I didn’t fucking touch her!” The chains locking Marks into his chair tightened, and his face flushed a blood red from his scream, while the vein along his neck pulsed quickly. “I don’t know who she is, and even if I did I wouldn’t do that.” He cried, his cheeks and upper lip growing wet with tears and snot. “I swear to God I didn’t do that.”
Cooper backed off as Marks’s sobs turned to frantic cries. She kept the hard stare as she collected the pictures from the table but left one behind, the most gruesome of the images. She leaned in close as he buried his face in his hands, his shoulders trembling. “You’re an animal. Nothing more, and when things don’t go your way your true nature shows. You’re done.”
Another wailing moan erupted through Marks’s hands just before Cooper slammed the door shut behind her. In the hallway she felt her body flush with heat, and she waited a moment before heading into Rose’s room, where she worked over the same angle and allegations, though her reaction was less dramatic than Marks’s, and when it was all said and done Rose simply sat there frozen and said she wanted to speak with a lawyer. 
After the questioning, Cooper found Hart. “It’s almost four o’clock. I’m gonna go process Marks’s paperwork and get in touch with his parole officer. Get Forensics to grab his DNA, and follow up with Barnesby’s secretary. Let me know if you find anything.” She started to leave, but Hart stepped in her path.
“You think they did it?”
“I think they did something. Whether it’s murder or not, we’ll know when we get Marks’s DNA sample back and compare it to what the lab finds on our Jane Doe.”
“All right.” Hart stepped aside, and Cooper returned to her office. She eyed the box of Hart’s things wearily and turned on her computer. Paperwork was the well-heralded evil of police work. Logging evidence, processing suspects, requesting tests, warrants, crossing all the T’s and dotting all the I’s. It was tedious, but it provided the airtight lock that was needed to close cases.
Cooper looked at the piles of backlogged files on her desk. Unfortunately, there was more work than detectives in the city. What it came down to was a prioritization of resources, so she focused on the ones that had strong leads, the ones she knew she could solve. But even if she cloned herself twice, spent every waking hour working cases, and had a one hundred percent arrest record, it still wouldn’t be enough. She knew there were murderers walking free in the city, and it drove her to the edge of sanity. If life was balance, then her city had been in darkness much longer than it had light.
 



Chapter 6
 
The clock flashed 8:00 p.m., and Cooper rubbed her bloodshot eyes, watering from dryness, and reached for the coffee mug. Hart entered, his tie loosened and his hair messier than when the day began. “The lab has everything. We’ll know in the morning if Steeves’s and Marks’s DNA are a match for our Jane Doe.” He tossed a file on the desk, and a few papers slid out. “I finally heard back from Barnesby’s secretary. There were six people that had access to the property. Mr. Barnesby, the ex-Mrs. Barnesby, the realtor, the secretary, the groundskeeper, and the painter who finished up his work last week. All of them with airtight alibis.” He pounded his finger into the stack then collapsed into his chair, rubbing his eyes. “People do not enjoy it when you stick your nose into their business.” 
Cooper tossed a picture of the security keypad from the crime scene on the desk. Hart picked it up, blinking his eyes rapidly. “That was recently purchased online from a home security firm.” Cooper took another sip of coffee then set the mug down. “I requested a warrant for the account at the bank where the payment originated. We should know more tomorrow.” She watched Hart nod halfheartedly, his eyes closing. “Why don’t you head home? There isn’t much we can do now until we hear back from the lab. It’s been a long day.”
“Yeah.” Hart pushed himself out of the chair and ran his fingers through his hair, yawning. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He stopped at the door and looked back at her with a half-smile. “Don’t stay too late, Detective.”
Cooper pinned the picture of the digital keypad back among the web of evidence on the space of wall that she cleared for Kate Wurstshed’s case and the Jane Doe. Pictures of both Steeves and Marks were at the top of her list, but even with the alibis of Barnesby and his people she kept them up. She drifted her eyes from the picture of the lock to Marks, then tapped his forehead. “All this just seems way too sophisticated for someone like you.” 
Two more hours passed, and the paperwork was finally finished. The past twenty-four hours pulled Cooper deeper into her chair and grabbed hold of the tired bags under her eyes. She shut down her computer and locked the office. Her knees and hips popped on her walk down the hallway, her body stiff from chasing Marks. 
Outside, the night air had a chill, and by the time she returned to her apartment she could barely keep her eyes open. She trudged up the steps, passing a woman who lived on the top floor, her attires suggesting she was heading on a date. 
When Cooper arrived to her apartment on the third floor,she reached for her keys but stopped just short of her door, which was cracked open. She approached slowly, her hand instinctively reaching for her pistol. She ran her fingers up and down the door frame, checking for any breaks in the lock, but it felt smooth. 
Footsteps echoed behind Cooper, and she turned to see one of her neighbors near the top of the stairs, their arms full of grocery bags. Cooper motioned for the old woman to stop then brought her finger to her lips, signaling for quiet. Cooper removed the pistol from its holster and raised it to eye level. She pushed open the door, silently, and stepped inside. 
The light in the living room was on, and she swiftly glided down the front hallway. The fatigue that had plagued her just moments before disappeared, replaced with the rush of adrenaline. When she neared the end of the front hall she paused at the corner just before the entrance to the living room. She took a breath, sweat beading on her forehead, and then jumped from cover. “Baltimore PD!” 
Beth threw her hands in the air and screamed. “Jesus, Addy, what the hell?” Beth stared at the pistol, the color drained from her face. 
Cooper lowered the weapon, her shoulders sagging. Her stiff muscles turned to jelly, and she clutched the wall for support, her voice hoarse and wispy. “What are you doing here?”
Beth fumbled her words, the shock of the moment still fresh in her mind. “I went back to my hotel and just sat there, mad at you, but I didn’t want to leave the way I did after us not speaking for so long. So I came back here, and your landlord let me inside.” A single sob escaped her lips, but she managed to hold back the tears, forcing herself to remain composed, though her eyes grew glassy with water. “I miss you, Addy.”
Cooper walked across the room and joined her sister on the couch and wrapped her in a hug. “I miss you too.” The two clutched each other, and Cooper squeezed tight. She pulled back, and Beth smiled. “I’m sorry for what happened earlier. You caught me at the middle of a very long day.” She collapsed into the sofa cushions, and Beth reached for her hand, holding it gently.
“Addy, I was serious about what I said before.” Beth kept her head down, her voice dropping an octave. “About our father. I wanted to know who he was. The kind of life he lived. Why he left us. I had so many questions for him, but…”
Cooper leaned forward, taking her sister’s hands in her own. “But what?”
Beth shook her head. “He’s dead.” She pulled her hands back and ran them through her hair. “At first I was glad.” She sniffled. “I thought, ‘Well, maybe he didn’t reach out because he died when we were really little. Maybe he wanted to but couldn’t.’” She shook her head. “But that wasn’t the case. You had just started college and I was in my senior year of high school when it happened.” She shook her head. “He had plenty of time and more than enough chances to reach out to us. He just chose not to. You were right. I knew you were. I just didn’t want to hear it.”
“Hey, it’s all right. You’re not the only one that thought about it.” Cooper wrapped her arm around her younger sister. “It drove me crazy growing up, so much so that I think it caused me to grow callous about him. I was bitter about him leaving Mom. About him leaving us.” 
“Did you know Mom reached out to him a few times?” Beth reached for her purse and pulled out a few yellowed pieces of paper. “She wrote him five times. I found it in some of her stuff. They were all returned to sender, but they were dated when we must have been only three or four. These were kind of what sparked my interest.”
Cooper handled the papers gently. They were brittle and some of the ink had faded and smudged, and she noticed stains that dotted the paper, blurring some of the lines. “I can’t believe she tried to reach out to him. She’d always yell at us anytime we tried to talk about him.” She rose from the couch and paced the living room floor absentmindedly, reading through the pages. 
“She wanted him to come back. She wanted him to be a part of our lives. But I guess someone can only stay ignored for so long before they get angry.” 
“I can’t believe she never told us about these.” Cooper finally looked up. “Where did you find them?”
“She kept them in the attic at the house. It looked like they hadn’t been touched in years. Honestly, I was surprised she kept them.”
Cooper looked back down at the faded notes. She examined the smudges, the hurried scribblings. Her mother had written these when she was desperate, when the prospect of raising two toddlers by herself in a run-down apartment and living off of minimum wage became too burdensome. They’re not letters of love—they’re cries for help. 
“My plane leaves in the morning.” Beth had risen to her feet. “And it’s getting late, so I should probably head back. I don’t like being on the roads at this hour for too long.”
“You could stay here.” Cooper glanced around at the feeble apartment, bare of all furniture save for the musty couch, bookshelf, and lamp. She shrugged, knowing that the furnishings left much to be desired. “I’ll take the couch. You could have the bed.” 
“No, I’ll be fine.”
“All right.” Cooper extended the letters back to her sister, but Beth held up her hand.
“You keep them. I’ve read them so many times I practically have them memorized.” She reached back into her purse and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “Look, I know it’s a sore spot for you, and it wasn’t like this was easy for me or anything, but if you’re ever curious, or if you ever want to know what I found out, then let me know.” She reached for Cooper’s hand and forced the crumpled paper into her palm. “I know you have resources at the department. If you want to look him up, that’s his name.” She hugged her one more time. “I love you, Addy. You should call me sometime.”
Cooper squeezed back harder, nearly dropping the letters and the crumpled paper. “I love you too. And I will.” She walked her sister to the door and down the stairs, where she had her rental car parked on the street. “Call me when you land, all right?”
“I will.” Beth tossed her bag in the backseat and gave her sister one last hug. “And you should clean your apartment. It’s like my kids were living there. I think I saw something move while I was waiting for you.” She smiled and leaned against the driver’s side with the door open. “Take care of yourself, Addy.”
“Tell the kids I say hi.”
Beth lowered herself behind the wheel and when she drove off Cooper found herself walking the same direction. She followed until the glow of the taillights disappeared and then lingered in the street a while longer. 
Cooper looked down to the crumpled paper and letters still clutched in her hands. She trudged back up the steps to her apartment. How could she have reached out to him like that? How could she have kept us in the dark for so long? Cooper crumpled the letters, a flush of anger reddening her cheeks. The neighbor she passed on her first trip inside stopped her in the hallway. “It’s fine, Mrs. Crooner. It was just my sister.”
“Oh, thank God.” She offered an accentuated sigh and placed her liver-spotted hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “I didn’t know what to think. The neighborhood is just not what it used to be.”
“Have a good night, Mrs. Crooner.” Cooper ducked back into her apartment before the old woman chewed her ear off. She tossed the letters on the kitchen counter and grabbed the half-full bottle of whiskey, leaving the glass, but still kept the crumpled paper with her father’s name. She unscrewed the lid and took a swig of the liquor, letting the bitter taste flood her mouth, sending a shiver down her spine as she swallowed. 
Now alone, she examined the squalor that was her apartment. The dirty floors, the barren walls, the old furniture that looked more at home on the curb than a living room. She walked over to the bookcase, taking another swig of whiskey, reached between a pair of thick folders, and pulled a binder from between them. Dust circled her face, and she coughed from the congested air. 
With drink in hand, Cooper leaned back on the sofa then rested the bottle of whiskey and the binder on the cushion next to her and closed her eyes. After barely eating anything all day, and the lack of sleep the night before, she already felt the warm rush the liquor provided. “Just let it go, Coop.” She shook her head back and forth slowly then reached for the liquor bottle once more. “There isn’t anything down that road. Nothing.”
The next swallow of liquor burned slightly less than the first, and she opened her fist, exposing the paper in her palm. She pushed it around with her thumb then set the bottle down and flattened the paper on her leg. Her sister’s handwriting was messy, and the hundreds of tiny folds had crinkled the letters, distorting the words, but Cooper already knew the name written on the paper before she opened it. Henry Miller.
The name sloshed back and forth in Cooper’s mind like the whiskey she twirled in the bottle. She closed her eyes and repeated the name over and over to herself, skipping like a lyric on a broken record. When she opened her eyes she looked to the binder and felt the whiskey’s taunt, and her pulse quickened. 
Cooper took another swig and set the bottle down then reached for the binder, the dust on the back side smearing across her lap. When she flipped open the first page a picture of a man in his late thirties stared back at her. Caucasian, six feet, two hundred pounds, brown hair and green eyes. Last known address was listed along with work and medical history. At the very bottom was a date twenty years ago, listing the man as deceased. And next to the date was the name Henry Miller.
Cooper reached for the bottle, pressing it to her lips, this time chugging a few gulps before stopping. When she looked back down at the picture she grimaced. The hate she’d kept at bay since college boiled back up to the surface. She flung the binder from her lap, and it skipped across the floor. She jumped from the couch and paced the room, her breathing accelerated, and her knuckles flashed white around the whiskey bottle’s neck. 
The picture glared back at her, and she kicked it away, knocking the binder over, which rid herself of Miller’s face. She took another swig of whiskey and felt the booze douse the flames of anger. She sat back down on the couch, her face buried in her palm, and rocked back and forth. 
It didn’t matter how many times she tried talking about it or the number of hours she spent in therapy, she couldn’t break through the wall that kept her from the emotional growth she knew she lacked because of that man’s decision. She never told Beth she knew who their father was because she didn’t want to talk about it. He left. He died. He didn’t care. And the world spun round and round along with the room as she drained the rest of the whiskey.
 



Chapter 7
 
Sweat and heat were all Cooper felt on the floor of her living room. Her head pounded, and she moaned as she rolled from her stomach to her back. Her mouth was dry and tasted like something had died inside; her lips were like sandpaper. She kicked her leg and knocked the empty whiskey bottle, where it rolled across the floor. 
Through the cracks of the blinds, the morning sun framed a square of light, and Cooper squinted from the brightness. She pushed herself to her hands and knees and crawled back onto the couch, where she collapsed onto the cushions, her energy expelled. Every muscle in her body screamed the same harmony of irritation, even though the most strenuous activity she’d done was breathe. A growing pressure tightened her head like a vice.
After a few minutes gathering her strength on the couch, she stumbled to the kitchen and filled a glass full of water from the faucet then chugged. Water dribbled down the sides of her mouth, wetting the front of her shirt as it rolled down her throat. She opened the fridge but then quickly slammed it shut at the stench of whatever had expired inside. Her pocket buzzed, and she answered, not recognizing the number. “Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me.” 
Cooper hunched over on the counter and pressed her forehead onto the cool countertops. “Who is this?”
“It’s Hart. I’ve been trying to reach you all morning.”
Cooper lifted her head. “What time is it?” She glanced over to the clock on the microwave, and it flashed zeros, still erased from the power outage the day before. 
“It’s almost eleven. Listen, I heard back from the lab.”
“Shit!” Cooper sprinted to the bathroom and nearly dropped the phone as she splashed water on her face. She glared at her reflection in the mirror and the bags under her eyes told the story of the long night and empty liquor bottle. She sniffed the collar of her two-day old shirt and flared her nostrils at the stench. The clothes were wrinkled dirtied from her night on the floor, and her hair had surrendered any semblance of order. 
“Cooper, are you there?”
“Yeah. Sorry.” She furrowed her brow, the wrinkle lines on her forehead creasing against one another as she tried to squeeze the fog and dizziness from her mind. “What’d the lab say?”
“Well, for starters, we finally got a hit on our Jane Doe. Her name is Irene Marsh. Late twenties, worked as a waitress for a diner in downtown, and no, it’s not the same diner Wurstshed ran to. Her boyfriend had reported her missing a week ago, around the same time that Kate Wurstshed’s coworker reported her missing. The rape kit on Marsh came back negative, with no salvageable DNA on the body. But Kate Wurstshed’s tests came back positive, and the techs managed to retrieve a strain of DNA from the rape kit.”
“Was it Marks?”
“No. Whatever he was running from wasn’t because he raped Kate Wurstshed.”
“Is he still at the precinct?”
“Yeah, but we’ll only be able to keep him for another hour before he’s released. The captain wants to cut him loose since the tests came back negative. His parole officer is here waiting to see him. Once he gets turned over to them it’s their problem. But that’s not the strangest thing that’s happened today. I called Wurstshed’s employer this morning and it turns out that she was let go six months ago. Nobody I spoke with at the job has had any contact with her since she was fired.”
“But Hall said someone from her employer filed the missing persons.”
“Yeah, I know. I ran the name through the DMV, but it was a phony. No matches. All the information they provided was bogus. Whoever it was didn’t work with Kate. You want me to go and swing by her place to have a chat?”
“No.” Cooper shut her eyes, forcing back the wave of pressure that threatened to cut the thin thread of coherent thought she was managing to string together. “You go and check on our warrant for the bank account that purchased the security system at the storage facility. I’ll go and speak with Kate. Keep me updated on what you find.”
“Will do. Oh, and before I forget, one of the lab techs said you requested a rundown of some residue you found in the empty storage unit. That came back as well, and it turns out they were shavings from a crayon.”
“What?”
“Yeah, a red Crayola crayon, to be more specific. Anyway, that was all they could tell me.”
“All right. Thanks.” Cooper ended the call and gripped the sides of the sink. She took a few slow breaths and shook her head, the bits of water flinging off her cheeks. She jumped in the shower quickly, washing off the grime from the past two days. Once clean, she felt the hangover loosen its grip. She dressed, chugged another glass of water, then headed out the door with her hair still wet. 
Cooper kept the lights and sirens off on the way over, focusing all of her energy and what remained of her broken mental capacity to stay in her lane. She reached into the glove box and pulled out a bag of chips. She tore it open and inhaled it before the red light she was stopped at turned green. 
Despite the water, shower, and licking the crumbs from the chip bag, when Cooper arrived at Kate Wurstshed’s house she still felt as though she’d been run over by a car, twice. She caught her hands shaking when she unhooked her seat belt and paused before getting out. She took a few deep breaths, flexing her hand into a fist until it steadied. 
Kate’s house was a modest townhome in one of the nicer suburbs of Baltimore that had yet to be hit by the foreclosure epidemic. It wasn’t rich but had a low crime rate, something every citizen hoped to have the opportunity to afford. 
A short white picket fence lined the front yard’s perimeter, which was overgrown with grass. Cooper lingered at the gate, noticing there was no car in the driveway. Before she made it to the front door, she checked the sides of the house, looking for any other exits, but found none. Cooper rang the doorbell and waited, focusing most of her attention on trying to stand upright. “Mrs. Wurstshed! It’s Detective Cooper.” 
Another minute passed, and she rang the doorbell again. She pressed her face against the front window, trying to get a look inside. With the blinds drawn she couldn’t see anything. She went to reach for the handle once more, and when she smacked the door with her palm it pushed open. She froze, watching the door swing inside. “Mrs. Wurstshed?” But the only answer was the creaking door hinges as she stepped inside. 
The living room was still and quiet. The air had a stale quality that accompanied a home that hadn’t been occupied. Cooper looked around, checking for anything out of place, but with the television and computer still inside, it looked as though nothing was stolen. She un-holstered her pistol and scanned the room. “Baltimore Police Department!” She paused, listening for any movement, but nothing answered.
Cooper kept her pistol aimed and checked the dining room, kitchen, and utility room, all empty. All that remained was a long hallway on the east side of the house. It connected from the living room, and when Cooper looked down the narrow corridor she saw three doors. The first two doors were halfway down the hall and positioned directly across from each other on the left and right. The third door was all the way at the end of the hall. All of them were shut.
Cooper checked behind her, making sure no one else had followed her inside, then slowly made her way down the hall, pistol aimed in front of her and her arms and shoulders locked tight. She felt her hands grow slick with sweat, and she blamed her heightened pulse on the whiskey still working its way out of her system. She stopped just short of the two doors in the middle of the hallway, looking down under the cracks for any light or movement, but everything remained still. She reached for the door knob with her left hand. She curved her fingers around the bronze knob then shoved it open quickly.
A ragged-looking woman with a pistol in her hand stared back at her, and Cooper nearly shot the mirror image of herself above the bathroom sink. Her heart pounded faster, and she swallowed spit as dry as sand. She flicked on the lights, exposing the drawn bath curtain that protected the tub. Two steps forward, and she was practically in the tub herself. The brief reprieve of anxiety vanished as she reached for the bath curtain, again keeping one hand on the pistol. She drew in a breath and yanked the curtain back. But all that stared back at her was the soap scum that circled the drain. 
Cooper rested her head back on the wall, her weapon lowered. The stink of sweat squeezed through her pores, the toxins from the alcohol working their way out of her body. She focused on her breathing, slowing her heart rate, and turned her attention to the door across from the bathroom. She moved to the bathroom doorway where she lingered and listened, waiting for anyone in the house to grow impatient. 
After a few minutes, she finally ventured back out into the hallway, her left hand reaching for the door. She tested the handle to check if it was locked, but the knob offered no resistance. Her line of sight fell to the bottom crack to check for any moving shadows, but all was still. Her muscles tensed and she burst through the door, staring down the sights to a neatly made bed. 
The room was small, with just enough space for the bed, dresser, and nightstand. The curtain was opened, and sunlight shone through the window. Cooper moved silently over the carpet, her eyes fixed on the closed closet doors. She slid them open, pushing aside dresses and blouses, finding nothing but forgotten fashion trends. She circled the bed then flattened herself to the floor and checked underneath, but there were only more boxes. 
Before she stepped back out into the hallway Cooper took a second to let the room’s atmosphere sink in. The light pinks of the sheets and bedspread, the stuffed animals stacked in the corner, all of it suggested a young girl’s room, and not the woman she interviewed the day before. 
A picture rested on the nightstand, encased in a silver, rose-studded frame, which caught her eye. The picture was taken outside on a sunny day in a park somewhere. The woman was Kate Wurstshed, but the man she was with had his face scratched out beyond recognition.
Cooper tightened her grip on the frame, and her fingertips flushed white. She stepped out in the hallway once more, her movements more deliberate. She moved quickly, her footsteps silent as she approached the door at the end of the hallway.
She paused when she reached it, noticing the flicker of a light that escaped underneath the crack of the door. She pressed her ear to the side of the doorframe and listened, keeping her breath still, but heard nothing. She reached for the handle, the bronze knob unlocked like the other two. Her heart rate spiked as she felt the click of the lock’s mechanism. 
When the door opened it revealed a staircase. A fluorescent glow of the flickering light at the bottom of the stairs flashed sporadically. Cooper aimed her pistol down the steps, waiting for any movement, but all she saw was the broken light that flashed with the consistency of a strobe light. 
On her first step the stair groaned loudly, and Cooper cursed under her breath. The flickering light agitated the pounding of her head, but she managed to keep a straight line on the way down and kept the pistol in her hands steady, though she felt the desire for her body to tremble. 
Every step revealed more of the basement underneath. At first she saw nothing but the bare concrete of the floor, but when she neared the bottom and turned the corner, the tip of her pistol lowered. “Jesus Christ.”
A twin mattress bare of any sheets was pushed up against the side of the far wall, and a waste bucket sat in the corner. The flickering light was that of a battery-powered lantern. But it was the wall opposite the bed that drew the majority of her attention. She walked to it slowly, her eyes growing wider with every step. 
Writing, in what looked like red crayon, covered the wall from floor to ceiling. Most of the scribbles were so small she couldn’t read it until she was only inches away. Everything was written in the form of letters, all of them beginning with “My love,” “Lover,” or “My betrothed.” Cooper reached out her hand and ran her finger along gritty texture the crayon left behind.
Cooper stepped back, taking in all of the groupings of letters on the wall, but the flickering light made them hard to see. What few snippets she managed to read suggested graphic content between two lovers, and a violent obsession. She reached for her phone, dialing dispatch. After two rings she received an answer. “This is Detective Cooper. I’m—”
The pressure that gripped Cooper’s throat choked the words from her lips. She dropped the pistol and instinctively grabbed the hands wrapped around her throat. She was flung violently from side to side, and she struggled to free herself from the vice-like grip squeezing the life from her. The assailant slammed her head against the wall, and Cooper felt a hot burst of warm liquid spout from the point of impact then trickle down her forehead. Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the floor, her assailant falling with her, straddling her waist and pinning her down.
The blurred face of Kate Wurstshed flashed in time with the flickering light. She snarled, her eyes wild with bloodlust. “You shouldn’t have come here, Detective. This wasn’t something you should have seen.” She tightened her grip on Cooper’s throat, and the flashes of lights were suddenly replaced with black spots that grew with every strobe. “You’re not as smart as he thought you were.”
Cooper reached for Kate’s left wrist, and with what strength she had left, twisted it from her neck, which relieved the building pressure in her head, and Kate yelped in pain. She took advantage of the momentum and bucked her hips, flinging Kate off and rolling the two of them across the basement floor. She felt the hard smack of concrete against her knees, elbows, and skull, but Cooper didn’t let up. 
On the last rotation across the basement floor Cooper pinned Kate down. “Enough!” Kate thrashed and kicked, and the night of whiskey combined with the morning that lacked food and water weakened her enough for Kate to overpower her. 
Cooper landed on her right shoulder, and the room spun. She scrambled to her hands and knees, the floor shifting uneasily as she searched for Kate in the flashing strobe of the lamp. She blinked repeatedly and heard the thump of feet against the staircase. Cooper reached for the gun and sprinted up the steps, wheezing with every breath.
Her vision cleared in the hallway, but Kate was nowhere in sight. She kept the pistol aimed, her joints stiff from the fight, and a limp hindered her gait. The bedroom and bathroom doors were open, and she paused before passing, checking both before heading to the living room. She hugged the wall, peering around the corner.
A gunshot fired, and Cooper ducked back behind cover, the bullet thumping into the drywall. Cooper stayed low and jumped from the corner, finger on the trigger, but holding her fire once she saw Kate had fled to the front yard. 
Tires squealed, and Cooper took chase, bursting from the front door, the sight of her pistol aimed at Kate’s taillight. She holstered her weapon and sprinted to the car. She reached for the radio and floored the accelerator, flipping on the sirens and lights. “This is Detective Cooper. I am in pursuit of a red Volkswagen sedan. Suspect is Kate Wurstshed. She is armed and currently headed west toward Interstate 17. Requesting air support and backup.” Cooper jerked the wheel hard left, blowing past a stop sign and triggering a pedestrian to jump out of her path. 
“Copy that, Detective. We have units heading your way.”
Two streets later Cooper had the back of the sedan in her sight. Kate swerved across lanes, blew through traffic lights, and had already sideswiped a number of vehicles on the road, nearly crashing both times. Cooper kept tight in her chase, traffic parting from her presence. 
Another squad car appeared on Cooper’s left and joined the pursuit. The thump of helicopter blades sounded over the din of sirens, and the radio blared the chopper’s view from above. “Suspect has switched directions and is now heading north on Chester Street.”
Tires screeched, and Cooper felt the tug of the wheel as the weight of the car shifted, and her shoulder slammed into the door, flinging her in the other direction as she straightened out. Every muscle in her body tightened as she floored the accelerator. Her knuckles flashed white on her grip on the steering wheel. Her eyes remained glued to the back of Kate’s car, which maneuvered dangerously through the streets. 
The chopper pilot’s voice updated Kate’s position. “Suspect is now heading east on County Road 36.”
Cooper mapped Kate’s trajectory in her head, and she suddenly realized where she was heading. She snatched the radio, screaming into it over the sound of her engine and siren. “This is Detective Cooper. Suspect is heading to Baltimore Storage on Highway 86. I repeat, suspect is heading to Baltimore Storage on Highway 86. All units should converge at that location.” Cooper tossed the receiver in the passenger seat, and the radio filled with confirmation as she followed Kate east.
The police had cleared most of the roads, stopping traffic and getting innocent lives out of the way before any more blood was shed. Once they veered onto Highway 86 a tire spike had been set up, but she watched Kate veer off the side of the road, nearly flying off the coastline and into the ocean to avoid them. Cooper picked up the radio. “I’m coming through. Move the spike!”
Officers scrambled to rip them off the road, and Cooper swerved and missed with only a few inches to spare. She exhaled, but her muscles tightened at the sight of the storage unit. She watched as Kate’s car skid to a stop and then she sprinted inside, gun in hand. 
Tires slid across the loose gravel, and Cooper parked right next to Kate’s sedan. She slammed the car door shut just as the fleet of police vehicles pulled in behind her. She pulled her pistol and pointed to the far end of the property. “I need this place locked down now! I want officers on every exit!”
Hurried nods answered back, and no one questioned the authority in her voice. Then, amidst the chaos, Hart appeared. “Hey, you all right?”
Cooper heaved her chest up and down, attempting to catch her breath as the storm of officers covered the exits, establishing a perimeter. “We need her alive. No one shoots unless fired upon.”
The rookie nodded and sprinted into action faster than Cooper expected. Once they received word that the exits were sealed, Cooper led the squad, Hart right behind her, into the long halls of the facility. She stopped just before the entrance, looking back to Hart. “Unit forty-one. That’s where we’ll find her.”
Cooper reached for the light switch in the hallway and flicked it on, the power restored and the fluorescent lighting evaporating the darkness. Cooper inched forward, pistol raised, with at least a half dozen officers behind her. Despite her confidence of where Kate was hiding, they cleared each open door methodically, not willing to risk the chance that she was wrong.
When they reached the turn in the hallway where the unit was located, Cooper paused at the corner, peeking around the edge. Hart darted to the opposite side of the hall’s entrance, and once both confirmed the hall was clear they pressed forward. 
The police unit glided through the halls seamlessly, and when they approached storage locker forty-one, Cooper held up her hand, and everyone stopped. “Kate? It’s Detective Cooper. I need you to slide the gun out into the hallway and put your hands in the air.” Silence. “Kate, listen to me. You don’t want to do this. I can help you. Let me help you.” 
The laughter was soft at first but grew steadily louder. “I never wanted your help, Detective. Everything I did was an act of love. I did it for him.” Kate’s voice echoed from the empty storage unit, her tone an eerie calm. 
Cooper poked her head around the corner and saw Kate on the mattress, pistol still in hand, staring at the blank wall across from her. Before she second-guessed herself, Cooper looked to Hart and mouthed, “Stay here.” Hart scrunched his face in confusion then fear as Cooper slid in the room. Kate glanced up at her when she entered but made no sudden movements.
“I thought he’d be here.” Kate said, her shoulders sagging, staring at the wall with a face drenched in longing. “I thought he’d wait for me.”
Cooper lowered her weapon and stepped forward slowly, carefully. “Who is he, Kate? Maybe we can find him. Together.”
Kate glanced back over to Cooper. The stoic indifference had disappeared and was replaced with the chaotic stare from the basement. “I still don’t know what he sees in you. I don’t know why he picked you. I gave him everything he wanted. He loved me.” Her knuckles flashed tighter over the grip on the pistol. “He said so.”
Cooper continued her slow shuffle forward. “If he loves you, then he’ll come. But until he does, why don’t you come with me, Kate?” She reached out a hand, though she was still several feet from Kate’s position. “Let me help you.”
Kate looked at Cooper, smiling. “You have no idea what’s coming.” She pressed the pistol to her temple and squeezed the trigger.
 



Chapter 8
 
Cooper sat in the dirt with her back against the outside walls of the storage unit. She leaned her head back, and the sun highlighted dry, speckled blood that crusted over her nose and cheek from the altercation with Kate. 
Hart followed the gurney that wheeled Kate’s body into the ambulance, her features dulled by the white sheet that covered the remains. Once it was loaded he walked over and knelt down to eye level. “You all right?”
Cooper looked at his shoes and noticed that they were far less expensive than the pair he wore the day before, and the crisp new shirt and pants had been replaced with clothes that were still presentable, but the colors were lightly faded, and the cuffs and collar were frayed at the edges. “I see you wore something you didn’t mind getting blood on today.”
Hart extended his hand, and Cooper grabbed it as he helped her off the ground. “Yeah, I figured I’d save the good stuff for church on Sunday.”
Cooper examined some of the bloodstains on her own shirt and nodded. “Probably a good idea. No reason to piss off the man upstairs any more than he already is.” She caught the last glimpse of the ambulance before it disappeared down the highway, and she made her way to the squad car. 
Before she got behind the wheel, Hart walked over. “You sure you’re okay to drive?”
“I’ll be fine.” Cooper shut the door and started the engine, rolling down her window as Hart walked back over to his car. “Hey!” Hart stopped and turned around. “Thanks for having my back, partner.”
“Clearing some of your stuff off of my desk would be thanks enough.”
Cooper smiled and pulled out of the storage unit’s parking garage and headed back to the station. The ride back was much slower than the ride there, and with the adrenaline subsided it took all of her strength to keep both hands on the wheel and her eyes open. She tried to keep a tight grip on the wheel, because every time she loosened it, she felt her hands shake. 
Unanswered questions plagued her mind the entire drive back, and by the time she reached the station her head was screaming. She immediately went back to her office and stared at the tangled mess of suspects on the wall. She took Kate’s picture and plastered it in the center and studied it in silence until Hart entered.
“Hey, the captain wants to see us.”
“I’ll be there in a minute,” Cooper replied, her gaze still locked on Kate’s picture. She stepped closer, examining the smile on the woman’s face. “She really thought he loved her.” 
When Cooper and Hart stepped into the captain’s office, he was leaned back in his chair, feet on the desk, his clothes messy and baggy around the tired frame that barely kept them in place. “Close the door.”
“What’s this about?” Cooper asked and raised her eyebrows. “I’ve got a lot of paperwork to catch up on.”
“Yes. You do.” Farnes slapped down a file on his desk and jammed his index finger into it. “Everything you need for your case is already taken care of for you. All you need to do is sign off on it, and we can end this mess.”
Cooper cocked her head to the side. “Sign off?”
Hart stepped forward, doing his best to balance addressing his superior officer and not trying to sound like a pussy. “Sir, I can promise you that both Detective Cooper and I have handled this case with all of the correct procedures. If you’re worried about us having gone outside the book on this one—”
“Shut it, Detective, or I’ll have you back on the streets working traffic.” Farnes pounded his fist into the table, his face flushed red and the loose skin around his face wiggling from his exertion. “This case is over. The woman killed herself out of a misguided guilt for murdering Irene Marsh.”
“You can’t really think it was Kate Wurstshed behind all of this.” Cooper pushed off the wall and didn’t stop until her legs were pressed up against Farnes’s desk. “DNA samples were found on Kate’s body. She was raped. On top of that none of Kate’s DNA was found on Irene Marsh’s body. Kate Wurstshed was a puppet for someone else.”
“How many cases do you think this precinct receives in a year, Detective?” Farnes looked to both of them, but neither answered. “How many homicides do you think we deal with? And how many of those are actually solved?” He shook his head. “I’m not going to waste any more resources on this farce when there is other work to be done.”
Cooper pressed both palms flat against the desk and hunched over. “No DNA. No motive. It wasn’t Kate Wurstshed. Why do you want this swept under the rug? What are you trying to cover up this time, Farnes?”
“Enough!” Farnes’s voice snapped the chill out of the air, and Cooper and Hart backed off. “You will drop this, and that is that. There are no other victims. There are no other leads. That woman’s death put a pretty little bow on this, and you’re not going to find a better solution. Now get out of this office before I have your badge!” Farnes huffed and puffed, and after a prolonged silence Cooper finally left, leaving the paperwork Farnes had wanted her to take on his desk.
Hart chased after her and caught up down the hall, gripping the file in his hand. He noticed Cooper looking down at it, and shrugged. “I just took it so he’d shut up. I’m not going to actually fill it out.”
“No?” Cooper shook her head, her tone sarcastic. “I don’t know. It would suck to be busted back down to traffic duty. You have a baby on the way to think of, Hart.”
Hart grabbed her arm and pulled her close. “Hey. I know you don’t trust anyone. But you keep down that road, and you won’t have that badge for much longer either.” He let go of her arm and held up the file. “I’m not putting my name on this.” He stepped back, letting one of the officers pass between them. “All we have to do is find another lead. We do that, and Farnes won’t be able to shove this down our throats.”
For the first time in a long time Cooper felt the camaraderie she felt when she first joined the police force. She nodded, and the two returned to their office. “Have we heard back on the warrant for the bank account?”
“No, and I don’t think Farnes would approve that now anyway.”
“Right.” Cooper examined the board of suspects, with Kate’s picture in the middle. “She kept talking about a ‘him.’ That’s who we need to find.” She furrowed her brow, remembering something else that she’d said in the storage unit. “I don’t know why he chose you.”
“What?” Hart asked.
Cooper paced back and forth. “Kate said that the killer chose me for something.” The thought festered in her mind, and she was unsure of why it bothered her so much. “Let’s recheck Barnesby’s and his people’s alibis.”
“Got it.” Hart went to step outside and then stopped. “Hey, I’m heading to the mess hall. You want anything?” 
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. You look like you just crawled out from the grave.”
“I just need to stop drinking alone.” Despite the comment she agreed to a turkey sandwich, and the food restored the clarity in her mind. She pulled out her phone, looking to call Barnesby’s secretary, and saw that she had a missed call. It was Beth’s husband. She selected the voice mail and listened.
“Adila, it’s Tim. Is Beth with you? Her flight landed thirty minutes ago, but she wasn’t at the airport. I checked with the airlines, and she never even got on the plane. I’ve tried calling her, but I haven’t been able to reach her. If you know something I don’t, give me a call back.”
The beep signaled the end of the message, and Cooper felt her pulse quicken. She scrolled through her contacts and dialed her sister. The phone rang, but only went to voice mail. She tried it again and received the same outcome. She left her lunch on the table and made a beeline for the missing persons unit.
Both Hall and Diaz were at their desks, Diaz with his feet propped up, reading a paper. “I just heard about Wurstshed. That’s some crazy shit.”
Cooper ignored the small talk, her eyes glued to Diaz’s computer screen. “I need you to track a cell number.” She knocked Diaz’s feet off the table and spun his chair to face the computer.
“Who’s it for?”
“It doesn’t matter, just do it.” 
Diaz complied as she fed him the numbers. A loading bar filled the screen, and the program slowly searched the area, honing in on the signal. Finally, the computer pinged a location, and Cooper furrowed her brow in confusion. Diaz looked up at her. “Cooper, whose phone is this?”
The room spun in slow motion, and Cooper felt her blood run cold. Without another word she sprinted from the office, racing through the precinct. She sped through the halls, ricocheting off walls and people, her tunnel vision blocking everything from her mind except the thought of getting to her sister. It took Hart catching up with her and pinning her against the wall to bring her to a stop.
“Whoa! Cooper, what the hell are you doing?”
She heard his questions, but she couldn’t force herself to speak. She just stood there, her brain and heart racing at breakneck speeds. She muttered under her breath, but it was barely above a whisper.
“What?” Hart asked, leaning closer. 
Cooper swallowed and gritted her teeth, forcing the raging chaos of her mind into submission. “I think my sister’s in trouble.” She peeled Hart’s hands off her and took a few deep breaths, staggering in a zigzag pattern down the hallway. Confused, Hart followed. 
Once in the car Cooper hit the lights and blared the siren, the tires smoking as she floored the accelerator through traffic. She gripped the wheel tightly, and her knuckles flashed a ghostly white. Sweat poured from her forehead and her palms grew sweaty against the steering wheel’s leather. She passed a truck in the left lane, nearly hitting a car in oncoming traffic, but refused to slow her pace. 
With her apartment building in sight Cooper slammed on the brakes, the front of the squad car mounting the sidewalk outside of her apartment. She flung the door open and sprinted up the front steps of her apartment building, with Hart close behind. She fumbled her keys, eventually guiding them into the lock and pushing the door open. She leapt the steps two at a time, and when she arrived to the third floor her heart was in her throat. 
“Cooper, what’s going on?” Hart asked, following her up the stairs.
But she didn’t answer. She reached for her gun. She squeezed the pistol tight at the sight of her apartment door broken down. “Beth?” Her voice ricocheted through the apartment, but no one answered. It was dark, and the light from the hallway only spilled inside far enough for her to see the first foot and a half of the living room floor. She raised her pistol, aiming into the darkness, Hart right beside her, his gun aimed into the same unknown. She reached for the living room light switch that rested on the wall, and the room was cast from darkness. 
The living room was empty, save for a phone that sat in the middle of the floor. Cooper hyperventilated as she dropped to her knees, recognizing the phone as her sister’s. Hart retrieved it, but Cooper was staring at the wall to her left. The gun slipped from her hands as she read the large, curving letters written in red crayon: Come and get her.
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