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Chapter One

March. Barely spring, yet the unseasonable Florida humidity made me feel like I’d disembarked from my flight into a Rottweiler’s mouth. For the hundredth time since arriving, I berated myself for choosing the Everglades as a vacation destination. My hair was giving me a big thumbs-down.

I had no way of knowing at that point that lank locks would turn out to be the least of my worries. That my vacation would quickly descend to a dark and grisly place. But not yet. My first hour in the glades, I was just hot and bothered.

The Daniel Beard Research Center had been a missile site during the cold war and looked like it, despite now being painted a garish flamingo pink. The color really made the National Park Service logo pop. Pushing through the door, I applauded the overzealous air-conditioning. My sweat-slicked skin instantly goose-bumped up, but my limp ponytail was too far gone to rally.

I crossed the public area and headed toward the business side of the building. A woman behind a scarred wooden desk tracked my approach. Beige hair, beige skin, coral mouth. A stern expression said she took her gatekeeping duties seriously. Really? The South Florida Natural Resources Center needed protecting?

“Dr. Tempe Brennan.” Cheerful as I could muster. “I’m here to see Dr. Robbin.”

“I don’t have you down as a visitor.” Never breaking eye contact to consult a list.

I smiled disarmingly. The gatekeeper did not.

I kept smiling doggedly until my opposition broke and said, “Bird lady’s in Lab B.” Swiveling a clipboard to face me. “John Hancock.”

After signing, then staring into a beady camera eye that produced a visitor’s badge, I proceeded down the hall, a tiny image of my unsmiling face stuck to my breast. Wall-stenciled arrows got me to Laboratory B. Through the door’s small rectangular window, I spotted a petite brunette bent over a stainless steel gurney.

I knuckle-tapped the glass, and the woman looked up and squinted. With recognition, she lowered her mask to reveal a mile-wide grin. Glad to see me or amused at my wilted appearance? The woman beckoned with a gloved hand.

The lab smelled of chemicals and decay, a familiar blend evoking thoughts of work, not sun and sand. Fortunately, this errand wouldn’t take long—I was just stopping to pick up the keys to my hostess’s house. The latest Jodi Picoult novel waited in a beach bag in my carry-on. Goodbye winter shoes, hello flip-flops.

“Tempe!” Lisa Robbin shot forward to embrace me, a gesture that, given her size, landed her head somewhere around my midsection. I did the awkward quick-squeeze thing non-huggers do.

“Sorry I couldn’t meet you at the airport as promised. I know it’s a hassle to cab all the way out here. But I just received a record number of packets.” Lisa’s hand fluttered toward the examining table, which contained seven lumps resembling compressed, dehydrated roadkill.

Dr. Lisa Robbin was for the birds, not just by name but also by mannerisms and calling: she was head of the Smithsonian Feather Identification Lab, and a pioneer in forensic ornithology. She and I had met while consulting on a case in South Texas. A bus carrying an exotic bird smuggler and his booty had gone over a cliff and exploded in flames, incinerating all those on board. I’d taken the human bones. Lisa had taken the talons and beaks.

Not as bizarre as it sounds. Lisa and I both analyze the dead too compromised for normal autopsy. In her case, necropsy, since her subjects are nonhuman. We work the skeletal, mummified, decomposed, dismembered, mutilated, or, in the bus crash recovery, charred to a crisp.

As a forensic anthropologist, I am a specialist in the human skeleton. I study the bones of the visually unrecognizable and the unidentified, searching for indicators of age, sex, race, and height. I observe peculiarities and anomalies. Anything to give the remains a name and, if necessary, a manner and time of death. Frankly, I’m not sure what Lisa does with her birds.

We’d bonded over the bus crash victims, passing bone fragments back and forth, human to me, avian to her. I liked her. After I’d returned home to North Carolina, and Lisa to Washington, D.C., we’d maintained contact, “birds of a feather” in male-dominated fields.

“I’m so glad you’re here!” She tipped her head, quick and sparrowlike. “I know we’d talked about a visit but wasn’t sure you’d ever make it.”

My concept of vacation usually involves Bahamian blue water, ocean breezes, and a whole lot of sand. But Lisa’s re-invitation had hit my inbox during a perfect storm of frustrations: An argument with my department chair at UNCC. A run-in with a testy prosecutor concerning my report on his homicide victim. Dietary issues with my cat, Birdie, that meant new carpeting in the parlor. A blown timing belt on my Mazda during rush-hour traffic.

It was that last one that did it. After two hours inhaling eau de I-77 waiting for AAA, out of boredom I hit the travel app on my iPhone. Life lesson on why you don’t impulse-plan vacations. Rage booking can lead to swamps and leeches instead of waves and beaches.

“Calgon, take me away. To a predator-infested swamp,” I half joked.

“Aw, c’mon. The Everglades rock. You’ve never seen such a gorgeous variety of native birds.”

I knew increased knowledge of Florida’s indigenous feathered friends was coming my way. Guessed life would have continued just dandy without it.

“I have all kinds of fun planned.” Lisa really did chirp. “And when I have to work, you’ve got full use of my car.”

“I thought your normal beat was up in our nation’s capital,” I said, allowing my carry-on to slip from my shoulder and drop to the floor.

She laughed. “I came to Florida to avoid the humidity in Washington, D.C.”

“Seriously?”

“No. I jumped at the chance to do something other than bird strikes.”

“There’s an avian labor issue? Crows won’t fly until they get lunch breaks during the workday?”

“Bird contact with airplanes.” Rolling her eyes at my lame attempt at humor.

“Ouch.”

“Exactly. The birds never win.”

“I thought you identified feathers in the Smithsonian’s anthropological collections.”

“Feathers on ancient masks and clothing constitute a small part of what I do. But the Feather Identification Lab has interagency agreements with the Federal Aviation Administration, the Air Force, and the Navy. Most of our work involves bird strikes.”

“They occur that frequently?” Add avian kamikazes to my growing list of travel concerns.

She nodded. “Birds put US Airways flight 1549 in the Hudson River. Even Wilbur Wright had a bird strike. Last year our team processed over forty-five hundred samples. Around eighteen a day—even more during spring and fall migration.”

“Good lord. How do you manage to keep that pace?”

She threw a look toward her “packets.” “Smaller samples. We rarely get complete bodies. Sometimes I’ll get whole feathers or some bones, but often my sample consists of nothing but a smear wiped from an aircraft exterior. What we call a snarge. With a snarge, cataloguing only takes an hour.”

Snarge. Ornithologists get all the fun words.

“We partner with a lab to analyze the DNA.”

“And the point is?”

“If we can ID the species that are the culprits, an airfield can adjust.”

“How?”

“Move a pond, stop spreading grass seed, do what it takes to make the environment less attractive to that particular species. Since most bird strikes occur on takeoff and landing, managing the airfield’s immediate area can go a long way toward reducing risk.”

“How many airports does the Everglades have?”

“None that concern me. I’m here on a different project.”

I must have looked confused.

“The birds here are victims, not perps.” Again gesturing to the remains. “The Everglades has a Burmese python problem.”

“Pythons. As in alarmingly large serpents?” I wouldn’t call it a phobia, but I’m not overly fond of snakes. Slithery moves. Cold creepy eyes. You can’t trust something that doesn’t blink. “I didn’t know pythons lived in Florida.”

“They’re recent intruders. Many escaped into the swamp in 1992 when Hurricane Andrew wiped out Homestead, the nearest town, which was once a hub for breeders and importers. That’s where my place is, by the way. Homestead’s a mostly agricultural southern suburb of Miami, stretching between Everglades National Park and Biscayne National Park.”

“At least it wasn’t idiot pet owners releasing exotics into the wild.”

“There’s that, too. Morons who think constriction is cuddly and buy pythons as pets. Except when little Squeezy hits twenty feet he isn’t so lovable anymore. The disenchanted owner dumps him in the Everglades and drives away. Upgrade for the snake. Not so good for the rest of the glades population.”

My gaze roved the packets. Okay. The lumps looked a little bigger than what a jet engine would leave behind.

Lisa kept talking.

“Since Burmese pythons are threatening to become the top predator in the Everglades, the National Park Service has asked for help in identifying at-risk birds.”

I looked at the dried masses on the table.

“You’re examining the stomach contents of a python?”

“Twelve pythons, to be exact.”

“That’s a lot of dead snake.”

“The National Park Service hunts them. They’re trying to get a handle on the problem.”

“You necropsy every snake?”

“I don’t. Dr. Aaron Lundberg does. He’s a park ranger and wildlife biologist over at NPS. As the bird expert, I just get the stomach contents, sometimes a section of intestine.”

“What’s Lundberg hoping to learn?”

“Everything. Growth, health, diet, reproductive behavior. I’m focused on preferred snack foods.” With gloved fingers, she gently pried apart one of the smaller dehydrated masses. Other than a beak, a talon, nothing solid remained, just a matting of hair and feather parts. “That used to be a wood stork. Mycteria americana. Stood forty-five inches tall, with a wingspan of sixty to sixty-five inches. It’s endangered.”

“Jesus.”

“Mature Burmese pythons eat maybe once a month, then hunker down to digest. Metabolism occurs quite rapidly.”

“Meaning you don’t usually get bones?”

“Not unless the snake is caught right after it has ingested. I mostly rely on feathers.”

I leaned closer for a better view. “I don’t see any feathers on this one.”

“Birds have two types of feathers—vaned, which form the outer layer, and down, which lie underneath the vaned. For this recovery I’ll use magnification to view the downy parts. They carry distinct species characteristics. Mites, the amount and distribution of pigment, the node shapes. Differences in feather microstructure set bird groups apart. It’ll take a little work, but I’ll nail this baby.”

“I have no doubt.”

Lisa glanced at the wall clock. “I’ll need ten minutes to finish up here. Then I’ll take a break and get you on your way.” She hooked a thumb at the fume hood. “I save the easy cases for last. Those over there aren’t so tidy but they’ve got more to work with. Literally. Meat, feathers, bones. Have a look.”

While Lisa resumed prying apart the goodies on the gurney, I crossed to the fume hood. The smell of putrefying flesh was much stronger up close. Five specimens lay arranged in chronological order. Each was labeled with a field number and site name, and with GPS coordinates indicating the location of its recovery.

These masses were more oozy and less homogenous than the lumps on the table. In some I could make out individual vaned feathers and small bones. In one, a furry ringed tail. I picked up a probe and teased a bone out of a packet labeled #1032-27 BIG CYPRESS. Yep. Raccoon. Next one was fox. I was feeling smug.

“I’ll introduce you to Aaron while you’re here.” Lisa’s words came out muffled by her mask. “He’s quite a character.”

“The only introduction I want is to a big cheeseburger.” I hadn’t eaten since leaving home for the Charlotte airport, five hours ago. It was early for lunch but I was starving.

I shifted to #1976-32 BOGGY KEY. Saw one fragment of bone. Recognized it as bird.

The fourth carcass was that of a decent-size doe. Mother of God. That was one ambitious snake.

The final set of remains showed more advanced decomp and smelled far more rank. I breathed through my mouth as I bent over #4715-59 HARDWOOD HAMMOCK. Black feathers. Raptor beak. I was going with vulture.

As I straightened, a tiny segment of bone caught my eye. The shaft was wrong for bird, the outer tube too thick in proportion to the hollow interior.

Definitely not avian. I peered closer. Noted the patterning on the bone’s outer surface.

My heart tossed in a few extra beats.

What?

Tightening my grasp on the probe, I poked deeper into the putrefied thing that had once been a bird. Into its stomach. Saw undigested skeletal elements. Apprehension climbing, I extracted several.

“Almost done!” Lisa sang.

Grabbing a long pair of tweezers, I pulled bones until I had a small pile.

Breath suspended, I rolled each this way and that, noting anatomical details.

And felt a rush of adrenaline shoot through my body.


Chapter Two

So began the vacation that never was. I told myself I’d soon be snorkeling in Biscayne Bay. But on hearing what I’d found, Lisa had extracted a promise that I stick around until she handed this off to the authorities.

I looked like an oversize scarecrow in Lisa’s tiny borrowed lab coat. The thing hit me mid-thigh and mid-forearm. The gurney had been cleared of everything but #4715-59 HARDWOOD HAMMOCK. The bird carcass lay to one end, my grisly discovery to the other.

Once again, Lisa and I were positioned on opposite sides of our subject, handing off bones to the correct expert. Taking shape in front of me was a small human foot. Eight phalanges, three metatarsals, a fragment of calcaneus, and one partial cuneiform. I estimated we’d recovered roughly one third.

“Here’s the last.” Lisa handed me another item teased from the turkey vulture’s gullet. “It’s remarkable how much a human metatarsal resembles a Cathartes aura tarsometatarsus.”

“And how these bad boys possess the appetite of Hannibal Lecter,” I said.

“And the smell of a teenage boy’s sneakers.”

I passed on the obvious foul fowl joke. Hunger headache was joining my list of discomforts. Unfair, but I blamed all my woes on the Everglades.

I was tightening the alignment of the foot bones when the door opened and three men strode into the room. The reinforcements we’d called for had arrived. The waft of male sweat gave the putrefaction a run for its money.

The largest of the trio wore a brown uniform bearing a Miami-Dade Police Department logo. A plaque on his shirt gave his name as T. Yellen. A gold sheriff’s department badge declared Yellen’s rank to be that of sergeant or higher. A bad mustache evoked the seventies. A substantial belly suggested a love of fast food.

The other two wore green park rangers’ uniforms. One was short, with Earl Grey eyes behind rectangular, silver-framed glasses, and a seriously lopsided haircut. I could see him cruising a farmers’ market in a tie-dye and Birkenstocks, an NPR tote over one arm. I guessed he was the wildlife biologist, Dr. Aaron Lundberg.

The other guy was too tanned and too groomed, and had a “stud legend in my own mind” demeanor about him. Black hair. Blue eyes. A physique that filled his uniform nicely. On his chest was a Department of the Interior badge identifying him as Scott Pierce, Everglades National Park Law Enforcement.

Lundberg, the biologist, and Yellen, the sheriff, were arguing, and appeared to have been at it for some time.

“Pythons do not attack humans,” Lundberg said, frustrated, as though he’d repeated the statement again and again.

“Goddammit, Aaron. Your friend here says she’s got an eighteen-foot snake with human parts in its belly.” Yellen looked red-faced and grim. “I’ve been dreading this day since the damn things first started showing up.”

“Didn’t happen,” Lundberg insisted.

“I’ve seen these bastards down hundred-pound gators and deer. They can sure as hell handle one of us.” Yellen sounded equally fed up with the debate.

“The chance of that happening is less than your chance of being struck by lightning while winning the Powerball.” Lundberg finger-jammed his glasses upward. They immediately resumed their spot low on the bridge of his nose.

“The news loves to tell me about kids getting squeezed to death while they sleep,” Yellen argued.

Lundberg spoke slowly, a teacher addressing a dull student. “Those are cases of escaped domesticated snakes attacking the first small prey they encounter. In the wild, we’ve recorded only five or six unprovoked python-on-human attacks. Only one resulting in a bite. None resulting in an attempt to wrap.”

“One of these buggers tries wrapping me, its head is going straight up its ass.”

So far Pierce had said nothing. Like those of a spectator at a tennis match, his eyes swung between Lundberg and Yellen. He leaned against one wall, arms crossed, more arranged than relaxed.

Yellen flapped a hand at Lisa. “You, missy. You called this in. Did this python eat somebody?”

“The foot bones came from the vulture.”

Three sets of eyebrows shot up.

“The turkey vulture ate the human remains. The python ate the turkey vulture,” Lisa expanded.

“A bird killed this guy?” The sheriff sounded a galaxy beyond dubious.

“Or girl,” I interjected. Everyone ignored me.

“Turkey vultures scavenge on carrion,” Lisa explained. “They rarely, if ever, kill prey themselves.”

“How’d a bird find a corpse in a million-mile swamp?”

“It stank.” Lisa stated the obvious.

Yellen’s response was to hip-plant his hands and scowl. “The bird eats the vic, the snake eats the bird. Where’s the bloody old lady who swallowed the fly?”

Perhaps she’ll die winged into my mind. Not bad, Sheriff.

“Goddammit, this is a jurisdictional nightmare. There’s flying and slithering and who the hell knows where the whole mess started? Could be Dade, Collier, Broward, or Monroe.” Yellen pronounced the last Mon-roe, emphasizing the first syllable of the county’s name. “Could be the park boys.”

Pierce spoke for the first time. “The snake was caught near Hardwood Hammock. That’s outside the park, south of Broward, in Metro.” He used the slang for Miami–Dade County.

“So I’m the lucky asshat,” Yellen said.

“You’ve got jurisdiction, Tom, but considering it’s a mobile crime scene, NPS will cooperate fully.”

Yellen’s jaw tightened. “Who says we’ve got a crime at all? The damn foot could have come from a graveyard.”

“No,” Lisa said. “Turkey vultures prefer fresh corpses. Though they might wait for the skin to soften for easier consumption, they avoid putrefied meat. The victim wasn’t dead long before the vultures fed.”

Lundberg’s face paled slightly. He swallowed. “And the python couldn’t have eaten more than a day or two before it was captured. The vulture is barely digested.”

“Slow your roll.” Yellen raised two palms. “There’s still no reason to jump to violent crime. Could be a fall, a drowning, a heart attack. Folks die a million ways to Sunday out here.”

“It’s a crime,” I said firmly. “Homicide.”

This time every face swung toward me.

“And you would be?” Yellen looked me up and down, likely taking in the lank hair and ill-fitting lab coat.

“Dr. Temperance Brennan.”

“Dr. Brennan is a forensic anthropologist from North Carolina,” Lisa added. “She spotted the human bones.”

“Tom Yellen.” Yellen proffered one beefy hand. “Sheriff out of Miami–Dade Hammocks district office.”

“I’m a colleague of Phil Evans.” I named the Miami-Dade County forensic anthropologist I knew through the American Academy of Forensic Sciences.

“You used to be,” Yellen said. “Evans died last month. Heart attack.”

Jesus. There’s blunt, but this guy was off the chart. Not knowing what to say, and feeling bad about Evans, I said nothing.

Yellen looked at Lisa. “And you would be?”

“Dr. Lisa Robbin, Smithsonian ornithologist. I’m assisting Dr. Lundberg with his python research.”

“Uh-huh,” Yellen said. “Let’s get back to the foot. What makes you think we got a homicide?”

Using my probe, I singled out the calcaneus and cuneiform. “These are tarsals. When articulated, they lie close to the point where the foot bones and the lower leg bones meet.” Overly simplistic, but close enough for this crowd.

“The ankle?”

“You can think of it that way.” Using the probe’s tip, I pointed to a series of gouges and striation on the superior surface of each tarsal. “These marks were made by a chain saw.”

There was a long dead silence. Yellen broke it.

“You sayin’ this foot was sawed off?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I can’t answer that.”

“You’re sure?”

“That I can’t answer?”

“That it was sawed off!” Exasperated.

“I am.”

“Sweet lord on a bicycle. I’ve got a sawed-off foot that was eaten by a bird that was eaten by a snake, and no clue where the crime went down or who the vic is.”

“Was,” said Lisa.

Another silence followed. This time I jumped in.

“You can tell a lot from a foot.”

Yellen’s eyes rolled up to mine.

“While I can’t definitively establish gender without DNA, these bones are small and the muscle attachments aren’t overly robust, suggesting female. A smaller than average female, in fact.”

“Could it be a kid?” Pierce asked. Children eaten by snakes—bad for park publicity.

I picked up the third metatarsal. “This bone shows evidence of a stress fracture.”

“Not a kid,” Yellen said.

My opinion of the sheriff rose a hair.

“Correct. There are two main types of metatarsal fracture: acute, due to sudden loading, and stress, due to overuse. If muscles become strained, they’re no longer able to lessen the shock of repeated impacts. When this happens, the muscles transfer the stress to the bones. This can create small cracks or fractures.” Again an oversimplification, but sufficient in this context. “The most common stress fractures result from high-impact sports, like distance running. It’s rare to see them in children.”

“So how old are we talking?”

“I’m limited in making an estimate because I’ve got mostly phalanges to work with. Toe bones.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Yellen curled his fingers in an impatient “Go on” gesture.

“I’ll need an X-ray, but the bone quality looks good and the joints show no arthritis or remodeling. And I see no evidence of recent epiphyseal fusion.” I referred to the growth caps at the ends of each bone. “Together, these features suggest young adult.”

“That’s it?”

“I’d say somewhere in the range twenty to thirty. A small, active woman, maybe a runner.”

Something crossed Yellen’s face. Recognition? Before he could speak, his mobile rang. With a nod, he stepped out of the room to take the call.

“I’ve taken what measurements I could,” I said, peeling off and tossing my gloves into a biohazard bin. “Someone can enter them into the Fordisc program for assessment of gender and ancestry. But, given what I had to work with, the results will be virtually meaningless.”

Lundberg and Pierce stood mute.

“See you back at the house?” I asked Lisa.

Before she could reply, Yellen thundered back into the room. His face was grim. And he was looking at me.


Chapter Three

I clung to my seat as the airboat jounced across the water, still unsure how I’d been talked into the excursion. On board with me with me were Yellen, Lundberg, and Pierce. A uniformed Miami-Dade officer was piloting the craft.

Yellen’s phone call had brought news of more human remains. I’d explained that I was in Florida on vacation. That I’d only stopped by Lisa’s lab to pick up a key. I’d practically yanked my bikini and Picoult novel from my suitcase as Exhibit A. Fruitless.

Yellen had waved off my objections. He had a dismembered human body. Evans, his forensic anthropologist, was on the wrong side of dirt and I was not. Before I knew what had happened, I’d been deputized.

While I was being driven to the dock, Lisa had headed out for lunch. My empty stomach did not appreciate the irony.

Our boat was a flat-bottomed aluminum six-seater with an elevated driver’s chair at the back. Behind the driver’s platform was a large propeller engine enclosed in a protective metal cage. The thing looked like an oversize desk fan.

“You have to use an airboat in the Everglades because a submerged propeller won’t work in shallow marshes,” Lundberg shouted, close to my ear.

I nodded, unwilling to bellow. Even with mufflers, the propeller was incredibly loud. The upside: no one could hear the protests coming from my belly.

“This is called the Shark River Slough.” Lundberg’s arm arced to take in the scenery. “It’s the primary source of water to Everglades National Park, and lies both inside and outside the park boundaries. You’ve probably heard it called the river of grass.”

Though I hadn’t, the description was apt. A sea of brown and green saw grass stretched as far as the eye could see, here and there carved by the occasional meandering waterway. The sky was an immaculate Carolina blue, dotted low above the horizon with fluffs of cumulus cloud.

Having no need to stick to the cuts, our boat whizzed unimpeded across the top of the vegetation. Despite the grim task that lay ahead, I thoroughly enjoyed the feeling of flying.

“We’re headed to Hardwood Hammock.” Lundberg seemed compelled to continually explain. “It’s just beyond the park to the north. Where the hunt is taking place.”

“The hunt?” That got my attention.

“The Python Challenge. It’s a contest run by state Fish and Wildlife. Prizes for the most killed, for the longest, that sort of thing.”

Yellen, to my right, overheard and shook his head. “Idea right outa the mind of a hormone-addled fourteen-year-old gamer.”

On that point, Lundberg appeared to agree with Yellen. “The hunt goes for thirty days and draws participants from all over the country—this year there are sixteen hundred. Two categories, professional hunters in one, and anyone that can pay twenty-five bucks and sit through a thirty-minute video in the other. In 2013, the amateurs and pros together caught sixty-eight snakes. Majority by the hunters.”

That surprised me. I thought the total would be in the hundreds. “How many snakes are out there?” I yelled.

“Twenty-five hundred Burmese pythons have been removed from south Florida in the last ten years. Our best guesstimate is a current population numbering in the thousands, maybe the tens of thousands. And breeding rapidly.”

Holy shit, I thought.

“The funny thing is these guys are endangered in their natural habitats of Southeast Asia, because of illegal poaching.”

“No shortage here.” Yellen’s clipped comment was almost blown away by the rushing air.

“Definitely not. The federal government is desperately scrambling to control the population explosion in south Florida. In 2012, the Burmese python was added to the species list covered by the Lacey Act.”

At my questioning look, Lundberg said, “It’s the federal act used by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to prevent and manage invasive species. It bans importation and interstate commerce of listed species, like the pythons.”

The boat slowed a bit. I took advantage to ask at almost normal volume, “How’d they multiply so fast?”

“Burmese are generalists, able to adapt to a variety of habitats,” Lundberg prattled on, unimpeded by the need to shout. “So they can be more invasive. Their offspring output is prodigious, and, uncharacteristically for snakes, mothers stay with their nests and brood their eggs.”

I thought that was what I’d heard. Much of what Lundberg said was lost to the wind as the airboat picked up speed again.

“And the ladies are about as picky as one-legged whores,” Yellen added. “One decides a boy python is hot, bam, you’ve got a brood.”

“How big do Burmese pythons get?” Not sure I wanted to know.

“The Burmese is one of the largest snake species. In the wild, females can grow up to eighteen feet, males up to fourteen. In captivity some reach twenty.”

Regular meals, I assumed. Didn’t ask what unfortunate creatures that entailed.

“A south Florida water-quality maintenance crew just bagged their second eighteen-footer this year,” Yellen said. “Dragged out of a canal in the hammocks, north of Tamiami.”

“Hammocks?” I’d been wondering about the term since first hearing it.

“Hardwood hammocks.” Of course Lundberg demanded more precision. “Little islands in the swamp. The hammocks provide dry broadleaf habitat a few inches above the elevation of the water.”

“That’s where we’re headed,” Pierce threw in.

“How long’s the boat?” I cracked.

“Sixteen feet.” Either Lundberg was deadpan or he didn’t get the joke.

“You say pythons never attack humans?” Just making conversation. No reason I asked.

“One can never say never,” Lundberg backpedaled. “But most prefer to avoid trouble, will withdraw if allowed.”

“Yeah? What about the guy got turned into Flat Stanley last month?”

Lundberg leaned forward to shout past me at Yellen. “Precisely the stupidity I was talking about! That was a domestic. The result of improper handling. Burmese are one of the most docile of all pet snakes. Which they should never be.”

“You blaming the vic?” Yellen yelled back.

“Pythons have an acute sense of smell, and the mere presence of food can trigger a feeding frenzy. You don’t uncage a twenty-foot constrictor with a live chicken nearby!”

“What’s their preferred prey in the wild?” I jumped in to defuse tension.

“Pythons are voracious and indiscriminate eaters, I will admit.” Lundberg pointedly addressed his answer to only me. “The species is consuming indigenous mammals at an alarming rate, especially those that forage near water. Ninety-nine percent of the raccoon and opossum populations have disappeared from the park, especially the southernmost regions, where pythons have been established the longest. Rabbits and fox have vanished completely.”

Bunnies? I was beginning to agree with Yellen.

Lundberg failed to notice my reaction. “Lisa has identified twenty-five different bird species in python guts, including the endangered wood stork. The mammals and birds are unaccustomed to being hunted by pythons, so they lack the appropriate instinctual defenses.”

“Because the damn pythons aren’t supposed to be here,” Yellen snapped.

“Neither are New Yorkers, but we can’t keep them out,” Lundberg spat back. To me, “Some populations may actually be benefiting, like turtles. Without raccoons to eat their eggs, we’ll be knee-deep in turtles in twenty years.”

“Do pythons have no predators?”

“Alligators do some damage, but once the snakes get large, the gators are no match. In fact, the two species compete for the same resources.”

“I’ve seen a python split itself open from eating a six-foot gator,” Pierce offered from across the boat.

“The Burmese’s only real threat walks on two legs,” Yellen agreed.

“Yet you’re not a fan of the hunt,” I said.

Yellen shook his head. “Rednecks wading into the swamp shooting at anything that moves?”

“We get an annual circus of boozed-out idiocy.” Pierce agreed with the sheriff.

“If the yahoos aren’t allowed to hunt in the park proper, which is python central, of course the snake count’s gonna be skimpy.” Yellen barked the criticism to Lundberg. His tone said the argument predated my arrival by a very long time.

Lundberg responded with vehemence. “What certain people fail to understand is how well camouflaged these creatures are. You release an enormous tagged snake and it vanishes in seconds. I’m an expert and I’ve stood one meter from a fifteen-foot male, tracking his radio transmitters, and failed to spot him.”

I definitely did not want this man’s job.

Lundberg steamed ahead, face now the color of uncooked beef. “Burmese pythons are ambush hunters. They can lie in wait underwater, hide under bushes, drop from trees. They strike suddenly, ingest their catch quickly, then conceal themselves to digest for a month. Even herpetologists have a hard time locating them. Forget the inexperienced.” At last, Lundberg made eye contact with Yellen. “Most captures are made because a snake is crossing a road. And there are far more roads outside than inside the park. And less protected wildlife to shoot by mistake.”

Mental note. Don’t wade. Don’t linger under trees. Don’t walk through tall brush. Don’t leave the boat sounded good, but I doubted that was an option.

“Almost there.”

I turned. The driver was pointing to a stand of trees about a mile away. One of several similar stands marching the horizon.

“Are we still in the Everglades?” I asked.

“This stretch isn’t part of the national park,” Lundberg said. “It’s one of four state-run wildlife management areas where the hunt is allowed.”

Our airboat drew up and stopped beside a more battered model with indeterminate wording painted on the stern in faded script. We all scrambled over the bow and jumped to dry ground.

The transition from marsh to shrub to forest was abrupt. Within feet of the water’s edge, we crossed a thick ring of scrub vegetation and single-filed down a narrow path through a canopy forest.

“Watch for sinkholes.” Lundberg pointed out a steep-sided conical depression containing an emerald pool. “They’re everywhere.”

The temperature dropped in proportion to the rise in humidity. Looking up, I could see only slivers of sky through the intertwined foliage overhead. So much for avoiding trees. But snakes were now the lesser of my problems. Swarms of mosquitoes were draining me of copious quantities of blood. The bloodsuckers loved me.

Five or six minutes in, we reached a small clearing. At its center was a bearded giant in Australian bush gear standing over a dead gator. Together, we crossed to him.

The gator wasn’t huge, but it was big enough, maybe eight feet from snout to tail tip. Its mouth was half open. The reptile’s teeth grasped what appeared to be a portion of human pelvis encased in flesh that had rotted to the color and consistency of congealed oatmeal. The only indication the flesh had once been human was an obvious, if mottled and dented, belly button.

Yellen addressed the giant. “Howdy, Jordan.”

Jordan nodded. Looked each of us over. Then said, “Didn’t touch nothin’ once I brought her down and saw what she had.”

“You did right calling us.” Yellen didn’t move closer. “This lady’s a doctor specializes in bones.”

“Tempe Brennan.” I stepped forward and held out a hand.

Jordan wiped a giant paw on his khakis and thrust it toward me. “My name’s Dusty Jordan.” My hand disappeared in a leathery grip.

“What happened here?” I asked.

Jordan looked at me like I’d asked the meaning of “soup.” “I was huntin’ python. Saw this gal dragging somethin’ didn’t look right.”

“She’s quite dead?”

“She won’t hurt you,” he answered, obviously missing my Monty Python reference.

I squatted and leaned close to the gator. A full minute passed with only the buzz of flies and the whine of mosquitoes.

When Yellen could take it no longer, he burst out, “Is it the same vic?”

“The pelvic features I’m able to see are consistent with what I observed on the foot,” I said. But something else troubled me. “Would an alligator eat something that’s already dead?”

“Yep.” Jordan answered quickly, to Lundberg’s annoyance.

“It’s true.” Lundberg felt the need to assert scientific superiority. “And alligators will drag prey around for a long time, days even. To protect the food from other gators. And to help break it up.”

Yellen sighed. “Mother Mary in a handcart. We’re going to need CSI. Could be body parts all over this hammock.” He walked off to make the call.

I shifted to view the pelvis from another angle. “I’d field-estimate PMI at roughly nine days. That tracks with the remains recovered from the vulture.” Python. Whatever.

A snuffle from the gator made me spring back and land on my ass.

“You said it was dead.” More shrill than I’d intended.

Jordan gave me another look that said he questioned my basic intelligence. “I said she wouldn’t hurt you. Can’t kill a gator without the Hunting and Game folks classifying it as a nuisance. And this ole gal’s just out here working her turf.”

I scooted back slowly and carefully.

“Relax. She’s tranqed.” Jordan bounced a conspiratorial glance off Pierce. Women. “Dive right on in. She won’t wake for hours.”

“You’re telling me to reach into a live gator’s mouth?” I wasn’t believing this guy.

“Duh-uh.”

Lundberg addressed Jordan. “Anesthesia is an imprecise science. One must know weight to calculate proper dosage.”

Jordan regarded the biologist with an insolent stare. “If I say the dude’s out, she’s out.”

No one moved.

“Man.” Jordan dug into a ratty canvas pack and withdrew a Coke-can-size capsule. “Ketamine-midazolam. Eight thousand milligrams.”

Lundberg nodded slowly. “That should do it.”

“Should?” I looked from Jordan to Lundberg. “Should as in lost digits and phantom limbs?”

Wordlessly, Jordan pulled on heavy leather gloves, reached down, and pried open the gator’s mouth. The pelvis rose with the upper jaw. Unperturbed, Jordan stuck a finger between the tooth row and the human flesh, and shoved downward. The pelvis dropped to the ground with a soft thunk.

All eyes swung to me. The gator lay motionless, mouth held agape.

My gaze roved the pelvis. Like the foot, it was on the small end of the range for human adults. And I could see the disturbing feature more clearly now. The unsubtle gouging and splintering left by the action of a chain saw.

“Get me the scene bag,” I barked, emotions churning inside me.

Lundberg jumped to respond. I withdrew gloves and a body bag, pulled on the former, then unrolled and unzipped the latter. Ready, I edged closer to the gator.

I was right. The body part was a segment of lower torso, including a partial pelvis and portions of soft tissue from the waist and upper groin region. Dotted lines of puncture wounding crisscrossed the decomposing flesh. Bite marks left by reptilian teeth.

Moving cautiously, I slid my hands under the torso and transferred the whole to the body bag. When finished, I checked the gator’s mouth and dentition. A glance up to make sure Jordan had a firm grip on the jaws, then I carefully collected stray tissue and bone fragments that had detached from the main hunk. Extracting evidence from between razor-sharp teeth was like the extreme sports version of the game Operation.

I was about to call it quits when a glint caught my eye, there, then gone.

“Can you spread the jaws wider?” I couldn’t believe what I was asking. What I was about to do.

Jordan widened his stance, flexed the gator’s neck backward, and did as I’d requested. Remarkably, the beast offered no resistance.

Sunlight flashed again.

Inhaling deeply, I took a small surgical forceps from the bag, reached my arm in, elbow deep, and peered at the back of the dental arcade.

The thing was silver and wedged between two maxillaries. As I wiggled it free, the gator whipped her tail left, then right. I froze, but Jordan held the animal’s head immobile with a hammerlock.

Yanking my arm free, I scrambled backward and, in a childish display of victory, held my prize aloft. Then I lowered and studied the object in my forceps.

It was a silver dolphin charm affixed to a loop via a short filigree chain. A chunk of decaying flesh clung to the dolphin’s upraised tail.

Belly ring. A distinctive one.

My moment of triumph faded when I glanced up.

My four companions were staring at me with matching expressions of horror.


Chapter Four

Kiley James was a short, athletic python wrangler. Former marathoner. Liked by all. At least, all but one.

It wasn’t a formal ID, but my companions had no doubt that I’d recovered her belly ring. The gloom was palpable.

Solemnly, we reboarded the airboat and headed east. This was no case for the natural resources center. Yellen had gotten permission to collect and transport the torso, and me, and we were going straight to the Miami–Dade County morgue.

The boat pulled to shore somewhere along Highway 997. We sat on a weathered dock and waited for the medical examiner van, which was en route.

“She was one of the best.” For a change, Lundberg sounded subdued.

“You can’t be certain of identity from a piece of jewelry.” I wasn’t trying to raise hopes. Just being precise.

“The kid liked belly shirts.” Yellen was terse.

I swatted a mosquito. Not to think ill of the dead, but the idea of exposing unnecessary skin in this habitat seemed lunacy. Then I berated myself. Facts before conclusions. Stop assuming the victim is James.

Our group had diminished, Yellen having directed his deputy to Jordan’s airboat to ensure its owner found his way to the Hammocks district station. Jordan had protested vehemently, to no avail. Yellen didn’t say it, but the man was now a suspect. Turned out Jordan knew James. And he’d “found” her body way out in the middle of nowhere. Yellen would be negligent not to bring him in.

And I’d be negligent to rely on personal effects to establish a positive ID. Many others probably owned the same belly ring. Or the ring could be unconnected to the body. Or James might have lost hers, sold it, or given it away.

And the thing just happened to end up in a gator’s mouth with a mangled hunk of torso?

Small. Active. Woman. My own words whispered across my brain. Kiley James fit the profile in every respect.

“Has anyone talked to James recently?” I asked.

Lundberg shook his head no. “Kiley would camp in the glades for the duration of the contest. She was just like the pythons she hunted—you only saw her if she wanted to be seen.”

“She’d be required to deliver her bounty, wouldn’t she?” I persisted.

When the biologist nodded, mid-afternoon sun flashed off his lenses. “Any capture must be dropped off within twenty-four hours at one of several stations, along with a completed data sheet and GPS coordinates for the harvesting location.”

“Maybe her GPS notes will help pinpoint her last field location.”

Yellen shot me a scathing look. “This ain’t my first rodeo, doc lady.”

“Wouldn’t mean diddly. The kid covered a lot of ground.”

I jumped when Pierce spoke because he did it so rarely. I’d forgotten he was slumped against a piling behind me.

“Most snakes are brought in alive, but Kiley didn’t mess around.” Lundberg sounded totally miserable. “She’d euthanize in the field then move on. I’ve never seen anyone else deliver three kills in twenty-four hours.”

“Mating season.” Pierce crossed his outstretched legs, dropped his chin onto his chest, and, I assumed, lowered his lids. Couldn’t see his eyes behind the dark Maui Jims.

“When did she last check in?” I persisted. The investigation was not my turf. But I’m impatient by nature and the wait was making me churlish.

“You’d have to check with FWC, the state fish and wildlife commission,” Lundberg offered. “The contest is their show. But it couldn’t have been that long ago. She’d have had bounty to register. She was leading the pack. By a good margin.”

My guess was nine days.

“Who’d want to kill her?” I switched tack.

Yellen gave a humorless snort. “Only about fifteen hundred people.”

“Tell me about her.”

Yellen turned his aviator shades full on me. I held his stare. On the road above us, a pickup rattled by, belching black exhaust.

Finally, the lawman sighed. “For a little lady, James packed quite a punch. She was determined to win the whole damn shooting match.”

“How much cash is involved?”

“With private sponsors sweetening this year’s pot, the prize tops out at thirty thousand dollars.”

“That’s a lot of money.” And a lot of motive.

“You bet your sweet ass it is.” Yellen’s thoughts were obviously traveling the same path as mine.

“With that many hunters out in the swamp, wouldn’t people be falling all over each other? Someone must have seen her.”

“Well, hell. Wish I’da thought of that.” Yellen’s sarcasm did nothing to calm my nerves. “You sayin’ I should have my boys canvas the entire gun-and-machete redneck family reunion?”

Lundberg interpreted. “As an FWC python permit holder, Kiley could harvest snakes in several state-managed areas. Her FWC permits were as broad as one can possibly obtain. She was also on the Nature Conservancy’s Python Patrol, and was one of the volunteer agents participating in the Everglades National Park’s python program. The latter permit holders are authorized to use our roads and trails to look for snakes.”

“So she could hunt anywhere.”

“No. Harvesting for the FWC challenge isn’t allowed in the national park.” Apparently Pierce had been awake and taking in every word. “She could only collect in the park for us.”

“And we don’t call it ‘hunting’ in the park.” Lundberg hooked air quotes. “Funding restrictions disallow use of the term.”

Before I could respond, an ME van, a cruiser, and a Miami-Dade crime scene truck pulled to the shoulder above us. After a short briefing, the two CSS techs boarded the airboat for the trip to the hammock. Pierce and Lundberg joined those going to the Hammocks district station in the cruiser. Yellen and I secured the torso in the back of the van in a small plastic tub and climbed in.

The ride passed in silence. Despite our grim mission, I was looking forward to a visit to Miami’s famed ME facility. I’d been there on previous occasions and knew it to be the Taj Mahal of morgues—23,000 square feet of shiny and modern, including a grand total of fifteen autopsy stations. When we arrived, I was the first out of the van.

A lab-coated death investigator named Elvis helped us log the remains in to the computer, then led us to a separate “decomp” building behind the main morgue. We were assigned one of the two autopsy rooms, down the hall from a cooler large enough to accommodate seventy-five bodies.

I knew the fridge storage size because Elvis was a frustrated tour guide at heart. By the time we’d gathered around the autopsy table, I also knew that, along with the four main coolers, the facility could store as many as 555 bodies. Why 555? Exactly the capacity of a 747 jumbo jet.

You’ve got to love Florida’s sense of mortality. And the state’s willingness to pony up funding for a state-of-the-art death investigation system.

Elvis even found a lab coat in my size.

I’d barely slipped it on when a staff pathologist stepped into the room. Jane Barconi. We’d met, but I’d never worked with her.

Splatter on Barconi’s lab coat and apron suggested she’d been interrupted while cutting and slicing and weighing. The look on her face said she was not happy about it.

While Elvis took the torso off for X-ray, I told Barconi the little I knew. The hammock. The gator. The belly ring. The possible ID. The directive from her boss, the chief medical examiner, that the remains come to the epicenter of the morgue bureau.

Barconi listened without comment, then, when Elvis returned, she peered at the contents of the tub. Her tight expression tightened even further. Relaxed slightly when I assured her I could work unassisted.

After gloving and masking, I transferred the remains to the autopsy table.

Yellen stood in a corner, expression impassive, thumbs hooked in his pockets. Impressive. Many cops can’t stomach the autopsy room. Especially if the vic is a decomp.

So I began.

Using a scalpel, I gently teased tissue from the exposed innominate, one of three bones that compose the pelvic girdle, and the only one present. It was soon evident that the iliac crest, a crescent-shaped sliver of bone topping the hip blade portion, was not fully fused. I made a note and moved on.

As I worked, I’d periodically glance at Yellen. He didn’t pester me with questions. Just observed, silent but attentive. I was actually starting to like the guy.

At some point Elvis returned again. I heard the sound of X-rays popping onto wall-mounted illuminators but didn’t stop to look.

Thirty minutes of careful cutting and tugging revealed the pubic symphysis, the point at which the right half of the pelvis joins with left front and center in the lower abdomen. I found a magnifying lens and leaned close.

The small oval face had deep furrows running horizontally across its surface. This, along with the condition of the oval’s border, confirmed the age estimate I’d jotted down based on the iliac crest.

The shape of the oval, along with that of the pubic element and the portion of sciatic notch that remained intact, confirmed my preliminary statement with regard to gender.

I sat back and lowered my mask. Rolled my shoulders to loosen tight muscles. Then turned to Yellen.

“The victim is female, aged eighteen to twenty-four. Small stature. Probably in good health at the time of her death.” Before being dismembered and scavenged by a gator.

“Nothin’ that says it couldn’t be James.”

“Agreed. But nothing that says conclusively it is.”

“So what are you saying?”

“The remains are consistent with the biological profile of Kiley James.”

“And the foot?”

“Features I observed on the torso are consistent with those I observed on the foot. For a positive ID, both sets of remains should be submitted for DNA sequencing.”

While Yellen scribbled in a small notebook, I walked to the light boxes and worked my way down the X-rays Elvis had taken. Saw the partial pelvis glowing white inside the gray mass of tissue. Some lumbar vertebrae. The bottommost ribs.

At the last in the series, I stopped in my tracks. Using a finger, I counted, not touching the film.

“Hmm.”

Yellen’s head snapped up. “What?”

“Most people have twenty-four ribs. The first seven pairs are called true ribs because they attach to the sternum via cartilage. The next three are known as false ribs because they share a common cartilaginous connection to the sternum. The eleventh and twelfth pairs are called floating ribs because they don’t attach to anything in front.”

I glanced at Yellen to see if he was following. He was.

“Some individuals lack a pair of floating ribs, others have a couple extra. It’s an uncommon anomaly, but not rare.”

“Does missing a set cause problems?”

“No. Twenty-two ribs are sufficient to protect the organs. The condition is a harmless variation. Nothing you’d notice in a person walking around.”

He waited.

“This victim is lacking a pair of floating ribs,” I said. “If Kiley James has antemortem X-rays on file somewhere, they could help to confirm identity.”

“I’m gettin’ medical records. Anything else?”

I snapped off my gloves. “Unfortunately I can’t give you cause or manner of death based on what was recovered. But I can state with certainty that this victim was dismembered with a chain saw.”

A beat passed. I remembered Yellen had known this woman, and liked her.

“Ante or post?” was his reply.

“Post.” Small comfort.

“Around here, chain saw doesn’t narrow the suspect pool much.”

“If you can locate the saw, I might be able to match the blade to damage on the bone,” I said. “Or, better than that, recover tissue or blood from its teeth.”

“You’d better stick with me then,” Yellen said.

Vacation? Whatever. In for a penny, in for a pound.

After thanking Elvis, then reporting to Barconi, Yellen and I set out. A short drive brought us to the Hammocks district station house, decidedly less shiny digs than the ones we’d just left. Small tiled lobby. Front intake desk. Corkboard filled with the usual posters and flyers.

When we entered the rear working area, a male voice could be heard protesting loudly from an interview room.

“This is horseshit! You’re costing me valuable hunting time!”

Yellen went straight to the room and opened the door. I followed, but held back a safe distance.

When Jordan saw Yellen he pounced. “What the hell’s going on, Tom? One of your yokels just read me my rights.”

At Yellen’s nonresponse, Jordan popped to his feet. “No way I’m taking the fall for this. I called the freakin’ thing in!”

“Just settle down.” Yellen gestured two-handed for Jordan to resume his seat.

Jordan hesitated, then dropped back into his chair. With a sullen shake of his head, he thrust both feet out under the battered table before him, his bulk making it appear miniature.

I slipped in and pressed my back to the wall beside the door.

Jordan glanced at me, then refocused on Yellen. “This is shit, man. Kiley and me are buds. You know that.”

Unconsciously, I noted that Jordan used the present tense.

Lunging forward at the waist, Jordan pulled his cellphone from his pocket, jabbed a few buttons, then placed the device on the tabletop so Yellen could see an image on the screen.

Yellen viewed the picture, then handed the phone to me.

On the left was a pretty blonde, straight teeth, turquoise eyes, a smattering of freckles across a tanned nose. No makeup. The all-American girl straight out of a J. Crew catalogue.

The girl held the neck of a snake easily three times her body length, firmly, behind the jaw. Beside her, Jordan held the tail. Both were beaming. The girl looked Lilliputian compared to her companion and the reptile between them.

“So?” Yellen was unimpressed.

“That was our winning python from last year’s contest. We snagged the prizes for both the longest and the most caught.” His voice cracked. Desperate, he looked to me for understanding. “Kiley’s like my sister.” His eyes bounced back to Yellen. “We’re the best python wranglers and we make the best team.”

“That why she dumped you to go solo this year?”

Jordan’s face flamed. Clearly Yellen had poked a raw wound. “She didn’t dump me, dickhead.”

“How about the fact she was kicking your ass in the contest?”

“I’m catching up. Besides, I’m not in it for the money. Neither is she.”

“Why the split then?”

“I dunno. She was acting all weird before the contest. Secretive. Always going out alone.”

“And that pissed you off.”

Jordan spread his big hands on the tabletop. Stared at them, as if puzzled by their uselessness indoors.

“When’s the last time you saw her?” Yellen pressed.

“At the launch of the hunt,” Jordan answered without looking up. “She vanished into the glades the second the gun went off.”

A full minute of silence crammed the small room. Yellen let it continue, hoping Jordan would feel compelled to fill it. He didn’t.

“Tell me about finding the body.” Yellen used the interviewer’s trick of quick-changing topics.

“Look. It’s not me you should be grilling.” Agitated, Jordan drew back his feet and shifted his weight in the chair. It creaked ominously.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. You know as well as I do.”

“Remind me.”

“The damn poachers. Kiley’s obsessed with poaching. Won’t ever let it go.” Jordan’s eyes rolled up to Yellen, then shifted to me. “She has secret cameras, tree blinds where she’ll sit for days watching. She keeps a journal—a weird little spiral-bound notebook shaped like a leaf. She writes all kinds of stuff in it. The idea of killing animals for commercial gain, her words, drives her nuts. She hunts pythons because it helps protect the ecosystem.”

“How nuts?” Yellen prodded.

“Whaddya mean?”

“Would she confront the poachers herself?”

“Maybe. She won’t rest until she sees every last one of ’em in jail. She’s succeeding, too. Getting ’em fined, charged.” Jordan jabbed a finger at Yellen. “Find the poachers and you’ll find who hurt Kiley.”

Yellen regarded Jordan a moment. Then, “I want your statement on paper.”

Back in the hall, Yellen asked, “You a size seven foot?”

“Close enough.” WTF?

“Wait here.”

He disappeared into a back room, then returned and tossed me a pair of rubber hip waders. Fetching lime green.

“Let’s go.”


Chapter Five

We were headed west on Route 41, the Tamiami Trail. The sun was shooting long tangerine rays straight into my eyes. I squinted and guessed the time at 7:00 P.M. Quick check of my phone said 5:49. Tracker I was not.

For some reason Yellen was feeling expansive. “The Miccosukee are an officially recognized Native American tribe, with a reservation split over three areas in Broward and Miami-Dade: Alligator Alley, Tamiami Trail, and Krome Avenue. We’re headed to Tamiami, the largest. Most tribal operations are handled there.”

I was about to ask a question, but Yellen kept talking.

“It’s mostly two hundred thousand acres of wetland under perpetual lease to the South Florida Water Management District’s Water Conservation Area 3A South. Legit tribal members have some rights to hunt and fish, catch frogs, farm, whatever.”

I waited to be sure he was done, then said, “I’ve heard of the Miccosukee. The tribe was a sponsor in all three of NASCAR’s national series—the Sprint Cup, Nationwide, and Camping World Truck. It was big news when they pulled out for budget cuts.”

At Yellen’s surprised look, I shrugged. “I live in Charlotte. The city’s ground zero for NASCAR.” I’d once worked the case of a body found in a barrel of asphalt at the Charlotte Motor Speedway. “So why are we going to Tamiami?”

“To nail the bastard who killed Kiley James.”

The rest of the drive passed in silence.

After forty-five minutes, we reached a long stretch of bald cypress log fence paralleling the south shoulder. What my daughter, Katy, used to call the pink had joined the ginger and peach now lighting the horizon.

The sunset lit a low canary yellow building with a palmetto thatch roof. A rustically lettered sign proclaimed WELCOME TO MICCOSUKEE INDIAN VILLAGE. A clutch of smaller chickee huts encircled the main building—raised structures with supporting posts, thatched roofs, and open sides.

I lowered my window. The air smelled of grass and algae and fish eggs in the wetlands. Of mud and petroleum. Of food cooking on a charcoal grill. My brain telegraphed images of fry cakes and pupusas.

“Any chance of scoring some home cooking?” Sampling native cuisine counted as a sort of vacation experience.

Yellen’s tone was scathing. “What you’ll score here is a nine-dollar hot dog and a five-dollar Coke. Maybe some gen-you-ine Indian beading and a hyped-up alligator-wrestling demo. Village is strictly tourist.”

Yellen steered the cruiser through the gate and parked before a building whose sign identified it as the Miccosukee Restaurant. As though cued by a coach, my stomach did an Olympic-level growl. I looked a question at him.

“Knock yourself out. We ain’t punching a clock.”

I scampered in, emerged minutes later with fry bread and an apple. Couldn’t bring myself to eat the gator bits. Still. Any port in a storm. Swamp.

Across an expanse of grassless soil, Yellen was talking to a tall man with mahogany skin and black hair curling from under a raffia cowboy hat that had seen better days. There was a lot of arm flapping, then Yellen nodded and returned to the cruiser.

“Fry bread?” I offered as we climbed in.

No response. Suited me. It was my first real meal of the day.

“Didn’t show up at work.” Yellen’s comment sprang from a conversation we hadn’t had.

“Sorry?”

“Alligator wrangler. Cypress was scheduled. Didn’t come in.”

“Cypress?”

“Deuce Cypress, one of a zillion Miccosukee Cypresses. Including the last tribal leader.”

“Is Deuce’s nonappearance suspicious?”

“Not necessarily. The Miccosukee are generally a solid bunch. Got business sense. They own a casino at Krome Avenue, does good trade. Got ’em a new school, police force, clinic. Even a gym. Members get a cut of the profit, stay out of trouble. ’Cept maybe with the IRS or booze.”

“But?” I’d heard one in Yellen’s tone.

“But every community has its whack jobs. Miccosukee has the brothers Cypress. Rootin’ tootin’ shootin’ moonshinin’ rednecks, and proud of it.”

“And poachers.”

“That’s the word on the street.”

A canal ran along the right shoulder of the road. I watched it slide by the passenger-side window. Here and there gators were catching the last of the day’s sun on one muddy bank or the other. Everyone tanned in Miami.

A short while after leaving the village, we turned north across a crude wooden bridge. “Road” would be an exaggeration for the bumpy, muddy track that followed.

For a full ten minutes the cruiser’s tires jolted from one soggy rut to another. Dense vegetation brushed the side panels. It seemed the swamp was trying to swallow us whole.

“These guys really live off the grid,” I said.

“You got that right. No AC or phones. Just fishin’, gator huntin’, marijuana smugglin’, animal poachin’. The simple life.”

Yellen cut right onto a barely visible track that made the previous one look like a superhighway. Tree canopy obscured the sky, making it seem as though dusk had suddenly won out.

The track ended in a bare clearing fronting a weathered stilt house with an adjacent chickee hut. A mud-spattered pickup sat out front. Past the house I could see a bronze glint of water. Marsh, I was guessing.

The property was overflowing with junk. Rusted-out cars. A clothes dryer that hadn’t been manufactured in the last three decades. Aluminum lawn furniture. A stack of window air-conditioning units. Sawhorses. Cinder blocks. Plastic sacks filled with treasures I didn’t want to imagine.

When Yellen cut the engine, the stillness was almost total. Birdsong. The tic-tic-tic of the cooling car.

We waited a moment. No signs of human activity. No breeze.

“You hold back behind me,” Yellen cautioned, alighting.

I must have looked alarmed.

“They’re generally not violent, but they don’t take to strangers.”

Take to strangers? Yellen watched way too many westerns. I said nothing, just followed him.

We were walking toward the house when two shots rang out. I hit the dirt. Yellen didn’t. Just regarded me with amusement.

I stood and brushed soggy leaves and mud from my front.

“Redneck hello” was Yellen’s only comment.

More gunfire, followed by laughter.

“Deuce!” Yellen barked.

The laughter stopped.

“Get your ass out here.”

The screen door banged open and a dog came barreling out onto the porch. Brindle, snarling, the fur on its spine standing straight up. Pure junkyard.

My heart jumped to my throat, but this time I took my cue from Yellen. He held his ground. So did I.

A scruffy human emerged from around the side of the house. Sinewy, bearded, a Remington twelve-gauge gripped two-handed in front of his chest. Pure swamp.

For a moment we all looked at each other. I took in more detail. Bloodshot eyes. Inked forearms. Bulge of tobacco under the lower lip. Denim and camo that had never known laundry detergent. I guessed Deuce’s age around five years north of high school dropout.

The dog ran to Deuce, tongue dangling, eyes hard on us. Deuce shot it a butt-kick accompanied by a nonchalant “Get on, Rooster.” The dog yelped and slunk away. I didn’t try to hide my disgust.

“Lose the shotgun, Deuce.” Yellen spoke.

“Don’t have to. Standin’ my ground.”

“Where’s your brother?”

“Ernie!” Cypress shouted, eyes never leaving Yellen. “Sheriff’s here wanting to invite you to the prom!”

A younger version of Deuce appeared. Mirror image except for the addition of a stud in one ear and a faded Little Feat concert tee instead of camo on top.

“Where’s Buck?” Yellen made no effort to mask his impatience.

“Buck ain’t here,” Deuce said.

Yellen waited.

Deuce shrugged. “Ain’t my brother’s keeper.”

Ernie made an odd giggling sound and looked to Deuce for approval.

“Kiley James was found dead in the swamp.” Yellen didn’t mince words. “Murdered and dismembered. And the trail leads right here.”

“What the hell?” Deuce looked like someone had slammed him in the chest. “White woman dies and you blame the Indian?”

“Save it,” Yellen said. “As I recall the little lady tuned Buck up with a bottle after he groped her at Alligator Ron’s last summer.”

“She’s a bitch.” Deuce’s eyes flashed angry and black. “She’s the one done the assaulting.”

“Self-defense ain’t assault, Deuce. That big brother of yours has a temper and a fondness for Jimmy B. Not a good mix. Bought him more than one night in my jail.”

“What’s your point?”

“Where is he?”

Deuce only glared.

“Word is Kiley was about to nail y’all for poaching.”

“We ain’t poachers.” This from Ernie, who was still smiling. Deuce shot him a look.

“We got rights to hunt and fish.” Ernie went on, barely audible, and now looking at his boots.

“Not on park land, you don’t.” Yellen was ignoring Ernie, talking only to Deuce. “Maybe Kiley caught you upping your bounty count with illegal kills.”

Deuce’s face crimped in scorn. “You talking ’bout the staties’ Python Challenge? We ain’t into that honky shit.”

“When’s the last time you saw Kiley James?”

Deuce shrugged. “Been a while, I reckon.”

Ernie’s eyes stayed glued to his footwear.

“Word is Kiley had pics that could put y’all behind bars.”

Deuce shrugged again. He was good at it. “Can’t have pics of what ain’t happened.”

“I’m thinking maybe Kiley came by pointin’ fingers. You made the problem disappear. Be pretty easy way out here in the swamp.”

“Screw you,” Deuce said. “There’s poaching goin’ down all right, but it ain’t Cypress.”

“You got a chain saw?” Yellen switched tacks.

“What?” Surprised.

“Do. You. Own. A. Chain. Saw.”

“Naw, man.”

“Who’s poaching then?” And again.

Yellen’s interview tactics weren’t rattling Deuce. “Maybe Kiley James. Ever think of that? Maybe it was her playing dirty tricks.”

“Lady sure as hell didn’t kill herself.”

Deuce seemed to roll that around in his mind. Which I was beginning to suspect was sharper than his appearance suggested. Finally, he spat, “You know the real victims?”

Knowing the question was rhetorical, Yellen didn’t respond.

“Pythons. And gators. Greedy pricks in Miami don’t give a rat’s ass where the skins come from. Long as they can make their fancy shoes and belts.”

“Who are you talking about?” Yellen asked.

For the first time, Deuce looked uncomfortable. “All of ’em.”

“The people you sell to.”

Deuce nodded.

“You’re saying the fashion houses buy illegal?”

“Not all.”

“Which?”

“Shoulda asked Kiley. She was the one all cozied up to their hoity-toity asses.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m done here.”

Yellen was about to push for more when his mobile sounded. Pointing a “Stay put” finger at Deuce, he stepped away.

Deuce and I eyed each other.

What the hell?

“Why were you shooting?” I asked.

Deuce just glared. Ernie smiled. I noticed that Ernie had a soiled gauze bandage taped around one finger. Defense wound? Knife? Chain saw?

“Hurt yourself?” I gestured at the bound digit.

“I got my tat.” Ernie sounded like a kid excited by a new bike. “Show her, Deuce. Show her yours. Blow her mind.” To me, “Mine will be just the same when it heals.”

Deuce held out his hand and shot the middle finger. Underneath the nail, in ink, was a circle sliced top to bottom by three lines. On each side, within the larger circle, were three concentric curved lines. I recognized the symbol from the Miccosukee village.

“Jesus. Is that a tattoo under your nail?”

“Yep.” Said with macho pride.

“Miccosukee tradition?”

Ernie started giggling.

“Just our clan. Takes a pair, know what I’m saying?”

“I’m eighteen.” Ernie sounded pumped.

I looked to Deuce for explanation. “We get ’em when we turn eighteen and can gator-wrestle for the village. You hammer the fingertip, wait for the nail to fall off, then ink the bed. Nail grows back. Tat for life.”

“Hammer the nail.” Ernie giggled again.

Dear God. I couldn’t imagine the pain. And the long-term wound way out here in the swamp.

“Keep it disinfected and bandaged,” I couldn’t resist warning him.

Hearing footfalls, I turned. Yellen was jamming his phone back into his pocket and hurrying toward us. His face could have served as an image to accompany the definition of grim.

To Deuce he said, “You tell Buck to drop by the station or I’m coming to haul his bony ass in myself.” To me, “Let’s roll. I’m taking you home.”

“I’ll go home when I’m ready.” I was plenty ready, but I don’t like being told what to do.

“Your call.” Yellen turned and walked toward the cruiser. “But you’re doing another autopsy first thing tomorrow.”


Chapter Six

Necropsy. Not autopsy. I’d explained the difference to Yellen, but he wasn’t “interested in semantics.”

I’ve examined victims lacking both arms and legs before, but none that had been born that way. My current subject was a sixteen-foot Burmese python, weighing 130 pounds and measuring eight inches in diameter. Except for the midsection, which showed a large bulge.

Lisa and I had risen at dawn. Over a breakfast of cold pizza on her terrace with its “angle your head just right” slash of canal view, we’d discussed possible motives for the James murder. The list had been longer than the snake.

There was tension among the python hunt contestants. Tension between the once-a-year amateurs and the full-time professional wranglers. Tension between the legal hunters and the poachers.

Then there was Kiley James herself. She’d been acting secretive and suspicious. She’d dropped Dusty Jordan as her python hunting partner. She’d had a violent encounter with Buck Cypress. Perhaps she’d tipped a poacher that she was on his or her trail.

After our healthy morning meal, Lisa had gotten a lift to her lab, generously leaving me her car. By eight I was back at Miami-Dade. Elvis waved as I passed the bustle of activity in autopsy one. I picked up that a car had been dredged from a canal, and there’d been decomps inside. No problem. Instead of Elvis, I needed Aaron Lundberg by my side. Today I was playing a supporting role to his leading man.

Yellen had issued a requisition to Fish and Wildlife. All reptiles captured in the vicinity of Hardwood Hammock were to be taken to the morgue and presented to Lundberg and yours truly. Since human remains were involved in the homicide we were trying to solve, the head pathologist didn’t object, as long as the snakes were no longer breathing. A qualifier I enthusiastically applauded.

“Yellen was smart to order the roundup.” Lundberg hadn’t stopped talking since I’d arrived. “FWC is working assembly-line style—one person making incisions, another examining stomach contents, a third studying sex organs.”

We’d rolled a gurney end to end with the autopsy table to accommodate the full length of our subject. Even knowing the snake was dead, I’d had to gird myself to touch it. Irrational, I know. But creatures without eyelids creep me out.

Still, I felt sorry for the snake. It hadn’t chosen to be born in trigger-happy Florida rather than Southeast Asia.

“It looks alive,” I said.

“There are two ways to ethically euthanize a python.” Lundberg handed me one end of a retractable tape measure. I held the little metal tab at the tip of the snake’s tail while he stretched the working portion to the end of its snout.

“By chemical injection or brain destruction.” Lundberg jotted a number, then looped the tape around the snake’s midsection and jotted again. When done, he glanced up.

I must have looked appalled.

“Like all reptiles’, the python’s central nervous system is tolerant to low oxygen and low blood pressure, so the brain can remain active for up to an hour after decapitation, allowing the snake to experience pain. To minimize suffering, you want immediate loss of consciousness and brain destruction.”

Lundberg took a Nikon from the counter and began snapping pics, all the while maintaining the flow of his lecture.

“For challenge participants, we recommend using a captive bolt or a firearm. A captive bolt works like a gun, where compressed air drives a steel bolt into the animal’s brain. FWC officials euthanized this catch by lethal injection.”

“He was captured in the same location as the python containing the turkey vulture and the foot?” I asked.

“She. Yes. Just yards away. Pythons aren’t territorial, so you can find more than one animal in close proximity. Especially during mating season.”

Lundberg circled to my side of the table and snapped a series of close-ups. At his direction, I repositioned the case marker for each.

“This female would have attracted multiple males to the vicinity. What we call a breeding aggregation.”

“How does one determine gender?”

“With most snakes you can’t tell just by looking. You have to probe, or open them up to observe the genitalia. But pythons have vestigial organs in the pelvic girdle, left over from a time their ancestors had hind limbs. Look here, on either side of this vent.” He set down the camera and pointed a gloved finger to tiny spurs toward the tail end of the beast. “The small size indicates that this is a female. They’d be larger in a male.”

A female who would have cared for her young. Again, I felt a wave of sadness for an animal that had died through no fault of her own.

“Based on the size of the bulge, I’d guess she was bagged shortly after the swallowing process was complete.”

“How long does that take?” I dragged my eyes from the telltale little spurs.

“A python can swallow a good-size mammal or bird in about twenty minutes.”

“Does the catch ever get away?”

“Not likely once they have it in their mouth. The prey is dead by the time it’s swallowed. A python strikes fast, then immobilizes the kill with its teeth while wrapping it with body coils. Death is by asphyxiation.”

I could think of nothing to say.

“It’s a remarkable creature,” he said.

But a dead one. I swallowed. “I’m surprised the bones we’ve observed haven’t been more damaged.”

“Constriction doesn’t actually crush bodies or break bones. That’s Hollywood. Constrictors squeeze just tight enough to prevent the prey from breathing, but not tighter. Death is fast—three to four minutes.”

“Then they do that jaw unhinging thing?”

“More media hype. The jaws aren’t attached in a mechanical way. Long tendons and muscles connect the upper and lower jaws.”

Lundberg leaned close and observed the snake’s right eye, then its left. Made a note on the form on his clipboard.

“The lower jaw is composed of two separate bones to enhance the snake’s ability to manipulate large intake.” He looked up, slashing light from the overheads across his lenses. “Snakes swallow prey headfirst so the limbs will fold in. Then they work it down the throat into the stomach with rhythmic muscular contractions.”

“How does the snake breathe during all that?” Despite myself I was becoming interested.

“It has a special tube in the bottom of its mouth that stays open to one side to allow air inhalation. Shall we get to it?”

“We shall.”

For my benefit, Lundberg spoke aloud as he made notes on marking patterns, pigmentation, nasal form, tail shape, old and recent wounds, abnormalities, and overall physical condition. Then, using a hand lens, he searched for external parasites such as ticks and mites. I had to agree with Yellen. There was little difference between an external in a necropsy and one in an autopsy.

Finally, Lundberg was ready for the internal exam. It’ll be the longest, skinniest Y incision ever, I thought.

Together, Lundberg and I flipped the subject ventral side up. Then, using a scalpel identical to the one I’d used the day before, he sliced the length of the belly. Before examining the organs, he observed and then removed and weighed the glossy yellow layer underlying the skin.

“Fat’s a good indicator of health. It can also signal that a female has had a clutch. A Burmese doesn’t leave her eggs to hunt. While brooding, she survives off stored fat. Recent mothers have little of it left.”

Again, the ping of grief. Crap. This was almost as bad as working a homicide vic.

At last, the organs. Lundberg went through his routine, excising, observing, then recording size, weight, color, and consistency, instructing as he went.

I let his words roll over me. I was waiting for the big event.

And then the stomach.

“When it comes to the gut, you see a rapid drop in pH after feeding.” Lundberg was still rolling. “A steady maintenance of a very acidic pH during digestion, and a rise in pH upon completion of gastric breakdown. At which time acid production ceases.”

“Making for quick digestion.”

“In this case, hopefully not quick enough.”

With one slash, Lundberg detached the stomach, lifted and placed it to the side of the snake. Using the scalpel tip, he sliced the outer layer and splayed the sack open.

A stench filled the room. Liquid oozed onto the stainless steel.

As Lundberg teased free the stomach contents, I scanned each chunk. Several appeared to be bone. I poked and prodded. Scraped off gastric sludge with my scalpel.

In less than a minute I knew. More than a vulture and a gator had found human chow to their recent liking. This python had also dined on Kiley James.

Most of the flesh was gone, eaten away by stomach acid, but I could see portions of at least twenty to thirty bones. Small ones. Likely more hands and feet. Not the upper torso I’d been hoping for, but definitely parts of a human skeleton.

“Snakes don’t normally eat carrion.” Lundberg’s brow was furrowed above his silver frames.

“James was dismembered with a chain saw. There’s no way she was alive when this snake consumed her.”

Lundberg sighed. “The more we learn about snakes, the more we realize how little we know. The Burmese in particular are very adaptable. I suppose there’s nothing to say they wouldn’t eat a fresh carcass. They definitely take advantage of wounded prey.”

We spent another twenty minutes tweezing bones onto a tray, which Lundberg then handed to me. I shifted to the sink and carefully cleaned away tissue and flesh. Details emerged. A joint surface. An articular facet. A portion of shaft retaining a nutrient foramen.

A tiny fizz of electricity sparked in my chest. What?

I sorted the bones into piles, starting with the smallest, moving to the largest. Finger. Toe. Wrist. Ankle. Ulna. Radius. Early projections pointed to a pair of hands, a lower right arm, and one foot.

At one point, Lundberg approached with another tray. “Hair and fingernails.”

I heard the rattle of metal on metal but remained focused on the task of arranging bones. Before long I had assembled two complete hands. Then the distal portion of a right forearm.

As I took and recorded measurements, the fizz grew stronger. The bones were surprisingly large for a petite woman.

I turned to the foot. Arranged. Measured.

Knew something was wrong.

“Where’s the James file?” Keeping my voice even.

“On the desk in the anteroom.”

I retrieved the folder and flipped pages until I found the entry I needed.

The fizz blossomed into full-blown dread.


Chapter Seven

“The foot does not belong to Kiley James,” I repeated.

“You’re sure?” Yellen asked for the third time, as if hoping my answer might change.

“Unless she had one size five, one size twelve, and they were both left feet, yes.”

“What the blazes?” The sheriff’s mutter was to himself.

“That’s all I can tell you for now.”

Yellen pinched the bridge of his nose. “And why can’t you go back at it?”

“We got bumped.” More repetition. “A fisherman found what the cops think is a child missing since last week. In a lagoon. The media’s going berserk. That postmortem takes priority.”

We’d been hustled out of autopsy room two by the chief medical examiner himself. Jane Barconi had caught the case. Her taut expression had made yesterday’s seem downright relaxed.

I was delivering the news to Yellen in a corner of the staff kitchen. The lobby and parking lot were swarming with press.

“They needed the decomp room. Our snake exam got pushed to the bottom of the totem pole,” I said. Again.

“What can you tell me now?”

Very little. I’d realized what I was seeing only minutes before the mêlée broke out.

“Rough measurements suggest a medium-size male.”

“Goddammit.” Yellen sounded furious, as though somehow I were the root of his problem.

“I’ll know more once I can get back in.” For clarification, I added, “When they’ve finished autopsying the little girl.”

“I have body parts poppin’ up in the bellies of every critter in the swamp, and I’ve got to cool my heels until who the hell knows when?”

“Any new intel on Buck Cypress?” I asked, mostly to distract him.

Yellen sighed. “Still MIA. We hauled Deuce into district. Genius managed to cough up a name. If there’s nothing going on here, you might as well come along while I follow up.”

We cut through the throng outside, heads lowered, eyes down. A few journalists recognized Yellen and shouted questions. A few cameras and mikes swung his way. He ignored them. Being a stranger, I drew no attention at all.

“Where to?” I asked, buckling my seat belt.

“Every woman’s dream. Shopping.”

“Hilarious.”

A short ten blocks brought us to Miami’s Design District. Art galleries and overpriced lofts jockeyed for square footage with designer boutiques and Korean clothing shops. Women’s apparel, jewelry, and handbags sparkled in every other store window.

“Ritzy,” I observed.

“Didn’t used to be,” Yellen said. “Until the Koreans worked their magic this district was nothing but vacant warehouses, boarded-up buildings, and thugs. Drop by back in the eighties, you’d get jacked. Now it’s the swankiest five-block stretch along I-95.”

Most of the merchandise looked light-years beyond my price range.

“What neighborhood is this?”

“Wynwood. Real estate’s way upmarket.” Yellen depressed his turn indicator. “District’s half fashion, half artsy-fartsy. There’s a minute of industry over along Fifth Avenue, textile and fashion. But it’s mostly boutiques.”

Yellen made a left, then a right. I waited for him to elaborate.

“Deuce Cypress fingered someone he says buys from the poachers. It’s a label run by four sisters. Esther, Eun, Edie, and Evette Eugene. Name on their birth certificates is actually Yoo-Jin, pronounced the same. Some kind of reality TV wannabes with a fashion line specializing in skins. We’ve got an appointment with Esther at their fancy-pants boutique.”

Yellen winged onto Second Avenue and pulled to the curb in front of a cool, modern storefront composed almost entirely of smoky glass. EUGENE was emblazoned on the window in sleek white letters.

The sleek and white theme continued inside with white mannequin busts, carpet, walls, and trim. The only contrast was provided by huge black-and-white photos. In each, four AsianAmerican women pouted affectedly.

To the right of the entrance, a half dozen safari-chic dresses hung like works of art in a gallery. Facing them, on the left, was menswear in understated tans and taupes. A discreet sign designated the clothes as COLLECTION ARTISANAL FOR WOMEN AND MEN. Front and center, exquisitely tailored snakeskin and alligator-skin bags, belts, and shoes lay on pedestals arranged on white acrylic tables. I discreetly checked a tag or two. Yep. Way out of my range.

No matter. The merchandise left me cold. I’ve never felt right about putting on the hide of another creature. And my recent close encounters with pythons and gators made wearing reptiles feel especially distasteful.

“Good morning?” The woman was anorexically slim, her tone more question than greeting. Middle-aged paunchy sheriffs were probably not her typical clientele.

Yellen badged her. “Got an appointment with Esther Eugene.”

“This way.” Cool and gracious, devoid of emotion.

The woman, I assumed a salesclerk, led us through a door at the rear of the showroom. The photos continued down a narrow hallway, dark-haired, dark-eyed beauties pouting or flirting every ten feet.

The clerk stopped at an open doorway and gestured for us to proceed.

The office was, you guessed it, uniformly white, providing maximum contrast for the woman in the tight snakeskin print dress. She had porcelain skin and short black hair bobbed to her jawline. Fake lashes looked like centipedes crawling her upper lids.

The woman sat behind a creamy French secretary desk, chin resting on one upraised palm. The elegant pose suggested someone interrupted while deep in thought.

“You must be Sheriff Yellen,” she purred. “Esther Eugene. Please come in.” Tipping her head ever so slightly and elevating one perfect brow. “And you are?”

“Tempe Brennan.” I kept it short.

“May I offer you tea?”

Seriously? Sheriff Crotchety looked like the chamomile and biscuit type?

“I’ve got a witness says you buy illegally harvested animal skins.” Yellen arrowed straight to the point.

Esther placed a delicate hand on her chest. The nails were long and painted fire-engine red. “Oh my goodness! That’s totally untrue.” Every move seemed rehearsed. Artificial. “My sisters and I would never engage in unlawful activity. We pride ourselves on maintaining the very highest of ethical standards. We are absolutely committed to the concept of sustainable fashion.”

I recognized the buzz phrase for what it was. Doubted she understood the concept. Doubted she understood the concept of concept.

Yellen cut off Esther’s melodramatics. “I’m not here to arrest you for buying poached skins. I’m investigating a homicide.”

Esther’s brows rose as far on her forehead as the Botox allowed.

“You know a young woman named Kiley James?”

Esther’s gasp was off the stage and out the theater door. “Kiley is dead?” The hand fluttered to the perfectly matched crimson mouth. I noticed that it trembled.

“What do you know about her?” Yellen stayed on point.

Esther plucked a tissue from a flower-shaped holder on her desk and ran it carefully under each eye. Back to character, mascara intact. “We recently signed Kiley to be the face of our brand. We’re launching a huge advertising campaign for the python line, centered around her. An enormously expensive one.”

“First I heard of Kiley being a model.” Yellen was skeptical.

“That was the thing!” Esther clapped her hands, grief momentarily forgotten. “We wanted a real wrangler, not a model. When we saw Kiley at last year’s hunt award ceremony, we had to have her. Kiley was so real! Pretty face, and a figure that could wear clothing.” Coy tip of the head. “If you catch my meaning?”

Yellen waited for Esther to continue.

“We were just about to sign a male wrangler when we found her. But not one single applicant had a story like Kiley—little woman wrestling snakes bigger than herself, better than men? We didn’t let up until we’d convinced her to be the face of Eugene.” Self-satisfied look. “When the price is right, everyone eventually says yes.”

“So what’s this ad campaign?” Yellen asked.

“The theme is extraordinary.” Esther ran her free hand horizontally through the air, as if mimicking a theater marquee. “Ugliness into beauty. Isn’t that brilliant? Turning the greatest threat the Everglades has ever known into something positive and beautiful.”

“Shoes?” Blurted before I could stop myself.

Esther drew a juddery little breath, then straightened her shoulders and eyed me with distaste. “Making people feel good about themselves puts positive energy into the universe.”

“How ’bout you put some positive energy into this interview and tell me the last time you saw Kiley James?” Yellen’s tone was sharp enough to chisel granite.

Esther considered. Or made a show of doing so. “It would have been two weeks ago. We were going over the shooting schedule. She said she’d be out of pocket for a while.” A red-tipped finger rose in the air. “But, you know, come to think of it, she did seem distracted.”

“How so?”

“I’m not sure. I just sensed she wasn’t paying attention.” Hiccupy little laugh. “Kiley was always a moral little spitfire, refusing to wear certain items, but she was particularly … challenging at our last meeting.” Spoken with synthetic warmth.

“Challenging?” Yellen bounced Esther’s word back to her.

She paused. Then, “Kiley had a strong sense of justice. She was highly principled. And extremely particular.”

“Do you think that could have gotten her killed?”

Esther didn’t hesitate. “I suppose. If she angered the wrong person.”

“Any wrong person you have in mind?”

“No. I mean, competition for the modeling contract was fierce. Some applicants were very unhappy when we went with Kiley out of the blue. People want to be connected to we Eugenes.” She preened. “It didn’t sit well that she swooped in at the last minute and got the job. But I can’t imagine anyone becoming violent because they weren’t chosen.”

“I’ll need a list of names,” Yellen said.

“Of course. Will there be anything else?” The woman was now eager to see us gone.

“We’ll let you know.”

Esther rose. “This is just so distressing. What will we do?”

“Reopen auditions.” Mean, but I found the woman repugnant.

Esther maintained a carefully grieved expression as we walked through the door.

Outside, the mid-morning temperature was already in the high eighties. And the humidity was going for a personal best. Even for Florida.

Yellen started the car and cranked the AC. “You get any message from—”

“No.” I cut him off. “With a child homicide, Barconi’s going to take her time.”

Lips pursed, the sheriff shifted into gear. He knew, was just impatient.

“Where now?” I asked.

“Your favorite place on earth.”

He pointed the cruiser south toward Everglades National Park.


Chapter Eight

“Please don’t tell me there’s another foot,” I said as we drove.

Yellen’s look said he wasn’t in the mood for humor.

“I’ve got a deputy working to find Kiley James’s journal. We’ve searched her house and her car. No luck. Lundberg says she had a locker at the rangers’ station. I want to check it out.”

We were retracing the now-familiar drive south through Homestead. We’d turned right on Ingraham Highway toward the park entrance when Yellen’s mobile rang.

“Sheriff Yellen.” As he listened his mouth bunched even tighter than before. “I’ll head over there now. Get me Scott Pierce.”

He disconnected. Seconds later his phone rang again.

“Thanks for getting right back to me. Listen, I’m on my way to search Kiley James’s locker at the rangers’ station.”

I could hear a tinny voice on the other end of the line. Couldn’t make out the words.

“Yeah, she had a locker. Brain Trust Lundberg just told me last night. I have a warrant, but I’ve gotta get back to district. If Doc Brennan brings the paper, can you toss the thing then get her home afterward?”

The buzzy staccato sounded again.

“I owe you one.” Yellen ended the call.

To me, “Change of plans. Dawn raid on a Florida City meth lab spat out a tweaker that’s my favorite for a series of arsons. I’ll drop you. Scott Pierce will get you home.”

“My car’s at the morgue.”

“Just tell Pierce where you want to go.”

A few minutes later we pulled up to the main entrance of Everglades National Park. Yellen drove past the visitors’ center, and down a road behind a sign that warned PARK RANGERS ONLY BEYOND THIS POINT. The squat frame building at the end served as a rangers’ station. The flag out front looked as limp as I felt.

As I got out, Yellen lowered his window. I circled to his side of the cruiser.

“You’ll get to that foot ASAP?” he asked.

“As soon as I can.” I meant it. No one was more eager to finish this than I was.

The window rose with a hum and Yellen was gone.

I climbed the steps and entered the rangers’ station.

Unlike the visitors’ center, the place was stark and functional. Desks and filing cabinets dotted the room, chosen for function over form. A collection of rescue equipment was stacked to my left, and a handful of park radios were propped in chargers to my right. At the back of the room, a stuffed alligator wore clown-size sunglasses and a University of Florida cap.

A green-uniformed woman occupied a desk near the door. Her name tag said H. FLORES. Dark brown hair knotted at the nape of her neck. Harry Potter glasses. A face that was neither friendly nor unfriendly.

“I’m looking for Scott Pierce,” I said.

“And you are?”

“Temperance Brennan.”

Flores made a call, listened, disconnected. “Sorry. No answer.”

“He must be on his way,” I said.

“You can cop a squat over there.” Flores pointed to a collection of plastic chairs that looked decidedly uncomfortable. They were.

Five minutes passed.

I read the warrant. Kiley James had been assigned locker 53.

I drummed impatient fingers on the unyielding armrest. Eyed a wall clock that told me three more minutes had passed. I told myself I’d wait fifteen. Inspected my nails. Studied the park maps and pictures of local wildlife adorning the walls.

At fourteen minutes fifty-five seconds I popped to my feet and crossed to Flores.

“I have a warrant.” I held up the judge’s paper. “If you could point me to the lockers, I’ll get out of your hair.”

She looked at the paper and nodded. “Okay, locker room’s down that hall, fourth door on your left.”

“Tell Pierce where I’ve gone when he gets here.”

“Will do.”

I turned the knob and entered. The room was square, with linoleum underfoot and fluorescents overhead. Beige metal lockers lined three walls.

Movement to my right startled me.

Scott Pierce seemed equally surprised at my entrance. “What’re you doing here?” he asked, frowning.

Odd. Pierce had gotten a heads-up from Yellen. He should have been expecting me. “I’ve got the warrant for Kiley James’s locker.” I produced the document again.

“Great. I’ll take that,” Reaching out. “You can wait up front.”

A tiny alarm pinged in my head.

“Thanks, but I’ll stick around.” Tucking the warrant back into my pocket.

Pierce’s eyes bore into mine. They were dark. Unreadable. I realized I’d never seen them before. They’d always been hidden by dark lenses.

“This is my beat.” Pierce gave what I’m sure he considered a lady-killer smile. Probably practiced in the mirror every time he shaved. “We do things my way.”

“Yellen asked me to inventory the contents of the locker.” Not exactly, but the arrogant prick was pissing me off.

Another long stare. Then, “Fine. But you look when I’m done. And touch nothing.”

“I work with law enforcement in two countries.” I issued an abbreviated form of a smile. “I know evidence collection protocol.”

Before Pierce could reply, the door opened and a ranger walked in.

“Hey, Scott.” The kid looked twelve, with shaggy blond hair and acned skin.

Pierce gave a curt nod.

“What’s up?” the kid asked, oblivious to the tension. “You doing an inspection or something?”

For the first time, I noted that a number of locker doors stood ajar.

Pierce shrugged. “No clue. They were open when I got here. Probably maintenance.”

The kid went to a locker, twisted the dial on a combo lock, and flipped the door wide.

Pierce and I both waited him out. Couldn’t say why. Maybe respect for the woman whose belongings we were about to rummage.

The kid took something from his locker, slammed and relocked it, then left, calling over one shoulder, “Catch ya later!”

When the door closed, Pierce refocused on me.

“Locker number?” Glacial.

Again, I hesitated, wishing Yellen were there. Even Lundberg. Why the apprehension? Just because he was an asshole didn’t mean he wasn’t good at his job.

“Fifty-three,” I said.

Pierce picked up a bolt cutter I hadn’t noticed and crossed to the specified locker.

“Stay back.” With an effortless move he severed one of the double prongs, maneuvered the lock free, and opened the door. His body blocked my view of the locker’s interior. Intentional?

“Shouldn’t you wear gloves?” I asked his back.

Without replying, he held up the pen he was using to sift through things I couldn’t see.

A full minute passed, then he paused and looked over his shoulder. “Actually, I could use gloves. Do you mind? They’re in the supply cabinet out in the hall.”

Again the ping. Why couldn’t Pierce get his own damn gloves? I wasn’t his gofer. But I was on his turf. And clearly unwelcome.

“Sure,” I agreed. Reluctantly.

“Grab a pair for yourself.” Suddenly Mr. Congenial.

I went to the corridor, found the cabinet, and returned two minutes later. Pierce hadn’t moved.

“Here.” I held out a pair of green surgical gloves.

“Thanks.”

As Pierce pivoted, took the gloves, and snapped them on, I looked past him to the locker’s interior. A fleece jacket hung from a hook. A pair of flip-flops lay on the bottom. The shelf held sunscreen, a box of tissues, a hairbrush, and a small stack of magazines. I couldn’t see what was stored behind the front row of items.

“There’s not much.” Pierce followed my gaze.

“The journal?”

Pierce shook his head. “Damn shame. I was hoping it might help catch this bastard.”

I felt a twinge of guilt for my unkind thoughts. The guy was probably just doing his job.

“You want help with the inventory?” Pierce asked.

“Thanks.” I dug a pen and small spiral from my purse.

Pierce called out articles as he removed them from the locker. I recorded each. In addition to what had been obvious at first glance, there were granola bars, a box of tampons, lip balm, dirty socks. Mundane stuff.

“Scott?” Ranger Flores’s head was poking through the partially open door. “Can I borrow you a minute?”

“Be right back.” Thrown to me as he followed her out.

I stepped to the locker and lifted the magazines. Nothing hidden below. Balancing the pile on one palm, I ran the fingers of my other hand along the locker’s metal seams. Zilch.

What had I expected? Geo-coordinates for the journal’s hiding place etched on the shelf? Notes secreted in a crack?

As I was replacing the magazines, the top three slid to the floor. I bent to retrieve them, and spotted a corner of paper sticking from the pages of one. I tugged the paper, and two sheets slid out. One looked like a page torn from a magazine. The other was lined in blue, filled with girlish handwriting. Jotted letters and numbers, not sentences. Identical crease patterns suggested the two sheets had been folded together.

The doorknob clicked. I quickly slipped the papers into my notepad. A violation of scene protocol, but I wanted to examine them in private.

Pierce joined me and eyed the escapee magazines.

“Sorry.” Chilly grin. “They slid.”

A curt nod was his only reply. So much for conviviality.

Wordlessly, Pierce gathered and shook each fallen magazine. I watched, anxious. Nothing fluttered out.

Pierce set the magazines on a bench and straightened to face me. “That’s it.”

I nodded. “I’ll get this list to Yellen.”

Pierce studied me for a very long moment. Appeared to dislike what he saw.

I stripped off my gloves and tossed them into a trash bin.

“It’s been real.” I turned to leave.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Pierce’s tone stopped me at the door.

I turned, mind scrambling for an excuse to justify confiscating the papers.

Pierce dangled his keys. “I’m your ride.”

I exhaled breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “So you are.”


Chapter Nine

The call came shortly after we exited the park. Decomp room two was at my disposal until eight the next morning.

I left Pierce with a quick “Thanks for the ride.” I didn’t like him. All ego.

Once I was safely alone in the autopsy room, I used forceps to transfer James’s tear sheet and paper from my notepad into a Ziploc. I studied what I could see through the plastic.

The first sheet was a page torn from a magazine or catalogue. It depicted a model, not James, wearing a pair of albino-python-skin pants. Nothing sinister there. I must have ripped out hundreds of magazine pages depicting coveted items. I noted the pants were manufactured by the Eugene sisters.

The second was the lined notebook page filled with handwritten letters and numbers that looked like some sort of code. Occasionally a word popped out. Old Ingraham. Pearl Bay. Buttonwood.

Did the words have meaning? Or did James have her own special shorthand? What did the number and letter sequences signify? Frustrated, I set the sheets aside. I wanted to study them more, but analysis of the second victim took priority.

I composed a text to Lisa, telling her to contact me should she need her car and suggesting dinner around 7:00 P.M. I’d been the worst houseguest in planetary history. On the other hand, it was Lisa who’d gotten me into this mess.

It was only after hitting send that I looked at my watch: 1:30. An on-time dinner was iffy, but doable.

I gloved, tied an apron at my neck and waist, then retrieved the second victim’s bones from the cooler. Standing at the counter, I reviewed what I had.

Arranged on four trays were two complete sets of hand bones: ten each of the distal, middle, and proximal phalanges, ten metacarpals, and fourteen carpals. I also had a complete left foot, and a partial right forearm.

Moving two trays to the autopsy table, I started with the hands. As I touched them, I noticed a roughening of the subperiosteal surface at points. I ran a gloved fingertip over a metacarpal, then carried it to the dissecting scope. Fine pitting covered most of the cortical exterior. Magnified, the surface looked like a moonscape.

I straightened. Puzzled. The porosity wasn’t consistent with aging, or with any disease process I could recall. Too uniform. Too minute.

The python? Call Lundberg?

That would result in a nine-yard lecture. I opted to begin with the font of all knowledge. Google. Shifting to the computer terminal on the anteroom desk, I began working the keys.

It took a lot of cyber-looping, but I finally hit pay dirt. An article in the Journal of Herpetology. God bless the Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles.

I cut and pasted relevant sections into a document for future reference. Basically, I’d learned that pythons have cells in their small intestines that optimize the absorption of calcium from the skeletons of their prey.

That tracked. Absorption of calcium would cause degradation of bone.

I returned to the cooler and pulled a formalin-filled jar labeled with the case number assigned to the second of the two Hardwood Hammock pythons. After unscrewing the lid, I tweezed out the sample of small intestine that Lundberg had snipped. Dropping it onto a glass slide, I observed the specimen under high magnification.

Small white particles dotted the tissue walls.

I repeated the process with the sliver of colon. Saw the same inclusions.

Microscopic bone particles. The results of specialized cells absorbing calcium. The pitting on the human bone was a by-product of digestion in the python, not an indicator of disease in her meal. The added barrier of the vulture explained the absence of these indicators in James’s foot bones.

Satisfied with my diagnosis, I resumed my analysis, running through the same steps that I had with James, and recording my observations. Bone quality was good. No arthritis. No recent epiphyseal fusion. Young adult. Early to mid-twenties.

Next, I examined the ulna and radius. Immediately, I spotted antemortem trauma. Both bones had been broken in two places. Spiral fracturing indicated a twisting force of high magnitude. Nevertheless, each fracture had healed with good alignment. Though there was no pin or plate, I guessed orthopedic surgery had taken place shortly after the injury. Remodeling suggested a time frame of approximately two to three years before death.

I thought of possible scenarios involving such violent wrenching. An industrial accident? An athletic mishap? An aggressive attack? Though I came up blank, I was certain serious pain had been involved.

I examined the truncated proximal end of the ulna. Saw scoring and gouging. Felt that tiny electrical charge. Chain saw.

I studied the damage left by the blade. Though it looked identical to that on Kiley James’s foot bones, chain saws are not subtle. I’d need the actual tool to determine if it had dismembered both victims.

What were the chances of two perps and two saws?

I knew in my heart the victims had been killed by the same doer.

But who was the second victim? How was he linked to Kiley James? Friend? Former lover? Competitor? I was determined to find out.

I accessed Fordisc on the morgue computer and entered the measurements I’d taken. The program gave me lots of charts and statistics. All of which agreed with a high level of probability. My unknown was male and Native American.

Oh yeah?

I went back over the bones. Found nothing I hadn’t already noted. Frustration was starting to make me edgy.

I took a bone plug for DNA testing, but wasn’t hopeful. What were the chances this guy was in the system?

Out of ideas, I returned the bones to their tray and placed it with the others on the counter. My gaze fell on the jar of organ samples. Noted what looked like scallops of plastic floating in the formalin. Using a fine mesh strainer, I collected a few and viewed them under the scope.

The scallops were fingernails and toenails. God bless keratin. The stuff survives just about every enzyme digestion throws its way.

I was adjusting the light when a discoloration on one nail caught my eye. I teased it free and cranked the magnification.

My breath froze.

A layer of flesh adhered to the back of the nail. Visible on it was a circle sliced top to bottom by three lines, three more concentric curves to each side within the larger circle.

Twenty-something Native American male. With a unique nail bed tattoo. And a history with Kiley James.

Hot damn. I had a name for my unknown.

I grabbed my phone and punched in a number. My call was answered on the first ring.

“I’d bet my ass the second vic is Buck Cypress.”

I explained the inked nail. The Fordisc. Yellen already knew the connection to James.

“It’s a positive?” The sheriff sounded almost upbeat.

“Not yet. But the vic also sustained a bad break of the lower right arm two or three years back. Looks like the fracture was treated by a professional. If so, there would be X-rays. If no one kept them, one of the brothers could confirm the break.”

“Well shite in a bucket.” Yellen exhaled. “Those knuckle draggers don’t have a damn phone and I’m tied up with this firebug mess. Got no time to haul back out to the swamp right now.”

“I can go.”

I could hear chaos in the background. Agitated voices. Someone calling Yellen’s name.

“Hold on.” The air went thick, as though Yellen had pressed the phone to his chest.

“Sorry ’bout that.” He was back. “It’s a circus here. My doer may not have acted alone. What’d you say?”

“I’ll go see Deuce. Confirm ID.”

“By yourself? That’s nuts.”

“Why not?”

“You gotta ask?”

“This ain’t my first rodeo,” I said dryly, mimicking Yellen’s comment.

“You’ve got balls, Doc, I’ll give you that.” A pause. Then, “I’ll send a deputy out with you first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Fine.” It wasn’t.

“Almost forgot. You’ll love this one.” Yellen made a throaty noise I took to be a chuckle. “Scott Pierce’s name was on the list of applicants for the Eugene ad campaign. Pretty boy made it all the way to the final cut.” A door slammed. The background noise level rose. “Hell, I gotta go. My deputy will call when he sets out.”

Three beeps told me Yellen had disconnected.

Sonofabitch.

I didn’t want to go the swamp tomorrow. I wanted to sleep in. Lie on the beach. Eat stone crabs with Lisa.

I looked at my watch. 5:30 P.M. Quick calculation. Forty-five miles, fast chat with Deuce Cypress, half an hour back to Homestead. If I left now, I could confirm ID and meet Lisa by 7:00. And tomorrow I’d be free. Finished. Done. On vacation.

Why the hell not? I’d been deputized. The boys and I had bonded over fingernail tats. They might dislike authority, but they weren’t going to shoot a cop.

Impulse decision. I packed everything back into the cooler, grabbed Lisa’s keys, and headed for the car.

I hadn’t counted on Miami’s rush-hour traffic. Or the brain-scorching glare of the setting sun. Or the geriatric way I navigated the dirt track.

By the time I pulled up to the Cypress brothers’ shack it was almost 7:00. I dug out my phone to let Lisa know I’d be late. Cursed. No signal.

As dusk gathered and the light faded, I began to regret my impetuous move. Deuce and Ernie pose no threat, I told myself. And Buck is definitely not home. No worries. Ask about the broken arm and vamoose.

I got out of the car. Listened. No gunshots. No tic-ticing from Lisa’s Prius. Nothing but the croaking of frogs and the whine of mosquitoes.

I was debating my approach when the little bloodsuckers hit. That got me moving. Again cursing the swamp, I mounted the front porch and knocked on the screen door. It rattled against the jamb. No one appeared. I banged harder. Same nonresponse.

I hadn’t considered that the brothers might not be home. I was slapping and scratching when my ear caught a sound that wasn’t a night bird or some small hunting creature. I cocked my head and held my breath, trying to pinpoint the source.

Stepping from the porch, I circled to the spot where Deuce had appeared the previous day. Cautiously. I didn’t want to alarm Rooster, the man-eating dog.

Same motif as out front. Heaps of rusting junk piled black and angular in the growing dimness. Tetanus appeared to be the greatest threat back here.

I picked my way around the rear of the house. Heard voices. Saw a muddy path leading toward water. Started down it.

Deuce and Ernie were lounging on rickety lawn chairs, eyeing the marsh and smoking. A whiff told me their roll-your-owns weren’t tobacco.

“Yo!” I called.

Deuce’s head swiveled as his free hand grabbed the shotgun leaning against his armrest. Ernie smiled in my direction.

On seeing me, Deuce’s eyes registered confusion, then recognition. He peered over my shoulder, probably expecting to see Yellen. The sheriff’s absence seemed to surprise him. His shoulders relaxed a micron, but the Remington stayed tight in his grip.

“What’s up, lady?” he said, stubbing out his joint.

Ernie continued beaming.

My gut clenched. I hate to deliver news of death. Especially death by murder.

Deuce read my face. “It’s Buck, ain’t it?”

“When did you last see him?” I asked gently.

“ ’Bout two weeks.”

“Did your brother ever break his arm?”

“Sure!” Ernie piped up. “Gator chomped him really, really good.”

“It was a lunge performance,” Deuce confirmed. “Wrangler taps the gator on the nose. That day, the gator lunged early. Dragged Buck into a roll. Broke his arm and ripped him open palm to elbow. They took his sorry ass away in an ambulance.”

Ambulance meant hospital. Hospital meant X-rays.

“Which one?”

“Kendall Regional.”

“Does Buck have a fingernail tattoo like yours?” I knew the answer.

Ernie nodded enthusiastically. “Buck’s the oldest.”

“What happened to him?” Deuce’s eyes had gone as dark as his tone.

“What he deserved.” The voice came out of nowhere. Cold. Male.

My body tensed as adrenaline shot through me. Had I been wrong about Buck? Impossible.

Night changes your perception, your sense of distance and orientation. I couldn’t tell how far away the guy was, had no idea where he stood lurking, watching us.

I peered into the darkness, heart banging, mouth dry. Finally, at three o’clock, I noted a flick of movement. There was a reshaping of the shadows at the edge of the forest. A flash of fair skin. The glint of an eye. Then Scott Pierce came into dim focus.

I glanced at the brothers. The expression on Deuce’s face was unlike any I’d seen there before. The man was terrified.

I looked back at Pierce, every instinct on hyperalert.

“The Remington. Kick it over here.”

Deuce tossed then kicked the shotgun toward Pierce, hands raised in submission.

“Pierce. You startled me.” Though my tone was casual, my brain was whirling.

“My bad.”

“A little outside your jurisdiction, aren’t you?” I was pleased at the steadiness of my voice.

“Easy to get lost in the glades.” Pierce kept his eyes on Deuce. “Easy to screw up.”

“We ain’t done nothin’ wrong.” Deuce’s tone was half defiant, half pleading.

“You morons do just about everything wrong.” Pierce stepped further into the clearing.

“Why are you here?” I demanded.

“Thought you might want protection.”

I caught the glint of steel in Pierce’s hand.

“Yellen sent you?” My mind was clicking at warp speed. Disjointed pieces were sliding into place. The humiliation of losing an ad campaign. The jotted words that read like places in a national park. A photo of a python skin used by women fingered for illegal procurement.

“Sure did,” Pierce said.

Except Yellen didn’t know I was coming tonight. Had Pierce followed me?

“I’m good,” I said. “Sorry you made the long trip for nothing.”

More pieces. Hostile behavior at the rangers’ station. Unsupervised time in the locker room.

“Can’t have a city gal running around all by her lonesome. This swamp’s a dangerous place.” Pierce began walking toward us.

“Yellen’s on his way,” I lied, heart hammering against my ribs.

“Yellen ain’t coming.” Pierce called my bluff.

As the ranger cop drew closer, details of his appearance emerged. A flashlight in his waistband. A Glock in his hand. A deadly look in his eyes. The bulge of an object in his shirt pocket.

My flight instinct screamed for me to take action. I held my ground and squinted to make out the bulge. It was leaf-shaped. With a spiral along one side.

Sudden recognition.

Kiley James’s journal.

“I’m leaving anyway,” I said.

I had to get out of there. Pierce had murdered and dismembered Kiley James and Buck Cypress. I’d stumbled onto his secret. Now he wanted me dead.

I turned and started toward the car.

“That’s not going to happen.”

Pierce raised the Glock and pointed the barrel dead between my eyes.


Chapter Ten

“What the hell are you doing, Pierce?” I held my voice steady, despite the gun pointed at my face.

“Taking care of a problem.”

Deuce and Ernie were frozen in place. No help coming from that direction. My best tactic was to stall, look for an opening. Then what?

Whatever it took to survive.

“You killed Kiley James over a modeling job?”

Pierce looked surprised. Then irritated. “The gig was mine. She stole it.”

“That justifies murder?”

“Revenge for the Eugene beat-down was just icing on the cake. Nosy bitch was into everyone’s business. Taking her out was reward in itself.”

“She discovered you were poaching.”

Pierce’s lips curled in a reptilian smirk. “Big thanks to Yellen for the shout-out on the journal. You understand why I had to get it first.” He actually laughed. “But even I didn’t know how useful it would be.”

“What do you mean?”

“Miss Busybody had the number of every poacher in the swamp. Proof, too. Places. Dates. Photos. Everyone except for me.” He shook his head at the irony. “I didn’t even earn an honorable mention.”

To Deuce, he said, “But she was all over you and big brother. Recorded everything but the length of your dicks. Ole Buck shouldn’t have pissed her off with his wandering hands.”

“She’d have been onto you soon enough,” I said.

“Life’s all about timing.” He shrugged. “She was here raging at Buck when I came to drop off a snake.”

“Why’d you kill him?” Deuce’s voice hitched. “Buck never done nothin’ to you.”

“Your brother was dumber than a bag of rocks,” Pierce snarled. “James knew every detail of our setup. Buck’s stupidity is forcing me to relocate my whole operation.”

“Not to mention he saw you commit murder.”

At my words, Pierce swept the Glock in an arc taking all of us in. “Start walking,” he commanded, stabbing the barrel toward the woods. “Hands where I can see them.”

We complied, arms raised. Mud squelched underfoot as we marched single file along a path tunneled over with dense broadleaf canopy.

It was now full night. The woods were thick and black. And alive with tiny sounds. I imagined all sorts of creatures going about their nocturnal business, invisible, annoyed at our passing. I heard water to my right but saw not a glimmer of reflected light.

I was following the two brothers, with Pierce directly behind me. His flashlight beam was a pale yellow oval probing the path at our feet. I sensed the Glock at my back. Felt bullets ripping through my spine, tearing my innards, shattering my ribs. Pictured my blood pooling on the ground. My body in some remote corner of the swamp, my friends and family never knowing what happened to me.

I could hope for nothing from my fellow captives. Ernie was childlike. And the fight had gone out of Deuce when I’d confirmed Buck’s death.

Desperate, I tossed questions over my shoulder. “How are you going to explain killing us?” I expected no answer, but Pierce surprised me.

“I’m not going to kill you.” I twisted my head to see him. Pierce’s eyes were cold and hard in the dark recesses of his face. “You’re going to kill each other.”

“You’re sick,” I spat.

“They find this baby”—he tapped the notebook in his breast pocket—“they’ll figure you died in a three-way shoot-out. Cypress boys take the fall. No shock. No tears.”

“That’ll never fly.”

Pierced jabbed me roughly with the Glock. “Keep moving.”

I pivoted and began walking again, as slowly as I dared without arousing suspicion. “Yellen will spot a staged scene in a heartbeat.”

“How much scene do you think will be left by morning? It’s the swamp.”

“We found both Kiley and Buck.” In my mind I saw the mangled remains. Forced myself calm.

“Fluke. Anyway, it’s irrelevant. The swamp will take care of the corpses. If not, the journal will explain why they’re out here.”

Ahead, I could hear the steady slogging of boots. Sniffling I assumed was coming from Ernie.

“No need for the chain saw. Blood. Calluses. All that mess.” Pierce sounded like the voice of madness. “Easy breezy.”

Mosquitoes swarmed my face and feasted on my neck and arms. My mind ricocheted in a million directions. Turn and charge Pierce? Run for the woods? Make a break and dive into the marsh?

The woods were dark as a tomb. What time was it? Eight? Nine? Would Lisa phone Yellen when I didn’t come home? Would he drive out here? How long would it take?

The path reached a clearing. Overhead, the sky was a black dome peppered with tiny white dots. No moon.

In the center of the clearing, a collection of cubes hulked darkly opaque against the slightly lighter backdrop of the dome. They looked like crab traps—wooden frames wrapped in finely woven chicken wire. Inside each crate I could see the silhouette of a coiled snake.

The heart of the operation. Stacked in threes and fours, there must have been two hundred crates.

“Anyone want to snuggle with a python?” Pierce’s laugh was pure evil.

I felt panic rise like a white-hot heat.

Pierce again thrust the gun barrel between my shoulder blades. “Keep walking.”

We passed through the clearing and picked up the track on the other side. Narrower now. Twigs and leaves grabbed my hair and clothing. Mosquitoes still gorged.

My eyes scanned continually, assessing, picking out nuances in the darkness around me. I noted a small gap in the trees ahead and to my right. My brain flashed an image. Steep conical sides. Sinkhole.

The width or depth of the hole was impossible to know, but somehow I had to take advantage of the break in vegetation without getting mired in the depression. I’d have only seconds. The plan was risky, but it beat certain death.

Deep breath. Tense to the balls of my feet, I forced myself to wait until the optimal moment. When we reached the small breach, I two-hand-shoved Ernie into Deuce. They pitched forward and hit the ground in a tangle of limbs.

Not hesitating, I leapt right, hurling myself across the little depression. The sinkhole spring was maybe two feet across. I hit the far edge hard, knocking air from my lungs and causing them to spasm. Gasping, I tucked into a ball and rolled, relying on the downslope to keep me moving.

Behind me, shots rang out. Expecting fiery lead to rip through my flesh, I staggered to my feet and began running as fast as I could. Branches and scrub vegetation tore at my hair and sliced my skin. Roots and vines grabbed my ankles.

Distance. More distance. This was the mantra in my brain.

I ran on.

My heart hammered. Blood pounded in my ears.

Again, the crack of gunfire. More muted. Aimed in another direction?

A cry.

Another crack. A muffled thud.

Feet pumping, I chose speed over furtiveness. Far from quiet, I stumbled through the dark, snapping twigs, splashing mud, panting for air.

Spotting a stand of live oaks, I aimed for the largest and flattened my back against its trunk. Pain knifed both my sides. My lungs screamed for air. Sweat stung my eyes.

I struggled to slow my breathing and the thumping of my heart, all the while straining to listen for signs of pursuit.

Every sound seemed menacing. Was that wind or a snake slithering through leaves? A croaking frog or a gator testing its voice? A marsh bird or a clip snapping into a Glock?

I closed my eyes and tried to visualize the route I’d driven to the Cypress brothers’ shack. Failed. Decided to continue in the direction I was headed, hoping to reach a canal or road. Placing each foot carefully, I set off again. Stealth my priority now.

Suddenly, the trees thinned and the ground dropped off abruptly. Realizing too late, I lost my balance and, arms pinwheeling, careened downward into knee-deep mud and brackish water.

End of the hammock. For the first time all night, I was grateful there was no moon. Feeling exposed, I slip-slid back up the bank and, making myself as small as possible, crouched to regroup.

“What the buzzard!” For the second time, a disembodied voice caused me to flinch.

A new round of adrenaline firebombed through me. I slid back into the muck, but the marsh grass provided little cover. Swim? The shore of the hammock curved sharply to my left. A short underwater trip and I could be out of sight.

“Don’t move,” the voice ordered.

Not Pierce, but who?

Trying not to show movement, I ran my fingers through the slime at my feet, groping for a rock, a stick, anything to serve as weapon.

“You might as well holler ‘Here, gator gator.’ ” The voice was male. Familiar.

“Jordan?” I hissed. Friend or foe? Why was he here?

“Who’s askin’?”

“Tempe.”

No response.

“The bone doc.”

“What the hell are you doing in the swamp at night?”

Water rippled to my left. Close. I turned only my head, slowly. Saw nothing.

I was about to reply to Jordan, when something smooth and solid brushed my arm underwater. Something thick and long. Very long.

My heart leapt into my throat.

“Dammit,” Jordan boomed. “You just cost me a sixteen-footer.”

A tall shadow shaped up on the hammock and splashed toward me. A strong hand wrapped my upper arm and yank-lifted me up the bank.

“One more second and she’da gone for that crane.” His words didn’t penetrate. “I’da had her.”

“Shut up!” I was desperate to quiet him.

“What kind of stunt are you tryin’ to pull?”

“Listen to me right now.” I thrust my face close to his and put all the force I could into a loud whisper. My intensity got his attention. “Scott Pierce killed Kiley James. Buck Cypress. Maybe all three brothers. Now he’s trying to kill me.”

“The NPS cop?” Dubious, but at a more subdued volume.

“Pierce is armed and crazy. Believe me or don’t, but we need to move fast. Where’s your boat?”

Jordan jerked a thumb over one shoulder.

“Let’s go. Now.”

Nothing gave Pierce away until the bullet hit Jordan. The big man spun, face contorted, then flopped into the water at my feet. I dropped, too, and huddled behind his bulk.

Pierce charged from the hammock, Glock leveled in two outstretched hands. I was preparing to dive when Jordan fountained up from the water, arm rising in one smooth move, a handgun aimed at Pierce.

Jordan squeezed the trigger. Crack! Pierce stumbled backward, a dark circle blossoming on his chest. Jordan held position, feet spread, gun steady, as the ranger cop staggered and fell into the marsh.

Serpentine ripples glided toward Pierce. Something dark and slender flicked below the surface and was gone.

Pierce flexed to lift his gun.

The gator struck.

Pierce struggled, but the animal lunged from the shallows and clamped its powerful jaws on the ranger’s upper arm. The scream was high and piercing. And brief.

Pierce twisted and flailed as the gator dragged him deeper. Then the rolling began. I couldn’t watch. I couldn’t look away.

Desperate thrashing as the gator revolved a helpless Pierce over and over. Seconds. Minutes. An aeon. Then the marsh was quiet. The water dark and opaque, enveloping its terrible secret.

My eyes flew to Jordan. The wrangler stood frozen. I felt sick.

“Should we …?” I let my question dangle.

“Out. Get out of the water.” Jordan put a surprisingly gentle hand on my back and guided me up onto shore. His other arm was crooked inward at an odd angle. A river of black stained his khaki shirt, its origin in the region of the collarbone.

Jordan saw my pale face. My expression of horror.

“What could you have done?” he said quietly.

I had no answer.

“Enough for one night,” Jordan said. “Let’s hit that boat.”


Chapter Eleven

“How was your day?” I called from the hammock when the patio door slid open.

Lisa dropped into a chair and kicked off her shoes. “In addition to python guts, I got a mallard that dive-bombed into a ranger’s Ford pickup.”

“Grilled duck for dinner?”

She laughed. “Let’s stick with tacos.” Her face grew serious. “How are you doing?”

Lisa had been fluttering over me ever since the Great Glades Gunfest.

“I’m peachy.” I really was. I’d spent three days sleeping late, snorkeling, sunning on the beach, and lazing in the hammock, book spread open on my chest as I napped. Reading by osmosis. I’d even gone back to the national park to hike. Turns out an Everglades vacation isn’t so bad.

“Want to talk?” she asked way too casually.

“Lisa, my only problem is a paper cut from a postcard for Katy.” I held up a finger. “What do you want to know?” She’d waited three days to ask for specifics, giving me space.

“Everything. What happened? Why’d he do it?”

“Scott Pierce was poaching big time. Mega-irony. Kiley learned of it via the Eugene fashion sisters. The dolts put her in a pair of albino-snakeskin pants for a shoot. The skin had an unusual marking pattern. Kiley knew it came from a microchipped python that had been released in the national park.”

“Wait. I thought the park service was trying to kill the snakes?” Lisa was confused.

“They chip-and-release some males during the breeding season, hoping the transmitter will lead them to mating aggregations where they can catch more snakes, especially reproductive females.”

“Kiley actually recognized an individual python?”

“It was an albino with distinctive markings.” I bet the Eugene sisters went batshit over the white-on-white hide. “Since pythons like to stay within fairly limited home ranges, Kiley knew the snake had to have come from the national park. Pythons can find their way home even when relocated twenty miles away.” I was becoming quite the herpetologist. “The notes I found in Kiley’s locker were a listing of the albino python’s last transmitter coordinates.”

“And harvesting from the park is illegal.”

“Felony. Kiley was waging war against poachers. The main reason she took the modeling gig was to fund her crusade.”

“How’d she finger Pierce?”

“Actually, the one she nailed was Buck Cypress. Using the albino’s transmitter coordinates, she set up surveillance. Caught Buck on tape pulling a female.”

“Buck worked for Pierce.”

“Yes.”

“Rangers are supposed to protect wildlife.” Lisa’s tone was a mix of repugnance and outrage. “Why’d he do it?”

“Same reason most people kill. Money. Pierce works a python beat, knows that illegally traded skins are a billion-dollar annual industry.”

“Seriously?”

“European fashion designers are rabid for snakeskin. In Indonesia, Malaysia, Cambodia, and Vietnam wild pythons are quickly becoming endangered.”

“Which drives prices up. Which creates a black market.”

“Bingo. The Eugenes bought local on the cheap. Not just pythons, either. Alligators, too.”

The Miami Herald had run a front-page story covering the raid on the Eugene production factory. I’d particularly liked the above-the-fold shot of the four ladies shielding their faces as they hurried from a downtown cop shop. The caption read: “Snake harmers.” One photo op the sisters would rather have skipped.

“Aren’t there plenty of legal skins? From the extensive python hunting?”

“Not enough to make serious coin, legal or otherwise. Especially since hunters can’t harvest in the national park.”

“But Pierce was. Hunting in the park.”

“More than that. He was capturing wild females and breeding them.”

“Grow your own. Also illegal.”

“Very. Breeding is prohibited by federal law. Violation carries up to five years of jail time.”

“All these new laws to address the python problem.” Lisa sighed. “It’s a bit of closing the stable door after the horse has bolted.”

“True. And the regulations create a perfect climate for illicit trade. Current breeders are grandfathered, but they can’t transport or sell snakes across state lines. In Florida, ownership of a python requires a hundred-dollar annual permit. If the snake has a diameter greater than two inches, a tracking microchip must be implanted. Owners also have to prove their handling skills. The U.S. snake-loving community is huge, and the reptile industry trade association is up in arms, suing to overturn what they view as overly restrictive laws.”

“Lots of incentive to go rogue.”

“That and the moolah,” I said.

“Pierce was in it for the cash. How did the Cypress brothers fit in?”

“They ran the day-to-day operations. Cops found cages full of breeding females and hatchlings on their property. The brothers fed, killed, and skinned the snakes. Had a setup for tanning—that’s how they remove and treat the skins. Made the deliveries.”

“Why’d Pierce kill Buck?”

“With Kiley, Buck, and Pierce all dead, it’s hard to know for certain. Our best guess is that Kiley went to confront Buck. Pierce showed up, and she put two and two together. Pierce shot her, then did Buck to cover his tracks. Yellen’s deputies found a chain saw in a shed on Pierce’s property, blood and tissue in the blade. Guy’s a sociopath.”

“The good lookers often are.” Lisa rose. “I’d better clean up. We’ve got to go soon.”

I gave a thumbs-up. “Ready when you are.”

Through the screen I heard a double chime.

“I’ll get it. You go get ready.” I rolled from the hammock and headed through the house to the front door.

There on the porch was Sheriff T. Yellen. “Howdy,” he said.

I gave him a “Come in” gesture. Yellen followed me to the kitchen and perched unsteadily on a stool.

“Big week for you,” I said. “Nabbed an arsonist and a murderer, shut down a meth lab, and busted an illegal snakeskin op.”

Yellen flapped a dismissive hand. “It’s Florida. You headin’ home soon?”

“Tomorrow,” I said. I thought about the call I’d gotten from the ME in Charlotte. About the calls I hadn’t gotten from Andrew Ryan. Wondered where he was. What we’d say to each other if ever he phoned.

Nope. Not tonight.

“They find Pierce?” I asked.

Yellen shook his head. “Not likely to. Gators drown their prey real solid. After the death roll, the ole boy probably jammed Pierce under a submerged log for marinating. He’ll dine at his leisure.”

All righty then.

“And the Cypress brothers?” I asked.

“Swamp rats are either too stubborn or too stupid to die. They lost a lot of blood, but they’ll both make it.”

Me too, I thought. I estimated I was a quart down due to mosquito consumption.

Yellen went on. “Ernie’ll get a pass, ’cause of his limited thinkin’ ability. He probably knew nothing about the murders, and wouldn’t have understood the snake operation. Kid’s got no criminal record. But Deuce’ll serve time enough for the both of ’em.”

“For murder?”

“Poaching and breeding. The killing’s all on Pierce. I’ll be thanking the next gator I see for saving the state the cost of a trial.”

We were quiet another moment.

“Nice shirt.” The pink and blue Hawaiian print stretched across Yellen’s paunch like a tablecloth at a luau.

“Nice whirly-do you got going with your hair,” Yellen snarked back.

“Gotta look good for my first rodeo.” I grinned.

Yellen grinned back. Then held up four tickets stamped HOMESTEAD CHAMPIONSHIP RODEO. “Southernmost ropin’ in the continental US of A. Consider it your paycheck from the great state of Florida.”

“Will Jordan meet us there?” I picked up my purse.

“Yep. Got his heart set on riding a bull. Give new meaning to the name Dusty.”

“Ready!” Lisa joined us, now in denim, a tee, and a cowboy hat. “Let’s go watch us some wrangling!”

We trooped out into the soft Florida evening.

Not such a bad vacation after all.
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Chapter 1

I received the message first thing Monday morning. Honor Barrow needed me at an unscheduled meeting.

Not what I wanted, with cold germs rolling up their sleeves in my head.

Nevertheless, coming off a weekend of Sudafed, Afrin, and lemon-honey tea, instead of finishing a report on a putrefied biker, I joined a billion others slogging uptown in rush-hour traffic.

By seven forty-five, I was parked at the back of the Law Enforcement Center. The air was cool and smelled of sun-dried leaves—I assumed. My nose was so clogged, I couldn’t sniff out the difference between a tulip and a trash can.

The Democrats had held their quadrennial soirée in Charlotte in 2012. Tens of thousands came to praise or protest and to nominate a candidate. The city had spent $50 million on security, and as a result, the ground floor of the Law Enforcement Center, once an open lobby, now looked like the bridge of the starship Enterprise. Circular wooden barrier. Bulletproof glass. Monitors displaying the building’s every scar and pimple, inside and out.

After signing the register, I swiped my security card and rode to the second floor.

Barrow was passing as the elevator hummed to a stop and opened. Beyond him, through the door he was entering, arrows on a green background directed Crimes Against Property to the left, Crimes Against Persons to the right. Above the arrows, the hornet’s-nest symbol of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department.

“Thanks for coming in.” Barrow barely broke stride.

“No problem.” Except for the kettledrums in my head and the fire in my throat.

I followed Barrow through the door, and we both turned right.

Detectives crowded the corridor in both directions, most in shirtsleeves and ties, one in khaki pants and a navy golf shirt featuring the intrepid wasp logo. Each carried coffee and a whole lot of firepower.

Barrow disappeared into a room on the left marked by a second green sign: 2220: Violent Crimes Division. Homicide and assault with a deadly.

I continued straight, past a trio of interview rooms. From the nearest, a baritone bellowed indignation in strikingly inharmonious terms.

Ten yards down I entered a room identified as 2101: Homicide Cold Case Unit.

A gray table and six chairs took up most of the square footage. A copy machine. File cabinets. White erasable board and brown corkboards on the walls. In the rear, a low-rise divider set off a desk holding the usual phone, mug, withered plant, and overfilled in- and out-baskets. A window threw rectangles of sunlight across the blotter.

Not a soul in sight. I glanced at the wall clock. 7:58.

Seriously? Only I had arrived on time?

Head pounding and slightly peeved, I dropped into a chair and placed my shoulder bag at my feet.

On the table were a laptop, a cardboard carton, and a plastic tub. Both containers bore numbers on their covers. The ones on the tub were in a format familiar to me: 090431070901. The file dated to April 30, 2009. A single call had come in at 7:09 A.M.

The numbering system on the carton was different. I assumed the case was from another jurisdiction.

A bit of background.

The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department had roughly five hundred unsolved murders dating back to 1970. Recognizing that this was a lot of bodies and a lot of folks waiting for justice, in 2003 the CMPD established a cold case unit.

Honor Barrow, twenty years at the murder table, had run the CCU since its inception. The other full-timers included a police sergeant and an FBI agent. A volunteer review team composed of three retired FBI agents, a retired NYPD cop, a civilian academic, and a civilian engineer provided support in the form of pre-investigation triage and analysis. The cold case unit regulars gathered monthly.

As a forensic anthropologist, I work with the not so recently dead. No secret why I was sometimes invited to the dance. But I usually got a heads-up about why my presence was being requested. A query concerning a set of remains. A question about bones, trauma, or decomposition.

Not this time.

Impatient, and curious why I’d been summoned, I drew the tub to me and pried off the lid. Inside were hundreds of pages separated by dividers. I knew the headings on each of the tabs. Victimology. Summary of the Crime. Crime Scene Report. Evidence/Property Recovered/Analyzed. Medical Examiner’s Report. Witnesses. Related Investigation. Potential Suspects. Recommended Follow-up.

Lying across the files was a case review summary written by Claire Melani, a criminologist and colleague at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. I flipped to the first section of her report. And felt my neck muscles tense.

Before I could read further, voices sounded in the hall. Moments later, Barrow appeared with a guy looking like something off the cover of a survivalist manual. Washed-out jeans. Faded army jacket over long-sleeved red tee. Dark hair curling from below a neon-orange cap.

I replaced the report in its tub. “Everyone stuck in traffic?”

“I didn’t invite the volunteer team.”

Though that surprised me, I said nothing.

Barrow noticed my gaze shift to the survivalist and introduced him. “Detective Rodas is down from Vermont.”

“Umparo. Umpie to my friends.” Self-deprecating smile. “Both of them.”

Rodas extended a hand. I took it. Umpie’s grip matched his appearance, rough and strong.

As Barrow and Rodas took seats, a familiar figure framed up in the doorway. Erskine “Skinny” Slidell, cop legend in his own mind.

Can’t say Slidell’s presence thrilled me. Since Skinny works homicide, and I work the morgue, we are often thrown together. Over the years our relationship has had more ups and downs than a polygraph chart. His manner is often grating, but the man clears cases.

Slidell stretched both hands in a “What gives?” gesture and drew in one wrist to look at his watch. Subtle.

“Glad you could pry yourself free from the computer porn.” Smiling, Barrow hooked a chair free from the table with one foot.

“That sister of yours does love a camera.” Cushions hoofed as Slidell deposited his substantial derrière.

Barrow partnered with Slidell back in the eighties and, unlike most, claimed to have enjoyed the experience. Probably their shared concept of witty repartee.

Barrow had just introduced Rodas and Slidell to each other when the door swung out. A man I didn’t recognize entered the room. He had a weak chin and a too-long nose and, standing ramrod, matched me in height. His polyester shirt, tie, and off-the-rack suit suggested midlevel management. His demeanor screamed cop. The four of us watched as polyester man took a place at the table.

“Agent Tinker is SBI.” Barrow’s reference to the State Bureau of Investigation conveyed zero warmth.

I’d heard of Beau Tinker. Intel had him as a narrow thinker with a mile-wide ego. And a player with the ladies.

“Don’t seem like such a long drive was warranted.” Slidell spoke without looking up from the fingers laced on his belly.

Tinker regarded Slidell with eyes as gray and bland as unpolished pewter. “I’m right up the road at the Harrisburg field office.”

Slidell’s jaw muscles bulged, but he said nothing.

Like everywhere else on the planet, North Carolina has its share of interagency rivalries. Sheriff’s, campus, airport, and port police versus local PD’s. The state versus the city boys. The feds versus the world.

Except for some offenses in which it’s required—such as drug trafficking, arson, gambling, and election fraud—SBI involvement in criminal investigations was usually at the request of local departments. The chill coming from Barrow and Slidell suggested no such invite had been issued.

Was Rodas the draw? If so, why the interest in Raleigh about a case from Vermont?

Slidell considers himself a hot property in the homicide squad. Too hot to gasbag around a table, as he’d once put it. I also wondered why he was here.

I remembered the file in the plastic tub.

I glanced over at Slidell. His gaze was up now, aimed at Tinker with the kind of expression normally reserved for pedophiles and mold.

Did the hostility go beyond turf issues? Did Slidell share history with Tinker? Or was Skinny just being Skinny?

Barrow’s voice cut into my thoughts. “I’m going to let Detective Rodas start off.”

Barrow leaned back and repositioned the neck chain holding his badge. He often reminded me of a large leathery turtle. Skin dark and crinkled as that on a shrunken head, eyes wide-set and bulgy above a pointed little nose.

Rodas opened the carton, withdrew a stack of reports, and slid one to each of us. “Sorry if my style’s less formal than yours.” His voice was deep and gruff, the kind you associate with white cheddar and the Green Mountain Boys. “I’ll give you the rundown, then take questions on anything that’s unclear.”

I started flipping through pages. Heard Tinker and Slidell doing the same.

“Between two-thirty and three P.M., on October 18, 2007, a twelve-year-old white female named Nellie Gower disappeared while riding her bicycle home from school. Six hours later, the bike was found on a rural two-lane a quarter mile from the Gower farm.”

A nuance in tone caused me to look up. Rodas’s Adam’s apple made a round-trip before he continued. “Nellie’s body was discovered eight days later at a granite quarry four miles outside town.”

I noted that Rodas was using the child’s name, not depersonalizing, as cops often do—the kid, the vic. It didn’t take Freud to recognize that Rodas was emotionally invested in the case.

“The ME found no signs of trauma or sexual assault. The child was fully clothed. Manner of death went down as homicide, cause as unknown. The scene yielded nothing. Ditto the body. No tire tracks, no trace, no blood or saliva, no forensics at all.

“The usual persons were interviewed—registered sex offenders, parents and relatives, friends, friends’ families, neighbors, babysitters, a Girl Scout leader, those working at the school, the church, the community center. Anyone with even the remotest link to the victim.”

Rodas dug spirals of bound three-by-fives from the tub and winged them around the table croupier-style. Went silent as each of us viewed the grim cards we’d been dealt.

The first several prints showed the quarry. A leaden sky overhung an expanse of rock and soil bereft of trees. On the left, a gravel road climbed from the foreground toward a ragged horizon.

Temporary barricades had been set up along the road. Parked behind them were cars, pickups, and media vans. Drivers and passengers stood in twos and threes. Some conversing, others staring across the sawhorses or looking at the ground. A number wore T-shirts printed with the words Find Nellie above the face of a smiling adolescent.

I knew the players. Samaritans who’d devoted hours to searching and to answering phones. Gawkers eager for a glimpse of a body bag. Journalists seeking the best slant on another human tragedy.

Inside the barrier were cruisers, a crime scene truck, a coroner’s van, and a pair of unmarked cars, each angled as though suddenly frozen in flight. I recognized the usual responders. Evidence and coroner’s techs. A woman in a windbreaker with Medical Examiner printed in yellow block letters on the back. Cops in uniform, one with his head cocked to speak into a shoulder radio.

A canopy had been erected at center stage. Below the blue plastic, yellow tape stretched from pole to pole, forming a rough rectangle. Enclosed in the rectangle was a painfully small mound. Rodas squatted beside it, face grim, notepad in hand.

The next series focused on the child. Nellie Gower lay on her back, legs straight, arms tight to her torso. Her red wool jacket was zipped to her chin. Her sneaker laces were looped in symmetrical bows. The bottom of a polka-dot blouse was neatly tucked into bright pink jeans.

Several photos framed the face printed on the tees. No smile now.

Nellie’s hair covered her shoulders in long chocolate waves. I noted that it was parted down the center of her scalp and evenly draped, as though combed and arranged.

Eight days of exposure had wrought the inevitable. The child’s features were bloated, her skin mottled purple and green. A maggot mass filled her mouth and each of her nostrils.

The last three shots were close-ups of the child’s right hand. Dotting the palm were traces of a filmy white substance.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“CSS bagged both hands. The ME swabbed her skin and scraped under her nails. The trace guys thought it might have been remnants of a tissue.”

I nodded, still staring at the photos. Synapses were firing in my brain. I remembered another child. Another set of heartbreaking photos.

I knew why I’d been called. Why Skinny was here.

“Sonofabitch.”

Rodas ignored Slidell’s outburst. “We got a few leads, phone tips, a witness saying a teacher showed unusual interest in Nellie, a neighbor claiming he saw her in a truck with a bearded man. Nothing panned out. Eventually, the case went cold. We’re a small department. I had to move on. You know how it is.”

Rodas looked at Slidell, then Barrow. Met eyes that knew only too well. “But it ate at me. Kid like that. Whenever I had spare time, I’d pull the file, hoping to spot something I missed.”

Again, the Adam’s-apple bob. “According to all accounts, Nellie was timid. Careful. Not likely to go with a stranger. We all believed the perp was local. Someone she knew. I guess we got channeled on that.

“Last year I figured what the hell. Think outside the box. I tried VICAP.”

Rodas was referring to the FBI’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program, a national database maintained to collect and analyze information about homicides, sexual assaults, missing persons, and other violent crimes. The repository contains approximately 150,000 open and closed investigations submitted by some 3,800 state and local agencies, and includes cold cases dating as far back as the 1950s.

“I entered what we had, MO, signature aspects, crime scene descriptors and photos, victim details. Took weeks to get a response. Then damned if our profile didn’t match an unsolved here in Charlotte.”

“The Nance kid.” Slidell spoke through barely parted lips.

“Never got a collar on that one.” Tinker’s first words since telling Slidell he was posted locally.

Slidell opened his mouth to reply. Apparently reconsidered and closed it.

I glanced at the tub. 090431070901. Lizzie Nance. Skinny’s own gut-eating failure.

On April 17, 2009, Elizabeth Ellen “Lizzie” Nance left a ballet class, heading for her mother’s apartment three blocks away. She never made it home. Media coverage was massive. Hundreds turned out to answer tip lines, post flyers, and search the woods and ponds near Lizzie’s complex. To no avail.

Two weeks after Lizzie’s disappearance, a decomposed body was found at a nature preserve northwest of Charlotte. The corpse lay supine with feet together, arms tucked to its sides. A black leotard, tights, and pink cotton underwear still wrapped the putrefied flesh. Bright blue Crocs still covered the feet. Residue found under a thumbnail was identified later as common facial tissue.

Slidell led the homicide investigation. I analyzed the bones.

Though I spent days bending over a scope, I spotted not a single nick, cut, or fracture anywhere on the skeleton. Tim Larabee, the Mecklenburg County medical examiner, was unable to establish definitively whether sexual assault had occurred. Manner of death went down as homicide, cause as unknown.

Lizzie Nance died when she was eleven years old.

“Fortunately, Honor had also entered his unsolved. The system picked up the similarities.” Rodas raised both hands. “So here I am.”

A moment of silence filled the room. Tinker broke it. “That’s it? Two girls roughly the same age? Still wearing their clothes?”

No one responded.

“Wasn’t the Nance kid too far gone to exclude rape?”

Palming the table, Slidell leaned toward Tinker. I cut him off.

“The autopsy report noted complicating factors. But the child’s clothing was in place, and Dr. Larabee was confident in concluding there’d been no rape.”

Tinker shrugged, not realizing or not caring that his cavalier attitude was offending everyone. “Seems weak.”

“It’s not just the VICAP profile that brings me to Charlotte,” Rodas continued. “By the time we found Nellie, her body had been rained on for a day and a half. Her clothes were saturated with a mixture of water and decomp runoff. Though not optimistic, I submitted everything to our forensics lab up in Waterbury for testing. To my surprise, some DNA had survived.”

“All hers,” Slidell guessed.

“Yes.” Rodas placed his forearms on the table and leaned in. “Eighteen months ago, I went over the file yet again. This time I caught something I thought could be a break. The residue from Nellie’s hand hadn’t been submitted with her clothing. I phoned the ME; she found the scrapings taken at autopsy by her predecessor. Knowing it was a long shot, I had her send them up to Waterbury.”

Rodas looked straight at me.

I looked straight back.

“The material contained DNA not belonging to Nellie.”

“You sent the profile through the system?” Tinker asked the unnecessary question.

Rodas chin-cocked the report in my hands. “Take a look at the section marked ‘Updated DNA Results,’ Dr. Brennan.”

Curious why I’d been singled out, I did as instructed.

Read a name.

Felt the flutter of adrenaline hitting my gut.
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