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      The only sound Detective Max Grady could hear as he stood outside the door with his gun drawn was the pounding of his heart. The whooshing of the blood in his ears was loud enough that if he hadn’t been so concerned by what was going on behind the door, he probably would have asked someone to call an ambulance, wondering if he was having a massive heart attack that would knock him off his feet.

      But he knew better. It was just the rush of adrenaline. Nothing more.

      At least, he hoped that was the case.

      By his count, he was fifth in line behind four fully equipped SWAT team members, complete with helmets tied tight under their chins, night vision goggles flipped down over their eyes, ear protection, gloves, tactical Kevlar covering their chests and back and more weapons on each of their bodies than Grady could possibly count. Grady’s hand rested on the shoulder of the man in front of him, feeling the straps of his tactical vest under his fingers. He glanced over his shoulder behind him and gave a nod to Cassie, whose lips were thin and pale, her strawberry blonde hair pulled up behind her head, her navy-blue Pittsburgh Police Department baseball hat pulled down low over her eyes. Serving warrants wasn’t her favorite type of op. Her gun was drawn but pointed to the ground. Two more SWAT team members were behind her, watching the street. She was last in line. She gave the slightest nod. She was ready.

      Grady was not.

      Regardless of how he was feeling, he looked at the SWAT team leader and gave a curt nod. They might as well get things going. The rush of blood running to his head would only stop when their mission was over. Not one minute before.

      The man held up gloved fingers and counted down silently three, two, one. As he held up a single finger in the darkness, the battering ram held by the first SWAT team member swung back, hitting the door full force, accompanied by yells of “Pittsburgh SWAT! Warrant!” The echoes of their voices bounced off the walls as each officer repeated their entry call.

      Grady charged forward, letting go of the man in front of him, keeping his knees bent, his feet rolling from heel to toe, his body low, and his pistol pointed at the ground as the men in front of him spread out. The beams from their flashlights crisscrossed through the dark of the space like searchlights on a foggy night.

      Grady moved quickly through the house. There wasn’t much to see. There were a few dirty dishes piled in the sink in the kitchen as his flashlight washed over the counters. The only noise he could hear in the background other than his own raspy breath was a television somewhere off in the distance. Through the noise in his own head, it sounded like a movie was playing, but Grady was so worked up it was hard for him to tell exactly.

      As he turned the corner toward the noise of the television, Grady heard a scuffle which only made his heart pound harder, his mouth went dry. He ran toward the noise, seeing a couple of the SWAT team guys wrestling with a large man.

      It was Aiden Branch, the man they were looking for. Grady recognized him from the briefing they’d had a few hours before. He ran towards him, yelling, “Stop! Police!” The words came out automatically after years of being on the job, even though Aiden was already wrestling with two burly SWAT members. Whether Aiden heard him or not, Grady had no idea. He didn’t stop to think about it. He charged toward the scuffle. He had to do something to help.

      Aiden, wanted on a warrant for the armed robbery of a jewelry store where he’d terrorized an older couple, keeping them locked up for hours in the back room of their store while he alternately pilfered their jewelry cases and did lines of coke, was giving the SWAT officers a run for their money. Grady stepped toward Aiden, trying to help the officers, just as Aiden’s elbow came around, nearly hitting Grady in the face. Grady grunted, grabbing the man’s arm and holding on for dear life. He felt his grip weaken. Aiden must be on something again, he realized. Drugs could make people crazy and strong. In this case, it was both.

      Just as the realization that Aiden was out of control hit Grady, one of the SWAT officers took a knee to the groin and dropped to the ground leaving Grady and one other officer to wrestle with Aiden. It wasn’t as though he was gonna get anywhere. The other SWAT officers had their guns trained on him, creating a perimeter. Holstering his weapon with his free hand, Grady grabbed at Aiden’s arm with both of his own and twisted it behind his back just as he heard Cassie yell out, “Grady? You okay?”

      “Couldn’t be better,” he managed a grunt.

      Grady lifted his leg and leveled his heel at the back of Aidan’s knee and stomped down hard, feeling the crunch of bone and tendon and ligament under his boot, taking Aiden’s knee out from underneath him. Aiden dropped to the ground, barely making any noise and then flipped over and managed to kick Grady in the jaw with his good leg. Grady saw stars, blinked, and then gritted his teeth, not letting go of Aidan’s arm.

      After what felt like eons, although it was likely just a few seconds, another SWAT officer joined them, pushing Aiden to the ground. The three men flipped Aiden over onto his belly, the man cussing the entire time, every other word a new name for police officers Grady had never heard before. With Aiden secured, the SWAT officers stood up. Grady leaned over Aiden, and as he went to roll him over, Aiden spit at him and then head-butted Grady square in the nose.

      Feeling the surge of pain in his face, Grady lost it.

      He lifted his fist and pounded it into the side of Aiden’s head even though he was handcuffed and couldn’t defend himself. One punch led to four, or maybe five, Grady lost count before one of the SWAT officers grabbed him by the back of his blue Pittsburgh PD jacket and pulled him off. “You can’t do that, man! The guy’s handcuffed. What are you doing?”

      Grady stood up and saw Cassie staring at him, her shoulders slumped, her mouth gaping open. He looked down at his knuckles which were now raw and red, then touched his face, which had a gash across his nose from where Aiden had head-butted him.

      As the remaining officers pulled Aiden to his feet, he narrowed his eyes, curling his lip at Grady. “Thanks for that, man. Looks like I’m not going to be spending much time in jail after all.” He turned his face to the ceiling as if he was getting ready to howl at the moon. “Police brutality!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “I want my lawyer. I need a medic. I’m injured. Does everyone have their body cams on? You all saw that, right? The guy’s a lunatic.”

      As Grady watched the officers drag Aiden away, the man hollering at the top of his lungs like a stuck pig. Cassie shook her head, her face pale, her eyes wide.

      “Grady, what have you done?”
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      Grady looked down, his eyes bleary, realizing his glass was empty again. He slid it across the counter toward Sonny, the bartender he’d gotten to know way more than he’d ever expected at the Amber Cat, a local bar that, if he’d been honest with himself, which he wasn’t, he was spending way too much time at.

      Sonny, wearing a stained T-shirt, a torn pair of jeans, a dingy white bar towel flipped over his shoulder, lifted his chin at Grady. “Need another?”

      “You know it.” Were his words slurred? He couldn’t tell.

      While Grady waited for Sonny to refill his whiskey, he ran his hand through his hair. It had gotten long by his standards. But then again, there was really no reason to cut it.

      He wasn’t a police officer anymore.

      What had happened at Aiden Branch’s house hadn’t gone unnoticed or been smoothed over by the brass at Pittsburgh PD. By the time Aiden had been transported to the hospital with only a small cut above his eyebrow and a sprained knee — in Grady’s mind, not exactly a devastating injury — the lieutenants and captains who had been watching Aiden’s arrest through the body cam videos were already up in arms.

      When Grady got back to the station, his head aching from the kick to the jaw and getting head-butted, Lieutenant Jerry Williams was waiting for him, his arms crossed in front of his chest. “In my office,” he had growled.

      Justice for Aiden Branch came quick and fast. First, Grady’s badge was removed, then his gun. He was immediately put on paid administrative leave pending an investigation. By the next morning, he was suspended indefinitely without pay. A week later, he was fired. The rest of the officers involved in serving the warrant had been suspended without pay for two weeks. That made Grady distinctly unpopular in the department. And through it all, no one had asked how he was feeling, if he was okay, or what they could do for him.

      He was on the other side of the thin blue line.

      No amount of protesting or arguing from his union rep fixed the situation. In the eyes of the police department, he’d become a rat. Someone that couldn’t be trusted. Someone whose reactions were unpredictable and unsafe not only for the general population but someone whose reactions sullied the reputation of the until-that-moment pristine Pittsburgh Police Department. He’d been unceremoniously fired. He’d lost everything. His work, his pension, his friends. Well, maybe not his friends, but definitely Cassie. And even though they didn’t always get along, Jerry.

      Three months later, Grady had become a rat of a different kind. A bar rat.

      Grady looked down at his phone, willing it to chirp. He checked his messages for what felt like the five hundredth time as he nursed yet another glass of whiskey. He’d texted Cassie again an hour before, but she still hadn’t responded. He sighed. That wasn’t exactly accurate.

      She never responded.

      Whether it was because someone in the department told her not to or because of her own personal animosity, Grady didn’t know. She hadn’t responded to a single one of his initial texts or calls when he had gotten suspended, not to his subsequent texts or calls when he had gotten fired, and not to any of what felt like hundreds of attempts he’d made to reach out to her after he’d been forced to clean out his locker and carry a small bag of personal items out of the police station for the last time.

      It wasn’t only his job he lost, but his relationship with Cassie.

      Sonny slid a water-spotted glass toward Grady, picking up his other one. “Thought you could use a fresh one.”

      Grady wasn’t sure what that meant, given the amount of dirt and disrepair that hovered over the Amber Cat. “Sure. Thanks.”

      Grady took a sip of the bitter liquid, feeling it burn as it touched the back of his throat. As the alcohol hit his system, he felt the edges of his life soften a little more. The reality of where he was at the moment — his disbelief in what had happened to him, his disappointment in himself, and his fear for the future — drifted off into the distance. He checked his phone again and then looked at the glass. He picked it up and drained it, pushing it toward Sonny. Sonny raised his eyebrows as if he couldn’t believe Grady had finished the drink so fast. “Another?”

      Grady nodded.

      He was just getting started.
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      An hour later, Sonny had served Grady four more drinks. They seem to go down easier every single time. His eyelids felt heavy, and his body felt warm. He looked down at his phone again. Still nothing from Cassie. He looked up at Sonny and pushed his glass toward him once more, the bottom of the glass making a scraping sound on the counter. Sonny shook his head. “Naw, man. You’ve had enough. I’ve gotta close up soon. Want me to get you something to eat or some coffee before you go?”

      From somewhere inside the haze Grady was living in, he thought the words sounded familiar, as if Sonny had said them a thousand times.

      Oh yeah. He had.

      Grady straightened. “Food? Coffee? What are you talking about?” He wrinkled his nose. “I’m fine.” As the words came out of his mouth, he wondered why they sounded so funny, far away and narrow, like he was forcing them through an empty paper towel tube, the syllables bouncing through his mind. “Give me another.”

      Sonny pulled the towel off his shoulder and wiped the spot where Grady was sitting, collecting his glass. “No. Sorry. No can do.”

      Sonny turned away from Grady and rang a bell above the cash register. “Last call!” he yelled.

      Grady checked the time on his cell phone. It wasn’t nearly time to close the bar — only eleven o’clock — but who was Grady to argue?

      Grady looked around him as a couple of guys in the corner who’d been taking up a booth for hours playing cards and drinking started to stand up and make their way out of the bar. There was an older guy at the other end of the bar who looked like he’d fallen asleep, laying his head on the sticky bar top. Somehow, through his haze, the man got up and wandered past Grady resting a hand on his shoulder. “See you tomorrow, pal,” he muttered.

      Tomorrow? Grady wondered, his mind slowly moving around to understanding what the man had said as the door closed behind him. Was Grady that much of a regular?

      Grady stood up, feeling his legs wobble underneath him. He rested his hand on the edge of the bar top to steady himself and took a couple of steps toward the door. Sonny yelled over at him, locking up the cash register. “Grady, did you drive?”

      “Yeah. How did you think I got here?” he mumbled.

      “You shouldn’t be driving home.”

      Grady frowned. “You don’t have to tell me that. I was a police officer, remember? Didn’t you ever hear, ‘Stay alive, don’t drink and drive?’” Grady said, putting a single finger to his temple as though his words were a brilliant revelation.

      “That’s nice, but you need to answer my question. Are you planning on driving home?”

      Grady turned slowly, staring at Sonny. “Yeah. How else am I supposed to get there? Walk?” He chuckled. “It’s too far, Sonny.”

      “Let me give you a ride.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes and waved his hand in the air. “No, no. I’m good. I can get myself home. I know what I’m doing.”

      Sonny shook his head, put his hand on Grady’s arm, and pulled his keys from the palm of his hand. “No. You don’t. If you drive home in this condition and kill somebody, they’re going to shut the bar down. I can drive you, or you can walk. Those are your options. Pick one.”

      Grady looked at the ground and closed his eyes, swinging his head left and right like an elephant’s trunk. He felt like he should be embarrassed, but for some reason he wasn’t. It felt like Groundhog Day. They’d had this argument over and over again, and somehow, a fact which Grady’s slow-moving brain at that moment couldn’t understand, Sonny always won, probably because Sonny had already taken his keys.

      Grady threw his hands up in the air and followed Sonny out the back door of the bar. “All right. All right. You win. I’ll ride along in your car like a good little soldier.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Sonny said as he guided Grady toward his dented red Chevy Cavalier.

      After Sonny put him in the car, Grady leaned back, using his boot to kick a couple crumpled-up fast food bags out of the way. He leaned his head against the headrest and closed his eyes, starting to hum to himself a song his mom used to sing to him, some Motown tune about dancing in the streets. The title escaped him. In his pocket, he felt his phone buzz. It was late. Who could be calling him at that hour? His heart skipped a beat. Maybe Cassie was finally getting back to him?

      Fumbling through his pocket, he fished out his cell phone and looked. The screen read the Oakview Center. It was his brother Ben’s facility. Grady blinked and closed his eyes again. Whatever they needed, they’d have to wait till the morning. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with Ben’s latest histrionics. He was probably just bent out of shape because someone moved one of his puzzles or turned his pillow the wrong way. The psychologist that worked with Ben at the facility told Grady during their last meeting that many times people with developmental delays became obsessed with the small things they could control to the point of fury. It was their way of processing what was a very overwhelming and scary world.

      Grady stared at the phone, watching the screen and hearing the chiming of his ringtone as it rang again. Someone really wanted to talk to him. Sonny glanced at him. “Aren’t you can answer that?”

      “No. They can leave a message if they have something to say.”

      A few minutes later, exactly how long Grady wasn’t sure, he and Sonny arrived at his front door. Sonny looked at him. “You need me to walk you in?” he asked, handing Grady back his keys.

      “No. I’ve got this.”

      “All right. If you say so. Listen, if you need a ride to the bar to pick up your car in the morning, send me a text. I start work at noon. I can pick you up on the way.”

      “They got you working twelve-hour shifts?”

      “Yep. But then again, since I own the bar, it’s kinda my job to be there.”

      “Oh yeah, right. That makes sense.” Grady furrowed his eyebrows and closed his eyes, wondering how he’d forgotten that Sonny owned the Amber Cat. He fumbled around for a second, not able to find the door handle. Sonny reached across him and popped the door open.

      Grady stuck a finger in the air. “Right. Thanks.”

      Sonny nodded. “Sure. See you tomorrow.”

      Grady managed to get out of the car without any incident, nearly forgetting to close the door behind him until Sonny hollered at him. Grady closed it and then stumbled up the sidewalk to his front door. It took him a second, but he managed to get the door open, only dropping the keys twice. He heard the humming of an engine behind him and realized Sonny was still waiting. Did he think that Grady couldn’t get into his own house? The idea seemed confusing. Why would Sonny think that? As he pushed the door open, he held his hand up in the air and gave a single wave. Sonny was nearly a stranger and had been nicer to him than pretty much everyone in his life except for his mom and Cassie.

      Then again, Ann was dead, and Cassie wasn’t speaking to him since he got her suspended.

      Grady flipped on the lights, his eyes burning enough that he shielded them for a moment. He stumbled forward, remembering to close the door behind him, and nearly slipped on a pile of mail that had been stuck through the slot in his front door. He bent over, trying not to lose his balance, and scooped up the envelopes, setting them on his kitchen counter. He thumbed through them slowly, holding on to the counter with one hand for balance. It was nothing but bad news.

      Piles of late notices from his credit card company and his mortgage company were coming to him on a nearly daily basis. That was nothing to mention the phone calls, texts, and emails urging him to make a payment or suffer the consequences.

      Swallowing, Grady realized he’d have to figure out something soon. He was out of savings and hadn’t worked in months. He could go on for another week or two, but then he’d be out of money entirely.

      And with no money, there’d be no more trips to the Amber Cat.

      As he pushed the mail off to the side, he realized there was a voicemail on his phone. His heart skipped a beat. Was it Cassie? Had she finally returned his phone calls?

      Staring at his phone, he tapped on the screen and then tapped again so that it would be on speaker. “Hi, Max. This is Noreen from the Oakview Center. Listen, I’m sorry to bother you at this late hour, but there’s something going on with Ben. He’s not well. We’ve called an ambulance…”

      Grady ended the call without listening to the rest of it. He closed his eyes for a minute, feeling his body wobble. He shrugged. It was good of Noreen, or whatever her name was, to call, but if they called an ambulance, they didn’t need him. There was nothing he could do anyway.

      He wasn’t anyone anymore.
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      Liam Reid was having a bad day. As he sat in the dank back office of the Bucket House Bar & Restaurant, the establishment he owned, he stared at the three guys sitting across from him. He felt edgy, like there was acid burning the inside of his soul, eating away at it.

      Antonio, his right-hand man, narrowed his eyes and looked at him. “Boss? You okay?”

      Liam pressed his thin lips together, instantly angry. “The rest of you get out! Antonio, you can stay.”

      Without saying anything, the other two men, Gus and Randall, got up and walked away. He knew they’d end up in the back booth of the bar drinking beer and eating popcorn. It didn’t matter what they did as long as they got out. Liam nodded. They knew better than to challenge him. The polished Desert Eagle pistol stuck in the back of his pants had earned him respect on more than one occasion. His friends and his enemies knew that he wasn’t shy about using it either.

      As the thin door closed to his office leaving him and Antonio alone, Liam stood up, shoving his hands in his pockets. He started to pace behind his desk. Antonio repeated his question. “You okay? You don’t seem yourself.”

      “Thanks, Oprah,” Liam sneered.

      “I didn’t mean it like that, Liam. I’m only watching out for you. That’s my job.”

      Liam grunted but didn’t say anything. He stared down at the ground, realizing if he got much thinner, he’d be nothing more than skin and bones. When the last time he’d eaten was, he wasn’t sure. His jeans were hanging on him. Just that morning, he’d had to tighten his belt loop again, stuffing his T-shirt into the waist to keep his pants on his bony hips. He ran a hand through the back of his brown hair. Unlike his father, Liam had a full head of it and only got it cut when it started to bother him, which wasn’t often. He kept it slicked back off his face, the scruff of a goatee covering the sharp angles of his jaw and his nose. “I’m good. I got stuff on my mind.”

      “Care to share?” Antonio raised his eyebrows.

      Liam narrowed his eyes. The phrase was funny, like something Antonio had learned on TikTok. Liam liked Antonio. He had a good sense of when to speak and when to be quiet. He was cooperative but quick to let Liam know when he was off-track as well.

      They’d met about a week after Liam had been released from Forest State Penitentiary in a halfway house he was supposed to stay at while he got his life in order. Unfortunately, Liam quickly realized there was little of his life left after being in prison for two years. Antonio was finishing his stint at the halfway house after being sent to jail for attempted murder. Antonio had always said he didn’t do it.

      But then again, that’s what all the inmates said.

      Liam had learned almost immediately while he was in prison that he had to nearly change his entire personality in order to survive. He’d gone in, filled with anger and resentment at being jailed on a drug charge. He, like many of the other people there, had insisted that he was innocent of the drug charges that Pittsburgh PD had slapped on him after getting caught with a bag of pills while driving his wife’s car.

      The difference was, in his case, he was actually innocent.

      But nobody had believed him. His wife, now ex-wife, Maureen, had simply batted her eyelashes and cried at the injustice of her husband being dragged away. He had no idea that she’d bought pills earlier in the day and that she’d left them in the car when he’d taken it for a drive. He’d run a stop sign on his way to the drugstore to buy cigarettes, a two-liter of pop, and baby food for their little girl, Jennifer.

      He’d never made it home.

      Liam had told the officer that arrested him it was all a mistake. No one believed him.

      Without any money to get a reasonably good attorney, a month later, Liam found himself standing at the front gate of the Forest State Penitentiary on the edge of Marienville, Pennsylvania, after pleading guilty to drug charges with intent to distribute. He’d taken a deal. The prosecutor, a tired-looking man wearing a cheap suit, said Liam was lucky to get away with his thirty-six-month sentence. He tried to make it all sound better when he said Liam might be paroled in a couple of years if he was a model prisoner. His wife hadn’t even let him see their little baby girl before he left.

      His time in jail had been miserable. He swore even to that day that he hadn’t slept for the first two weeks, his eyes glued to the ceiling, wondering if someone was gonna come and attack him like he’d seen in so many late-night movies.

      But jail wasn’t that way, at least not for him. Within twenty-four hours of being incarcerated, he was put on the laundry detail, spending long hot days working in a commercial laundry facility in the basement of the old buildings, shifting wet sheets, towels, and scratchy blankets from one commercial washing machine into the dryer, pushing the newly fresh laundry over to the folding tables where things were sorted and sent back out into the population. It was dry, monotonous work.

      When he wasn’t playing Martha Stewart with the laundry, Liam read books and played cards. A couple of the inmates offered to try to help him with his case. Jailhouse attorneys, they called themselves. But Liam declined. He checked the mail every single day waiting for a letter from Maureen or a picture of Jennifer, but none ever came. On visitor’s days, his cellmate, Jamari Woodward, would get to go visit with his girlfriend for an hour, but no one ever came to see Liam.

      No one.

      One year, two hundred ninety-four days later, Liam walked out of jail a new man.

      But he wasn’t innocent anymore.
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      “What were you just thinking about?” Antonio asked Liam, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      “How we met.”

      “You having a romantic moment? You about to make a move on me?” Antonio chuckled.

      Liam shook his head, trying to play along with Antonio’s joke. “Nah, man. You’re not my type.”

      “So what’s eating at you?”

      Liam bent over and opened the door to his desk tossing a thick envelope filled with papers at Antonio. Antonio caught them, barely, then pulled the papers out, glancing at Liam. “What’s this?”

      “Look at it.”

      Liam continued to pace while he waited for Antonio to take a look at the papers. The only noise in the room was Antonio flipping through them. After a couple of long minutes, Liam heard Antonio whistle under his breath. “Are you kidding? Maureen got Jennifer?”

      Liam set his jaw, feeling rage building inside of him. “Got some nice process server that tracked me to a gas station at three a.m. Thought the guy was eyeing me up to roll me. Instead, I got this.”

      The reality of what happened still hadn’t hit Liam fully. He’d been out of jail for just over a year. Unable to find a legitimate job that paid anything at all, Jamari offered to put him to work. Very quickly, Liam started doing exactly what he’d been accused of in the first place — dealing in the street version of prescription drugs. Oxy. Morphine. Hydrocodone. He started by standing on street corners making sales. After a few weeks of doing that, Jamari had him start to distribute the drugs to the other dealers. Two months later, he was running most of Jamari’s operation. His background in management had come in handy, just not the way he’d ever hoped.

      It wasn’t lost on him that he’d become exactly what he’d been accused of.

      That hadn’t stopped him from trying to see his daughter. She was nearly four, her birthday coming up in only a couple of months. Liam had started by driving past Maureen’s house after he was able to buy a car, using the profits from what Jamari had given him. He started calling and texting Maureen, asking to see Jennifer. She was his daughter, after all.

      The same answer came back every single time. “No.”

      Then the court paperwork started arriving. Maureen was suing for sole custody on the basis of the fact that Liam had no job — or at least not one that he could admit to — and that he was a convicted felon who’d basically abandoned their family, providing no financial support. Maureen stated in the court documents that he was unable and unwilling to take care of Jennifer and that he had made no attempt to see her at all.

      It was all lies.

      The judge, some ridiculous woman with gray hair pulled so tight on the top of her head Liam swore that her blood flow to her brain had been compromised, agreed to Maureen’s request partially at the beginning. Instead of sole custody, Liam had been granted supervised visits, allowed to visit Jennifer while a court-appointed social worker stood nearby in a facility on the edge of town. There was a mirrored window in the room as he sat on the floor and tried to play with Jennifer. He was sure Maureen was behind it, staring at him. He could feel the weight of her eyes on the back of his head.

      As much as he loved his daughter, it was the last time he showed up for a visitation. All the eyes watching him, the thick metal doors, and the security checks felt too much like jail, too much like they were waiting for an excuse to accuse him of something else and send him back to Forest State.

      And he’d been accused of enough in his life.

      Antonio narrowed his eyes. “This is some sort of final judgment?”

      “Yep.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Liam pivoted, staring at Antonio. “It means I can’t ever see my daughter again.”

      Antonio scowled. “What? You can’t see Jennifer again? How is that even possible?”

      “The paperwork says since I didn’t show up for the supervised visits, Maureen filed again for sole custody. The court said since I didn’t return any of the paperwork asking if I wanted to retain my rights, they’re assuming I don’t want anything to do with Jennifer, so they have ended my parental rights. According to the law, I’m no longer her father.” Just saying the words made Liam nauseous.

      Antonio shook his head. “Without you knowing? How is that possible? What did your lawyer say?”

      “I didn’t do what their system wanted me to do, so they ended everything for me. Didn’t give me a choice. But I wasn’t gonna show up at that center anymore to spend a half hour with my daughter in some locked room with some weird stranger staring at us. She’s my daughter. My daughter!” Liam said, throwing his hands in the air. “I should be able to see her whenever I want.”

      “That’s right!”

      “I talked to my lawyer this morning. He said he tried to call but couldn’t find me. He said the paperwork basically means I have no right to contact Jennifer, no right to see her, and no right to anything in her life until she’s eighteen. And even then, according to the court, I’m no longer her dad. How’s that sound to you, Antonio?”

      “Insane.”

      “Correct.”

      Liam stood, his shoulders tense, his hands balled into fists. “You know the worst part of this entire thing?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I was innocent.”
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      “Man, I know you always say that —”

      Liam narrowed his eyes. “Antonio, you know that’s the truth. How many times have I told you…”

      “That you’re innocent? I know, but come on, Liam. Look where we are.”

      Liam stopped and stared around him. He was standing in the small office in the back of the Bucket House Bar & Restaurant, a seedy dive bar in an even seedier neighborhood. He’d “bought” the bar six months before, basically shoving the current owner, a guy named Howard with more wrinkles on his face than a leather saddlebag, out the door with ten thousand dollars in cash and told him never to come back. Liam needed a place to center his growing operation. Bucket House was square in the middle of his territory, territory he’d bought from Jamari. Sure, the bar wasn’t much of anything — a dive bar in the true sense, complete with sticky floors and a grease-filled kitchen that served only things that could be dumped in the fryer. Liam had upped the prices on the drinks by a dollar each and had taken the bar, which had been less than profitable, now a hair above breakeven.

      Not that the bar’s financial status had mattered.

      What Liam didn’t realize when he began running his own business was his talent for numbers. In school he’d never been good at anything, especially math. But now, for some reason, he could quickly see how his sales were doing, both from the bar and from the drugs he was moving, and figure out the next step to grow what he had bigger.

      It was time for the next step, but he needed to take care of a few things first. Loose ends. He leaned on the edge of the desk, staring at Antonio. “I’m going to tell you this and I’m going to tell you this only one time.”

      Antonio very slowly set the envelope with the paperwork from the court on the edge of Liam’s desk. “What’s that?”

      “I was innocent, and someone is going to pay for it.”
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      “All right, all right. I believe you.” Antonio held up his hands like Liam was about to come after him.

      “Do you?” Liam growled. “Because if you’re going to continue to be my right hand, then I need to know that you believe every word coming out of my mouth.”

      “I do.”

      “All right. Let’s go.”

      Liam walked out of the back of the bar, Antonio in tow, heading for an old gray Ford sedan he’d taken from a dead drug dealer, one that he’d killed for mouthing off the week before. Like he said, he was innocent. Was. Liam started the car. Antonio slid in beside him, but Liam was so preoccupied he barely noticed he was there.

      As he pulled out of the parking lot of Bucket House, Liam stared at the road, his mind flickering between the paperwork he’d gotten from the court that morning and the man that had started the whole cycle of unfortunate events that had landed him in a situation where he was driving a dead man’s car while being similarly dead to his own child.

      Detective Max Grady.

      The night Liam got arrested, he’d sat in the interview room with a bottle of water and nothing else for more than an hour until the door finally opened and a grim-faced detective wearing a cheap suit, his tie loose at his neck and blank look on his face entered the room trailed by his blonde partner. “I’m Detective Grady,” the man said, not bothering to shake Liam’s hand. “And this is Detective Reynolds. You want to tell us what happened tonight?”

      “I’m, I’m sorry,” Liam stammered. “I was on my way to the drugstore to buy baby food. I ran a stop sign. The officer said he wanted to check the car. I didn’t know those pills were in there. Those are my wife’s. She has a bad back from carrying the baby around. I have no idea where she got them.”

      “Oh, you have a baby? How old?” Detective Reynolds asked.

      “Four months. Her name’s Jennifer.”

      Detective Grady shrugged. “That’s nice, but the pills weren’t found in a prescription bottle. They were found in a bag.”

      “So? I don’t know anything about them. Can you check the bag for fingerprints or something? You’ll see I never touched them.”

      “I guess we could,” Detective Grady said, sitting down across the table from Liam. “But that’s not really standard operating procedure, not to mention you could have used gloves. And, unfortunately for you, it’s not the law either. The drugs were in a car you were operating.”

      “But that’s my wife’s car! I grabbed it because it was the last one in the driveway. There’s nothing in my car. I was relaxing after work before I left, not doing drugs. I’ll take a drug test. Anything! Just let me out of here.”

      “What do you do for a living, Liam?” Detective Reynolds asked.

      Liam tried to swallow the panic that was gathering in his chest. A drug charge was serious. Very serious. “I manage the drugstore over on Wright Avenue. It doesn’t pay a lot, but we’re managing to make it work.”

      Detective Grady raised his eyebrows. “Maybe that’s why you have pills in your car. Maybe you’re looking to make a little money on the side? Kids can be expensive.” The detective glanced at his partner. “We should check with the store and see if they have any pills missing.”

      “No!” Liam held his hands up, his eyes wide. “Maybe you should talk to Maureen. I’m sure she’ll clear all this up.”

      Detective Grady cocked his head to the side. “We just did. She said she doesn’t know anything about those pills. Said you’re the one that drives that car, not her.” Liam could still hear Grady’s voice in his head as he and Reynolds left the room.

      “You were driving the car. Your pills, your problem.”

      As the door closed, Liam knew Detective Max Grady had already made up his mind. Liam felt like an animal caught in a bear trap. There was going to be no wiggling out of it. He was done.

      His life was over.
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      As Liam pulled out of the parking lot of the Bucket House Bar & Restaurant, Antonio glanced over at him. “Where are we going?”

      “To pay someone a visit,” he hissed.

      Antonio didn’t say anything else.

      For the rest of the drive, Liam stayed quiet. Antonio followed his lead. Liam got lost in his own thoughts, picturing Jennifer in his mind, her long strawberry-blonde hair cascading down her back as she ran on her stumpy, almost-four-year-old legs. He’d seen her tottering toward her mother after successfully navigating the slide at the park around the corner from their house.

      Maureen didn’t know it, but Liam had been watching them a few times a week since he’d gotten out of jail. He’d followed them one afternoon from the house she lived in with her new boyfriend, some guy named Albert, seeing Jennifer out at play on the swing set a couple of weeks before. She’d grown so much that he barely recognized her. Liam’s heart nearly broke when he realized the child Maureen was hovering over was his daughter. If she’d been with anyone else, he would’ve walked right by her, never realizing it was his own flesh and blood.

      His.

      Even Albert, Maureen’s new boyfriend, got to spend time with Jennifer. But not Liam. Not the man that was Jennifer’s father. He thought back to the thick stack of papers in his desk drawer from the court. What justice was there in that? Liam gripped the steering wheel of the sedan tighter, his knuckles nearly turning white. What made it worse was that Albert, a man that had just shown up on the scene, got to spend day and night with Liam’s ex-wife and his daughter. Who was this guy?

      The more Liam thought about it, the angrier he got, his skin prickling.

      His mind flickered toward Detective Max Grady. This entire mess — Liam’s life turning from an innocent man to a criminal overnight, the loss of his daughter, not to mention his marriage — it was all Detective Grady’s fault. He hadn’t done his job, plain and simple. Liam had told him over and over again that the pills weren’t his, but Detective Grady didn’t care. He only wanted to close his case and move on to the next schmuck.

      As far as Liam was concerned, the only person guilty in the entire scenario was Max Grady, and he would pay for it.

      Pulling up in front of Maureen’s house, where she was shacked up with her boyfriend Albert, Liam stopped the car leaving it parked next to the curb. He left the keys in the ignition but shut it off. He glanced at Antonio. “Stay here.”

      “Sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Antonio questioned.

      Whether that was because Antonio was concerned that Liam would lose his temper or whether Antonio thought he could help Liam barge his way into the house and see Jennifer, Liam wasn’t sure. He narrowed his eyes. “No. I got this. Stay here.”

      Antonio didn’t say anything, pulling his phone out of his pocket and starting to play with it.

      Liam glanced back at the car when he was halfway up the driveway. The only thing he could see on the inside of the car was the glow from Antonio’s phone on his face. He was probably playing another one of those video games he liked so much. Liam shrugged to himself. It didn’t matter. This wasn’t something he needed his right hand for. This was something private. Personal.

      The house where Maureen was living was not hers. It was a small white bungalow on a narrow lot with a single-car garage. The garage door was closed, and there was an older blue Buick sitting in the driveway. Was that what Maureen was driving now? What had she done with the car he’d bought her?

      Liam strode to the front door, then peered in the side window but couldn’t really see anything. The house had an air of family to it, of a place he didn’t belong but wanted to. It should have been his house, his family. Everything in him wanted to kick the door in, grab his daughter and run, but he held it together.

      As he got to the front door, he rang the bell three times and then pounded on the door with his fist. It was late, the sun already having dropped out of the sky, the lights on in the house. Before the front door opened, a single light popped on next to it. A second later, the door flew open, Maureen staring at him, her head tilted to the side, her jaw set. “What do you want, Liam?”

      Liam stayed on the front step; his hands shoved into his pockets. “I want to see my daughter, Maureen.”

      “Well, if you read the paperwork delivered to you this morning, you know she’s no longer your daughter.” Maureen started to close the door, but Liam stuck his foot in the doorway.

      “She is my daughter, Maureen. You know that,” he growled.

      Maureen let go of the door and crossed her arms in front of her chest. Liam looked at her. Her hair was pulled back off her face, the brown strands braided, the ends hanging over her neck. She had on a plain T-shirt and a pair of jeans, her feet bare. There was only the slightest trace of makeup on her face, her cheeks still round and pink like they were when they’d first met six years before. Liam knew that if she smiled, she’d be his girl again, the same girl he’d fallen in love with and wanted to build a life with.

      But there was no smile on her face—only a scowl.

      “I told you, Liam. You can’t be here. Didn’t you see the restraining order in the paperwork? I could call the police right now —”

      Liam shoved his way past her. “You’re not going to do that.”

      “I’m going to give you ten seconds —”

      Liam shook his head, his teeth gritted. “No. You’re not. You’re gonna tell me where my daughter is and let me see her. If you want me to leave, that’s what you’re going to do.” Liam glanced around the small house. It was neater than he’d imagined, the sound of a washer or dryer running somewhere off in the distance, the smell of the last meal still hanging in the air even though it was late at night.

      Maureen grabbed at his arm. “You can’t see her, Liam.”

      He spun around, shrugging off her grip. “Why?” Liam said, narrowing his eyes.

      “She’s not here.”

      “Tell me exactly where our daughter is right now! She’s not running around the city on her own, is she?”

      Maureen put her hands on her hips and pointed out the door, her not-so-subtle way of telling him to get out of her house. “Don’t be stupid. She’s with Albert. Other than that, it’s not your business anymore.”

      Liam set his jaw, fury ripping through his body. He didn’t leave. He couldn’t. Not without knowing if Maureen was lying to him or not. He stormed through the house, ripping doors open, looking everywhere for Jennifer. After a few minutes of searching, he realized Maureen was right. Jennifer wasn’t there. She was gone. He’d missed his chance to see her.

      “I told you, Liam. Now get out before I call the cops.”

      He paused at the door, staring at her. “I’ll be back, Maureen. This isn’t over.”
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      Grady couldn’t sleep. When he got home from the Amber Cat after Sonny dropped him off, he listened to the message from the Oakview Center over and over again. Ben was in trouble. If they’d called an ambulance, then it was something more serious than a slip and fall or a scraped knee. There was something very real happening to his brother.

      It didn’t matter, though. He was in no condition to show up at the hospital.

      Grady walked into the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. He shook his head. The more time he spent with Sonny, the more he looked like him. His brown hair had grown long and scraggly, his temples gray. He wore a stained Beach Boys T-shirt and, an old pair of jeans, scuffed-up boots that he used to wear to work on his feet. His cheeks were sunken, black circles under his eyes, the scruff of a beard on his face.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head for a second, propping his hands on the edge of the sink. When was the last time he’d showered or shaved? The days had all run together as he held down his post at the Amber Cat. His life was a mess.

      Grady splashed a little cold water on his face and dried it off, and then stumbled back out into the family room of his house, and flopped down on the couch. He flipped on the television, tuning into late-night sports news. He tried to concentrate on the scores, but his brain was so dull from all the alcohol he’d consumed he couldn’t do much more than stare at it.

      His mind drifted back to the call he’d gotten from the Oakview Center. He should be on his way to the hospital by now. There was no one else to go. The Oakview Center knew about the situation with their father. Grady’s dad had been gone for decades, killed by Max’s hand on a night when the beatings and abuse had gotten to be too much, his father coming home in a drunken rage one last time. His father was never there for him. He was too busy with his buddies getting drunk.

      The irony wasn’t lost on Grady.

      And now their mom was gone too, not that their dad had left anything of her for them. She had become a shell of a woman, trying to patch together their lives as best as she could after Grady’s dad died. She’d passed away almost a year before, suddenly, due to a drug overdose. Grady was still on duty at the time and had no idea she had a drug problem. He’d found her with a needle in her arm. Grady had sworn he’d find out who sold her the drugs, but he never did. And now that he had time, he was no longer a cop.

      He was nothing.

      He played the voicemail from the Oakview Center again, feeling a knot of guilt building in his belly. His life had become scheduled in a strange way. He’d get up, drink some coffee, trying to get rid of the hangover from the night before, pop a handful of aspirin to get rid of the headache, watch television for a few hours, maybe do a load of laundry or sweep the floor if he felt motivated. Most days, he did not. Some days he’d send Cassie a text or try to call her. Then at lunchtime, he’d head over to the Amber Cat and take up his spot at the bar, starting the day with beer and switching to whiskey after dinner. Dinner was nothing more than a bowl of peanuts that Sonny shoved at him, trying to keep his blood alcohol level in a reasonable range, which rarely worked. At the end of the night, he’d either sober up enough to drive himself home, or Sonny would drop him off.

      The cycle would repeat itself again the next day. Grady stared at his phone, thumbing through his texts, his eyes bleary. It was hard to focus. How many messages had he sent Cassie that she hadn’t responded to? Maybe she’d blocked him? Maybe she had no idea he was trying to reach out to her, to try to apologize for getting her sucked into his mess.

      The week before, he’d sent her a long text, apologizing once again. The hits kept coming. He’d gotten served with a civil lawsuit for damages from Aidan’s arrest. He wasn’t the only one. Cassie, the SWAT commander, SWAT members, and the entire Pittsburgh Police Department, including his very own lieutenant, Jerry Williams, had been named in the lawsuit. Looking at the list of names on the paperwork, Max had shaken his head and thought to himself that the only person that wasn’t included on the list was God himself. Aiden Branch had managed to get a fancy lawyer to take his case on a pro bono basis, hoping to score a bunch of money from Grady or the city. He might have luck with the city, but there wasn’t much to get out of him.

      Grady slumped down on the couch, staring at the ceiling, hearing the announcer in the background drone on and on about some issue in the NBA. Grady didn’t care, and his mind was too fuzzy to make any sense of it.

      Grady closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure what to care about. His life stretched out in front of him with no real prospects. Sure, he could go get a job at a hardware store or in a restaurant or maybe become a handyman. He knew eventually, he’d have to do something, but that meant he’d have to let go of the one thing he knew and loved.

      Being a cop.

      And he wasn’t exactly ready to do that. At least not yet.
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      Officer Erica Cortez sighed. She was sitting in a parking lot on the north side of Pittsburgh’s third district watching the traffic go by when she heard the radio crackle. She yawned and waited. Nothing. She wasn’t even halfway through her shift, and she was already exhausted. Working six p.m. to six a.m. was taking a toll on her, but she didn’t exactly have any choice in the matter. She was a newer member of the Pittsburgh PD and, because of that, had been stuck with the overnight shift.

      That said, thinking about it, she wasn’t sure that working the day shift was all that much better. That would require getting up in the dark of the night to be at work by six. She shook her head. Eventually, she hoped to become a detective and work regular hours, more of a nine-to-five schedule which would be better for her. She had Chris to think about, after all. The only good thing about her shift was she could get home in time to make sure she could get Chris, her three-year-old son, off to preschool, run home and get some sleep and then be awake in time to pick him up before she had to go to work.

      When she’d been assigned her shift, she’d ended up moving in with her parents, who could help her take care of Chris while she was on duty. There was no other way to make things work. She was a single parent, Chris’s dad, a Marine, had died in a helicopter crash when Chris was two months old. His military benefits were nice, but they weren’t enough to keep her at home with their little boy.

      Erica took a swig of water from her bottle and listened to the radio as it crackled again. “Dispatch to 1401. We have a report of an abandoned car with a slumped-over passenger at 703 N. Broad Street.”

      “1401, dispatch. Show me as responding.”

      “Copy that.”

      Erica turned on her vehicle. The new computer systems they had installed in each cruiser owned by PPD immediately grabbed the address from the call and plotted a course so she didn’t have to bother to stop and input it in the GPS. It was fast, but it also meant that her sergeant knew where she was every second of every shift.

      It was a great safety measure if you liked the idea of big brother watching over you, but not so great if you wanted to slide into a dark parking lot for a bit of shut-eye on a long, boring shift. Erica flipped on her overhead lights and her siren, the muscles in her back and neck tightening. She ran through the possibilities in her head. It was probably just someone who’d gotten too tired to drive and had decided to take a little nap behind the wheel. The problem was seeing someone sitting in their car for an extended period of time freaked other people out, like they were being stalked.

      People were too reactive these days. Everyone needed to calm down.

      Erica glanced at the onboard computer system as she rounded the corner. It read two minutes to the location where she was being summoned. About fifteen seconds out, she shut off her sirens and watched the GPS for the actual location, a strip mall with a late-night pizza place still open. She pulled in, feeling the cruiser bump up the curb, and spotted a blue pickup truck parked underneath the branches of a low-hanging tree. Parking behind it, she narrowed her eyes and keyed up her radio. Her training officer told her the most important part of the call was the first thirty seconds. That’s where mistakes were made. Erica didn’t want to make any, that was for sure. “1401, dispatch. Show me as on scene.”

      “Dispatch, 1401. Copy that. We see you.”

      “Well, good for you,” she mumbled under her breath, feeling slightly aggravated that some dispatcher sitting in a comfortable cubicle drinking their hundredth cup of coffee had spotted her blip on a map somewhere. Maybe they should try coming out and dealing with the public sometime.

      Erica walked over to the vehicle, hugging the side of the truck, moving slowly, her hand on the butt of her gun. What most people didn’t know is that traffic stops of any kind were some of the most dangerous police activities. Domestic issues were next on the list, of course. But, statistically, a traffic stop had become scary for officers; too many people with drugs, weapons, and God knew what else in their vehicles. Erica stopped for a second, shining her flashlight into the bed of the truck. There was a tarp in it. She lifted it and looked underneath, only seeing some tools. Her radio crackled. “Dispatch to 1401.”

      Erica stopped moving, whispering into her radio. “1401, dispatch. Go ahead.”

      “We have a second unit headed your way if you want to hold off. ETA two minutes.”

      “Thanks. Looks like this guy’s just asleep. Lemme see if I can get this handled on my own.”

      “Copy that.”

      Erica checked underneath the vehicle before she continued. There was nothing there, no one waiting to pull her legs out from underneath her. Making her way to the driver’s side door, she used her flashlight to gaze inside. The man occupying the interior had his head turned away from her. Based on the way he was slumped in the seat, he looked like he was asleep. She used the butt of her flashlight to tap on the window. “Hey, pal! Police. Roll your window down.”

      No response.

      Erica tried again. “Hey pal, police! Roll your window down. Can you hear me?”

      Still no response. Erica narrowed her eyes. Something was wrong, or this guy was the world’s deepest sleeper. Did he have earbuds in? Maybe he couldn’t hear her. She shone her flashlight inside the truck. Erica squinted. There was an open bag of something in the middle console, some sort of white powder. Was the guy passed out? Did he OD? The questions ran through her head.

      As she looked down, she saw the door was unlocked. She pulled the door open and stuck her head inside, “Buddy. You with me? Can you hear me?” Leaning inside the truck and pulling the man’s face toward her, she sucked in a deep breath. His face was gray, his lips blue, his eyes fixed and staring forward.

      Erica blinked. All of a sudden, everything was hazy. She focused on the bag of powder that was sitting in the console. Her mind started to form a question but didn’t get to finish it.

      Was it…?

      Her body fell to the ground, unconscious before she could answer the question.
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      “Got a call about a body found in an apartment. What happened?” Cassie called to an officer standing near the bumper of her car as she parked. She started walking, covering the parking lot in long strides toward the apartment building where she saw half a dozen uniformed officers milling around.

      “Not sure, Detective. Just got here myself.”

      Officer Terry Miller trailed behind her, his loping stride keeping up as Cassie crossed the parking lot. He had short brown hair, a long face, and square hands. He was wearing the typical patrol uniform — black pants, boots, a gun belt, and a black shirt underneath an equally black tactical vest filled with extra magazines, a yellow-handled taser, three pens, and a tourniquet.

      Cassie glanced at an ambulance that was sitting in the parking lot, an older woman sitting in the back, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. “Who’s that?”

      “That’s the woman that found her.”

      Cassie tugged her jacket tighter around herself wishing she was the one with the blanket. It wasn’t cold. She was just tired. “Don’t let them leave. I want to talk to her.”

      “Copy that, Detective.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Cassie saw Terry peel off and walk over to the ambulance. Hopefully, he would do what she asked him to do. It had been a long day already, and here she was back at a scene again. Being on call and working a regular shift was wearing thin. She made a mental note to talk to Lieutenant Williams about it again. They needed new detectives and fast.

      Cassie stopped in the parking lot and stared up at the building above her. The address she’d been called to was an older brick building with three floors. The apartments all had outside entrances as if, at one time, the structure had been some sort of a motel. She wasn’t sure that was actually the case, but that was how it looked.

      She mounted the stairs slowly, making her way to the second floor. She’d been home relaxing after a day where she’d already caught two new cases — a break-in at a veterinarian’s office and a car dealership that seemed to be missing custom parts. She’d been sitting on the floor, playing with her dog, a bloodhound-Labrador mix named Happy. Then the call came in about the body at the apartment building.

      She had to go, and she wasn’t happy about it.

      Currently, the department was short-staffed in a big way. There was a large class of new rookies getting ready to come out of the Academy, but that didn’t do anyone currently on the job any good, at least not for that minute. The Detective Bureau had been particularly devastated by retirements and people moving out of the area.

      And then there was Grady.

      Cassie pressed her lips together and shook her head as she walked up the last step. Although he was a grouchy, narrow-minded individual, Grady was someone who had grown on Cassie over time like a fungus that couldn’t be exterminated. And his analytical skills couldn’t be beat. At that moment, she wished he was there. Having a partner to work cases with made the analysis easier. Or, at least, it had while it lasted.

      But his lack of self-control had nearly cost their entire team their jobs.

      Cassie pushed the thoughts about Grady out of her head and started down the hallway toward the door that was open. He wasn’t there. He couldn’t help, and given how he’d acted during their last call together, she wasn’t sure she wanted his help anymore.

      “What we got?” Cassie asked as she stepped inside the apartment and looked around. She pulled a pair of blue rubber gloves on over her hands and walked toward the body that was lying on the couch.

      “Not sure, exactly, Detective,” Daisy Wilson answered.

      Dr. Daisy Wilson was one of the newest additions to the coroner’s office. Cassie looked at her. Daisy was wearing a pair of black leggings and pink, blue, and red running shoes with a hint of white ankle socks peeking out above. She had on a tank top with her medical examiner’s jacket pulled on over the top, her brown hair knotted on the top of her head, her face devoid of makeup. She knelt next to the body examining the woman’s arms and fingers, a scowl on her face.

      “Looks like we interrupted your run.”

      “Yep. That would be precisely the case. Was on mile five when I got the call.” She lifted the edge of her coat and stuck her nose into her shirt. “And I smell like it.”

      “Well, hopefully, we can get this wrapped up and get you and the body outta here. Who found her?”

      Daisy stood up, pulling off her gloves and staring at the body, her arms crossed in front of her chest, a sour expression on her face as if she was considering an earth-shattering problem that couldn’t be solved. Cassie had learned that Daisy got that same expression every single time they were at a scene together. It was as if she was running through all of the possibilities as to what happened to the body before she moved it.

      After a moment of pondering, Daisy glanced at Cassie. “The woman’s aunt found her. The deceased is Alisha Lang. Her aunt, Jade Lang, stopped in to deliver a load of groceries. When Alisha didn’t answer, the aunt used her key to come in. Found Alisha here on the couch.”

      Cassie walked over and looked at the body. Except for the fact that there was a needle hanging out of her arm, Alisha looked like she had been resting on the couch after a long day at work, exactly where Cassie would like to be. Her eyes were closed, her curly black hair pushed off her face, her dark complexion gray, her lips blue from lack of circulation. “Given the needle sticking out of her arm, I’m assuming you’re looking at an OD?”

      “That’s where we’re going to start,” Daisy nodded. “But you never know which way these things are going to go.”

      Cassie nodded. After taking one more look at the body, she walked through the apartment. It was small, with only a tiny living room, kitchen, a bathroom, and a single bedroom. The furniture in it was cheap and banged up as if it had come with the apartment and had suffered years and years of abuse; the cushions on the couch were threadbare and worn. The carpet was brown; the pile matted where Alisha had walked on it. Cassie moved into the bedroom and looked around, noting the bedspread was dotted with stains, the stitching coming out in spots. She opened the closet door. Inside, she saw a row of uniforms hung inside. She turned around to see Daisy watching her. “You find something?”

      Cassie pulled a uniform shirt out of the closet holding it up for Daisy to see. “She was a corrections officer at Allegheny County Jail, apparently.”

      “Yeah, that’s what the aunt told Terry,” Daisy said, leaning on the doorframe. “Been there for about a year. Was at Forest State Penitentiary before that but recently relocated down here.”

      “Probably better,” Cassie shrugged. “Not much up near Forest State other than a lot of trees.”

      Cassie rehung the shirt in the closet, went into the bathroom, and looked around, lifting up the back of the toilet. There was nothing there. She looked between the mattress and the box springs, under the bed, on the top shelf of the closet, and then rummaged through a few of the cabinets in the kitchen.

      “What are you looking for?” Daisy asked.

      “More drugs.”

      Daisy narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

      Cassie shrugged. “Trying to figure out if Alisha was a regular drug user or if this is a one-off that went bad.”

      “If it helps, I checked her arms and her feet. No other track marks.”

      “Inside of her nose?”

      “Couldn’t do a thorough exam, but the mucus lining looked intact. Nothing there except for a couple of boogers.”

      Cassie tried not to laugh. Daisy was the kind that said funny things as a matter of course.

      “You’re thinking this is a one-off?”

      Daisy shrugged. “Hard to tell. I won’t be able to answer that question until I run a tox screen. I’ll have one of the techs grab a hair sample too. We’ll run all of it. That’ll give us a good idea of whether Alisha was a long-term drug user or not.”

      “If she wasn’t?” Cassie asked.

      A grin flickered on Daisy’s face, “Then I’d say you’ve got some detecting to do.”
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      Detecting, as Daisy had put it, was exactly what Cassie would have to do. Something in her gut told her she needed more information before she made a decision on how to proceed with the case.

      With a nod to the officer hanging out in the doorway, keeping the scene secure, she went downstairs, leaving Daisy to do what Daisy needed to do. She ran down the steps and strode across to the ambulance, which still had its back doors open, the light from inside casting long shadows across the parking lot. A paramedic sat in the back of the ambulance on a small jump seat, a stethoscope wrapped around the back of his neck and a pair of blue gloves on his hands. He gave Cassie a nod as if silently letting her know that Jade, Alisha’s aunt, was safe to talk to.

      Cassie stopped and looked at Jade for a second. Like her niece, she had tightly curled black hair and dark skin, although Jade’s had streaks of gray running through it where Alisha’s had not. Jade’s face was round, with round brown eyes, just like Alisha’s. Her shoulders were slumped underneath the blanket that was draped around her. Through the gap in the material, Cassie could see she had on an oversized flowered T-shirt and a pair of loose burgundy cotton pants. Her eyes were puffy and red, as if she’d been crying. Cassie noticed there was a wad of tissues in her hand and a bottle of water nearby.

      “Ms. Lang?”

      The woman dabbed at her nose and then met Cassie’s gaze. “Yes?”

      “I’m Detective Cassie Reynolds. I’m so very sorry for your loss. I do need to ask you a few questions. Is that okay?”

      “I guess so. I can’t believe —”

      Cassie didn’t let her finish the sentence. She’d learned that from Grady. Keeping witnesses focused on what they knew and not what they were feeling was one of the most helpful techniques in getting to the bottom of the case. If they got off into the land of feelings, Cassie would spend the next two hours handing Jade tissues and never get the information she needed. “Could you tell me what happened?”

      Jade reached down and picked up a bottle of water, took a sip, and returned it to its place. She dabbed at her eyes and then cleared her throat. “I was coming from church. I go to Bethlehem Baptist up the road. I was at Bible study, and I stopped and bought Alisha some groceries.” Jade looked at the ground, dabbed at her eyes again, and then looked up at Cassie. “She doesn’t get paid that much at the jail. I try to help out when I can.”

      “That’s nice of you.”

      “That’s what families are for. Alisha’s mom, she died when Alisha was little.”

      Cassie narrowed her eyes. “From what?”

      “Cancer. I pretty much raised that girl. She was finally getting herself into a good position with a solid job. Not that it was the job I wanted for her, you understand.”

      Cassie nodded. She couldn’t imagine that any family would be all that excited to have one of their daughters working as a corrections officer. The hours were brutal, the environment not much better, and the pay was terrible given how dangerous it was working with convicted criminals. “I get that. Corrections is a tough job. So, you were saying you got her some groceries?”

      “That’s right. I stopped and picked up a few things. I did that every week or so for her. I’m on a tight budget myself, but I do try to help out when I can. I parked my car right over there,” she said, pointing to a small brown sedan missing its hubcaps on the other side of the parking lot. “I carried the bags upstairs. Knocked a couple of times but didn’t get an answer. I thought she was sleeping, or maybe she wasn’t home.” Jade looked down, picked at a cuticle, and then looked back up at Cassie. “I used my key to get in. That’s when I found her.”

      “And you didn’t move anything or touch anything when you were inside?”

      Jade’s head snapped up. “Of course I did! I ran over to her and checked to see if she was alive. Then I called you guys. You aren’t saying I did something wrong by checking on her, are you?”

      Cassie held her hands up. “No, no. Of course not. I only wanted to check. We always want to be careful to make sure we have all of the information about a scene. Perfectly fine if you touched something or removed it. We just need to know that for the report.”

      Hearing that, Jade seemed to calm down. “No. When I saw that needle sticking out of her arm and how blue her lips were, I knew she was gone. If only I’d come earlier. If only I’d known.” The words of regret drifted off into the distance.

      “Did Alisha have a drug problem, Ms. Lang? I’m sorry to ask the question, but —”

      “No!” Jade’s expression was stony. “At least not one that I know of. She was always short on money, but I figured that was because they paid her almost nothing at the jail.”

      “Had Alisha been going through any recent stress, any changes, been seeing anybody new?”

      Jade shook her head. “No. She’d started to come back to church with me. We were talking about going this Sunday, as a matter of fact. And now she won’t be able to.”

      Jade was silent. This was the time when Cassie wished that Grady was still with the department. She felt herself getting all caught up in Jade’s emotions. The woman was devastated at the loss of her niece. Grady wouldn’t have made that mistake. He wasn’t capable of it. He told her once, when they first started working together, that something in him had gotten broken the night he killed his father. What it was, he wasn’t exactly sure, but it was broken nonetheless.

      Yet the brokenness in him was something that made him and his analytical skills so powerful on the job. Grady was hyper-focused on the facts of the case, never getting too caught up in details that didn’t matter. Cassie pressed her lips together. He wasn’t there now to help her now. That ship had sailed the moment he’d put his hands on Aiden Branch. She bit the inside of her lip. Regret wasn’t going to fix anything. The reality was that Grady had put all of them in jeopardy. He knew better, and yet he had completely lost control. As much as she hated not having him on the job, he’d become a liability to all of them. If he went off once, it was likely he was going to go off again. Or at least that’s what Lieutenant Williams had told her.

      Cassie made a few notes on her pad of paper. “Thanks for the information. Again, I’m very sorry for your loss.” Cassie reached into her jacket pocket and handed Jade a card. “If you think of anything else or if you have any questions, don’t hesitate to give me a call.”

      As Cassie walked away from the back of the ambulance and toward her car, Daisy passed her at nearly a full run in the parking lot darting for her own vehicle. Cassie yelled after her. “You okay? What happened?”

      “There’s an officer down. I gotta go!” she yelled over her shoulder.

      Cassie stopped dead in her tracks in the middle of the parking lot, her mouth open. An officer down? That was not what the department needed.

      That wasn’t what anyone needed at that moment.
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      Grady had finally dozed off on the couch when he heard his phone ring. At first, it sounded like it was far away as if his head was submerged in water or his ears were stuffed with cotton.

      They weren’t. It was the whiskey talking.

      Grady opened his eyes as the ringing stopped. Thinking he’d get a break, he closed his eyes again. The ringing resumed. Pushing himself up to a seated position, he shook his head, trying to shake the cobwebs out of his brain. He picked up his phone and looked at the screen. It read Williams. Grady wrinkled his nose. Why was Lieutenant Williams calling him, and why at such a late hour?”

      “Hello?” he managed to slur.

      “Grady? You there?”

      Grady swallowed. His mouth tasted like he’d been drinking toilet water. Not a clean toilet either. He tried not to gag. “Yeah. I’m here.” Grady blinked. He was still drunk. He could only hope that he didn’t sound like it.

      “I’m sorry to call you like this, but I thought you should know. We found another body at your mom’s apartment building.”

      Grady sat up on the edge of the couch hoping the change in position would wake his brain up. He pressed his fingertips into his head as if he was willing his brain to absorb the information. “Another body? What do you mean?”

      “Cassie called me a minute ago. She caught the case. A woman, a corrections officer, was found on her couch with a needle hanging out of her arm. Same MO as your mom’s death. Same building. Thought you should know.”

      A chill ran down Grady’s spine. Why hadn’t Cassie called him? “What are you saying?” Grady frowned. “Why are you calling me? I’m not a cop anymore. Remember that? You made sure of it.”

      Jerry sighed. “Listen, this is awkward for me too. But I don’t want you to see a report in the news tomorrow morning and then get ticked off because no one bothered to call you. I don’t know what’s going on. We’re still trying to piece this together, and frankly, we're scrambling right now —”

      “Scrambling? Why?”

      “You remember Cortez from the third?”

      “Erica. Right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She’s dead.”

      “What?” Grady shot up from the edge of the couch and started to pace. The information was coming so fast from Jerry that he couldn’t keep up. His senses were dull from the alcohol. He could feel anger building in his system — anger at himself for letting his entire life get out of control and anger at the department for putting him in this position in the first place. They knew his limitations. Why had he been out on a warrant anyway?

      Jerry’s voice interrupted Grady’s thoughts. “Yeah. She got assigned a call for a guy who looked like he had fallen asleep in his car. Basically a well-check. Shouldn’t have been anything more. They’re not exactly sure what happened. Still reviewing the body cam footage. But from the looks of it, to try to get his attention, Cortez ended up opening the car door and a cloud of fentanyl got to her. There was an open bag sitting in the center console. They used eight doses of Narcan, Grady. Threw everything they had at her, but it was too late. She’s gone, and now her little boy is an orphan.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. If he’d still been with the department, Jerry’s call would have made sense. But he wasn’t. It was a lot of information for someone who was now a civilian. He set his jaw. “Why are you telling me this, Jerry?”

      “Like I said, I don’t want to see the information about the OD in the news tomorrow morning. Consider it a heads up.”

      Or maybe it was a warning, a call to let him know he’d better behave. Grady bit his lip. “You think there’s a pattern?”

      “I have no idea at this point, pal. We’re running with our hair on fire. We need everybody we can get. I’ve never seen the department so short-staffed.”

      The comment hit Grady like a ton of bricks. “Well, then you better get off the phone with me, Lieutenant,” Grady leaned into the word, “since I’m not part of the department anymore. I’m not sure why you’re wasting valuable resources calling me in the middle of the night to tell me about something I can’t do a rip about.”

      “No reason to get nasty, Grady. It’s just a courtesy call. That’s all.”

      “Not sure I’d call it courteous when you’re giving me information I can’t act on. It’s like dangling a piece of raw meat in front of a hungry lion. That’s not fair, Lieutenant.”

      “It’s also not fair the position you put your entire team in a few months back, now is it?”

      Grady didn’t say anything for a moment. Neither did Jerry. There was silence between them for a few seconds. Jerry finally broke it. “Like I said, we’re on the run, but I wanted to give you a call. Hope you’re doing okay.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Well, frankly, Grady, I don’t have the time or the energy to deal with that right now. I gotta go.”

      The call ended before Grady could say anything else. He stared at his phone for a second. Had Jerry just hung up on him? Grady glared at his phone for a second more, and then threw it as hard as he could against the couch cushions, shouting in frustration as he did. Calling Grady to tell him that there were cases lingering out there, cases that he should be helping to solve was like pouring salt on an open wound. It hurt. And now, to tell him that one of the cases happened to be at his mom’s apartment building and looked exactly the same as her death?

      That seemed cruel.

      Grady stomped into the kitchen, pulled a short clear glass out of the cupboard, and rummaged around, finding a partially consumed bottle of whiskey. He poured himself half a glass, drank it down in one gulp, and then poured himself another. Here he was, a perfectly good detective, completely sidelined because of one little mistake.

      What kind of life was that?

      As Grady stared at the glass, the question settled on top of him like an oncoming storm front.

      The reality was, it was no life at all.
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      Grady couldn’t stop shaking. Whether it was from too much alcohol in his system or too much rage from Jerry’s call, he couldn’t be sure, although if he had to guess, it was probably the latter and not the former. Jerry had a way of bringing out the worst in him, even if they didn’t work together anymore.

      Grady started to pace, thinking about his mother’s body, the needle in her arm, the pallor of her skin when he’d found her. After she died, he found out that the injuries she’d sustained from his father’s abuse had taken a long-term toll on her. She turned to prescription drugs and then street drugs when her prescriptions ran out and she couldn’t afford to go to the doctor anymore. It was tragic. Grady would have helped if he had known, but he hadn’t.

      Not until it was too late.

      And now there was a new body at her apartment building. Was it the same situation? Was it someone who couldn’t afford prescription drugs or someone who was an addict? Grady shook his head. Jerry hadn’t even said the person’s name. Was it a man or a woman? Old or young? When was the estimated time of death?

      The questions turned slowly around and around in his mind. Grady paced back and forth a few times and then stared at the bottle of whiskey sitting on his counter. He should have never gotten started with the stuff. Memories of his father’s drinking popped up in his head, souring his stomach. He stopped stock still in the middle of his house staring at his surroundings as if he was seeing them for the first time in months. It was as if all of a sudden the veil on his life had been lifted. There he was, standing in his own stink while people in the rest of the world were dying.

      Grady turned, picking up the glass and the whiskey. He put the glass in the sink and put the whiskey back where it belonged in the cabinet. For a moment, he considered pouring it out, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not yet.

      Fumbling in the cabinet, his hands still shaky, he set up a pot of coffee to brew and headed for the shower. Even though it was late, he needed the pick-me-up. Ten minutes later, he was back in the kitchen, dressed in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt which were both clean, or at least the cleanest he could find, freshly shaven, his hair combed back off his face. He poured coffee into a travel mug and looked around for his keys. Jerry might not have told him exactly what unit the body had been found in, but he didn’t need to know. The only thing he needed was the address, and that was a piece of information he’d never forget. He knew exactly where he needed to go.

      Looking around, he found his wallet on the counter. How it got there exactly, he wasn’t sure, plus his keys. He walked to the front window and looked outside. No car. Then he started to remember what had happened a couple of hours before. It was foggy, but he remembered Sonny dropping him off at the house.

      Grady got a glimpse of himself in the reflection from the window. Sonny had been right not to let him drive home. He wasn’t exactly in any shape to drive at that moment either, especially not after the two whiskeys he’d had right before his shower.

      But he had to go. He had to see if there was something he could do.

      Picking up his phone, he ordered an Uber. He got a response a second later, even though it was late. A driver was in the area and was three minutes out, probably after dropping off someone else like him who had spent too much time at a bar. Grady found a jacket, shoved his wallet and his cell phone in the pocket, and then topped off his coffee while he waited.

      Grady was outside in the driveway waiting when the Uber pulled in. He opened the door and slid inside. The driver, an older guy wearing a baseball cap, glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “You Grady?”

      “Yeah. You Kenny?”

      “Yep.” The driver nodded.

      “You ready to go?”

      “Yeah. You got the address?”

      “Sure enough. I’ll have you there in a jiffy.”

      Luckily for Grady, Kenny didn’t seem all that chatty. He had on a sports talk podcast and was listening to baseball scores while he drove, quietly humming under his breath. Grady looked out the window as they drove, not saying anything. He was focused on what was ahead of him. Memories of his family surfaced in his mind. The beatings his father had put on all of them, the way Ben had become almost as violent as his father after their father’s death, the emotionless way Grady handled everything until he exploded in rage, the despair that was etched all over their mom’s face even after their dad died — it was quite the family legacy.

      And now there was another body.
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      Grady slid out of the car, not saying anything when Kenny, the Uber driver, dropped him off at his mom’s old apartment building. There were four police cars sitting in the driveway, an ambulance, and a blue sedan parked off to the side. The breath caught in his throat.

      Cassie.

      Grady started walking across the parking lot, seeing where the lights were on and the officers were hanging around. The second floor. That must be where the body was. As he crossed the parking lot, an officer stopped him. “Look, sir, you can’t be here unless you’re a resident of the building.”

      Grady stopped and stared at the officer. It wasn’t anyone he knew. “Where’s Detective Reynolds?”

      The officer looked confused for a moment as if he was surprised Grady knew one of the detectives. “I’m sorry, sir,” the officer said, holding his hand up and keeping Grady at bay. Grady noticed the officer tilted his right hip back behind himself, protecting his gun. Grady shook his head. The guy clearly had no idea who he was. “Detective Reynolds is a little busy at the moment.”

      “I need to see her.”

      “I’m sorry, sir —” he repeated more firmly.

      “It’s okay, Terry. I’ll take him.” Grady hadn’t seen Cassie weave her way out from between the cars. She walked over to him and stopped, folding her arms across her chest. “What are you doing here, Grady?”

      Grady met her eyes with his own. Her expression was stony. “Jerry called me. Told me there was another body.”

      “Another one?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “This was my mom’s apartment building.”

      Grady saw Cassie’s face soften for a split second and then her expression hardened again. Looking away, she tugged at her strawberry-blonde ponytail. “No, Jerry didn’t tell me that. He was in the middle of getting a call about an officer down.”

      “Yeah, she died.”

      Cassie bristled. “I’m aware of that, Grady. You don’t have to be so matter-of-fact about it.”

      Grady blinked. Cassie was cold toward him, cold in a way that he’d never experienced with her before. Their partnership had always been one of Yin and Yang, complete opposites. He was overly grumpy, and she was overly happy.

      But apparently, that wasn’t the case anymore. The tide had shifted.

      Even in the darkness, he could see how irritated she was that he was there. “You didn’t return any of my texts or phone calls.”

      Cassie threw her hands up in the air. “You really want to try to air this out right now? I’m in the middle of a homicide investigation. I don’t have a partner because my old partner has no self-control. To top it all off, we now have an officer that’s dead. I don’t have time to stand out here in the middle of a parking lot and argue with you about your text messages or your calls. Did it occur to you that I didn’t want to talk to you anymore?”

      Grady’s eyes got wide. “No. Actually, it didn’t. I figured you’d maybe want to hear something from me; give me a chance to tell you what happened.”

      “Tell me what happened, Grady?” Cassie snorted. “I was there! Remember that part? You weren’t the only one who got themselves in the trick bag.”

      “But I was the only one that got fired. That should have handled the problem.”

      “It didn’t, Grady. The rest of us got written up. When one goes down, we all go down. I got sent home for two weeks without pay. There’s a formal reprimand in my file, and now we have the whole civil action to deal with. This mess will likely prevent me from getting promoted for the rest of my career. And all because you couldn’t keep your powder dry. I mean, my God, the guy already had the cuffs on. And now, what, you’re gonna show up here and play amateur detective?”

      Grady stiffened. “I’m not exactly an amateur, Cassie. You know that.”

      She leaned toward him. “You are now, pal. All that went out the window when you decided to get aggressive with Aiden Branch.”

      Grady looked down at the ground. He didn’t say anything for a moment. What could he say? Nothing Cassie had told him was inaccurate. He had lost his cool during his last call. Aiden had been handcuffed. But had Grady really hurt him? That was the sticking point for Grady. The guy ended up with a cut above his eyebrow and a sprained knee, got to walk on the charges that were pending against him, and now was getting ready to grab a big fat settlement from the City of Pittsburgh.

      Grady walked away with a concussion and his entire life getting flushed down the toilet.

      “Just let me see the body, Cassie. Please. I might be able to help.”

      Grady watched as Cassie turned away for a second. She groaned loudly, clearly frustrated, staring up at the sky and then looked back at him. “Okay. I will walk you up there. But don’t touch anything, and then you’ll go away. You got me?”

      Grady nodded. It was a start. “Let’s go.”
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      The walk up to the apartment where the victim was felt like a walk of shame to Grady. Every officer he passed gave him a cold, withering look as if he’d betrayed the department in a way that was unforgivable.

      Grady was beginning to wonder if maybe it was.

      Their cold stares followed him the entire way to the open door of Alisha Lang’s apartment, where an officer was stationed at the door, maintaining the scene’s security. Cassie pointed him inside. “You have two minutes.” Cassie stood at the doorway after handing Grady a set of gloves. Grady walked toward the body and then studied the victim’s face. She looked to be in her mid-30s with a round face, tightly curled black hair, and dark skin. She had on a short sleeve T-shirt, and out of the inside of her right arm hung a needle, the syringe empty, a plastic tourniquet still on her arm. Grady frowned, staring at her. He looked up at Cassie. Something wasn’t right. “This tourniquet, it looks new.”

      Cassie had been standing with her back leaned against the doorframe, her arms crossed in front of her chest again as if she was still irritated that Grady was at the scene even though she’d agreed to let him look. She walked over and looked at the woman’s arm again, frowning.

      “New?”

      Grady nodded. “I don’t think this woman is a regular drug user. She’s got no track marks on her arms.”

      “Daisy already said that.”

      “Who’s Daisy?”

      “The new medical examiner.”

      “Oh, with that cheerful of a name, I bet you love her,” Grady said sarcastically. “I guess life has gone on without me.”

      “It has. Continue about the tourniquet.”

      “These plastic tourniquets develop marks on them when they’re used over and over again. This one doesn’t have any marks. Looks like it’s brand-new.” Grady tilted his head to the side. “Actually, the syringe looks new too. The plastic is clear and not stained.” Grady stood straight up. “I’m telling you, I don’t think this woman was a regular drug user.”

      Cassie shook her head. “Well, there’s a first time for everything. She worked at the county jail. Been there for about a year. Transferred in from Forest State Penitentiary. She could have gotten drugs from someone there and decided to try it, and took too much. Tragic, but it happens.”

      Grady stood back from the body for a second, staring. His mind was still foggy from the alcohol. He took another sip of coffee, hoping that would clear his mind. He walked around the body, then looked at Cassie. “How much time did the new ME have with the body?”

      “Not much. She had to run out to deal with Erica’s death.”

      “Cortez?”

      Cassie nodded.

      “Jerry told me. Sorry for your loss.”

      Cassie shrugged. “I didn’t know her well, but you know how it is when an officer dies.”

      Grady nodded. “I do.”

      Cassie took a step forward, standing next to him. For a minute, it felt like old times as far as Grady was concerned. Cassie cleared her throat. “You asked how much time Daisy had with the body. Why?”

      “I don’t think this woman died from an accidental overdose.”

      Cassie shook her head. “Okay, Grady, enough with the cloak and dagger. Spit it out.”

      Grady pointed. “Look at her wrists.”

      Grady stepped to the side as Cassie moved forward, getting a closer look at the body.

      “I didn’t see those marks before,” Cassie frowned.

      “They’re probably just surfacing now. Nothing to feel bad about.” It felt a little strange to Grady to be the one who was reassuring Cassie. “She has them on both wrists. They just look like dark smudges under the skin at the moment. If I had to guess, somebody knocked on her door, and she opened it; they grabbed her wrists and forced her back on the couch, and then shot her up. Whole thing would’ve taken not more than a minute or two to accomplish.”

      Cassie whistled. “For the record, I don’t feel bad about it, but if that’s the case, that’s a good catch.” Cassie looked over her shoulder at one of the other officers. Grady saw him eyeball Grady and then look towards Cassie. “We have a possible murder scene now. Call for a forensic unit. I want to get the door dusted for prints.”

      As the officer nodded, Grady watched Cassie pull her phone out of her pocket. “Who are you calling,” he asked.

      “Daisy. She needs to get back over here.”
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      After leaving Maureen’s house, unable to see Jennifer and not knowing where she was, Liam was in a mood and not a good one. He threw himself into the car, started the engine, and stomped on the accelerator hard enough that the tires peeled as they took off down the block. A moment later, Antonio reached for the dashboard as Liam slammed on the brakes, nearly running a stop sign and slamming into a garbage truck on a late-night run. The maneuver earned Liam a blast from the truck’s horn.

      “I take it that didn’t go well?”

      “No.” Liam grimaced.

      “Where are we headed to now?”

      “We have a meeting.”

      On the drive back to what he thought of as his side of Pittsburgh, Liam’s mind shifted gears between Maureen’s flat-out refusal to let him see Jennifer, the fact that his daughter was out having a great time with Albert, Maureen’s boyfriend, and the meeting that he was about to have.

      Liam shook his head. Things had changed a lot for him. When he was with Maureen, he used to pride himself on getting up early in the morning, trying to help with Jennifer as best he could before he’d go off to work, always there early. Now, if he was out of bed by lunchtime, it was an early morning. Most meetings he had happened in the dark of night.

      He shrugged, trying to put Maureen and Jennifer out of his mind and focus. He might keep crazy hours, but at least the pay was good.

      Even though Liam had only been out of jail for a year, he was already making triple what he’d made managing the drugstore. He’d stockpiled a bunch of the money, hiding it places where it couldn’t be found by anyone other than him. And he’d need every dime to make his plans work the way he wanted them to. If he couldn’t live on the right side of the law, then he’d make the most of every moment on the wrong side of it.

      Tonight’s meeting was one more step in the right direction.

      He was ready to expand his business. Liam set his jaw as he stared forward out into the darkness weaving the sedan through a set of dark side streets. In fact, he was ready to expand his business in a way that law enforcement would never be able to touch him. He’d make his business so big that there’d be no way anyone could catch him. Smirking, he realized he was poised to become like the John Gotti of the drug trade within the next few years if everything went according to plan, and not just in Pittsburgh, either. He was ready to make a regional mark, to expand his operation outside of Pennsylvania state lines.

      But he needed a few things to fall into place first.

      Liam parked the car in front of a duplex that looked only marginally better than the rest of the duplexes on a dimly lit street that was half filled with boarded-up homes and vacant lots. It wasn’t the kind of neighborhood he’d want Jennifer in, that was for sure, but business was business. In his line of work, he had to show up to get things done, no matter where they were.

      Liam got out of the car, double-checking to make sure his gun was still stuck in the back of his pants, then giving Antonio a nod. It was time to get down to business.

      And this was serious business.

      They walked around the back of the duplex where two guys were sitting outside. They stood up when Liam arrived. They gave him a nod, opening the door for him. Just inside the door was a third guy, tall and skinny with a shaved head, who gave them a nod to go up the steps. Liam handed the guy a fifty-dollar bill. “Go get some food for us, okay?” The bald guy nodded and disappeared out the door.

      Liam waited for a moment, making sure the hallway was clear. He started up the steps, hearing the thump of Antonio’s shoes on the wooden steps behind him.

      On the second floor, they turned left, walked down a short hallway, and knocked on a door at the end passage that had no markings on it. From the inside, a single male voice answered. “Come in.”

      Liam turned the doorknob and pushed the door open. He sniffed as he walked into the apartment. It smelled like a combination of body odor and grease. Sitting at the kitchen table was Sheldon Dennis, shuffling a worn pack of playing cards and laying them out on the table playing solitaire.

      Liam looked at him. “You know they have an app for that, don’t you?”

      Sheldon looked up with watery eyes. “Yeah, but this is more fun.” He waved to Liam. “Sit.” Antonio took a position near the door.

      Liam sat down and looked at Sheldon, giving a nod toward his wheelchair. “You got those legs working yet?”

      “These old things? Haven’t worked for twenty years.” Sheldon shuffled the cards and started laying them out on the table in front of him. The story on the street was that Sheldon had gone to a buy, gotten shot in the back, and never walked again. Whether it was true or not, Liam had no idea, but it did make for a good story. “Why are you here, Liam? You wanted to meet. What about? I don’t have all night.”

      Liam raised his eyebrows. From where he was sitting, given the fact that Sheldon had been confined to a wheelchair for two decades, it wasn’t like Sheldon had to be anywhere at all. In fact, Liam knew Sheldon rarely left his apartment. When he did, his guys had to carry him down the steps and put him back in his wheelchair. He was far too paranoid to live on the first floor; sure some rival would break in and kill him in the middle of the night. Since he didn’t live in a building with an elevator, that meant he was stuck in the small, sour-smelling apartment pretty much all the time.

      Given the business that Sheldon ran, Liam wondered if maybe that paranoia was warranted.

      “I’m here to talk some business.”

      Sheldon frowned. “What kind of business?”

      Sheldon Dennis had run the majority of the acquisition side of the drug trade in the Pittsburgh region for years, which encompassed half of Pennsylvania and a chunk of eastern Ohio. In legitimate business terms, he was a wholesaler. He had connections to cartels and Chinese dealers all over the country. If somebody wanted to buy a large quantity of drugs and get them out on the street, Sheldon was the one — the middleman — who could get it done. Rumor on the street was that he had millions of dollars in cash stashed all over the place but had become so paranoid that he refused to get out of the business and go enjoy it.

      “I’m looking to expand my business.”

      “You don’t say?” Sheldon mumbled without looking up from his cards. “You need more product?”

      “No. I need more connections.”

      For the first time, Sheldon looked up at Liam, narrowing his eyes. “More connections?”

      Liam crossed his ankle over his knee and rubbed his fingers on the surface of the table before looking back at Sheldon. “Yep.”

      Sheldon leaned back in his wheelchair, steepling his fingers. Liam kept an eye on his hands. He knew that Sheldon kept a gun next to him at all times, stashed near his right thigh. “Those are my connections. I’m not giving those up.”

      Liam could tell by the way that Sheldon was speaking that he was starting to get irritated. “I’m not asking you to give them to me, Sheldon. I’ll pay you for them. How many connections do you have with the major dealers?”

      Sheldon looked up at the ceiling. “Let’s say ten. Might be more, might be less. What are you proposing?”

      It was a good sign. At least Sheldon was talking. “I’ll pay you ten K for each introduction. You vouch for me. I hand over the cash.”

      “And I stay in business.”

      Liam shook his head. “No. You’re out. I become the distributor.”

      Sheldon laughed. “Who do you think you are, Liam? You’ve been at this for what, six months? You think you’re gonna come in here and demand I sell my contacts to you? That’s not how this works. This isn’t some Wall Street hostile takeover where you send people home with a nice severance package.”

      Liam tried not to react. He’d been in business for closer to a year. Sheldon knew it. He was baiting Liam. “Okay, I’ll up it to twenty K a contact. You’ll clear two hundred grand. Like I said, all you gotta do is vouch for me.”

      “I’d make those introductions to get you started if I were still in business, but just to hand over my entire business? No way. Two hundred grand is chump change in comparison to how much I cleared last year. You don’t know what you are doing, Liam.”

      Liam bristled. He didn’t like being told he didn’t know what he was doing. He pressed his lips together and leaned forward toward Sheldon. “You are sitting here in this filthy apartment playing solitaire all alone. Sheldon, it’s time to give it up. Go have some fun. Let me take over for you.”

      Liam saw Sheldon flinch. He shot a look at Antonio, who jumped up and pulled the gun away from Sheldon before Sheldon had a chance to aim it at either of them. Liam narrowed his eyes. “Easy, old man. This is a business discussion, not the Wild West. I’d like to leave here with my head still on my shoulders.”

      Sheldon’s face reddened. “You have a lot of nerve coming in here, Liam! You don’t know anything about what you’re doing! You think you’re just gonna come and take my business away from me, pay me pennies on the dollar for what I worked so hard to build, and take it over? No, that’s not gonna happen. Get out of my apartment and don’t come back.”

      Liam got up slowly from the table, leaning over it. They’d crossed a line. Liam knew he could leave as Sheldon asked, but one of Sheldon’s guys would likely shoot him before he made it to his car.

      He reached toward Sheldon’s cell phone and pushed it just out of the man’s reach. “Oh, I think that’s exactly what’s going to happen here, Sheldon. One way or the other, I’m going to leave here with your contacts.” He wrapped his fingers around Sheldon’s cell phone and put it in his pocket. Liam knew from his previous visits that Sheldon kept his entire business on his phone.

      Sheldon’s eyes got wide. “Hey! You can’t take that. Help!”

      Antonio clamped his hand over Sheldon’s mouth.

      Liam raised his eyebrows. “No? Seems like business property to me. He whipped it out of his pocket and put it in front of Sheldon’s face, watching as the phone flickered to life. He tossed the phone to Antonio. “Change it to my password. Get the facial recognition off of there.”

      “Sure, boss.”

      Liam pulled his gun out and stepped behind Sheldon’s wheelchair. “Let’s go for a little ride, Sheldon.”

      As Liam pushed him down the hot short hallway towards the steps, Sheldon protested, wriggling and fighting in his wheelchair, straining to see the bald guy at the bottom of the steps. “My guys are never gonna let anything…” Sheldon didn’t have a chance to finish his sentence.

      As Liam got near the edge of the steps, he saw one of Sheldon’s guys, the skinny one they’d passed in the hallway, coming up the steps carrying bags of food, his face in a grimace. Liam quickly fired off two shots toward him, causing him to duck and run back outside. Liam stuck the gun in the back of his pants again and ran for the steps, pushing the wheelchair as fast as he could, Sheldon screaming the entire time. Picking up speed, he could hear Sheldon screaming, “No!” at the top of his lungs.

      With a single shove, Liam launched Sheldon and his wheelchair down the narrow, steep wooden steps. He watched as Sheldon’s body twisted and crumpled as it hit the wood going full speed, the wheelchair landing on top of him. Liam narrowed his eyes at Antonio. “Let’s go.”

      Liam trotted down the steps, getting to the bottom where he saw Sheldon’s body twisted and broken. His body was going one way, his head the other. Clearly, his neck was broken. Liam stopped for a second, shaking his head, looking at what was left of the most respected distributor in the area. “You should’ve agreed, Sheldon. You could be headed to a beach right now.” He whipped the gun out from the back of his pants and shot Sheldon once in the head for good measure. He looked over his shoulder at Antonio. “No reason to take any chances, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      Liam charged out of the building with his gun drawn, fully expecting Sheldon’s guys to ambush him, but they stood calmly as he walked past them, each of them holding a bag of food. The black market was an interesting place to operate, Liam thought as he turned toward them. The guys were so used to their leaders getting killed that they simply waited for the power vacuum to fill itself again. Once they had a new leader, they’d happily move under the next person who offered them cash or drugs, or anything else they wanted.

      Instead of the confrontation they were expecting, the three men assigned to Sheldon looked at Liam with blank stares as if awaiting the next set of orders. Liam stopped and looked at them. “I’m taking over the business. Wait for a call from me. It’ll come from Sheldon’s phone. We’ll get the remainder of this sorted out later.”

      The men didn’t say anything, nodding and then walking outside to their cars, bags of food in their hands. They were smart. They weren’t going to stay at the scene of a crime. Liam had no idea where they would go or what they would do. He didn’t care. He had what he wanted stowed safely in his pocket.

      All of Sheldon’s contacts.
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      After discovering that there were restraining marks on Alisha Lang’s wrists, Cassie had walked Grady back outside into the parking lot. They stood off to the side, waiting. Cassie looked at the ground and then back at him. “How have you been spending your time?”

      “Just hanging around.”

      “Are you drinking?”

      Grady stared at Cassie but didn’t say anything.

      She tilted her head. “Don’t lie to me, Grady. I can smell it on you.”

      “A little.”

      Cassie raised her eyebrows, shoving her hands in her pockets. She shook her head. “A little? If I can smell it coming off your skin, it’s more than a little. You’re not concerned about that, given your family history?”

      Grady grimaced. “I thought you didn’t care.”

      Cassie pressed her lips together as though she was fighting the instinct to slap him. “I care about the guy that I used to have as a partner, not the insane lunatic who lost his grip on reality and now is, apparently, drowning his sorrows in a bottle of booze.”

      The words hurt. Cassie was lashing out. Grady had no idea she was that mad at him. He sucked in a breath to say something but didn’t get a chance to get the words out. Cassie’s phone rang. She stepped away from him for a second. He took another sip of his coffee and stared at the ground, listening to her end of the conversation.

      “Another one? Where?”

      Grady saw Cassie glance in his direction. “No. I’m pretty much done here. Just waiting for Daisy to get back here. This one looks more like a homicide than a straight OD.” She paused again. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll keep you in the loop. Thanks, Lieutenant.”

      As she shoved her phone back into her pocket, Grady looked at her. “You catch another one?”

      “Yep. Busy night.”

      “Where is this one?”

      “About three miles from here. Guy got shoved down the set of steps in his wheelchair and then somehow managed to get himself shot in the head.”

      Grady raised his eyebrows. “Imagine that. Want me to —”

      Cassie shook her head, holding her hand up. “No, Grady. I don’t. You aren’t a detective anymore. You need to go home.”

      “But I can —”

      Cassie took a step closer to him. “No. You can’t. You’re not a detective, and you’ve clearly been drinking. Go home. Sober up. Make a plan for your life. It’s time to move on, Grady.” Before Grady could respond, she waved one of the officers over. “Terry? Can you please take Max home? He needs a ride.”

      “Of course, Detective. Right this way, Max.”

      Grady bristled. He didn’t like anyone calling him Max except for Ben. Max was his father’s name. Not his.

      Cassie knew it too.

      Grady walked over to the cruiser. Terry opened the driver’s driver-side door, and Grady walked around the other side to get in the front seat. Terry shook his head. “Sorry, Max. You’re a civilian. You get to ride in the backseat.”

      Grady hung his head for a second, closed the passenger side door, and got in the back seat, sliding in behind the wire and Plexiglas that prevented the officers from being attacked or spit on while they were driving. He closed the door and put his seatbelt on, looking around him. The other officers in the parking lot were all staring. He felt a wave of humiliation run through him. The last time he’d been in the backseat of a cruiser was the night that the warrant had gone bad.

      That night he was still a police officer.

      And now he wasn’t.

      He was nothing.
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      Terry had driven Grady home without so much as a single word. No talk of the weather, sports, or even work. Whether Terry had no idea what to say or simply was letting his silence do the talking about his opinion of Grady, Grady had no idea.

      Grady wanted to say that he didn’t care, but part of him did. It was a cold feeling living on the outside of the department.

      When they got to Grady’s house, Terry left the cruiser running, slipping out and disappearing behind the back of the car before opening the door for Grady.

      Grady grunted as he got out. Such was the life of sitting in the backseat of a police car.

      Grady didn’t sleep well that night, his dreams filled with his mom and his brother; somehow, Cassie’s face interspersed in the middle of all of it as if she was part of the family he’d grown up with. He woke up multiple times during the night, each time his head pounding harder, the desire to go into the kitchen and pour himself a drink getting stronger by the moment.

      He stayed in bed.

      The next morning, plagued by a headache that felt like someone hammering his brain from each side with metal baseball bats, Grady sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the floor, his feet on the cold tile. He vaguely remembered getting home the night before after seeing Cassie at the crime scene, the silence from Terry on the drive home his punishment for being on the other side of the thin blue line.

      Grady winced. At least he remembered what had happened. That was an improvement.

      Grady sat on the edge of the bed for a long time. How long, he didn’t know.

      He thought about Ben, then Cassie, then his mom, his mind cycling through each of them one at a time, as if he was still stuck in the dream cycle he’d had the night before. He winced. It had to stop. His mind was like some carnival ride at a county fair running out of control.

      Pushing himself off the edge of the bed using the palms of his hands, Grady walked stiffly into his kitchen, every inch of his body aching. He opened the cabinet door above the sink, found the bottle of aspirin he was halfway through, and swallowed a handful dry. He tried not to gag. His mouth felt like someone had stuffed toilet paper in it. Reaching into another cabinet, he got out a glass, filling it with water from the tap. He drank one glass, then a second, then a third trying to get the gritty taste out of his mouth.

      Still not moving, he stared at the floor again. He owed the Oakview Center a phone call to find out what had happened to Ben, but his mind was so clouded he didn’t trust his words.

      At least not yet.

      Grady shook his head, even that gentle of a movement hurting his head. Ben would have to wait. At least he knew that Ben was in good hands. Between the people in the hospital and the people at the Oakview Center, really, what did Ben need him for? The thought came crashing down on him. At that point, no one really needed him for anything.

      It wasn’t like Grady had a wife and kids that were depending on him. His work was, for all intents and purposes, nonexistent. There was no challenge of working a case with Cassie. The next crime is a new puzzle to figure out. All he had in front of him were long days sitting at the Amber Cat watching the news or some sporting event that Sonny had on the television above the bar.

      Grady shook his head. Just like that, his life was over.

      The memories from the night before came crashing into his mind like a vehicle careening off the road. He remembered the body of Alisha dead on her couch, the syringe still stuck in her arm, the gray-blue pallor of her dark skin, the matter-of-fact way the officers and Cassie had simply milled around as if seeing someone who’d overdosed was no more interesting than checking their email.

      Had they all become that callous? Had he?

      Grady refilled his glass of water and drank it down. Images from the day he’d found his mom filled his mind. Jerry was right to call him and warn him, wasn’t he? From Jerry’s perspective, Grady understood why he took the time to call. Although with Grady spending so much time at the bar, it was unlikely that he would have heard the news about Alisha Lang’s death anyway. There were so many deaths from accidental overdoses that the news hardly ever carried them.

      Why was Alisha Lang any different?

      The thought hit Grady like a ton of bricks. He gripped the edge of the counter where he stood in his shorts and T-shirt, staring at the ground, noticing the grit and dirt that had built up on the tile floor in his kitchen.

      But Alisha was different. She wasn’t the first person to die in that building the same way his mom had. She wasn’t the first person to have a loved one walk in on her, already dead, with no hope of survival.

      And Grady knew from his years as a detective where there were two; there were likely more.

      If he wanted answers, he’d have to clear his head. Grady spun around, filling his coffee pot with water and setting it to brew an extra strong pot. He left it to do its work while he headed to the shower, carefully scrubbing himself from head to toe, then coming out of the shower with a towel wrapped around his waist. He picked up the pile of clothes that were strewn on the floor, smelling of cigarette smoke and alcohol, and God knew what else. His head nearly snapping back from the stink, he carried them down the hallway to the washing machine and dumped them in, setting the machine to start.

      Once back in the bathroom, Grady got out a set of clippers from underneath the sink, plugging them in. Five minutes later, his hair was cut short again, the way he used to wear it, a little longer on top and shorter on the sides, a smear of gray at his temples. He looked at himself in the mirror, rubbing his jaw with his fingers. He looked worse for the wear, that was for sure. His skin had a strange reddish pallor to it from all the drinking, the whites of his eyes pink and irritated. His stomach growled with a wave of nausea. His body was telling him in no uncertain terms that alcohol wasn’t for him, at least not in the amounts he’d been consuming.

      He wasn’t sure he agreed, but he could at least try to get cleaned up.

      Walking out into his bedroom, Grady opened his closet door and pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He went back into the bathroom, spent a few minutes flossing and brushing his teeth to try to get the sour taste out of his mouth and then swiped deodorant on under his arms.

      The entire time, his mind kept flickering back and forth between the image of his mom dead in her apartment and Alisha Lang from the night before. It was eerily similar.

      He’d seen dark marks around Alisha’s wrists the night before, latent bruising starting to surface as her body cooled. Had that been the case with his mom too? Had he missed it, his thinking clouded by grief at losing his own mother?

      A lump formed in his throat. If he had, then his mom’s death wasn’t accidental after all.

      It was murder…
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      After sipping a cup of coffee hot enough that he nearly scalded his tongue, Grady set it on his kitchen counter and stared at his phone. He got up, glanced at it like it was his enemy, gathered up the rest of the mail that was strewn all over the floor from his mail slot that he’d missed last night, collected it, and put it in a neat pile on the edge of his counter. He got out a broom and a dustpan, swept the kitchen floor, and took out the garbage which smelled sour from being left in the house for too long. How had things gotten so out of control?

      He stared at his phone again.

      There was no doubt that there were similarities between the way that Alisha Lang’s body and his mom’s body were positioned. The needle sticking out of the arm, the blue tourniquet, the face-up posture on the couch — was it just coincidence? Were the drug traffickers stalking the streets near the apartment building getting more bold, and as a consequence, more people were dying?

      Grady took another sip of his coffee. He felt the caffeine start to wake him up, and the aspirins kick in to take away his headache, a knot of guilt forming in his stomach.

      Had he missed it? The most important case of his life — the death of his mom — and had he missed telltale signs of something more insidious than just an addiction? Had he been so shocked he’d forgotten to do his job?

      As the thought hit him, he tried not to laugh out loud. Given the state he was in, thinking about something as “just an addiction” seemed patently ridiculous.

      But his own habits were something to think about another day.

      Grady strode back to his phone after putting a load of laundry in the dryer. He stared and stared at it one more time and then dialed.

      “Hello?”

      Cassie.

      “I’m glad you picked up.”

      “I have this distinct feeling that if I didn’t pick up, you’d keep calling me.”

      Grady stopped, pressing his lips together. Cassie was baiting him. Could he blame her? He’d put its entire team in a precarious position. He had the sinking feeling that Cassie wanted to let loose on him, to tell him off, let him have a piece of her mind. He deserved it. He knew that. He’d lost control and done something that was unforgivable.

      He’d betrayed his other officers.

      The last thing he wanted to do was fight, especially with Cassie. He was too tired and rundown. His head was still pounding, although the aspirin had taken the pain from feeling like it was metal baseball bats in his head to simply the thumping of an overly loud bass in someone’s car. It was tolerable, but barely.

      He cleared his throat, swallowing. “I wanted to see if the medical examiner — what did you say her name is?”

      “Daisy.”

      “I wanted to see if Daisy had any luck with those wrist restraint marks I saw.”

      There was a pause at the other end of the line for a minute. “You know the answer to that already.” The words came out cold and dry.

      “But I —”

      “Grady, cut to the chase. Why are you calling me?”

      “I just…”

      Cassie interrupted, “I don’t want to rehash what happened a few months ago. What’s done is done. I’m sure looking back on it now, you wish he hadn’t done it, but it’s over. We all have to move on.”

      Grady pressed his lips together. “Agreed. But that’s not why I was calling.”

      “Well, then why? I don’t have anything else to say to you other than that.”

      “It’s about my mother.”
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      After a brief discussion, Cassie reluctantly agreed to meet Grady at a diner. Grady felt relieved until he remembered that his car was still at the Amber Cat. “Are you kidding me?” he muttered to himself.

      Grady picked up his cell phone, ordered another Uber, and sent Cassie a text that he would be ten minutes late.

      Not a great start to rebooting a friendship.

      Pouring the remainder of the coffee he’d been drinking into a travel mug, Grady snapped on the lid, downed another glass of water, and waited by the front door.

      Three minutes later, a dented gold Toyota Camry pulled up in the driveway. Grady headed out the door with his coffee, carrying his keys, wallet, and cell phone with him as he slid into the backseat of the Uber.

      As the driver pulled out of his driveway, Grady sat silently. The driver looked at him. “Still headed over to the Amber Cat?”

      “Yep.”

      The driver didn’t say anything, but Grady could tell he was thinking it was kind of early to head to a bar.

      If only he knew…

      Eight minutes later, the driver pulled up in the parking lot. Grady’s SUV was the only one there. Sonny hadn’t arrived yet. Grady slipped out without saying anything and walked over to his vehicle, hearing the gold sedan pull away behind him. Juggling the coffee mug as he fumbled with the keys, Grady opened the door, then slid inside, starting the engine. He looked around him and frowned. His SUV didn’t look much different than Sonny’s, the litter from too many fast food meals on the floor of the passenger side and in the backseat. He shook his head, pressing his lips together. Memories of his father surfaced in his mind. Was this how it all started for him? Maybe it was a good thing Grady didn’t have a wife or kids. After all, Grady knew one thing after years of being a detective.

      History had an uncanny way of repeating itself.

      Twelve minutes later, five minutes later than he anticipated, he pulled into the Third Street Diner. Grabbing as much of the trash from his car as he could, he stopped at the dumpster behind the of the restaurant, tossing the empty bags inside before walking through the front door. Cassie was seated at a booth in the corner, playing with her phone. He stopped just inside the doorway to look at her. Her long blonde hair was cascading around her shoulders, loose, not in her customary ponytail. She had on a plum-colored blazer with a matching blouse underneath. To anyone else, she probably looked like she was fresh as a daisy, ready for work.

      Grady knew better. Cassie looked tired.

      Grady strode across the diner, making his way between the tables. The coffee, water, and aspirin combination had definitely perked him up.

      Cassie looked up from her phone as Grady slid into the booth. He saw a flash of surprise on her face, and then it disappeared. “You cut your hair.”

      She didn’t smile. For some reason, Grady remembered her smiling more when they’d worked together. “Yeah. It was getting out of control.”

      Cassie raised her eyebrows at the comment as if she wanted to say his hair wasn’t the only thing that had gotten too far out of control.

      At that moment, Grady would have agreed.

      “Thanks for meeting me.”

      Cassie nodded as a waitress brought over two menus. “Yeah, well, I don’t have a lot of time.”

      Grady looked up at the waitress, ordered him and Cassie coffee and water, and then looked back at Cassie. “It seems like you’re working a lot of overtime. You probably have more time than you think for breakfast. I’m sure Jerry will cut you a break.”

      “I guess,” she shrugged. “Anyway, you said you wanted to talk about your mother?”

      “Her death.” Grady didn’t want to say the word murder, or more correctly, in legal and investigative terms, her homicide. He was leery of jumping the gun without any evidence. At that moment, all he had was a set of observations and a hunch.

      Before he could share his hypothesis with Cassie, the waitress was back with their coffees and waters. Lingering near the edge of the booth, she stopped to ask them what they wanted to eat for breakfast. Grady watched Cassie as she squinted at the menu and then looked up at the waitress. “I’ll have the vegetable omelet with extra cheese, no potatoes, and wheat toast.”

      Grady blinked and looked at the waitress. “I’ll have the same.”

      As the waitress walked away, Cassie frowned. “You don’t like vegetables.”

      “I know. But it’s occurred to me that I might need to become a little more flexible.”

      Cassie raised her eyebrows. For a second, Grady thought she was gonna burst out laughing, but her face went slack again. “Really? You’re just now coming to this revelation?” Her tone carried an edge of sarcasm.

      Grady stared down at his fingers, which were interlaced on the surface of the table. Part of him wanted to offer a sharp retort, but he kept his lips pressed firmly together. He looked up a second later, taking a sip of his coffee. Just getting Cassie to the point where she would talk to him again was a huge improvement on where he’d been even twenty-four hours ago. He wasn’t willing to let it get out of control again if he could avoid it.

      Cassie must have sensed his reluctance to spar with her. She leaned back in the booth and sighed. “So you said you wanted to talk about your mother. What about her?”

      “After what I saw last night, I don’t think her death was an accident.”

      Cassie scowled. “How can you be sure? You said that there were a lot of prescriptions for pain medicine in her medical records. Overdoses happen all the time, Grady.”

      “But two in the same building with exactly the same MO in less than a year?”

      Grady thought back to the positioning of the bodies on the couches, the way their right arms were extended, the way the needles were puncturing their skin. He leaned forward. “Think about it, Reynolds. Yeah, there are ODs all the time. They happen. The detectives investigate them and then close them. But more than one in the same building?” he repeated, trying to make his point.

      Cassie shook her head. “I’m not buying it. That’s not that uncommon. That’s a known drug area.”

      “I know that. But it’s a small building.”

      “What exactly are you saying?”

      “After what I saw last night, I think my mom was murdered.”

      Cassie shook her head in disbelief. “Murdered? You have any evidence?”

      He had the feeling that if he told Cassie the sky was blue, she’d argue with him. Grady pressed his lips together. “Other than a hunch? No.”

      Cassie paused for a second as the waitress set down their plates of food.

      Grady continued. “I know you don’t agree, but what if it was?”

      Cassie took a bite of her omelet and cocked her head to the side. “Well, if it was, then we’d have two murders in the same building. But we don’t know that. Your mom’s been dead for almost a year, right?”

      “Yeah.” Grady stared down at his omelet. He suddenly didn’t understand why he ordered it. Reaching for the end of the table, he grabbed the ketchup and squirted a bunch on his eggs, taking a bite. He stared at it while he ate. It wasn’t too bad, even if it did have vegetables in it. “Yeah. Almost a year.” He set his fork down. “But wouldn’t it be worth it to find out?”

      Cassie chuckled, chewing a bite of her toast. “Sure, if we had an unlimited budget and unlimited manpower, but we don’t. I mean, Grady, even when you were with the department you knew how Williams wanted us to clear cases and get them off his desk. Things are only worse now. Between retirements and losing you, we’re down to practically a skeleton crew in the detective bureau.”

      Grady shook his head. The last few years hadn’t been easy for police departments. He knew they were starting to rebound, just starting to bring back the numbers that would be needed in order to ensure that people — especially those living in urban areas — felt safe to walk the streets.

      The two of them took a few more bites of their breakfast in silence. Grady focused on the food in front of him. He was starved. It was probably the first real food he’d had to eat in weeks, and he could feel his body happily processing it as opposed to the gallons of alcohol he’d been drowning himself in. What had he been doing to himself?

      As he finished his breakfast, Grady wiped his face and set his fork down. He took a sip of his coffee, drained the glass of water, and looked at her, suddenly feeling something of himself again. “Cassie, I need to know if my mom’s death was an accidental overdose or a murder, and so do you.”

      Cassie scowled. “And why is that?”

      “Because if they are both homicides, then you have a big problem on your hands.”
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      Cassie leaned forward. “A big problem? How do you figure?”

      “Where there’s two, there may be more. There may be a pattern there that you’re missing.”

      Grady watched as Cassie’s expression went blank for a moment, as if his idea was a possibility she’d never considered. She pulled her coffee mug toward her, wrapping her fingers around it. Grady looked at her plate. Cassie had picked at her omelet, leaving more than half of it untouched. He could tell by the dark circles under her eyes and her sunken cheeks that she was exhausted, both mentally and physically.

      He knew part of it was his fault.

      The Pittsburgh Police Department’s detective unit had been stretched thin before he left, and he and Cassie had one of the best clear rates in the department, if not the best of all the detectives there. Lieutenant Williams could count on them to move cases off of the books quickly and efficiently. Grady was good at handling the factual side of the case, while Cassie was extraordinarily gifted at dealing with the emotions of the victims’ families and the people they were interviewing.

      It was as if the two of them working together made a single unit.

      But now, with Grady out of the game, he could see the pressure on Cassie was wearing her down. It wasn’t as if criminals took a break when they knew officers were struggling. If nothing, hearing stories about the fact that police departments were having trouble attracting talent had made them bolder. And though the departments were finally starting to add staff, they were playing a game of catch-up.

      More specifically, Cassie and her colleagues were playing a game of catch-up because of him.

      Grady swallowed as the realization hit him. There was no part of him that was trying to make Cassie’s life more difficult. But he had questions, questions that needed to be answered.

      “I mean you could be right, Grady, but how exactly would we figure that out? We have Alisha Lang’s body with the bruising around her wrists. Now, that’s not to say that the bruising was as a result of her being restrained by the person that killed her. You have to know that’s a possibility?”

      Grady nodded. He’d already run through the scenario in his mind. It was entirely possible that Alisha had gotten into it with one of the inmates at the Allegheny County Jail. The person could’ve grabbed her hard around the wrists, and that could have been the explanation for the bruising, not some sort of intrusion that led to her death.

      But then again, the timing was off. “If she got the bruising some other way, don’t you think it would have surfaced earlier, like it would’ve already been on her skin when you got there?”

      Cassie shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s a question for the medical examiner. And we’d have to do a deep dive into her work records and personal life to see if there’s any suggestion that she could have gotten the bruising from somewhere else.”

      Grady was starting to get frustrated. It felt like Cassie was doing everything she could to avoid acknowledging the fact that it was possible there was a pattern, maybe one they didn’t even see yet.

      “Right, of course. And you can do that. You can check her records and see if there is any indication that she got into it with any of the inmates at the county jail. There would be an incident report in her file.”

      “And if there isn’t?”

      “Then I think it’s fair to assume that someone restrained her, shot her up with drugs, and killed her.”

      Cassie bit her lip and looked at Grady. “So let me just play along with your little game here.”

      Grady wasn’t sure he liked the way that she referred to his question as a little game, but he kept his mouth shut. At least she was talking to him.

      “Let’s say there isn’t an incident report, and the ME determines that Alisha was restrained. That would point to the fact that someone committed a homicide and tried to hide it as an OD.”

      “Correct.”

      “But that doesn’t immediately correspond with your mother’s death, Grady. We need more evidence, which we don’t have.”

      Grady looked down at the surface of the table and then took a sip of his coffee, which had become lukewarm. This was the part of the conversation he’d wanted to have in person, the part he was most and least looking forward to. “Daisy needs to look at her body again.”

      Cassie’s mouth hung open. “Are you serious? You’re actually thinking about having your mother’s body exhumed?”

      Grady didn’t say anything for a second. He knew that the exhumation of a dead body, bringing it up out of the ground, was a serious ask. It wasn’t like Grady could go to the cemetery and tell the nice lady behind the desk to go get out the tractor and have his mom’s casket dug up.

      No, there was a lot more to it than that.

      Because of the risks to public health with corpses, exhumations had to be ordered by a judge. And the judge had to have a reason — a good one. Did Grady have enough to get a judge to sign an exhumation order? He had no idea.

      The only thing he could hope was that Cassie would buy into his theory and help him.

      Cassie shook her head and narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you seriously asking me to reopen your mom’s case and have her body exhumed?”

      Grady held his hands up. “I know it’s a big ask —”

      She shifted in her seat. “You have no idea.”

      “I’m just asking you to think about it.”

      Cassie threw her hands in the air. “Even if I could, Grady, it’s not my decision to make. Williams would have to do that.”

      Grady lowered his eyes. “Then let’s go see him.”

      “Are you serious?” Cassie’s mouth hung open again. By her reaction, Grady knew he’d taken her by surprise.

      “I am.”
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      After paying for their breakfasts with the last bit of cash that Grady had in his wallet, he slid into Cassie’s detective unit, this time riding shotgun like he used to instead of in the backseat like he’d had to the night before. He didn’t ask if it was okay, and Cassie didn’t say anything.

      On the ride downtown, the two of them were silent. Cassie had on a radio station that was playing some sort of pop hits. Why she couldn’t put on some metal music, he wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t about to argue.

      He and Cassie were on the move again.

      The realization hit him like a ton of bricks. She hadn’t blanched at all when he suggested jumping in the car with her. Parking downtown was always a nightmare, especially if you didn’t have a designated parking spot. Luckily, the police department not only had its own garage below police headquarters, but they had an outdoor parking lot across from the entrance where they kept more of their vehicles.

      Or, in this case, the vehicle that had been assigned to Cassie.

      Grady watched out the side window as Cassie drove. He hadn’t been downtown since the day of the Aiden Branch incident except to clean out his desk. What happened to his badge and his gun? Grady had no idea. Did Williams still have them locked up in his desk drawer or had he turned it back into the supply sergeant, happily handing off the badge number he’d worn for more than a decade to some new rookie fresh out of the police academy?

      That was a reality Grady had a hard time stomaching.

      The next thing he knew, he felt the cruiser bump up over the curb into the parking lot where the detective units were kept. Cassie pulled into a spot. Grady noticed there was only one other unit parked in the lot. Everyone else must be on a case, Grady realized. She got out of the car without saying anything, walking toward the main entrance. Grady followed. He trailed behind her as they crossed the street, dodged some traffic, and then pushed the wide glass front doors open. Grady kept his eyes down as he walked through the lobby, noticing the coffee cart was still where it always had been against the wall, the scent of a fresh brew and sweet pastries in the air, a young man staffing it that morning, someone who Grady hadn’t seen before. Behind the desk, he saw a guy he’d gone to the police academy with wearing a brand-new shiny gold badge. What was his name? Fred Baker. Baker narrowed his eyes at Grady. Grady looked away, following Cassie to the elevators.

      Inside the elevator, the doors sliding closed behind them, Grady looked at Cassie. “Baker made desk sergeant?”

      “Yeah. About a month ago. Callahan got promoted. He’s running the new traffic unit out of the fifth. Got his hands full from what I hear. They set him up with a bunch of rookies.”

      Grady grimaced. “Well, at least he has rookies. Better than no one to run the unit with, I guess. That’s a step in the right direction.”

      Cassie glared at him. “You know as well as I do that rookies are more of a hindrance than a help for the first six months.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Grady stepped out of the elevator, following Cassie. Even if he didn’t agree entirely, the last thing he was going to do was pick a fight with her right at that moment.

      The detective unit of the Pittsburgh Police Department didn’t look any different than it had a few months before when Grady had had his last day. It was still the land of misfit furniture, chairs, and desks collected from all over the department, none of them matching, giving the room the look of a garage sale. The desks were still shoved together, facing each other like the detectives were working in some sort of overgrown classroom arrangement that Williams had decided was best for the officers.

      Grady wasn’t sure he agreed.

      Even with the shortage of detectives, there wasn’t enough private office space for everyone.

      Grady stopped for a second, staring. The detective unit still had the same burned coffee smell hanging in the air, the same dusty coffee pot still set up in the corner. About fifty percent of the desks looked somewhat occupied, with a cup of pens or a stack of files nearby. The others were completely empty. How Williams was making it work, Grady had no idea. That wasn’t enough manpower for a city the size of Pittsburgh.

      As Grady scanned the space, his eyes settled on the desk he used to occupy across from Cassie. It was vacant. Even the computer was gone. Then again, so was hers. Grady scowled. “Did you move your desk?”

      Cassie walked across the room toward a private office. “After you left and I got through my suspension, Williams gave me an office. I think he felt bad for me.”

      Grady raised his eyebrows. As he followed Cassie across the room, she pushed the door to her office open. She flipped on a switch that lit up a single lamp in the corner of a small space, the yellow glow casting a few shadows. Grady raised his eyebrows, standing in the doorway. Cassie was lucky. Her office was on the opposite side of the misfit desks from Jerry’s office, as far away from Jerry’s bellowing as she could get and still be in the office.

      Grady glanced over his shoulder. Jerry’s door was closed, but he could see the shock of the man’s gray hair bent over his desk. A few butterflies fluttered in Grady’s stomach. How would Jerry respond to his presence?

      Grady sucked in a breath. He didn’t have time to think about it.

      Cassie threw her work bag down on a single chair that was in front of her desk, turned on her heel, and walked back out into the open space. “Let’s get this over with,” she muttered under her breath, angling toward Jerry’s office.

      Grady shoved his hands in his pockets as he followed Cassie. He felt like he was walking to the gallows in some strange turn of events that took him back to the place where his life had been stripped from him. It was an eerie feeling to be back on the detective floor as a civilian. The space had been home to him for such a long time, his desk his own base for years while Cassie and he worked on so many different cases — the case of Macy Chandler’s disappearance, the Spring Grove Medical Center collapse, and the pile of bodies Scarlett Sandoval had left behind — just to name a few. Memories hung around in the room like ghosts, all vying for Grady’s attention. He pulled his hands out of his pockets and rubbed his hands together. He wanted a drink. Badly.

      Cassie strode toward Lieutenant Jerry Williams’ door, knocked on it twice, and then pushed it open. As she stood in the doorway in front of him, Grady looked over her shoulder. Jerry was hunched over a pile of papers, talking to someone on speakerphone. He frowned as he looked up at Cassie and waved her off. She pivoted, pointing to Grady. Jerry furrowed his eyebrows together, stared at Grady for a moment, and then looked down at his phone. “Listen. Something just came up. Let me call you back.”

      Grady didn’t hear any reply from the voice on the other end of the line. Apparently, seeing Grady on the floor gave Williams the green light to hang up on whoever it had been. Williams hadn’t changed.

      Jerry stared at Grady, his expression stony. “What are you doing here?”

      Grady stepped into the Lieutenant’s office and looked at him. “I think you’ve got a problem.”

      Jerry started to laugh, his voice bouncing off the small walls of the office. “I have a problem? That’s rich coming from you, Grady.”

      Cassie looked at Jerry. “You should listen to him, Lieutenant.”

      Jerry narrowed his eyes. “Okay, Grady. You wouldn’t give me the time of day when I called, but fine. Not because of you, but because of Reynolds. I’m giving you two minutes. After that, you’re gonna get out of my office.”

      Grady sucked in a breath. He and Williams had gotten into it over the years, but Jerry had never been this cold to him before. If anything, Grady was the one who’d been cold. A surge of regret ran through his body. He realized the list of things he wished he’d hadn’t done was getting longer and longer by the moment.

      “There’s a problem over at my mom’s old apartment building.”

      “Yeah, remember I’m the one that told you about the OD? So?”

      Grady started to pace behind the chairs in Jerry’s office. He was hoping it would help him to think more clearly. If nothing else, it was helping him to ignore how it felt to have Cassie’s and Jerry’s eyes bore into him. “The body that you guys found last night, Alisha Lang, had subcutaneous bruising on her wrist. Looked like she had been restrained.”

      Jerry scowled. “We don’t have the ME’s report yet, Grady. Daisy’s still working on her. She’s backlogged after Cortez’s death. Have a little respect for the process.”

      Grady kept pacing. “I’m sorry about the officer you lost, but I saw the bruising myself.”

      Jerry leaned back in his chair, narrowing his eyes, his jaw set as if he was about to explode. “Reynolds?”

      Cassie held her hands out. “I’ll own it, sir. Grady showed up and wanted to see the body. Like I said, I think you should listen to him.”

      Jerry shook his head, the volume of his voice rising. “You didn’t tell him no, Reynolds? He’s a civilian. I could —”

      Cassie stepped forward and rested her hands on the back of one of the chairs in Jerry’s office, leaning toward him. She cocked her head to the side. “You could, Lieutenant, but you won’t. You don’t have enough bodies up here as it is. You can’t afford to sideline me. And I’m asking you, as a favor, to listen to my former partner.”

      Grady swallowed. He hadn’t expected Cassie to go to bat for him like she was.

      Jerry didn’t say anything for a second and then gave Grady a nod. “All right. Go on.”

      “The ME didn’t see the bruising. She left to go take care of Cortez. By the time I got there, it was starting to appear.” Grady skipped the part about how he’d had to go home, shower, and get sobered up so he could go to the apartment. “When I looked at Alisha’s body, I noticed there was faint bruising around both of her wrists. Also, the tourniquet was brand-new. So was the syringe. The victim has no history of drug abuse. Cassie told me that. When you combine the way the body was positioned, the bruising on her wrists, and the new tourniquet and syringe, it looks like a homicide, not an accidental OD.”

      Jerry leaned back in his chair and interlaced his fingers behind his head, his elbows winging out to the sides, a little gap pulling between the buttons on the front of his shirt. “People OD all the time, Grady.”

      “With bruising on the wrists? No, they don’t, Lieutenant.”

      Jerry snorted. “Like I said, we haven’t gotten the ME’s report back. That bruising could be from anything.”

      Grady started to get frustrated. He threw his hands up in the air. “Really? The bruises were not even evident yet. If she’d gotten grabbed at work earlier that day, the bruises would’ve been more prominent. And she wasn’t a regular drug user. No track marks on her arms or her feet.”

      Jerry glanced at Cassie. She nodded. “He’s right.”

      Grady continued, lowering his voice. “And when you compare how her body looked to how my mom’s looked, they’re almost identical.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jerry said, holding his hands up in the air. “Are you telling me you think we have a serial killer?”

      Grady shook his head. “I can’t say that.” He raised his eyebrows. “Remember? I’m not a detective anymore.” He paused for a second, realizing how bitter he sounded. He sucked in a breath and closed his eyes for a minute. When he opened them, he leveled his gaze at Jerry. “What I am saying is that there is a pattern. And I bet if you look, you’ll find the evidence to back it up.”

      Jerry stood up and shook his head, folding his hands across his chest. “You know as well as I do, the only way for us to get that kind of evidence would be to dig your mom’s body up out of the ground.”

      Grady sat down in one of the chairs in front of the Lieutenant’s desk. “I know.”

      Jerry glanced at Cassie. She raised her eyebrows. “I told him.”

      No one said anything for a moment. Jerry stopped and stared at Grady. “You are so sure about your hypothesis that you actually want us to do that?”

      Grady nodded. “Yep. It’s the only way.”
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      “Are you crazy? Jerry boomed.

      Grady shook his head. “At this moment, probably. The only thing I can tell you is I want answers. The only way to get those answers is to have Daisy look at my mom’s body. And I can’t do that without you guys.”

      Cassie shook her head and sat down in the chair next to Grady; her shoulders slumped as if she’d finally surrendered to his point of view. “He’s right, Lieutenant. He can’t do it without us, and if there is a pattern, something having to do with the people or the building, we need to know. We can’t sit around and wait for the next body to drop.”

      Jerry stood, his jaw slack, staring at Cassie. “Are you serious? You’re in favor of this?”

      Cassie nodded. “Actually, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I am. Grady makes a valid point. If there are other potential victims out there, we need to know who they are. We need to warn them, protect them.”

      “Which brings me to my next question.” Grady’s stomach tightened.

      “Which is?” Jerry said slowly.

      “I want in on the case.”

      Jerry glanced at Cassie as if he couldn’t believe what he’d heard. He swung his head toward Grady. “No way!” Jerry boomed again. “Are you kidding me? Grady, do you have any idea what you have put us through, not just with the Aiden Branch incident but over the last few years? You are difficult, stubborn, refuse to take orders, insubordinate, not personable —”

      “And very talented,” Cassie whispered.

      “Reynolds! Not helping!” Jerry yelled.

      Grady sat still, holding his tongue. He knew Jerry. Jerry would bluster and yell and fuss, and then he’d come around to some sort of a conclusion that usually matched what Grady wanted. Usually. Grady may or may not like the answer, but that was how Jerry processed things.

      “You don’t work for the department anymore,” Jerry said, leaning over the edge of his desk. “What am I supposed to do, just hand you your badge and gun back?”

      “That would be nice,” Grady muttered.

      Jerry threw his hands in the air again and then raked them through his hair, mussing it up as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Grady, you are still under litigation.”

      “Officers get sued all the time, Lieutenant,” Grady said. “They don’t lose their jobs. It doesn’t prevent them from continuing to work.”

      “Unless they do something completely boneheaded like you did.”

      “Well… still.”

      Jerry shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. No way. I’ll get my butt hung in his sling if I put you back on. Stay away from my detectives, and remember you’re a civilian. You made that choice, Grady.” Jerry stared at him. “Now get out of my office.”

      As Grady stood up to walk out of the office, Jerry called to Cassie. “I’m going to bite on the exhumation order. Give me five minutes, and I’ll have it sent over to you. Try Judge Douglas. He just got back from vacation. Rumor has it he’s in a good mood.”

      “Will do. Thanks, Lieutenant.”

      Grady made his way back to Cassie’s office, walked inside, and sat down. Cassie followed a second later, stepping behind her desk and turned toward her computer. Neither of them said anything for a moment. Grady looked down at his fingers and pulled at some dead skin next to the nail. “Well, that was interesting.”

      “You had him until you asked for your job back.”

      “At least he’ll let me help. A guy has to try.”

      Cassie frowned. “Too soon, Grady. Too soon.”

      Grady lifted a single eyebrow. Too soon implied that there would be a time when it wasn’t too soon. Was that what Cassie was trying to say? He decided not to push his luck by asking. “Thanks for having my back.”

      Cassie shook her head, glanced at him, and then back at the screen. “Don’t get excited. I meant when I said, but it doesn’t mean I want you back as my partner.”

      Grady didn’t say anything else. The words stung, but he didn’t want to press his luck. He looked around Cassie’s office as she tapped away at her keyboard. It smelled faintly like lemon. She’d brought in a few homey items, a small rug for the floor, and a few pictures perched on the edge of the desk. He turned one of the frames toward him. It was a picture of her dog, Happy. “How’s Happy doing?”

      Cassie shook her head. “Not nearly so happy since I’ve been working so much, thanks to you.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      Cassie tilted her head to the side. “Are you?”

      Grady paused, pressing his lips together. “I am sorry that you are having to pick up the slack for me. I would rather be here to help.”

      “I know,” she said, meeting his eyes.

      For the first time, Cassie’s expression looked like the partner he’d had for such a long time.

      A second later, it faded, Cassie pushing away from her desk. “Okay. Here’s the request for the order. Jerry already signed it.”

      “Can’t you just email it to the judge? Not sure I ever did one while I was with the department.”

      “An exhumation order like this? Yeah, I’ll email it, but I’m gonna have to go to the courthouse and explain myself. None of the judges like to sign these orders.” She stood up from her desk and looked at Grady. “I’ll run you back to the diner and then head to the courthouse and see what Judge Douglas says.”

      “You’ll let me know how it works out?”

      “Yeah. You’ll have to know because you’re going to have to sign it too.”
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      Cassie dropped Grady off at the diner with a wave and a promise to call or text later as soon as she heard something.

      “How long before you know something?” Grady asked as he got out of the car.

      Cassie shrugged. “No idea. I’m headed there now. If Judge Douglas can see me and he’s in as good of a mood as Jerry thinks he’s in, I could be calling you within the hour. If not, it could be later on today or tomorrow. There’s no way to tell. But usually, the judges still like to move on these pretty quickly. I’ve only done one other one, and that was a long time ago. They don’t like to keep the families in limbo.”

      Grady nodded and closed the door, watching Cassie drive off, wishing he was going too. He was on the outside. There was nothing he could do but wait.

      He walked over to his SUV and got in, sitting behind the wheel for a minute. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and stared at it. There was another call from the Oakview Center. He listened to the message, sitting in the parking lot at the diner. “Hi, Max. This is Noreen from the Oakview Center again. Just wanted to make sure you got my message from last night. Ben is still at Mercy Hospital. They haven’t released any medical information to us, so you may want to check in with them to see how your brother’s doing. Thanks. Have a good day!”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. Although Noreen was trying to sound cheerful, he could hear a touch of disdain in her voice. She was clearly annoyed that he hadn’t bothered to call back, but then again, it wasn’t her business how he handled his brother’s illness. Grady stared at the phone again. He dialed the phone number for the hospital.

      “Mercy Medical. How can I direct your call?”

      “I need information about a patient, please.”

      “Name of the patient?”

      “Grady. Ben Grady.”

      There was a pause at the other end of the line. Grady’s heart beat harder in his chest as he waited. What if something horrible had happened, and he’d been too drunk to help?

      “He’s in the ICU in stable condition.”

      Grady shook his head, his stomach in a knot. The ICU? “Listen, I’m his brother. I need more information than that.”

      “I can’t give you anything more, Mr. Grady. I’d be happy to transfer you to the floor. Perhaps the nurse upstairs can give you more information.”

      “That would be fine.”

      Grady sat in the parking lot, the phone pressed up to his ear for a minute. “ICU, this is Carrie.”

      Grady cleared his throat. “This is Max Grady. I’m Ben’s brother. Not sure if I have the right floor. Ben was admitted last night?” Grady stumbled over his words.

      “Oh, yes. Mr. Grady. Good. We were trying to get a number for a family member from your brother’s facility but hadn’t heard back from them yet. They said they would call you directly. I know the doctor wanted to talk to you. Hold on for a second. Let me see if I can get him.”

      “Okay.” Grady pressed his lips together as he waited.

      There was a scuffling sound on the phone, and then a male voice came on the line. “This is Dr. Marquardt. Who’s this?”

      “Max Grady. I’m Ben’s brother.”

      “Good. Good. Yes, we wanted to touch base with you. Can you tell me your brother’s date of birth?”

      After answering the security question correctly, Dr. Marquardt cleared his throat. “Sorry. I always hate asking for information like that over the phone, but with all the HIPPA privacy issues —”

      “No need to apologize. What’s going on with Ben?”

      “He came in last night. Was having trouble breathing. He has quite the case of pneumonia. It’s a good thing the center called an ambulance. We’ve got him up here in the ICU. We’ve given him something to take the edge off, shall we say — he was pretty agitated when he arrived.”

      That sounded like Ben, Grady thought. Changes to his environment or schedule could elicit quite a strong response, and not usually positive.

      “We’ve started him on antibiotics, a round of steroids to relieve the inflammation in his lungs, and we’ve got him on fluids too.”

      Grady shook his head. “How did this happen?”

      “That would be a question for the facility. Maybe they’ve had some sort of viral outbreak, but then again, it’s possible to pick up bacteria or viruses pretty much anywhere you go. The most important thing is we have him comfortable, and hopefully, the medication will give his body a chance to heal.”

      Grady pressed his lips together. “What’s his prognosis?”

      “I’m cautiously optimistic as long as we can keep his oxygen levels up. If we can’t, then we may have to resort to some other measures.”

      Grady scowled. With Ben’s developmental delays, it made his body more susceptible to serious illness. Why, Grady didn’t understand, but that was the case. “What? Like putting him on a ventilator?”

      “Yes, Mr. Grady, that would be an option if we need it. But I don’t honestly think we’re going to have to go that far. We just have to give the antibiotics a chance to work.” The doctor paused for a second. “I’m gonna hand the phone back to the nurse here. She’ll get a direct contact number for you so we can call you with updates. If you want to stop in, you just need to come to the seventh floor and buzz yourself in.”

      A moment later, the nurse’s voice came back on the phone. As Dr. Marquardt had suggested, she took Grady’s name and phone number. “I’ll add this to his chart right now. If anything happens, we will let you know. You can stop by anytime you want. We don’t have specific visiting hours. The only thing we ask is you don’t stay too long. If a patient is up here, they need time to rest.”

      “Understood.”

      Grady hung up the phone. He looked down. His hands were shaking. First, his mother’s death might be a homicide, and now his brother was in the ICU with pneumonia.

      He shook his head. It was a bad day to stop drinking.
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      Two hours later, after pouring the remainder of the whiskey in his house down the drain, doing another load of laundry, cleaning the rest of the fast food wrappers out of his vehicle, and mopping the kitchen floor, Grady’s phone rang. It was a welcome relief from the cleaning whirlwind he’d been in, trying to get his house cleaned up and in order.

      Or maybe it was his head he was trying to get in order. Now if only his life could look the same.

      He blinked as he looked down at his phone. Cassie.

      “The judge just signed the order.” She didn’t bother saying hello.

      That was faster than he’d expected. “Okay. Now what?”

      Judge Douglas’s clerk emailed the order to the cemetery. If you have time, you can go over there. You don’t have to stay when they dig the body up, but they probably will have paperwork for you to sign. At least, that’s how it usually is. They’ll dig up your mom’s body and have somebody from the Medical Examiner’s Office there ready to take it back to the lab. Might not be Daisy, though.

      Grady’s stomach tightened into a tiny knot. It was a completely logical move to have his mother’s body re-examined, but the reality of it was beginning to hit him. “Okay. I’m headed over there now.”

      “I’ll be in touch. Take care of yourself, okay, Grady?”

      “Will do.”

      Why it sounded like Cassie was saying goodbye, Grady wasn’t sure.

      The entire drive over to All Souls Cemetery, Grady could hardly think straight. He walked into the office, feeling numb, as though his mom had just died and he was making the arrangements all over again. Was he only remembering how he felt at that moment, or was he actually struggling with the decision?

      Gritting his teeth, he reminded himself it had been his idea after all.

      Maybe it wasn’t a good one.

      Behind the desk at All Souls, there sat a formally dressed young woman wearing a navy-blue dress, a set of heavy framed glasses on her face; her hair pulled up into a ponytail at the back of her head, a few tendrils hanging over her forehead. She glanced up from her computer. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m Max Grady.” Grady struggled not to add the detective part to his name. It was hard to believe he couldn’t use that title anymore. “I believe there is an exhumation order for my mom, Ann Grady. Came from Judge Douglas’s office?”

      A wave of concern ran across a young woman’s face. “Yes, yes. I was just about to give you a call. I’m so sorry. This has to be devastating for you.”

      Did she say that to everyone? “Let’s get this over with.”

      “I called the Medical Examiner’s Office. They said they have someone on the way.”

      “Is there paperwork I need to sign?”

      “Yes. I could have emailed it to you. A lot of people don’t like to be here for this part of our work. It’s very unsettling.” She shoved a sheet of paper in front of Grady with a pen. “It’s an acknowledgment that we’ve received a court order to remove your mother’s remains from the grave and turn them over to the Medical Examiner’s Office.”

      Grady scrawled his name on the paper and handed it back to the girl behind the desk. “Out of curiosity, what if I didn’t want this to happen?”

      Her eyes flashed at him in sympathy as if that’s how he felt. “Well, I’m sorry, Mr. Grady, but there’s nothing that can be done. When the court orders an exhumation, we are under an obligation to fulfill their request. Your next option would be to hire an attorney to fight the order, but I’ve never seen one reversed.”

      Grady didn’t hear any of the words that were coming out of her mouth, just the Mr. Grady part of it. Not detective. It was a reminder he was nothing anymore, not even a child taking care of his mom. Even that had been taken from him when his mom died. “Okay. I’ll be outside.”

      Turning on his heel, Grady went out into the parking lot and stood for a second and then started walking to his mother’s grave site. He hadn’t been there in a while, not since Scarlet Sandoval had decided to deface it as a way of distracting him from finding her. That had been one of the last cases he’d worked as a detective for the Pittsburgh Police Department.

      A breeze passed over Grady’s face as he strode off over the grass, walking straight toward where he knew his mother was buried. He walked across other graves, not really caring about where he was stepping, at least not at that moment.

      It took Grady a second, but he found the headstone that had been engraved with his mother’s name on it, the dates of her birth and death underneath. The red paint that Scarlet had used to deface his mother’s gravesite had been cleaned off, the turf replaced, and the grave put back in pristine order. Grady looked around him. Some of the graves had fresh flowers near them, many of them drooping after being outside in the weather. Others had plastic flowers stuffed into a cheap vase next to them or a small wreath on a stand nearby, as if the people buried six feet below could appreciate the change in decor for their particular plot of dirt.

      Grady shook his head. It was all nonsense. Didn’t people realize that their loved one was gone? Dead. Not coming back? There was no amount of plastic flowers or other greenery that would replace that person in their life. They should leave well enough alone.

      A minute later, Grady saw a van pull down the road, hearing the tires crunch on the gravel. It was black with a circular emblem on the side of the door. He recognized it immediately. The Medical Examiner’s Office. A young man with dark hair sat behind the wheel staring at a pack of papers. Grady turned away, not wanting to look at him. The reality of what was about to happen left a sinking feeling in his gut. Maybe he shouldn’t have said anything. Maybe he should have stayed at the Amber Cat and minded his own business, grieving the loss of his life over beer and whiskey. Grady shook his head, feeling a wave of nausea rush over him. Whether it was because he needed a drink or because his mom was about to be dug up out of her grave, he didn’t know.

      It was out of his hands now.

      The next sound he heard was the sound of a tractor, the sputtering of the engine getting louder as it got closer. It emerged from behind a building that was on the opposite side of the office, the yellow tractor bouncing along on its big black wheels down the gravel road that led to where he was standing. Grady could smell the exhaust from the tractor hanging in the air before it got too close. It smelled like it needed an oil change. A white pickup truck followed.

      Grady’s stomach gripped into a knot. He stood over his mom’s grave. Some people might have thought he was being protective. He wasn’t. He was just standing there soaking in the reality of how things were before they changed again.

      It seemed like everything in his life was changing.

      And not necessarily for the better.
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      The front bucket on the tractor groaned as it bit into the dirt that covered the grave where Grady’s mom was buried. Grady stood off to the side, the odor of the exhaust fumes from the old tractor’s engine creating a cloud in the air, the metallic smell of the dirt filling his nose. He stuck his hands more deeply in his pockets. If someone had told him he would have spent the day having breakfast with Cassie, meeting with Jerry, and then watching his mother’s body get removed from the earth, he wouldn’t have believed it. He felt like he was traveling backward in time.

      Grady stood off to the side by himself as a gray-haired groundskeeper with a face as wrinkled as an old saddle spent the next few minutes digging the hole that would unearth his mom. Grady wondered how many times he’d dug up a body as opposed to digging a hole to put one in. The man who’d come in the pickup truck, wearing a baseball cap and a stained pair of jeans, stood near the edge, a shovel in his hands. The tip of it rested on the ground, his hands overlapping each other on the end of the handle. Neither of the workers acknowledged Grady.

      Grady thought it was better that way.

      As another scoop of dirt came out of the ground, Grady bit the inside of his lip. What was there to say after all? Even muttering some flimsy platitude, “I am so sorry we are having to dig up your mother’s body,” didn’t seem fitting for the moment. No, there were times when words weren’t necessary or even appropriate.

      This was one of these.

      Apparently, the guy from the Medical Examiner’s Office agreed. Grady didn’t recognize him. Grady studied him for a moment. Black hair. Blue scrubs. A dark blue jacket on top with the Medical Examiner’s logo on it. It seemed the entire staff from the time he was with the department had left. Cassie had mentioned that Daisy was the new medical examiner. Grady didn’t even know how long she’d been with Allegheny County.

      Grady shook his head and then scratched at the back of his freshly clipped hair. He felt like someone had taken his life and put it in a blender.

      Then again, Grady did change only slightly better than Ben did, which wasn’t well at all.

      Digging the actual hole to get to his mom’s coffin didn’t take much time. The guy on the tractor, his name unknown to Grady, seemed to be an expert at it. After all, that was probably one of the major job descriptions of the work that he did at All Souls. Scoop after scoop of metallic-smelling earth came out of the ground and was dumped on a pile next to the site. After a few minutes of digging and piling up the dirt and rocks that had covered his mother’s grave, the man standing off to the side held his hand up in the air as if he was telling the man on the tractor to stop.

      Walking over to his pickup truck, the man who’d been holding the shovel grabbed a short ladder and dropped it down into the hole, scampering down the rungs with his shovel in tow. A minute later, Grady could hear him tapping on the top of something that sounded hard. Grady heard yelling from inside. “Get me the straps!”

      The man on the tractor, considerably older than the man who was down in the hole, shut off the tractor engine, leaving the keys in the ignition, stepped off the machine, and limped to the back of the truck. Lowering the tailgate, he lugged a set of heavy blue nylon straps with large black hooks on them. Standing over the edge of the hole, he looked down. “Ready for these?”

      “Yep.”

      The man dropped the straps down into the hole.

      A minute or so went by, Grady fighting the urge to walk to the edge of the hole to see what the man was doing. A second later, he didn’t have to wonder. The man had emerged from of the hole dragging the ends of the straps and the shovel with him, tossing the shovel on the edge of the lawn. The straps had been snapped together into a singular loop. The man stood on the top rung of the ladder, waiting.

      The tractor driver climbed back on his machine and started the engine. The tractor fussed, backfiring with a loud pop and offering a cloud of smoke before the operator could move it into position at the end of the hole. The driver extended the arm of the tractor as his assistant looped the straps over a hook that was on the bottom side of the bucket. Grady took a step back. The whole thing looked like a slipshod operation to him. Didn’t they need blocking or a larger machine or something to lift the lid of the burial vault that held the coffin out of the ground? Would the straps hold?

      Grady blinked, remembering seeing boats weighing several tons lifted out of their drydock position on what looked like two flimsy nylon webbing straps.

      He raised his eyebrows. Maybe this would work after all.

      The next noise Grady heard was an eerie creaking noise as the straps tightened between where they were secured on the burial vault and their position on the tractor. Grady turned his gaze to the tractor driver, who had a serious expression on his face, his hands moving on the controls. He could see the man muttering under his breath.

      At first, it seemed like nothing was going to happen. It was as if everything was frozen. The man who’d been on the ladder had pulled it out of the hole and had scampered out of the way, standing closer to his truck as if he was concerned one of the straps would break and go flying off somewhere. It seemed like a reasonable assumption. Grady stepped back too. Looking over his shoulder, Grady looked at the man from the Medical Examiner’s Office. He seemed not concerned at all, having walked back to his van, leaning next to it and waiting, his arms crossed in front of his chest.

      Grady felt the burial vault start to move before he saw it. He felt a vibration through the soles of his feet as if something underground was grinding away. As he watched, he saw the arm of the tractor begin to lift in the air slowly. A few seconds later, the top edge of the concrete vault was visible, making its way to the surface.

      Grady frowned. It wasn’t the entire vault, just the lid, dirt raining off of it.

      The tractor driver set the lid of the concrete box over to the side as the man with the pickup truck came over and unfastened the straps, reset the ladder, and scampered back down in the hole with them. A moment later, he was out again. Grady blinked. For some reason he had assumed they’d lift the entire vault out of the ground, but then again, that didn’t make sense. The base of the concrete box that his mother’s casket had been put in would be the one thing holding the hole in one place and preventing it from collapsing.

      The engine on the tractor started up again, this time without the backfiring. Grady heard a noise behind him and saw the man from the Medical Examiner’s Office go to the back of the van. He opened the back doors and pulled out a wheeled cart that looked something like an oversized gurney but without any bed on it. It was only a frame made of metal with wheels. He dragged it over the lawn toward the hole tugging at it a couple of times as it got stuck in the grass.

      Grady turned his attention to the tractor again. As the straps tightened once more, he felt a shiver run down his spine. Something inside of him wanted to run toward the hole and force the man to put his mother’s casket back in the ground again, as if somehow bringing her body out from the ground would release the ghosts of his past that he didn’t want to face. Grady stuffed his hands back in his pockets and looked down at the ground, closing his eyes tightly for a second.

      When he opened them a moment later, he saw his mother’s casket suspended over the hole held precariously by the blue straps. The tractor driver put the machine in gear and guided it away from the hole close to where the man from the Medical Examiner’s Office was standing with the cart. A second later, his mother’s casket was on the cart, the men unfastening the straps. Grady watched from a distance, not moving. His stomach tightened into a tiny knot. Had he done the right thing? Cassie had tried to warn him that exhuming his mother’s body was a major step. He’d been so sure at the time that it was the right thing to do, but now, seeing her polished brown casket sitting on the cart getting ready to be transported to the examiner’s office, he wasn’t sure.

      What had he done?
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      After signing another acknowledgment from the Medical Examiner’s Office, Grady watched the van pull away. The driver, a guy he’d learned his name was Frank, told him to call the office later that afternoon. “We might have some information for you by then, but no promises. It all depends on how busy Dr. Daisy is.”

      Grady shook his head. Dr. Daisy? Her name was way too friendly to be a medical examiner.

      Grady got in his SUV and drove home, an empty nagging feeling in his stomach. Sure, he was angry that his mom had died, but there was more. At that moment, the only thing he felt was a hole in his heart for what could have been. He drove past a school on his way home, seeing packs of kids outside in the yard for lunchtime recess. He’d had nothing of what those kids had as a child. Grady imagined their parents going to recitals and concerts and sporting events. What if he could have been one of those kids? Or, what if he had been one of those parents?

      No, that wasn’t his reality. Not even close.

      Gripping the steering wheel a little tighter, he fought the urge to drive straight to the coroner’s office and demand answers. He knew how these things went. It would take hours before they could actually process everything. It could even be weeks before they had an accurate idea of what had happened to his mom. How the next few days would go, he had no idea save for the empty hollow feeling in his gut that told him it wasn’t going to be easy.

      But then again, what in his life ever was?

      Pulling into his driveway, Grady got out of the car and looked around, his keys in his hand. He started to walk to the door, his stomach sinking. He didn’t want to be at home by himself. There was nothing inside for him except loneliness. He pivoted, staring at his car. He couldn’t stay home. He couldn’t.

      Sliding back into his SUV, he drove down the street and headed for the Amber Cat. Where else could he go? He parked in the back, walked in, and took his usual seat at the bar. Sonny turned around and stared at him, quickly wiping Grady’s spot at the bar where there were a few crumbs on the counter. “Hey, you cut your hair. Looks nice. Can I get you something?”

      Grady stared at Sonny as if looking at him for the first time. He saw the stained T-shirt and dirty jeans, the yellowed bar towel slung over his shoulder. The bar had only been open for an hour, and already it smelled of alcohol and body odor. Grady looked over his shoulder seeing the two men who played cards there every afternoon working on their first beers, the cards set out in front of them. The other regular, a guy named Bill or Roger or something, had taken his position at the other end of the bar, a beer in front of him along with a bowl of peanuts, his shoulders already slumped.

      Grady blinked. What was he doing? Grady stood up from the barstool and peeled his fingers from the sticky surface. He stared at Sonny as if he had just woken up from a bad dream.

      “Nothing. I’m good,” he mumbled.

      Grady strode out of the bar and back out into the sunlight.

      Getting into his SUV, he sat there for a second, his hands shaking. Everything in him wanted to go back into the bar and have a drink — a stiff one. He deserved it, didn’t he? He’d had a stressful morning. How many times can someone say they watched their mother’s body get dug up out of the ground? That deserved a little reward, didn’t it?

      Grady’s mouth went dry. He knew where that kind of thinking would lead. One drink would turn to two, two would turn to four and he’d be on the same downhill slide he’d been on for the last three months.

      Starting up his car, he put it into gear and pulled out of the parking lot, and headed home.
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      As the afternoon turned into evening, it became more and more difficult for Grady to wait for news. It seemed like every few minutes he was checking his phone to see if either Cassie had called him or Dr. Daisy.

      No one had.

      By six o’clock, Grady couldn’t wait anymore. He had to know something. Going outside, he got in his SUV and drove downtown, finding his way to the visitor lot at the Medical Examiner’s Office. He strode into the waiting room where a guy sat behind a desk. Wearing a thick set of glasses, he was fumbling with a pile of files inputting data into the computer. It wasn’t the same person from the cemetery that morning. Without looking up, he said, “Sorry. We’re closed.”

      Grady balled his hands into fists. “No, you’re not.”

      The man looked up, scowled, and then began to say something, but Grady interrupted. “I’m a former cop. The Medical Examiner’s Office is never closed. I need to see Dr. Daisy. She’s working on my mother.”

      “No can do. She’s busy. You can leave your name and number, and I can have her call you when she knows something. If not, she’ll reach out and call the detective assigned to your case.”

      Grady felt a rush of acid at the back of his throat. He leaned over the desk. “The detective in my case? I am the detective in this case!” Everything in Grady wanted to grab the young man who was arguing with him by his collar and drag him across the desk. “Don’t you understand what’s going on here? People are being murdered. And my mother may have been one of them. You have no —”

      Before Grady could finish the sentence, he saw a woman walk by. She had her hair twisted into a knot on the top of her head, a white lab coat on over a pair of leggings, and a thick sweatshirt, running shoes on her feet. She stopped and stared at Grady and then walked toward the receptionist. “Micah, what’s the problem here?” she asked evenly while not taking her eyes off of Grady.

      “This man here, he said you’re working on his mother, and he’s insisting on talking to you.”

      The woman raised her eyebrows. “You must be Grady.”

      “I am.”

      The woman looked down at Micah. “Buzz him in.”

      Micah looked up at the woman, a confused expression on his face. “But —”

      She laid a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      Grady strode toward the door as the magnetic lock vibrated. He pulled it open and stepped inside, immediately smelling the antiseptic odor that covered the sour smell that the Medical Examiner’s Office always had. What the smell was from exactly, Grady didn’t know, other than the medical examiner spent a lot of time dealing with rotting flesh. Although the refrigerated units helped to keep the bodies more pleasant to work on, the reality is they were still dealing with dead pieces of meat. Only so much could be done for the odor.

      The woman with the topknot on her head met Grady inside the door. She extended her hand. “Detective Grady?”

      Grady raised his eyebrows. Did the woman not know that he was no longer with Pittsburgh PD? He didn’t say anything, only nodding.

      “I’m Dr. Daisy Wilson. I don’t think we had the pleasure of meeting while you were still with the department. I’ve only been here for about a month.”

      “No, I don’t think we’ve had a chance to meet,” Grady stammered. Something about her took him off guard. She was young, younger than any of the other medical examiners he’d ever dealt with, but something about her poise caught him off guard. That and the fact that she had on colorful running shoes, black leggings, and a thick electric blue hoodie on under her white lab coat seemed odd to him. She was clearly a study in contrasts.

      Grinning, she looked down at her outfit. “Oh, don’t mind me. I’m training for a marathon. Still have to do my run today. Just changed out of my scrubs a few minutes before you got here.” She glanced at him and then started moving, waving him forward. “Walk with me.”

      Grady followed her down the main hallway behind the reception desk past several rooms with the doors closed. At the end of the hallway, she quickly pushed the door open to her office. “Come in, come in,” she motioned, moving towards her desk. She set down the files she was carrying and plopped down in the chair behind the desk.

      Grady looked around. The room looked more like a storage room than the office of the Medical Examiner for Allegheny County. There were half a dozen boxes stacked against the wall in the corner, an empty bookshelf with a few volumes perched on it. Daisy’s desk was littered with files and books and papers on one end, her computer on the other. There was a credenza behind her desk, another set of cabinets. On top of it was another box, the cardboard flaps opened and flayed to the side as if Daisy had been madly digging through it at some point and then had forgotten it was there.

      Grady looked around and noticed Daisy was watching him. She giggled. “Sorry for the mess. I kinda hit the ground running and haven’t had a minute to finish unpacking. I keep threatening Micah with making him unpack my stuff, but, somehow, he always finds something else to do.”

      Grady didn’t say anything.

      “Do you want to sit down?” Daisy cocked her head to the side.

      “No. I’m fine. I’ll stand. What did you find out?”

      “Straight to the point, huh?” Daisy rifled through a pile of files at the edge of her desk.

      “Yep.”

      Neither of them said anything for a minute. Daisy flipped through a manila folder and then stared at her computer. Grady rested his hands on the back of a chair in front of Daisy’s desk as he stood, feeling his stomach tighten into a knot.

      A second later, Daisy cleared her throat and pulled her glasses off of her face. Grady noticed it made her look even younger. “All right. I haven’t had a ton of time with your mom yet. We had some other cases come in today. But I did manage to take a look. Reynolds said you’re the one that wanted her body exhumed?”

      “Yep.”

      “She said you were concerned because of the body of Alisha Lang that was found last night?”

      “Yep.”

      Daisy shook her head. “Do you say anything else other than ‘yep’?”

      Grady grimaced. “I’m waiting for you to get to the point.”

      Daisy smiled. “Yeah, Cassie warned me about that. Said she had a feeling you’d wait for a few hours and then show up here looking for answers. We had a bet on it, in fact.” Daisy checked the time on her cell phone. “I told her you wouldn’t come until the end of the day. Looks like I won a pizza.”

      “Good for you.”

      Daisy didn’t seem to notice his sarcasm. “So, given the situation, I went ahead and started running the tox screens as soon as your mama arrived.”

      Grady moved around the chair he was leaning on and sat down. “Did you find anything?”

      Daisy folded her hands on the desk. “I did. You were right.”
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      “I was?” Grady was surprised at how shocked he sounded. What had happened to him? He cleared his throat. “What specifically did you find?”

      Daisy leaned back in her chair and pushed her glasses up on top of her head. “I still have more tests to run, but I took a hair sample and a tissue sample and reran them for a wide variety of drugs.”

      “I thought postmortem tox screens could take weeks?”

      Daisy shook her head. “Not anymore, Detective Grady. Welcome to the twenty-first century. There’s new technology I was trained on before I got here that allows us to run those in only a few hours. Honestly, I was on my way to my office to call you when you showed up.”

      Grady lifted a shoulder. “This is a conversation I’d rather have in person anyway.”

      Daisy smirked. “Now that I’ve met you, I can see that.”

      Grady couldn’t be sure if the words came out sarcastically or jokingly.

      “Anyway, the results that came back showed that your mom may have been sold oxy, but what she received was nearly eighty percent fentanyl. Even if she had taken half of a dose, it would have killed her.”

      Grady frowned. “But you know it was shot into her arm, right?”

      “Yep. I’m getting to that. What I was trying to say is that if it had been given to her in pill form and she had taken the dose that she thought she should take, it would’ve killed her. Now, in the liquid form that it was given to her, death would have been nearly instant.” Daisy straightened in her seat and turned toward her computer. “I pulled up the pictures of your mom’s body that were taken by the last medical examiner. They did a good job recording what they found. There’s no evidence that your mom had any track marks other than the single injection point that killed her. Unfortunately, that’s not something I can revisit at this point. It’s been too long since her death. So, my assumption is that she wasn’t a regular IV drug user. Did your mom have any kind of medical background?”

      “No. Why do you ask?” It seemed like a strange question to Grady.

      “Because usually, people that are in the medical field have an easier time dealing with needles and syringes. Was your mom right-handed or left-handed?”

      Grady frowned, wondering where Daisy was going with her questions and trying to remember. “Right.”

      Daisy stared at something on her computer for a moment. “According to these crime scene photos, your mom died from an overdose that was administered to her right arm.”

      Grady could immediately see where Daisy was going. It wasn’t something he’d thought of before. He blinked. “You’re saying that if my mom were right-handed, it would’ve been more likely she’d shoot up in her left arm given her right-hand dominance.”

      Daisy nodded. “Exactly. Now, that’s circumstantial evidence, but Cassie told me you have worked off of less and built an entire case around it.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. “What about bruises from restraints? Is it too late to see that in her body?”

      “Like the postmortem bruising you found on Alisha Lang? Good catch, by the way,” Daisy nodded. “No. That’s an excellent question. That was the other thing that I did in the few minutes I spent with your mom. She was a beautiful woman, by the way…”

      Grady wasn’t sure what to say. “Thanks.”

      “I took some tissue samples from the area around her wrist. But running them will take overnight.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      Daisy sighed. “Not to get too technical on you, but when the body bruises, the blood doesn’t stay in the vessels as it normally would. The whole reason a bruise turns black and blue is because the blood has seeped out into the tissue. Generally, the body will absorb that over time and get back to business as usual. It’s a little more complicated in a body that’s been exhumed, but what we can do is take a sample of the surrounding tissue. Once we have it, we can look at it under the microscope to see if the blood has seeped out into the tissue or if it’s contained within the tissue as it should be. The challenge with a body like your mom’s, one that has been preserved and has been in the ground for a few months, is dehydration. We will rehydrate the tissue samples overnight and then take a look at them in the morning. That will give us a better baseline.”

      “Sort of like bringing the tissue back to life?”

      Daisy smiled. “You make me sound like Dr. Frankenstein, Detective, but yes, that’s basically what we’re doing. We’re bringing your mom’s tissue back to life so we can take a look at it.” Daisy stood up. “Now, if you don’t mind, it’s late, and it’s been a long day. I have an excruciating ten-mile run in front of me. If I don’t get to it pretty soon, it’s not going to happen.”

      Grady stood up from the chair. “One last question.”

      “What’s that?”

      He hesitated. “Do you have enough evidence to change the cause of death from accidental overdose to homicide?”

      Daisy pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes, looking at the ceiling as if she was considering her options. “We’ll see what the morning brings, Detective. We’ll see.”
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      Officer Dustin Chan got a text on his phone with nothing more than a time on it at ten o’clock that night. A chill ran down his spine. He knew what it meant. He cued up his radio. “2507 to Dispatch.”

      “Dispatch to 2507.”

      “Show me on a call for the next fifteen minutes while I deal with a CI.”

      “Copy that.”

      Telling dispatch he was talking to a confidential informant was the only cover he could use while he was on duty to go off the grid. Sweat gathered on his forehead. Dustin drove slowly away from the spot where he’d been stopped at a red light, turned down the closest alley, and then made three more turns, weaving his way to the edge of the district where he patrolled for the Pittsburgh Police Department. He’d been on the job for twelve years but hadn’t managed to rise above patrol officer. He’d tested for sergeant several times but had gotten passed over time and time again.

      Always close, but never good enough. It was the story of his life.

      As Dustin drove through the streets, they got darker and more foreboding, the overhead street lights shot out by the gangs that roamed the roads at night. He pulled up to the corner of Wade Drive and 23rd Street, slowing the cruiser to a stop. On the corner were four people wearing oversized jeans, expensive Michael Jordan high tops that Dustin couldn’t afford to buy the shoelaces from, and puffy jackets. Two of them had baseball caps on their heads. Two of them did not.

      A minute later, another car pulled up facing the cruiser, a beat-up sedan. Dustin shook his head. Liam showed up at every one of their meets in a different vehicle. Dustin had to think it was on purpose, making it more difficult for the police to track him.

      If they only knew how hard things were at the moment.

      Dustin got out of the police cruiser and flipped off his body cam. It was a major offense in the department to turn off his recording device, but there was always an exemption in the case of a confidential informant.

      Confidential meant confidential, right?

      Dustin wasn’t sure Liam fit, except for the fact that he certainly wanted what was said between the two of them to remain confidential.

      As Dustin approached the front of the cruiser, crossing over to the curb, Liam got out of the car. Dustin glanced at the car, seeing Antonio sitting inside. Antonio gave a grin and a wave. Dustin ignored it, save for a quick lift of his chin. Instead, he felt around for the wad of cash in his pocket.

      Liam ignored Dustin for a minute, greeting the four guys standing on the side of the corner. Clearly, Liam was making a point that Dustin was farther down in the pecking order than perhaps he wanted to be. In any other case, the police on any scene were taken care of first, but.

      But this was different. This was Liam’s territory.

      Dustin stood off to the side while Liam chatted with the four guys on the corner for a minute. He could overhear their conversation, the questions about families and siblings and children rolling off of Liam’s tongue as if he knew the story of every single person that worked for him.

      And based on what Dustin knew about Liam, he probably did.

      After a few minutes of glad-handing his compatriots on the corner, Liam turned toward Dustin. As he did, Dustin saw the side door of the sedan open, and Antonio getting out. It was a clear warning that Liam was in charge and that Antonio had his back. It was also a clear signal that Dustin was by himself and well outnumbered. Liam approached Dustin, who hadn’t moved from his position by the bumper of his cruiser. “Nice night, Officer.”

      “Be nicer if I could get out of here and get back to work,” Dustin grumbled.

      Liam held his hands up. “What? You don’t have time for pleasantries anymore? I was just talking to my guys. Gotta take care of ’em, you know? Big Boy here, he just had a kid.”

      One of the guys on the corner, a mountain of a man that stood four inches taller than any of the other guys and was half again as wide, smiled. “Yeah. Little girl.”

      Dustin raised his eyebrows. “Congratulations.” He looked back at Liam. “Now, can we get this done?”

      Liam shook his head, clearly disappointed. “Man, your mama needs to teach you some better manners.”

      Dustin stifled his desire to fire back at Liam. He pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket and extended it toward Liam. He didn’t take it. “Sorry. Price has gone up.”

      “How much?”

      “Double.”

      Dustin’s heart skipped a beat. “Double? You know I can’t pay that! I’ve gotta have some money left to give to my parents.”

      “Yeah? How are your parents doing? I stopped over there and got some food the other day. It was pretty good. What’s the name of their restaurant again?” Liam looked back at Antonio.

      Antonio nodded. “Ho Ming. Good sesame chicken.”

      Dustin’s face reddened. The fact that Liam had ordered food from his parents’ Chinese restaurant was a not-so-subtle threat. Liam was making it clear he knew who Dustin’s parents were and not only where they worked but lived. “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” he said through gritted teeth. “Can I get half the number of pills for the same amount of money?”

      Liam shrugged. “Yeah, you can, but you know you won’t last.”

      Dustin stared at the ground. Fourteen months before, his back had gotten torqued during a bad arrest. He’d been on medical leave for two months with two herniated discs. But despite all of the physical therapy, the pain had never fully subsided. The doctor he saw refused to give him anything stronger than Ibuprofen when he was cleared for work, given the fact that he carried a gun. It wasn’t like he could afford to leave the department. His parents barely made ends meet at the restaurant they ran, and medical retirement would only be a portion of his salary. Not enough to live on. It was up to Dustin to make sure that his parents had the money they needed in order to buy groceries and keep the restaurant running.

      He had to work. There was no choice about it.

      Dustin stared at the ground for a moment. Liam was right. He needed his pills. If he didn’t have them, the pain from the herniated discs would sideline him. The department had sent him to an orthopedic surgeon who told him it could be repaired, but if they did the repair, he’d never be fit for duty again.

      Then what would he do?

      Questions swirled in Dustin’s head. He felt like he was being pushed into a corner. “Okay, okay. I’ll figure something else out,” he stammered, turning away.

      Liam caught him by his arm. “I have a better idea.”

      Dustin shook off Liam’s arm. “What’s that?”

      “You work for me. I’ll give you pills for free.”

      Dustin held up his hands. “No way, man. I’m a cop, remember? I’m already out on a limb getting pills from you. If my bosses found out, not only would I lose my job, but I’d probably end up in jail. No. Not for me.”

      “Oh, but I think it’s exactly for you. All I need you to do is run a couple of errands here and there. Heck, you can even do them while you’re on duty. To make it worth your while, I’ll throw in some cash on top of it. Pills for free and gettin’ paid. Sounds like a pretty good deal to me, right boys?”

      The group of guys behind Liam nodded, mumbling under their breath something about Dustin being a fool.

      Dustin stared at Liam. He could feel the ache in his back starting again, the dull pain exacerbated by the heavy tactical vest he was required to wear. He needed to work — his parents were counting on him. Family came first. He had to take care of them. Had to.

      Dustin’s mouth went dry, and he blinked a couple of times, staring at the ground. “Okay. Okay. I’ll do it. Just give me some pills.”

      Liam smiled and pulled a bag of white pills out of his pocket, slapping it into Dustin’s palm. “You got it.” Walking away from Dustin toward his sedan, Liam looked over his shoulder, his lip curled. “Keep your phone with you, Officer Chan. You never know when I might need you. I expect you’ll answer on the double, or we will have problems.”

      Dustin turned on his heel and jogged back to his cruiser as fast as he could, his heart racing. He slid inside and flipped his body cam back on. Pulling away from the corner, he goosed the engine enough that it made the wheels screech, using the back of his hand to wipe the sweat off his forehead. Everything in him wanted to get away from Liam.

      He popped one of Liam’s pills in his mouth and followed it with a swallow of water. What exactly had he gotten himself into?

      His mind reeled as he keyed up his radio. “2507 to Dispatch.”

      “Go ahead, 2507.”

      He hoped they couldn’t hear the nerves in his voice. “Show me as code four. Let me know if you have any calls for me.”

      “Will do, 2507. Stay safe.”

      A chill ran down Dustin’s spine. Staying safe was exactly what he was not doing at that moment.
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      “That went well,” Antonio commented as he and Liam pulled away from the curb in the dented sedan.

      “It wasn’t like he had a real choice,” Liam said, turning down the first side street.

      “He could have told you no if he wanted to.”

      Liam shook his head, pressing his lips together. “He didn’t. He’s an addict, Antonio. Same reason I never touch the stuff. Once you get hooked, people can manipulate you. Sometimes I feel like that Wizard of Oz guy. You ever watch that movie?”

      Antonio frowned. “No, man. What are you talking about?”

      “It was this old movie my grandma used to make me watch. You know, the Tin Man, Dorothy —”

      “And that little dog, right?”

      “Yeah. Toto.”

      “I still don’t quite get it.”

      Liam sighed. “At the end of the movie, they discover there’s a wizard that controls everything.”

      Antonio slapped his hands on his thighs. “That’s you, man. You’re the wizard!”

      Liam shook his head. Sometimes Antonio’s enthusiasm was a bit too much. “If my plan works out, you can call me a wizard. But not until then.”

      “Yeah, sure. Where are we off to now.?”

      Liam set his jaw. “To go meet an old friend.”

      Twenty minutes later, Liam felt the dented sedan bump over a set of railroad tracks. He was on the edge of his own territory bordering on an area that belonged to his former cellmate, Jamari Woodward.

      Pulling up between two trains that were stopped there for the night in the old rail yard, Liam got out of the car. “Stay here.” He pulled his Desert Eagle from the back of his pants and handed it to Antonio.

      Antonio blinked. “You aren’t taking your gun?”

      “No.”

      “But boss —”

      Liam pointed his finger at Antonio. “Stay here.”

      Antonio held his hands up and leaned back in his seat.

      Slamming the car door, Liam walked down the rough gravel and overgrown grass between the two sets of railroad tracks into the darkness. Jamari liked to meet at the rail yard. Said it was the most abandoned place in the city overnight, a place where men could do real business without anyone interfering.

      Liam wasn’t sure he agreed, but then again, he didn’t really care, either.

      From being at the rail yard on multiple occasions, Liam knew the layout. He and Antonio had pulled in across a set of tracks and left the car hidden between two stationary trains. Sometimes there were two trains, sometimes there was one, and sometimes there were none.

      On the other side of the track was the old depot, which had been boarded up and abandoned. Just beyond that was a brick building with offices where the new control station for the rail yard was. On the opposite side of the train tracks were several outbuildings, a line of pickup trucks and other repair vehicles, and piles of railroad ties and pieces of iron track waiting to be used as replacement pieces.

      Liam sniffed the air. There wasn’t really any scent to it, only the faint smell of crushed grass from underneath his boots. As he walked toward the other end of the train, he narrowed his eyes. He and Jamari had planned to meet at mile marker 113, a dark signpost the engineers used to navigate where they were on the railroad track.

      The gravel crunched underneath Liam’s boots as he walked silently in the darkness. He ran through the meeting in his mind, what he’d say to Jamari and how he wanted to phrase it. At Jamari’s request, he left his Desert Eagle in the car with Antonio.

      But that didn’t mean he was unarmed.

      As Liam made it to the mile marker, he stopped in the shadows and waited. Knowing Jamari, he and his crew had been here for a half-hour already, had walked to the location, and made sure it was clear. Jamari would clear his crew out, sending them back to their vehicles, and then make the walk to meet Liam on his own. Jamari thought the more people in one place, the more eyes it attracted.

      And for the most part, Liam agreed.

      Jamari Woodward had been a lifesaver for Liam when he’d gotten thrown into jail. Like everyone at Forest State Penitentiary, Jamari had said that he was innocent.

      But Liam knew from the minute he met Jamari he wasn’t. Jamari was cold and ruthless.

      During the first few days of Liam’s incarceration, Jamari had walked him through the basics — where to sit during meals, who to avoid talking to, which guards were friendly and which were not, how to take a shower without getting a shiv in the gut or attracting too much attention from the wrong crowd. After Liam had figured out how to navigate the prison system, Jamari was able to connect him with ways he could get some goodies on the side — cigarettes, candy, and even an extra sandwich at night if he were hungry. Liam quickly learned that jail worked on the barter system. It was a sophisticated version that was for sure, but it was a barter system nonetheless.

      When Liam had gotten out of jail a few months after Jamari and was unable to find a legitimate job — as Jamari had predicted — Liam knew that one person he could call for help would be his old cellmate.

      And Jamari had hooked him up.

      But now, Liam had outgrown his help.

      Liam heard some scraping noises behind him and turned around in time to see Jamari jump down from inside one of the boxcars where he’d been hiding. His boots hit the ground with a thud. He strode over and shook Liam’s hand, and then gave him a hug.

      Liam was no fool. He knew that Jamari was feeling his back to see if he’d left his gun in the car as he’d been instructed. He didn’t react to the search, though. He looked at Jamari in the darkness, trying to keep things cordial. “How you doing, man?”

      “All is well.” Jamari smiled.

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “And you?” Jamari asked, his head tilted to the side. “Business good? You takin’ good care of that territory I sold ya?”

      “Yeah. We’ve got expansion in mind.”

      “You do?” Jamari said, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Is that why you wanted to meet?”

      Liam stayed silent for a minute. Whether Jamari had heard what Liam had done to Sheldon Dennis or not, he couldn’t be sure. Certainly, Jamari would have heard that there’d been a shakeup in the distributor network, but whether he had any idea whether Liam was the one behind it or not, Liam didn’t know.

      Liam sucked in a breath, narrowing his eyes. He had to be careful how he approached Jamari. After all, Jamari had not only saved him in jail, but he pretty much set him up after he’d left. That meant he was due a certain amount of respect.

      But Liam couldn’t let that stop his plans for the expansion of his operation.

      “Expansion?” Jamari scowled. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I want to buy you out.”

      Jamari laughed, clapping his hands as if it was the funniest thing he’d heard in a long time. “You gotta be kidding me, man. What got you thinking that was even a possibility?”

      Liam felt the heat rise to his cheeks. For all of the business knowledge he’d managed to leverage in order to build his drug empire, there were still some cultural aspects of dealing with his so-called colleagues that he still didn’t understand. “Why is that funny?”

      “What do you think this is? Like some big business where you can wear a fancy suit? Like you’re going to come in and offer me a deal, and I’m gonna walk away? That’s not how this works!”

      “It worked when I needed to get started, and you sold me some territory,” Liam said, putting his hands on his hips.

      “Yeah, sure.” Jamari shrugged. “But that was because I wanted to. I’m not gonna sell you the rest of my territory. No way. What am I gonna do then? I got bills.”

      “Bills? You don’t got any bills. Who are you kidding? How about retire? Go sit on a beach somewhere. Take all that money that you’ve earned and go to Mexico. I don’t know. I’m sure you’ll figure out something.”

      Jamari waved Liam off. “No. You are crazy. I ain’t doing that.”

      “Crazy? Who are you calling crazy?” Liam froze, balling his hands into fists. Ever since he’d been arrested, everyone had called him crazy for saying he was innocent — his now ex-wife, his parents, the police, his lawyer, and even the other inmates.

      He wasn’t crazy.

      Jamari stopped and stared at Liam, his face suddenly stony. “You think you can just come up in here and take something I’ve worked for from me? No. That’s not how this goes.”

      “I think it does,” Liam took a step closer to Jamari.

      Jamari didn’t move. “Listen, you’d better step back, boy. I helped you. You owe me that respect.”

      The word boy echoed in Liam’s ears. If there was one thing he knew, it was that when someone got called boy in his line of business, it wasn’t a compliment, far from it. It was an insult—a big one.

      Jamari started to pace back and forth. “I don’t get you, man. You show up in jail, your little white face all freaked out like you never seen nothing like it. I helped you through it. You get out and I set you up with a business. And now you’re coming at me like this? What is it with you?”

      Liam crossed his arms in front of his chest. “With or without you, I’m going to expand my business.”

      Jamari jabbed his fingers in Liam’s direction. “Without.”

      “Then I’m going to have to take it from you.” A sneer peeled across Liam’s face. Fury rose in his chest. No one was going to hold him back after everything he’d been through. No one.

      “How you figure that, Liam? Your so-called organization is nothing. If I wanted to take it apart, I could have it done in an hour. You are nothing!” Jamari yelled.

      The words made Liam furious. He rushed at Jamari, aiming his bony shoulder at Jamari’s solar plexus. He’d seen the move done a hundred times in jail. All he had to do was hit the right spot directly below Jamari’s sternum, and the blow would collapse both of Jamari’s lungs, making it hard for him to breathe for a minute or so, long enough for Liam to take him out.

      Apparently, Liam caught Jamari exactly where he needed to. He and Jamari hit the ground with a thud, Liam feeling Jamari’s chest intersect with the bones of his shoulder. Jamari’s eyes went wide, his mouth open as he tried to catch his breath. Liam scrambled to his feet and began kicking Jamari in the ribs as hard as he could, driving the toe of his boot into his gut.

      Jamari covered up his head and rolled over, trying to get up. Liam kicked him in the skull, then grabbed the back of his hair, smashing his face down into the gravel. All Liam could hear in his head besides the whoosh of blood was the echo of Jamari telling him he was crazy.

      He wasn’t crazy. He was innocent.

      A second later, Jamari somehow made it to his feet and came at Liam in a flurry of punches, keeping his guard up near his face. While Liam was trying to counter, he had a flashback of Jamari in the jail yard working out some of the other inmates, each of them shadowboxing in between sets of bench presses in the yard. Jamari landed an uppercut to Liam’s jaw. Liam fell to the ground just as Jamari swung his leg, trying to kick Liam. Just before it landed in his stomach, Liam managed to catch Jamari’s ankle in his arms and twist, watching Jamari go off balance and fall flat on his back again, knocking the wind out of himself for a second time.

      The two men scrambled to their feet, each of them hunched over like wrestlers ready to start their final match. A second later, Liam heard Jamari yell and charge. Liam pulled his right hand back, drawing a knife he had hidden inside his waistband and holding it up in front of him as Jamari charged straight into the blade. Jamari never saw it.

      As the knife penetrated Jamari’s abdomen, Liam grabbed Jamari around the shoulder and then pushed away from him, staring at Jamari’s face. His eyes were wide, the blade had caught him by surprise. He stopped, his mouth hanging open, looking down at his gut, seeing the metal sticking out from his belly. Liam’s hand was still on it. His expression grim, Liam twisted the knife and ripped it to the side before pulling it out, cutting through as much flesh as he could.

      He couldn’t risk leaving Jamari alive.

      As Jamari crumpled to the ground, Liam could see a puddle of crimson blood seep onto the gravel around him. Jamari’s eyes stared into the distance, his body limp on the ground. Liam didn’t waste any time. He felt through Jamari’s pockets, pulling out a roll of cash, his cell phone, and a set of keys that Liam knew were to his product lockers, ones that Sheldon Dennis had previously provided the materials for. He wiped the blade of the knife on Jamari’s pants and stood over him looking down.

      “All I wanted to do was negotiate. You didn’t have to call me crazy. I’m not crazy. I’m innocent.”

      Liam stormed off into the darkness.
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      Cassie was well past exhausted. The last twenty-four hours had been a bit much. She’d gotten called to the scene of Alisha Lang’s death, likely a murder, plus another, the homicide of a wheelchair-bound guy who’d been down a set of stairs and then summarily executed. Not surprisingly, there were no witnesses, save for the eighty-year-old woman who lived on the first floor who’d been too afraid to open her door when she’d heard the commotion. To add to the drama, she’d had a run-in with Grady, then breakfast with Grady, then listened to Grady and Jerry fight like they normally did.

      Correction, used to do.

      Then, Cassie had managed to wrestle an exhumation order out of Judge Douglas and had just sat down at home to eat some Thai take-out that she’d managed to grab on her way home late that night when her phone rang.

      She closed her eyes for a moment when she saw the display. It was Lieutenant Williams.

      “Sorry to bother you again, Reynolds.”

      No, he wasn’t. “No problem, Lieutenant,” Cassie lied. In fact, talking to Jerry Williams was the absolute last thing she wanted to do at that minute.

      “There’s another body.”

      Cassie groaned. “I hate to ask, Lieutenant, but can you send someone else? I just got home. I have two open cases already, Alisha Lang and the handicapped guy that got tossed down the steps. I’m never going to get all these cases closed.”

      “And you didn’t mention Ann Grady.”

      Cassie pressed her lips together. “Right.” Why had she agreed to Grady’s request for an exhumation order again? Grady didn’t do anything but make life more complicated.

      “Unfortunately, I have another one for you. And no, I’m not sending anyone else. You’re the top dog, Reynolds. That means you get all the best meat.”

      Cassie got up, shaking her head, walked into the kitchen, and nearly tripped over Happy. Pulling a bottle of water out of the refrigerator, she let out a long breath. “Okay. What is it?”

      “The security officer at the Norfolk Southern depot over off of Ridge Avenue just called it in. They have a body. Still warm. Looks like he’d been stabbed.”

      “Did you call Daisy?”

      “Do I have to do your job for you?”

      Cassie rolled her eyes. Why Jerry had to be sarcastic at eleven o’clock at night, she had no idea. “No problem. I’ll call her on my way over.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Right.”

      Cassie picked up her take-out from the spot on the family room table where she’d put it, watching the late-night news. She took a couple of bites as she wandered into the kitchen and then put it in the refrigerator, holding her fingers down so Happy could clean them. She looked down at her dog, who had a sad look on his face as if knowing that Cassie was leaving again.

      All the hours in doggy daycare and having Cassie gone were getting harder and harder on Happy. Cassie walked to the door, sliding her feet into tennis shoes and grabbing her badge from the hook next to the door where it hung on a chain. She put her gun in her holster and grabbed a leash, stuffing her notepad in her pocket. “Wanna go for a ride?”

      Happy cheerfully panted and smiled. She shook her head. Happy couldn’t care less whether they got to do something at eleven o’clock in the morning or eleven o’clock at night. Either way was good with him.

      She wished she felt the same.

      Cassie didn’t exactly take her time heading to the call, but then again, she didn’t exactly hurry either. Closing the back door to her house, she decided she didn’t miss working patrol. Patrol officers could sit idly for an entire shift, bored out of their minds driving the streets, and ten minutes before they were due to go off the clock, they could get a call and have to race to a scene with lights and sirens, sweat pouring down their brow, their heart pounding in their chest. It could stall them from leaving for home for hours. Crime was no respecter of shift changes.

      But being a detective was different. Aside from the current state of the department, it usually offered more regular days filled with following leads, filing and updating reports, working with the district attorneys and the prosecutors assigned to a particular case, talking to witnesses, and visiting scenes.

      Nothing active. Nothing urgent.

      At least usually…

      After all, the body Cassie was going to see was already dead. It wasn’t as if there was anything that could be done for whoever it was; God bless their souls. They were already dead.

      Given that reality, Cassie strode out to her SUV, opened the door, and watched as Happy jumped inside, assuming his favorite position on the passenger side of the vehicle. Her co-pilot. She turned on the engine, closed the garage door, and sat for a second, sending Daisy a text. A minute later, she got a reply — a frowning emoji and a thumbs up. Clearly, Daisy didn’t feel like leaving her house that night either. But it wasn’t as if either of them had a choice.

      Cassie pulled out of her driveway, headed toward the Norfolk Southern railway depot where the body had been spotted. On her way to the scene, Cassie rolled through a local fast food place and grabbed a snack — two small cheeseburgers, a small french fry, and a small vanilla milkshake. It was late, but she was starving, and she’d only gotten to take a couple bites of her dinner before she left. She shrugged. She could always pack up the Thai food and take it to work with her the next day.

      That was, if she ever made it home. Some days felt like they went on and on. This was one of them.

      After taking a sip of the vanilla milkshake, Cassie rolled out of the drive-through and headed back into traffic, only a few cars on the streets that late at night, rustling through the bag as she did, her fingers competing with Happy’s nose.

      Happy knew the drill.

      Cassie pulled a cheeseburger out for herself, setting it on her leg, putting two french fries in her mouth at the same time. Reaching back in the bag, she pulled out another french fry, handing it to Happy. He gobbled it down without chewing, his eyes bright, his tongue hanging out as if he was having the best time ever.

      Cassie shook her head. She wished she could feel that way again.

      Chewing a bite of the burger, she realized it used to be that nothing got her down. No matter how tough the situation got, there was something inside of her that just bounced back. Even as a child, her mom had remarked that Cassie was like a rubber ball. Hit it on the ground hard, and it would bounce right back up. And when she’d worked with Grady, he seemed to absorb most of the impacts of the cases that they took. Cassie scowled as she took another bite of her cheeseburger and then offered another french fry to Happy. Why was that?

      At the next corner, Cassie glanced down at the GPS. It was telling her to turn right. She pulled the other cheeseburger out of the bag and broke off a little bit for Happy, who nibbled it right out of her fingers, pickle and all.

      Thinking as she drove, Cassie wondered if it wasn’t only the volume of cases she was dealing with, the fact that it seemed like she hardly ever got an actual day off anymore, but that she didn’t have a partner.

      More specifically, she no longer had Grady.

      Cassie scowled. Lieutenant Williams had pretty much told her Grady wasn’t worth the trouble after the incident with Aiden Branch, but now Cassie wasn’t so sure. Grady had an uncanny way of seeing details at a scene that no one else could. The way he’d put together the pieces at Alisha Lang’s apartment, even though he’d clearly been out drinking, had been amazing. Cassie had almost taken for granted how his mind worked and how he saw things differently until he wasn’t there anymore.

      It was hard to admit, but as much as he could be difficult, stubborn, bullheaded, and downright rude, he was a great detective, one that took a huge load off of her shoulders.

      And now those same shoulders had to bear all the weight of a stack of outstanding cases with no backup just because he couldn’t control himself.

      By the time she pulled into the Norfolk Southern railroad depot, she and Happy had finished their meal. She took the last sip of her vanilla milkshake as she got out of the car, waited for Happy to make his way across the seat, and clipped a leash on him. He jumped down. Terry met her at her vehicle. He looked down at Happy, giving the big dog a scratch behind his ears. “I see we have a visitor tonight.”

      “I just couldn’t bear to leave him at home again. I’ve been gone so much.”

      Terry shook his head. “Don’t I know it. I have a wife and kids to take care of things at home for me. You don’t. That can make life hard.” He paused for a moment. “The scene’s right over here.”

      Cassie followed Terry across the railroad tracks. She frowned, watching Happy pick his way over the rough gravel, saying a silent prayer that he didn’t end up cutting his paw on a broken bottle or a shard of metal that had been left behind. She shook her head. A late night trip to the emergency vet was the last thing she needed. She sighed. There was nothing to be done about it now. Happy was there, and truthfully, she was glad he was.

      The rail yard itself was pitch dark. The only light between the two parked trains came from two PPD cruisers and a Norfolk Southern security truck that had been pulled up to the scene, their red and blue lights flashing, their headlights pointed at the body that was left on the ground. Cassie nearly tripped on the rough gravel between the trains. She frowned, righting herself. It was more like rocks than gravel. Happy cheerfully walked along, his nose pressed to the ground, clearly showing off his bloodhound side, sniffing for God only knew what. She’d read somewhere that a dog’s nose was a thousand times more sensitive than those belonging to a human. She could only imagine what he was smelling. The only scent she could pick up was the smell of exhaust from the cruisers, a faint rusty smell she imagined was coming from some of the train cars, and a faint herbaceous smell coming up from the ground as her tennis shoes crushed weeds that were growing in between the rocks as she walked.

      “Over here.” Terry pointed once more as they got close.

      Cassie dipped around one of the cruisers shining light on the scene. It was beginning to look like a parking lot. In addition to the vehicles shining their lights on the area, a couple of others had been pulled up nearby. As soon as Daisy arrived, that would add at least another one, if not two vehicles, depending on whether Daisy went to go get her van or sent one of her assistants to go retrieve it from the office. After all, it wasn’t like she could just toss the dead body in the trunk of her car and head home for the night.

      Cassie shrugged to herself. She could stop feeling sorry for herself. Maybe Daisy had it a little bit worse than she did.

      From where Cassie was standing, she could see the body face up on the ground; one arm flailed above the man’s head, his legs bent to the side as if they’d collapsed underneath him. She glanced at Terry. He lifted his chin. “Why don’t you let me take Happy for a walk while you take a look at the body? I’m sure Dr. Daisy doesn’t want dog fur on her body.”

      Cassie chuckled, thinking about the surprised look on Daisy’s face if she did find Happy’s long yellow fur on the corpse. She handed Terry the leash. “Thanks,” she said.

      Striding away from Terry and Happy, she made her way past the cruiser and over to the body. She stood by the man’s feet for a second, staring at him, making a few mental notes. He was African-American, looked to be in his mid-thirties, with a pool of dark blood seeping out from underneath him.

      From over her shoulder, she heard a voice. “Not getting a break this week, are we?”

      Daisy.

      “Nope. Doesn’t seem that way.” Cassie pulled her notepad out of her pocket and pushed a strand of strawberry blonde hair away from her face. “What is that — three bodies in less than twenty-four hours?”

      Daisy shook her head. “Somebody’s on a rampage.”

      Cassie frowned. “You think these are tied together?”

      By the time the words came out of Cassie’s mouth, Daisy was leaning over the body. She’d squatted down next to the dead man, feeling for a pulse on his neck. She looked up at Cassie, a half smile tugging at her cheek. “I have no idea. Isn’t that your department?”

      Cassie pressed her lips together. The thought rattled her. She’d never even considered that maybe the deaths were connected. There was something that Grady would think of, not her. She pushed the thought away for a second, walking closer to the body. “Okay. So what we got?”

      “Well, he’s definitely dead. Male, I’d guess mid-30s.” Daisy lifted his shirt, then glanced up at Cassie, “Thank God for these lights. Whoever had the bright idea to point them on the body should be given a medal.”

      Cassie rolled her eyes at the play on words. “Very funny. I’ll try to remember to thank the officers for you.” Medical examiners were a quirky bunch.

      “From the looks of it, the guy was stabbed pretty good.”

      Cassie scowled. “Multiple times? Like a rage killing?”

      “Multiple times, no. At least it doesn’t look that way. And rage, probably yes.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Daisy pulled a penlight out of her pocket and pointed it at the man’s abdomen. “See this?”

      Cassie nodded, her mouth going dry. Honestly, she’d never seen anything like the wound to the man’s belly before. She stared at it, her mouth tasting salty. Maybe eating the burger and fries hadn’t been a good idea after all. She swallowed, forcing herself to look. There was a single ragged incision from a knife in the man’s gut, vertical with a ragged turn to one side. It resembled an upside-down L. His belly had been carved up like a pumpkin on Halloween. Daisy raised a single eyebrow as she looked at Cassie. “Somebody did not want this man to live.”

      Fumbling through his pockets, Daisy handed Cassie the man’s wallet. Cassie flipped it open. “Jamari Woodward, age thirty-six.”

      By the time Cassie had figured out the man’s name, Daisy had finished fumbling through his pockets. “I’ve got nothing else here,” she said as she pushed up the dead man’s sleeves. “If I had to guess, this guy has spent some time in prison.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Take a look at his arms.”

      Cassie walked closer to the body, grabbing the penlight from Daisy. She ran it across the man’s skin. He had a whole range of small greenish tattoos over his arms and chest — words, designs, even a Bible verse. The ink, usually from a pen or a mixture of the carbon from burnt matches and baby oil, somehow reacted with the chemicals in the skin and turned green. Cassie looked over her shoulder at an officer who was standing nearby, extending Jamari Woodward’s driver’s license to her. “Can you go run this name for me? That and Sheldon Dennis. Look for commonalities.” Cassie had already run Sheldon’s background, but now that she had another body nearby, she was curious if maybe Daisy was right and they were connected.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the officer said.

      It took only a second before the officer came back. She’d used the onboard computer system in the cruiser that Cassie was standing by. “Ma’am?”

      “You have that information for me already?”

      “Yep. Jamari Woodward, age thirty-six. He’s got a long rap sheet for drug arrests.”

      “Any intersection with Sheldon Dennis?”

      “Sheldon Dennis, aged forty-eight. Now deceased. Has an almost identical rap sheet to the body in front of you.”

      “Either of them do jail time?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where?”

      “Forest State.”

      A chill ran down Cassie’s spine. Alisha Lang was a corrections officer. Her aunt, Jade, had mentioned that she’d worked at Forest State as well.

      Cassie stared at Daisy. “You were right. There’s an overlap between the bodies. You should be a detective.”

      Daisy stood up holding her hands in front of her. “No way. Too complicated. I’ll stick with the dead bodies, thanks.”

      Cassie folded her arms across her chest, staring at the body, just as Terry walked back with Happy. Cassie took the leash from his hands as she walked toward her SUV, Terry following. “Can I trust you to take pictures for me?”

      “Already did. They’re sitting in your email.”

      Cassie sighed, suddenly feeling a wave of exhaustion cover her. “You’ve been a godsend in the last couple of months.”

      “Happy to help, Detective. I’m just doing my job.”

      Cassie stopped by the SUV. “All right. Daisy will get the body packed up and outta here. They can handle the rest of the forensics back at the coroner’s office. Can you clear the scene and turn it back over to Norfolk Southern’s security when you’re done here?”

      “Yep. Will do.” Terry narrowed his eyes. “One thing, Detective…”

      Cassie opened the door and let Happy jump inside before turning around. “What?”

      “Go get some sleep.” Terry smiled.

      Cassie blinked, suddenly feeling embarrassed. “Do I look that bad?”

      “Sorry, ma’am, but yes.”
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      Grady felt like he had spent hours pacing. He hadn’t heard anything from Cassie or Jerry — not that he particularly wanted to hear from his former lieutenant at that point — but an update from Cassie about anything having to do with his mom or Alisha Lang would have been nice. He needed to get out of the house. The waiting was killing him. He hadn’t had a drink, and everything in him wanted one. Badly. It was like an itch inside of himself that he couldn’t reach to scratch.

      Shaking his head, Grady picked up his keys, cell phone, and wallet and headed out the door. He got into his SUV and started the engine. He pulled out of the driveway, remembering what Carrie, the nurse in the ICU, had said when he’d talked to her about Ben. They were there all the time.

      Grady needed somewhere to go. Mercy Hospital was it.

      Parking in the visitor’s lot, Grady walked toward the entrance, feeling like there was a dark cloud following him. He blinked. It wasn’t only that he needed a drink. The dull feeling he got from drinking hid the reality he didn’t want to face — he needed a direction for his life, one that didn’t include being a detective. He couldn’t keep going the way he’d been with the endless trips back and forth to the Amber Cat and waiting for something to happen to Ben. He glanced down at his phone. The hospital had called three times since he talked to them earlier that day. He hadn’t had the strength to pick up. For all he knew, they could have packed Ben up and sent him back to the Oakview Center. Grady shrugged, hoping for good news for once. Even if Ben wasn’t at the hospital anymore, at least it got Grady out of the house.

      As he walked in through the emergency room entrance and then angled to the left, going toward the hallway that led to the rest of the hospital, a shiver ran down his spine. He’d made a visit like this to the Spring Valley Medical Center when Lieutenant Williams had his hip replaced.

      And then all hell broke loose.

      An entire wing of the hospital had collapsed, sending Grady and Reynolds on a chase to figure out who’d blown up the building, trying to help rescue people in the process.

      As he walked toward the elevator and pressed the button to go upstairs, he shoved his hands in his pockets. Before, his badge had given him everything he needed — authority, a direction for his life, nearly constant challenges, and a group of people who worked with him, even if it was sometimes grudgingly.

      Now he had nothing. He was no different than any other person that showed up at the hospital, just a nameless face.

      When the elevator arrived, Grady got inside, pressing the button for the seventh floor. There was one other person in the elevator, an older man pushing a cleaning cart. Grady could see the bottles of cleaner and rags, a box of gloves sticking out. Grady gave the man a nod. The man nodded back but didn’t say anything.

      It was better that way.

      When the elevator stopped on the seventh floor, the man called to Grady. “You have a nice night.”

      Grady didn’t say anything.

      Nice wasn’t exactly a word he’d used to describe any part of his life at that moment.

      The Intensive Care Unit at Mercy Hospital was segregated from the rest of the patient areas, partitioned off behind a set of wide gray metal doors. There was an intercom just outside of them with a little sign that read, “Press the button to speak to the nurse.”

      Grady raised his eyebrows. It seemed forthright enough. In the past, he just held his badge up to the camera, and the doors would magically open. Now he had to explain himself.

      He pressed the button. “Can I help you?”

      “Hi,” he stared at the camera. “I’m Max Grady. Here to see my brother, Ben.”

      There was no response. A second later, the doors swung magically toward him. As soon as there was enough space for him to pass, Grady walked into the unit. He stopped for a second inside the doors, the breath catching in his throat, hearing the doors creak closed behind him. It had been a while since he was in an ICU. He’d forgotten how busy it was.

      Despite the late hour, there were bright lights on at the long nurses’ station that extended to his right, three white-coated physicians sitting at computers inputting information. The intensive care bays extended down the hallway across from the nurses’ station, most of the doors closed, the rooms dark. Grady shook his head. If he had been in there, unless they drugged him, he probably wouldn’t be able to sleep, the noise and lights from the people moving around never-ending. There was a lingering smell in the air, a combination of hospital disinfectant and adhesive, the same smell he caught in his nose when he opened a Band-Aid. Grady turned in time to see a nurse approach the edge of the counter. “You’re here to see Ben?”

      “Yeah.”

      The nurse made her way around the counter and waved him forward. She had on a set of navy-blue scrubs, colorful tennis shoes on her feet, her hair pulled up in a bun on the back her head, a stethoscope looped behind the back of her neck. “He’s down here. Bay twelve.” She started to stride down the hallway away from him.

      Grady narrowed his eyes as they walked. “Are you the nurse I spoke to this morning?”

      The woman looked back over her shoulder. “Probably not. That shift was over at seven.”

      Grady shook his head, trying to clear the fog from his brain. Who was the woman he talked to that morning? Carly? Carrie? Chrissy? He blinked. It didn’t matter. “The doctors said Ben has pneumonia.”

      “Yeah,” she said, putting her hand on Grady’s arm, stopping him as they got in front of Ben’s room. The doors were closed, and the curtains pulled across so Grady couldn’t see his brother. He quickly pulled his arm away from her touch. He could tell by the expression on her face that she noticed, but she didn’t say anything. “Before you enter the room, I need you to know that he’s not doing as well as we hoped.”

      Grady’s heart sank, a lump forming in his throat. “What do you mean?”

      “This afternoon, your brother took a turn for the worse. We tried to call —”

      Thoughts started to run rampant through Grady’s head. “How much worse?” He stumbled over his words.

      “One of the doctors can give you more information, but I want you to be prepared before you go in. We had to put him on a ventilator.”

      Grady didn’t need to hear anything else the nurse said other than the word “ventilator.”. He lunged for the doors, ripping them open, yanking at the curtain in front of him. He could hear the nurse calling behind him, telling him to stay calm and not to get excited.

      But he wasn’t excited. He was furious.

      Grady froze as he stood at the foot of Ben’s bed. His brother was propped up slightly, the head of the bed raised, his arms hanging limply at his sides, his eyes closed. There was a soft beep and a whoosh happening every few seconds from the corner of the room. A tangle of tubes came out of Ben’s mouth. Grady swallowed. That wasn’t all. There was an IV stuck in his hand, a blood pressure cuff on his other arm, and wires coming out from inside his hospital gown.

      Grady stared for a minute, the thought crossing his mind that doctors and nurses sometimes acted a lot more like mechanics than anything else. They’d assembled a montage of contraptions and wires that resulted in beeping and buzzing as fluids and air were pumped in and out of Ben’s body.

      Would it be enough to save him?

      Grady turned toward the nurse, his expression stony, his voice low. “Go get a doctor.”

      The nurse left without saying anything else.

      Grady had only begun to make sense of all the equipment that had been attached to his brother’s body when he heard the squeak of shoes on the tile floor outside of the bay, slowing and then entering the room. “Mr. Grady?”

      Grady gritted his teeth. He turned slowly, seeing in front of him a woman wearing a set of blue scrubs with a lab coat thrown on over it, a stethoscope poking out from the pocket. She had her name embroidered on the jacket, but it was covered by her ID badge, which was clipped to the lapel. She took a step forward. “I’m Dr. Lavelli. I’m in charge of Ben’s care tonight.”

      “Where’s the other doctor? The one I talked to this morning?”

      Dr. Lavelli tapped on the tablet she was carrying in her hands. “You must’ve talked to Dr. Marquardt. He’s off right now. He’ll be back in the morning.”

      Part of Grady wanted to demand to talk to the same doctor he talked to this morning, but there was no point. “What’s wrong with my brother?”

      Dr. Lavelli took a couple of steps forward. She scanned the monitors that were near Ben’s bed and then looked at Grady. “Your brother has a serious case of bacterial pneumonia. This afternoon, we noticed his oxygen level was dipping. We tried increasing the flow, but it didn’t work. We couldn’t get the level back up to where it needed to be, even on our high-flow system. He started to get more agitated, likely because he was confused and uncomfortable with the lack of oxygen. We tried to call you, but when we didn’t hear from you, we went forward. I’m sorry, but he needed to be put on the ventilator. His lungs need time to heal. We need time for the antibiotics to work.”

      Grady’s head was swimming with questions. He didn’t know where to start first. If he was angry, the only person he could be angry at was himself. He’d ignored the calls from the hospital hours earlier.

      Ben’s illness wasn’t the only reality in his life he’d been ignoring.

      “But a ventilator? Was that really necessary?” Grady had heard stories about people that have been put on ventilators and had never been able to get off of them. Ben’s life was compromised enough. If he couldn’t get off the ventilator, Grady wasn’t sure exactly what would happen to him.

      “In our medical opinion, yes.” She pointed to some of the other equipment in the room. “I know it can be overwhelming to see someone you love connected to so much equipment, but believe me, we only use what we feel like we have to. At this point, we’re keeping an eye on Ben’s blood pressure as well as his heart. During an ultrasound, we noticed that his heart was a little bit enlarged. We’re not sure exactly what the reason is for that. An MRI has been ordered for the morning. It could just be fluid buildup around the heart as well as in the lungs.”

      Now Ben has a heart problem?

      Grady shook his head. He held his hands up, trying to gather himself. Everything in him wanted to rip all of the lines and tubes and monitors off of Ben’s body, wake his brother up and get him back out of there. “All right. What’s the next step? Is he going to get better?”

      Dr. Lavelli looked at Grady, her expression a combination of seriousness and compassion as if part of her believed that Grady wasn’t fully absorbing the situation. “We’re gonna manage the cascade the best that we can. Right now, your brother is stable. We’ll do more tests in the morning and see where he is. That will include checking to see if he still needs to be on the respirator.”

      “The cascade? What does that mean?”

      Dr. Lavelli sighed, suddenly looking tired. “When people get sick, often other problems crop up. One problem turns into two; two turns into three. We manage them all, do our best to get everything solved and then, hopefully, we send your brother back to his center.”

      “But is he gonna make it?” The thought hit Grady like a ton of bricks. If Ben died, then he’d be alone. Completely alone. His mom, his dad, his brother — they’d all be gone. There was no extended family, no grandparents, aunts, uncles, or cousins. Grady hadn’t cared much for family until that moment. He wasn’t sure the feeling would last.

      “I hope so, but I don’t know. We’re doing everything we can.” She stopped talking for a second and then looked at Grady. “You’re welcome to sit here for a while if you’d like. I have other patients to attend to.”

      Dr. Lavelli thought the conversation was over.

      Grady nodded and watched as she walked away.

      It was. For now.
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      Grady ended up sitting by Ben’s bedside for an hour, watching people walk up and down the hallways, their voices a low murmur, the squeak of their tennis shoes on the tile as they passed Ben’s room. A few minutes after Dr. Lavelli left, the nurse came by, someone Grady hadn’t seen yet, carrying a bag of fluids with her. She walked into the room, glanced at Grady, and then moved directly toward Ben’s bed. She removed an empty bag of some sort of medication and then walked to the rolling computer stand that was in the corner. She keyed in a password, Grady watching over her shoulder.

      Staring at the screen for a minute, she picked up a scanner, the kind that was used by grocery stores, scanning the barcode on the back of the new medication she brought with her, then watching the screen and then the band on Ben’s wrist. Satisfied, she walked over to the IV pole, attached the new medication and the line to it, and got the pump started. She returned to the computer, typed in a few notes, and then logged out, the screen going back to the Mercy Hospital logo. She disappeared without saying anything.

      Grady shook his head. What they were giving his brother, he had no idea. In the past, he would have demanded to know. Now, he didn’t bother to ask. For some reason, he didn’t feel like he had the right to. After all, he hadn’t bothered to answer their phone calls. Grady looked at the ground, his stomach tightening. They were doing more than he was to help Ben, that was for sure.

      He’d had enough. Grady stood up and looked at Ben. He reached out and grabbed his brother’s hand only for a second giving it the slightest squeeze before pulling it away. “You’re going to be okay, Ben. Just hang in there.”

      He could only hope that was the case.

      Bile bit at the back of Grady’s throat as he strode out of the ICU, smacking his hand against the button next to the door that let people out. The doors swung open, Grady giving them a shove to get out faster. Out in the hallway, he looked for a second, trying to find the stairs, suddenly not wanting to have to stand still in the elevator, but he couldn’t find them. Frustrated, he stood by the elevator, swaying back and forth until the door opened.

      This time it was empty.

      Punching the button for the lobby, Grady stood in the elevator listening to the humming of the cables that let the car down slowly as he went to the first floor. As the car landed, Grady poked at the button to open the doors. He wanted out. It didn’t help. Nothing made them open faster. After what felt like an eternity, he got out of the elevator and made it into the lobby before he started to feel lightheaded. He bent over and put his hands on his knees, suddenly feeling out of breath, like he’d been punched in the gut. What was wrong with him? Somewhere along the line, he’d lost his edge. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen people who were sick before, or for that matter, dead.

      But there was something about seeing your own flesh and blood dying in front of your eyes that changed things, and not for the better.

      As Grady straightened, he turned to walk down the hallway catching a glimpse of a sign that had a giant-sized mug of beer with a hand wrapped around it. He licked his lips. A drink was exactly what he needed. He read the text. The poster had a simple message at the bottom, “Sobriety is no joke. If you need help, stop at the welcome desk and pick up a brochure about our alcohol abuse and drug treatment programs at Mercy Hospital.”

      Grady glared at the sign. He felt like it was leering at him, the voice in his head sounding just like his father. “See, Max? I told you that you’re no good. And now you’re a drunk, just like me!”

      Grady balled his fist, punched the poster leaving a hole in it, and then charged out of the hospital and into the night.

      No matter what the poster said, it was time for a drink.
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      After his trip to the hospital, Grady had been home for about an hour when Cassie called. He checked the time. It was nearly midnight. He’d been sitting on his couch staring at the television, a basketball game on, his hands knotted together, trying desperately not to get in his car and hit the closest bar or liquor store. At that moment, he had no idea who was playing or why. His mind kept flicking back between two things — Ben’s condition and his desire for a drink.

      Neither of them was good.

      “You at home?” Cassie asked.

      Grady raised a single eyebrow. “Yeah. Where did you expect me to be?”

      Cassie didn’t respond. She didn’t have to. Grady knew the answer. It wasn’t an accusation, but it was close. She’d smelled the booze on him at Alisha Lang’s apartment. Rightfully, she’d assumed it wasn’t a one-off.

      It wasn’t.

      “You’re calling late.” Grady started.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Just got back from a crime scene.”

      Grady furrowed his eyebrows. “Another one? What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure. Can I stop by first thing in the morning?”

      “I guess. Is this about my mom?”

      “Not exactly, but maybe..”

      

      At seven o’clock the next morning, Grady heard two knocks on his door. He’d been up since six. He was showered and dressed, wearing a clean pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He’d managed to get through the night without a drink, but it had been hard, harder than he’d ever imagined. There had been moments when his heart had raced so hard he was sure it was going to pound out of his chest. An hour later, he was sweating like he was in a sauna, his whole body shaking. He’d forced himself to stay in bed.

      He’d been telling himself he could give up his drinking at any time, but maybe that wasn’t exactly true.

      Grady checked his look in the hallway mirror as he heard Cassie’s knock on the door. He looked clean, at least, even if his clothes were slightly wrinkled. The scent of soap and deodorant followed him as he made his way to the door. He’d taken more showers in the last two days than he had in the last two months. As he opened the door, he saw Cassie standing outside. She was juggling a bunch of stuff — files under one of her arms, a brown paper bag, and a tray with two tall coffees in it with the other arm. She walked in without saying hello, pushing past him. “Wasn’t sure if you had coffee, so I stopped to get some. I need it.”

      Grady closed the front door. She wasn’t the only one that needed coffee. “Late night?”

      “You could say that. To be honest, it’s been a lot of late nights recently.”

      Grady knew that comment was meant for him.

      In his kitchen, Cassie set down the tray with the coffees first, followed by the files and the brown paper bag. She walked over to a roll of paper towels near the stove and pulled two off, reaching into the bag and pulling out a glazed doughnut for Grady and a muffin for her. She set the coffee by his doughnut and looked at him. “Your house looks nice. You’ve been cleaning?”

      Grady felt the heat run to his cheeks. If Cassie had seen it a couple of days before, with the trash overflowing, the mail filled with late notices strewn all over his floor, and the piles of dirty clothes, she would have been horrified. Grady had been to her house. It was neat as a pin, even with that big lug of a dog she had living with her and all his fur. Grady looked down for a second, noticing his hands were shaking again. Would it ever stop? He glanced at the cabinet where the whiskey had been, desperately wanting some. Even a shot would help get him through the morning. He swallowed, pushing the desire back down in his gut. “Yeah. I’ve been trying to stay busy.”

      “I can see that.”

      Cassie sat down at one of the kitchen stools and pushed the files towards Grady as he took a bite of his doughnut. “You still like your glazed ones, right?”

      He wrinkled his nose. It hadn’t been that long. He’d only been gone from the department for three months. It was amazing how fast people moved on. Though it wasn’t true, they assumed everyone did the same. “Yeah. Still my favorite.” Grady took the lid off of the coffee. It was black and strong, the way he liked it. He took a sip and then a bite of the doughnut, enjoying the contrast of the sugary sweet glaze against the bitter taste of the coffee. He watched as Cassie took a sip of her drink, though he quickly remembered that it probably wasn’t coffee at all. It was probably some sort of chai tea with some fancy milk that wasn’t actually milk foamed and dripped into it. She broke off the edge of the muffin and chewed it slowly without saying anything, looking pensive as if she was trying to decide if she liked it or not.

      “That one of those fancy healthy muffins?”

      “Yeah. Carrot raisin multigrain.”

      Grady shook his head. “Some things never change.”

      Grady watched Cassie nibble at the muffin for a second just enjoying her company. She hadn’t been over very often. As he shoved the last bite of doughnut in his mouth, he realized having someone else in the house was nice. Grady took a sip of his coffee, set the cup down, and then nodded toward the files that were sitting on the kitchen counter. They were like the elephant in the room. They had to be the reason Cassie had wanted to see him. He nodded toward them. “I suppose this isn’t a social visit?”

      “No.” The words came out with an air of finality, as if Cassie wanted to make sure he knew this wasn’t a social call and that there wasn’t one in his future. This was work. That was all.

      Feeling deflated, Grady didn’t reach for the files, though everything in him wanted to. Cassie’s game. Cassie’s rules.

      “What’s with the files?” Grady rubbed the back of his head.

      Cassie glanced at him as if she was making the final decision as to whether or not to share with him the information she’d brought with her. Whether she’d cleared sharing information with Jerry or not, Grady had no idea. His stomach tightened. Cassie sighed and then pushed three folders toward him. He blinked. She was going to let him in. That was another step in the right direction. He hadn’t realized until recently how much his relationship with Cassie had meant to him until it had gotten ripped away.

      That was true of a lot of things in his life.

      Grady knew what the folders were by the logos printed on the front — case files. “I had another call last night. This time it was a guy stabbed to death at the Norfolk Southern rail yard. Dr. Daisy pointed out that it was a lot of dead bodies all at one time and wondered if they could be connected. All of them are within a five-mile proximity. Honestly, the thought hadn’t even occurred to me because I was so busy working the scenes, but I think she might be right.”

      “So maybe you should call her Detective Daisy instead of doctor?” Grady tried to make a joke. It fell flat.

      “Listen, I know you don’t work for the department anymore, but I need help.”

      “Yeah, sure. I guess.” Grady tried to play off the request as no big deal as he flipped open the first folder. He stared at the case information sheet that had been stapled to the inside, his vision blurring, anger surging within him. Yes, he was angry at his situation, but the reality was, it was largely his fault. Not all of it, maybe, but a good deal of it. Jerry could have cut him a break. He could have stayed with the department. But no, they’d gotten rid of him like a loaf of day-old bread tossed to the curb. He closed his eyes and then opened them, looking at Cassie, his belly tightening. “What exactly are you asking me, Reynolds?”

      “I need you to be my partner again.”
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      “Your partner?” Grady’s mouth dropped open. “How exactly is that going to happen? Jerry made it clear —”

      Cassie shook her head. “Without Jerry, Grady. I’m talking off the books.”

      “You mean like help you on the side?”

      Cassie stood up, throwing her hands in the air, clearly frustrated. She reached for the files, piling them up again. “I don’t know why I bothered even asking. You always have to make everything a big deal. Why did I ever think this was a good idea?”

      Grady slapped his hand on top of one of the files preventing her from moving it. “I’m just asking, Reynolds. I want to be clear I understand what you want me to do.”

      Cassie threw herself back down on the kitchen stool, her shoulders slumped. She stared down at the floor for a moment and then looked at him. Grady couldn’t be sure, but he thought her eyes might be filling with tears. He furrowed his eyebrows. Whatever was going on, it wasn’t the Reynolds he knew. The Reynolds he knew was happy-go-lucky even in the most serious situations. She was Teflon, as if bad news couldn’t stick to her. From the way she looked at that moment, things had changed. She appeared to be more like a sponge; like she was soaking up every bit of sad news, death, bad karma, and ill will that was coming in her direction.

      Something was definitely wrong.

      “I can’t, Grady,” Cassie whispered.

      “You can’t what?” Part of Grady felt like an idiot for asking, like he should have known what she was talking about, but he had no idea. She couldn’t what? Stay at her job? Go on without a partner? What was she trying to say?

      “I can’t see the cases the way that you see them. That’s why I need your help.”

      “Oh.” Grady looked at her. She looked deflated, beaten. He took a sip of his coffee and then flipped one of the files open again. Jerry had said to stay out of his way, but now Cassie was saying the exact opposite. Grady tried not to smile. Reynolds needed him.

      Maybe his life wasn’t over after all.
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      “I can take a look, but what are you gonna do about Jerry? He’s not gonna be too excited to see my face again.”

      “Don’t worry about him,” Cassie said through thin lips. “Just take a look. The more I think about what Daisy said, the more I think there has to be a connection.”

      Grady stood up from where he was sitting on the counter, crumpled up the paper tower his glazed doughnut had been on, and pushed his coffee off to the side. He lined up all three of the cases next to each other, flipping the folders open, spreading out the pictures in front of them. “Okay, walk me through what you have.”

      Cassie took a sip of her drink, probably a Chai tea latte, Grady had decided, and then cleared her throat. “You know about Alisha Lang already.”

      “Yeah. OD’d like my mom, but likely a homicide with the subcutaneous bruising on her wrists.”

      Cassie nodded. “Correct. That’s the first file. I got called to another case after that. A guy about three miles from Alisha’s apartment. Wheelchair-bound. He got tossed down the steps and then shot in the head. Old lady on the first floor called it in. Said she didn’t see anything.”

      “Typical.”

      “But she did hear the gunshot. That’s why she called the police. By the time we got there, everyone was gone. The lady hadn’t come out of her apartment, and there was no one else around.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes, flipping through the images in the case file. “Who was this guy?”

      “Sheldon Dennis. He’s got a long history of drug arrests and spent some time in jail a long time ago, but nothing recent. His activity has been getting progressively more serious over the years, but somehow he’s slipped through our fingers. I have a call into the narcotics unit but haven’t heard back yet.”

      Grady looked at the crime scene photos. Whoever had gone after Sheldon had meant business. The guy’s body looked like it had been launched down the steps with such force that his head and his body were facing opposite directions. That was, what was left of his head after it had been blown away by a blast from a gun. Grady frowned, thumbing his way through the images. “Why shoot the guy? Clearly, his neck is broken. The guy’s already in a wheelchair. It’s not like he’s going anywhere.” He put a single finger on one of the images, a close-up of what was left of Sheldon’s head. “And by the damage, this is a larger weapon than we’re used to dealing with. This wasn’t a twenty-two caliber or a nine-millimeter, was it?”

      “Nope. We ended up retrieving the shell casing from inside one of the treads on the steps.” Cassie flipped through the pile of pictures until she got to the one she was looking for. She pushed an image of a shell casing with a black and white forensic photo scale next to it, showing the size of what they’d retrieved. “Actually, to be more specific, we had to dismantle the steps. The round was so large it went through the guy’s forehead, then through the thick wooden tread on the step. It ended up dropping down into the empty cavity below where the steps were built. Fifty caliber — an action express.”

      Grady whistled under his breath. “A Desert Eagle? Is that what you’re thinking?”

      Cassie shrugged. “At this point, yes. That’s what the shell casing tells us.”

      Grady stood up and stared at the pictures for a minute. Questions began to form in his mind, lining themselves up in an orderly fashion like cars behind a train. The most prominent question was, why shoot Sheldon Dennis after his head had twisted completely around his body? “This looks like some sort of rage crime or one of extreme finality, like whoever shot him was sending an unmistakable message.”

      Cassie grimaced. “Well, I can see why the old lady in the building called. If it was a Desert Eagle, that makes quite the boom.”

      Grady nodded. She and Grady had both been through their fair share of firearms training both at the Academy and then through the department. It included everything their department-issued from Smith & Wesson pistols to AR-15’s and shotguns.

      “What’s the last file?”

      “It’s the case that got me thinking that there might be a connection between these three. Cassie pointed to the crime scene photos. “Meet Jamari Woodward. Thirty-six, stabbed.

      Security guard found him at the Norfolk Southern rail yard. Again, the location is close to the rest of the crimes — like within a couple of miles.”

      Grady moved towards Cassie and then stared at the pictures, pulling them closer to him, a frown on his face. “That’s more than stabbed. It’s like he’s been gutted.” Grady stared at the raggedy incision in the man’s gut. It had pulled open enough that he could see Jamari’s pale pink intestines coiled inside. “What did Dr. Daisy say about this one?”

      “Nothing. I don’t have the report back. It just happened last night. I’m sure she’s trying to get caught up on everything. You know, with Cortez’s death…”

      Grady pressed his lips together. “I get it. Everyone’s focused on grieving a fallen officer, but nobody’s around to do the work.”

      Cassie nodded. “And criminals don’t take a day off.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. “No, they don’t.”

      Grady refocused on the file in front of him. He frowned. “A wound like this is almost barbaric. It’s interesting. It’s not multiple stab wounds. Looks like a single knife entry, almost like he was being fileted.”

      “That’s a gross image, but that’s what I thought too. Just hadn’t put it that way. Can you imagine how sharp that knife must’ve been?”

      Grady shook his head. “No, I can’t. You’d have to check with Daisy, but I don’t think the incision itself killed him. Doctors can usually patch together intestines. The blade must have hit a major artery.” He ran his finger across the picture, tracing the upside-down L shape. “Whoever did this was looking for maximum damage. Whoever it was didn’t want Jamari to get up off the ground.”

      “I’d agree with that. There was a massive amount of blood pooled next to him.”

      Grady furrowed his eyebrows. “He probably bled to death. Did you run their backgrounds?”

      “Yep.”

      “Find anything?”

      “Sort of. There’s only one thing they all have in common — Alisha, Sheldon, and Jamari.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They all spent time at Forest State Penitentiary.”
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      “Really?” Grady raised his eyebrows. “All of them are connected to Forest State? Even Alisha?”

      Cassie nodded. “I remember her aunt telling me that she’d only been working at the Allegheny County Jail for a short period of time. Can’t remember exactly how long she said. It’s in my notes.”

      Grady chewed the inside of his lip. If he’d conducted the interview, he would have remembered it with crystal clarity. Well, maybe with almost perfect clarity in his current state. “But before then, she was at Forest State Penitentiary?”

      “Yep.”

      “As a corrections officer?”

      Cassie nodded.

      Grady started to pace, stopping every few seconds to stare at the images again. He felt the wheels in his mind start to crank, though they weren’t moving all that fast. He paused and took another swig of coffee, a big gulp, hoping the caffeine would help get him going. He looked down at his hands, which were still shaking. He looked up in time to see that Cassie noticed. He looked away, balled them into fists, and shoved them in his pockets.

      “How long has that been going on?” Cassie cocked her head to the side, a blank expression on her face.

      “What?” Grady sounded defensive. He was.

      “Your hands are shaking.”

      “I don’t know. A couple of weeks. Maybe a month.”

      Cassie’s expression darkened. She looked away for a second, taking a drink of her tea as if the shaking had reminded her why they were dealing with these cases in his kitchen and not at the detective unit downtown.

      “Do you have a working theory?” Grady asked, trying to change the subject off of his withdrawal symptoms. The more he thought about drinking, the more he wanted a drink.

      “A working theory? No. I’m too exhausted to have one. If I had to guess, the person committing these murders is somehow connected to all these people. Maybe he met them all in jail, maybe he’s from a rival gang and has been told to kill off these people because someone else met them in jail. I don’t know, Grady. Forest State seems to be the most common denominator.”

      “Well then, I think we need to take a ride.”
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      Ten minutes later, after Cassie sent a text to Jerry and let him know that she was headed up to talk to the warden at Forest State Penitentiary, Grady slid into the passenger side of the navy-blue sedan Cassie drove for work.

      As they pulled out of his driveway, he realized he was still without a badge and a gun, but at least he was on a case. It was a major improvement in his mind.

      As they drove, Cassie called the penitentiary and let them know that she was coming. “Yeah, this is Detective Reynolds, Pittsburgh PD. I’m headed in your direction. I have a civilian investigator with me.” She glanced at Grady. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours. Need to talk to the warden. Will he be around?” Grady heard a pause. “Good. Let them know I’m coming. Thanks.”

      Cassie looked at Grady. “We’re in luck. Kyle Mollohan, the warden, is scheduled to be in the building this morning.”

      Grady didn’t know where else he could possibly be scheduled to be, but Cassie was right. That was good news. If it had been Grady in charge, he would’ve hunted the man down while Cassie waited patiently for the warden to arrive.

      But that was where he and Reynolds were different.

      An hour and a half later after chit-chatting about the weather and sports, getting a full update on Happy and how he got to visit the crime scene the night before, reviewing all of the latest department scuttlebutt, and the ongoing plans for Officer Cortez’s funeral which was happening later on that week, Grady and Cassie settled into an uneasy silence. After a few minutes, Grady looked at Cassie. She drove with her hand low on the steering wheel, the other one resting in her lap. She looked relaxed, but the dark circles under her eyes and the way her lips curled downward said differently. She was tired. With all the cases she had, he couldn’t blame her.

      “Ben’s in the hospital,” Grady said softly.

      Cassie shot a look at him and then looked back at the road. “Oh my gosh, Grady? Way to bury the lead. We’ve been on the road for almost two hours. You could have mentioned it earlier. What happened?”

      “Pneumonia. It’s not good, Reynolds. He’s on a ventilator.”

      Cassie shook her head. “What? I’m so sorry. Has he been sick for long?”

      “No. They took him to the hospital the same night as Alisha’s body was found.” Grady was having trouble remembering which day was which, the alcohol dulling his mind. In some respects, it felt like he was back at work, counting the days and times by what case happened when. “I didn’t make it over there until last night.” He skipped the part about how he didn’t want to show up at the hospital until he dried out.

      Cassie didn’t say anything. He could tell by her silence she knew it would be a difficult trip for him to make. “And you had your mom’s exhumation on top of that.”

      “Yeah. Did you hear anything more from Dr. Daisy?”

      “Nope.”

      “Neither did I. I did stop at the coroner’s office, though.”

      Cassie frowned. “You did?” She smiled. “Oh yeah, right. I heard about that. Daisy texted me. I owe her a pizza. I guess you went towards the end of the day yesterday?”

      “Yeah. She said she’s doing some kind of overnight tissue test to see if my mom’s wrists were restrained.” Grady paused for a second. “I hope they were.”

      Cassie shot him a look like he’d gone nuts. “You hope her wrists were restrained?” Her tone made it sound like she had no idea why he would say something like that.

      Grady nodded. “Yeah. I’d much rather think she was murdered than think she committed suicide.”

      Neither of them said anything more until they pulled into the parking lot of Forest State Penitentiary. Grady watched as Cassie pulled into a visitor parking spot, got out, and slammed the door closed. He did the same, following along. He’d visited many prisons with Cassie before, but this time it was different.

      She was the one in charge.

      Not that he’d exactly been in charge before. They’d been partners. It was supposed to be equal, but most days, he’d taken the lead, asked the questions, barked out the orders, ruffled feathers, and he and Cassie got the job done.

      Not anymore.

      Grady blew an impatient breath out of his mouth as they walked toward the visitor entrance. Maybe that was part of the problem. At that moment, he didn’t feel like he was in charge of anything.

      In the lobby, Grady and Cassie were met by a severe-looking woman with honey-brown skin and dark hair. She had thin lips and what seemed to be a permanent glower on her face, as if she was anticipating every person that walked into the prison would give her a hard time.

      Cassie strode over to her and flashed her badge. “I’m Detective Reynolds. This is Max Grady. He’s an investigator. We are here to talk to the warden.”

      The woman nodded. “You armed?”

      “Yeah.”

      The woman opened a locker next to the reception desk and handed Cassie a metal tray. She pulled her gun out, stuck it in the tray, and the woman put it in the locker, handing Cassie the key. “Don’t lose the key. It’s a nightmare if you do.”

      Cassie nodded. “I know. I’ve been here before.”

      The woman buzzed the door open next to the reception area. “Come on in. Warden Mollohan is waiting for you.”

      Grady followed Cassie down the hallway. There were a few desks stationed around the office flanked with file cabinets and computers. Grady couldn’t imagine the amount of record-keeping that had to happen in order to keep files of inmates. The prison would need records for the Prison Board, the State of Pennsylvania, the court system, local police jurisdictions, and probably half a dozen other agencies that oversaw prisoners. It was so labor-intensive that many of them were now run by private for-profit organizations who could do so at a lower cost and with more efficiency, supposedly. Grady wasn’t sure he actually believed any of that. People were people. They’d take advantage of the situation whether they were paid by the government or a private organization.

      As they wove their way through the mass of desks, half a dozen administrators working on paperwork of one variety or another, Grady could hear the hum of quiet conversations and the tapping of fingers on keyboards. Running a prison was much like running a hotel. In addition to the records that needed to be kept, there was food procurement, maintenance of both the interior of the building and the exterior, medical needs of the prisoners, and security. On top of that, there were inmate services that included job training programs, computers, Bible studies, and religious services for people of many different faiths, plus drug counseling.

      The list went on and on. Grady pushed the thought out of his mind. He wasn’t there to determine whether or not the prison was being run successfully. He was there for one reason and one alone — to help Cassie figure out whether the three bodies that had been found had some tie that they couldn’t see yet.

      Walking into Warden Mollohan’s office, Grady stopped at the door, frozen. He expected to see a burly man behind the desk, when, in fact, it was a small woman leaning over the stacks of papers on her desk, a set of glasses perched near the end of her nose. She pulled the glasses off her face and stood up. “You must be Detective Reynolds and your investigator.”

      Grady stayed silent for a minute.

      Cassie nodded. “We are. You’re Warden Mollohan?”

      The warden must have noticed the surprised expression on Cassie’s and Grady’s faces. She chuckled. “Yeah, most people don’t expect the warden of a state penitentiary to be not even five feet tall and barely one hundred pounds, even if I put rocks in my pockets.” Her smile was warm and genuine. She smoothed her navy-blue skirt across her thighs. “Doesn’t help that my dad named me Kyle either.”

      Grady didn’t say anything. Cassie continued. “This is Max Grady. He’s helping me with the case.” Cassie glanced at Grady. He looked back at her and noticed her expression darken. He knew what she was thinking — she didn’t know how else to introduce him. He was a civilian. She couldn’t exactly call him “Detective” anymore.

      Grady looked away.

      Warden Mollohan nodded and sat in the chair behind her desk. She motioned to them. “Sit down, sit down. Now, how can I be of service to the Pittsburgh Police Department?”

      As Grady settled in the chair, he watched Cassie for a second. She was focused on meeting with the warden, but somehow something had changed. She looked like she was lost or defeated. Grady couldn’t decide which. Was it because she was alone on this case? Still mad at him? At that moment, she had bigger fish to fry in the form of dead bodies littering the streets of Pittsburgh. They’d have to sort their stuff out later.

      Cassie sucked in a breath. “Over the last couple of nights, we’ve found three bodies, all of which have ties to your prison. We’re trying to determine whether that is why they are connected or if we’re looking for something else. We thought that a quick chat would be helpful, especially since you can access inmate records and we can’t.”

      “All of them are connected to Forest?” The warden raised her eyebrows. “After being the warden here, I’m not sure there are any coincidences anymore. Tell me about your cases.” Warden Mollohan sat ramrod straight in her chair as if she’d trained herself to be as tall as possible, given her slight frame.

      Cassie glanced at Grady and lifted her chin as if she was giving him the green light to take over. He cleared his throat. “Two nights ago, we found the body of one of your former corrections officers, Alisha Lang. It looks as though she was forcibly overdosed.”

      Warden Mollohan scowled. “Alisha? I knew her. Our time here overlapped by a few months. We had lunch once. I didn’t know her well, but I had no idea that she passed away.”

      Grady cleared his throat. “More accurately, was murdered.”

      The warden raised her eyebrows. “I stand corrected.”

      Grady shifted in his seat. “Right after that, the body of a known drug dealer, a guy that was wheelchair-bound, was found tossed down a set of steps. Neck was broken, and then he was shot in the head. The third victim was found stabbed late last night at the Norfolk Southern rail yard.”

      Warden Mollohan furrowed her eyebrows. “And you’re saying that all of these people had ties to Forest State.”

      Grady glanced over at Cassie, then stopped. Cassie licked her lip. “Yes. As Grady already said, Alisha worked here. Sheldon Dennis and Jamari Woodward were both inmates.”

      Warden Mollohan pivoted away from them and looked at her computer screen, her birdlike fingers flying across the keyboard. A second later, she leaned back in her chair, staring at the results. Her head spun slowly toward Cassie and Grady, her long neck craning forward. “Yes, all of them did have a connection to Forest State. Sheldon Dennis and Jamari Woodward did time here. And as you said, Alisha worked here.”

      Cassie shook her head. The warden wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know already. “We’re looking for something deeper. Was there someone that had a beef with all three of those people? Maybe someone had contact with each of them? Maybe they were cellmates?”

      Warden Mollohan pressed her lips together and turned back to her computer. A moment later, she shook her head. “No. They weren’t cellmates. I’m looking at the records for Sheldon Dennis right now. He was here years ago. His cellmate was a guy named Randy Osborne.” She typed a few more words on the keyboard. “And Jamari Woodward had several different cellmates. He was here for quite a while. Al Young, Marcus Jackson, and Liam Reid.”

      “What about Alisha? Did she have any issues in her personnel file that would indicate a particular inmate had an issue with her? Any death threats? Fights she got into?”

      Warden Mollohan shrugged. “No. But that’s not to say she didn’t have issues with the inmates. All of our corrections officers do. By their very nature, our inmates can be a difficult crowd, to say the least. There are always death threats, always fights. The officers regularly find homemade weapons on them. That’s why we have so much personnel turnover. It’s just prison life.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. That was the nicest way of saying that the men incarcerated at Forest State were awful to deal with that’d he’d ever heard.

      Grady watched Cassie shift in her seat. “Could we get a list of those inmates you mentioned?”

      “Sure.”

      Grady heard a printer hum to life behind Warden Mollohan’s desk. A single sheet of paper rolled out.

      Cassie looked at Grady. “Do you have any other questions?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Grady pushed himself up out of his chair. He’d come up with something, but it wasn’t crystal clear in his mind yet. He didn’t want to say anything until he was closer to a connection. “I’m done.”

      Cassie stood up, extended her hand to Warden Mollohan, and thanked her, taking the sheet of inmates. Grady did the same. As they walked away, Warden Mollohan called behind them. “Call me if you have any other questions. You can get your gun back from the front desk before you leave.”

      Cassie waved and nodded.

      As they walked out the front door of the prison, Cassie looked at Grady. His jaw was set. “You figured out something, didn’t you?”

      He shot her a look but pressed his lips together, not saying anything. “Maybe.”
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      Grady slid into the car and slammed the door, staring out the side window while Cassie got in the driver’s seat, started the engine, and pulled out of the parking lot at the Forest State Penitentiary.

      His mind had been churning with questions since the moment they’d left.

      Cassie glanced at him, the clicking of the car’s blinker ticking in the background. “Spit it out, Grady. What’s going on?”

      “One of those names rang a bell.”

      “It did? Who?” Cassie scowled.

      “Liam Reid.”

      “That name doesn’t sound familiar to me at all.”

      Grady shifted in his seat, looking towards Cassie. “That’s not a surprise. I think I ran across him when you were brand new to the detective unit. I’d have to check the records.” Grady blinked for a minute. Actually, he couldn’t. He cleared his throat. “You’ll have to check the records, but I think you’ll find that I arrested Liam Reid on a drug charge.”

      Cassie frowned. “Okay? How does that tie the case together?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” Grady glanced out the side window as Cassie drove onto the on-ramp to the I-79 freeway that would take them back to Pittsburgh.

      Staring at the mat under his feet, Grady’s mind searched for the details of the case. As Cassie drove, he wrapped his hands together, wishing they would stop shaking.

      He also wished the crushing desire to drink would stop so he could think clearly.

      As he looked up, he saw a bar on the side of the highway. Part of him wanted to tell Cassie to get off so that they could go get a drink before they headed back into town, but he couldn’t. Cassie would be furious at him, and it would just add fuel to the fire that he had a problem.

      He set his jaw. Maybe he did. Maybe he didn’t.

      Grady knew himself. He was strong-willed. He’d do what he wanted to do. If he wanted to drink, he would. He could stop at any time.

      Couldn’t he?

      Grady pushed the idea of a drink out of his mind and focused on Liam Reid. He thought about the case instead. His memory was frustratingly foggy at the moment, as if someone had taken details from multiple cases and mixed them together. Grady picked at a fingernail. If he remembered correctly, Cassie had just started when Liam Reid’s arrest happened. It might’ve even been her first week. For some reason, he thought Cassie had been shadowing him since she was a brand-new detective. If that were the case, it would make sense.

      Grady thought he remembered walking into an interview room, seeing a thin man hunched over at the table, claiming he was innocent of the drug possession he’d been charged with. The man had claimed he was innocent.

      But then again, every criminal Grady had ever met on the job said the same thing.

      Grady tugged on the seatbelt, which was cutting into his neck. There was something about the wife, wasn’t there? Grady glanced up for a second, then focused on the road in front of them.

      “What is it?” Cassie’s voice cut through his rambling thoughts.

      Grady shook his head. “I’m just trying to remember the case.”

      “I can pull it when we get back to Pittsburgh, Grady. Don’t worry about it.”

      But he was worried. What had happened to his memory? “I think I remember the gist of it. I think it was your first week, so no cases had been assigned to you. Reid had gotten pulled over on a traffic stop, and the arresting officer found a bag of pills in his car. The guy claimed they weren’t his pills.”

      Cassie shook her head. “As you always used to say, ‘your pills, your problem.’”

      “I think that’s actually what I said to him at the time.” Grady rubbed the side of his face. “But the guy was really freaked out. I remember that. He kept claiming he was innocent. He said he had no idea his wife had bought pills and put them in her car. I didn’t believe him.”

      Cassie shrugged. “What are you gonna do, Grady? The laws are clear. If he was operating the vehicle, it didn’t matter who it was titled to. It mattered who the drugs were in possession of. If he had them, then they were his. It was a slam dunk case.”

      Grady shook his head. “I know. I know, but what if he was right? What if he really was innocent?”
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      Cassie tilted her head to the side. “Unfortunately, Grady, people who are innocent do go to jail from time to time. It’s not fair. The justice system does the best job it can, but we know it’s not perfect.”

      Grady folded his arms across his chest. “There’s more to this. I just can’t see it yet. I need the file.”

      Cassie nodded as if she could sense his frustration and was trying to placate him. “I can get that for you. No problem.”

      Grady was silent for a while as they drove, thinking through the details of the case. But then he decided to stop. Without the file in front of him, even with his nearly perfect memory, he was concerned that the alcohol had blended different cases he’d worked together. He couldn’t afford to be wrong when so many bodies were dropping.

      Just over two hours later, after stopping to gas up the sedan, they arrived back in downtown Pittsburgh.

      Cassie frowned. “We can’t exactly go back to the office to figure this out.”

      Grady’s stomach shriveled inside of him. Jerry had made it clear the other day that he didn’t want to see Grady again. After everything they’d been through — more accurately, that he’d been through — Grady thought maybe Williams was overdoing it with the ban on coming to the office.

      But then again, that was the lieutenant

      Cassie drove around the block and parked the car on a side street near a coffee shop. “I have my computer in my bag in the back. This place has pretty good Wi-Fi. We can connect to the online records in there. Maybe we can get some answers.”

      Grady nodded. It sounded like a good plan to him. After all, what else did he have to do that day other than go to the Amber Cat and listen to Sonny’s newest sob story about the bets he’d placed online that hadn’t worked out for him?

      Looking at his hands, which had finally stopped shaking, Grady thought it was probably better if he took the Amber Cat off of his daily routine.

      Then again, he liked it.

      Ten minutes later, they settled at a table in the back corner of the coffee shop. Cassie pulled her computer out of her bag, and they both ordered lunch — a turkey vegetable whole-wheat wrap for Cassie, roast beef, cheese, and mayo on a hoagie bun for Grady, whole grain chips for Cassie and double-fried kettle chips for Grady, plus a chocolate chip cookie for each of them. Grady had at least gotten her to relent on the cookie part of their meal.

      Cassie looked at him briefly over the screen. “You really should eat better, Grady. I thought you were trying to eat vegetables?”

      Through a bite of sandwich, Grady answered. “Me? No. I was just trying to get you to talk to me again.”

      Cassie smirked. “Well, apparently, it worked.”

      “Apparently.”

      Grady had only gotten through about half of his sandwich when his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and showed the screen to Cassie. Her eyebrows lifted. “That’s Daisy. Can you put it on speaker?”

      Grady nodded. “Dr. Wilson?” Grady answered, trying to sound respectful.

      “You can call me Daisy, Detective. Everybody does.”

      Grady pressed his lips together. Why was she still calling him detective? “Okay. I’m assuming you have news about my mom.”

      “I do. “

      “By the way, Cassie’s here with me.”

      Daisy’s tone brightened. “Cassie! You hanging out with your old partner again? Gleaning some of that Grady brilliance, I’ve heard so much about?”

      Cassie grimaced. “Well, I don’t know about brilliance, but yeah, don’t tell Jerry, but I’ve dragged him off the bench. Too many bodies falling. I need reinforcements.”

      “Don’t I know it! I had Micah call up a buddy of mine to see if they had any extra lab techs I could borrow. We are buried over here. Literally!”

      There was a pause in the conversation. This wasn’t a social call. What did Daisy want? Grady cleared his throat. “Did you find something out?”

      “Of course! Otherwise, I wouldn’t be calling you. Now Cassie, on the other hand…”

      Grady looked up as Cassie grinned. “All right, cut to the chase, Dais. Got anything good for us?”

      Grady heard Daisy suck in a breath. Her tone changed, her voice dropping lower. “I can’t imagine what kind of a decision this was to have your mom’s body exhumed, Grady, but you made a good one. The postmortem tissue samples we gathered and rehydrated overnight do show that your mom’s wrists were restrained. There is significant bruising underneath the skin. Why it didn’t cause anyone to question anything, I have no idea.”

      Grady frowned. “Is it possible that the bruises didn’t show up in time?”

      “Yeah, I suppose. And the bruising was deep. It’s entirely possible that it hung out near the bone. The surface of the skin might have looked perfectly normal. Bodies behave strangely after the heart stops pumping. They are far more predictable while they are alive.”

      Cassie narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, Daisy?”

      “Well, when the body dies, it can be affected by a whole host of things, including the location, the ambient temperature, bugs, wind temperature, weapons used, bacteria present, and the circumstances. Nearly everything. Some things are predictable. Some things we can measure, but there’s a whole lotta mystery that happens in those moments when the spirit leaves the body, and the body is left behind. Things that no one can explain.”

      Grady shook his head and stared at Cassie. Cassie smiled and held a finger up as if telling Grady to give Daisy a minute. “Now, don’t go getting all metaphysical on me, Daisy.”

      Daisy laughed. “Sorry about that, Cassie. Here’s the thing — if I had to guess, I think that for some reason, the bruises didn’t emerge. Why is that? I have no idea. What I can tell you now, though, is based on real, scientific, I-can-swear-to-it-in-court kind of evidence, both of your mom’s wrists exhibited significant bruising near the bone. On the flipside, I can equally say that if someone asked me to testify in court about why the bruises didn’t surface, the only answer I would have is I don’t know. I could call over to my buddy at the body farm, but he probably wouldn’t know either.”

      Grady frowned. “Body farm? What’s that?”

      “Oh, Grady, you will love this! We should go sometime!” Daisy practically squealed. “Sometimes, we get lucky, and someone will donate their body to science. When they do, some of our best forensic medical examiners will take them out to a farm, and we leave them outside and let them decompose in nature. They run all sorts of experiments that include different weather, different temperatures, what if they’re on the ground, what if they’re above the ground, what if they’re partially buried, what if the soil is this pH or that pH. Then all of that evidence is cataloged. It’s the same idea as a drug trial, you know, where they’re gathering evidence to see how the drug works for people. We’re doing the same, except we’re gathering evidence to see how bodies decompose. That data is then put in a database and helps medical examiners like me figure out the time of death and decomposition rates.”

      Grady shook his head. Daisy sounded way too excited about the idea of bodies being left outside to decompose. What that had to do with his mom, he wasn’t sure. Grady swallowed. “So, getting back to the original reason for your call. You’re saying my mom was restrained.”

      There was a pause at the other end of the line. When Daisy spoke, her voice was soft, the words coming out measured. “More than that, Detective, I’m telling you your mom was murdered.”
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      As the news settled on Grady that his mother’s death was not an accidental overdose but a homicide, Grady felt his jaw tighten. She hadn’t committed suicide. She hadn’t left him intentionally. Had she fought? Was she terrified?

      Then it occurred to him that, like his father’s death, he was responsible for his mother’s death too. The thought was a gut punch. “Thank you, Daisy. I’m assuming you’ll adjust the cause of death?” The words came out short and clipped.

      Grady felt Cassie’s warm hand on his arm as if she was offering her support. He didn’t need support. He needed answers. He pulled away as Daisy answered. “I will. Cassie, I’ll send the updated paperwork to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Grady sat frozen in his seat. His vision narrowed as he balled his hands into fists. As he looked down, his knuckles were white.

      “Grady,” Cassie called softly.

      “I’m okay.”

      “No, you are not. And honestly, you shouldn’t be.”

      Grady blinked. It was the nicest thing anyone had said to him in a long time. His life was a disaster. Every part of it was broken. From his upbringing to the day he’d killed his father, to the murder of his mother, to the Aiden Branch incident, everything was a mess.

      More specifically, he was a mess, and that didn’t even count his drinking.

      Grady stiffened. Despite the fact that his life was pulling apart at the seams, he had a focus. Someone had killed his mom. That person needed to pay.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Cassie whispered.

      “No.”

      Grady pushed his lunch away and stared at Cassie. She stared at him for a second and then began nibbling at the edge of one of her whole-grain chips while looking at her computer screen. “Did you find out anything?” He needed to change the subject off his mom.

      “While you were talking to Daisy? No. Just before that. Maybe.”

      Cassie swung her computer toward Grady. She pulled a pad of paper out of her bag and a black marker. “I think I may have found an intersection.”

      Grady tapped his finger on the table. “Between the cases?”

      “Maybe.” Cassie offered a half smile. “I had to come up with my own process since I don’t have you to help me anymore. Drawing a picture helps.”

      Cassie grabbed the marker and pulled the cap off. In the center of the page, she put the name Alisha. “I think Alisha is the key to all of this.”

      “You do? Show me.” Grady leaned forward.

      Cassie wrote the names Liam, Jamari, and Sheldon on the page in a circle around Alisha’s name. She drew arrows toward Alisha. “Alisha was a corrections officer, right? She was someone in power, someone who could change an inmate’s life. Maybe, just maybe, she somehow got involved in a beef between these guys. Maybe there was history there that couldn’t be dealt with while she was at Forest State.”

      “You mean like somebody else got out of jail and now went after the others?” Grady asked.

      Cassie shrugged. “It makes sense if you think about it,” she tapped her pen on the paper. “There’s a huge power imbalance when people are in prison. They feel helpless. They feel like they don’t have any more freedom.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. They don’t. They are in prison.”

      “Right, right. What I’m saying is, what if she’s at the center of all of this?” Cassie drew a big circle around Alisha’s name.

      Grady sat back in his seat for a second. He licked his lower lip and shook his head slowly. “No. I don’t think you have this one figured out. Alisha’s not the center of the case.”

      Cassie sat up straight. “I don’t? Now who’s the detective here, me or you?”

      The comment stung. Everything in Grady still wanted to be the detective. “You are,” he said slowly. “But that doesn’t mean you are right.”

      Cassie slumped in her seat. “So, what do you think is happening?”

      Grady looked down for a second, gathering his thoughts. “I don’t know. “Your theory doesn’t account for my mom’s death.”

      “It could be totally unrelated.”

      Grady shot Cassie a look. “That’s possible, but it could be absolutely related. We don’t know that yet. What we do know is that my mom’s death is now an open homicide that happened in the same building with the same MO as Alisha Lang.”

      Cassie rubbed her forehead. “Just what I need. Another case. Wait till Jerry finds out.”

      Grady sighed. Jerry wasn’t his problem. Not at the moment, at least. “Let’s go back to Liam Reid’s file. When was he released from Forest State?”

      Cassie typed on our computer for a moment and then looked at Grady. “About fourteen months ago.”

      Cassie noted it on a fresh sheet of paper.

      “How about Jamari and Sheldon?

      Cassie frowned, staring at her computer screen. “Sheldon was let out like ten years ago. He’s been out for a while. Jamari was let out about six months before Liam.”

      “Warden Mollohan said that Liam and Jamari were cellmates, right?”

      “Yep. What about Sheldon Dennis?” Cassie leaned forward, staring at her screen. “Wait. Here’s something. The narcotics unit has an addendum on one of their reports saying that they think that Sheldon is responsible for the majority of the drug distribution in Pittsburgh. They’ve been looking at him. The detective in charge has reached out to the DEA and the FBI for help, but they haven’t been able to get anything to stick.”

      That information helped. Grady could feel, in his gut, he was getting close to a working theory, but he wasn’t there yet. “You said Jamari and Sheldon both had lots of drug charges on the rap sheet. Anything after their trip to Forest State?”

      Cassie sniffed. “Not really. At least nothing that stuck. Looks like both of them got picked up a couple of times for drug charges, but their lawyers have gotten them off.” Cassie whistled under her breath. “Based on the records here, the lawyers involved are from Haddon & Baker.”

      Grady raised his eyebrow. Haddon & Baker was the premier criminal defense firm in the city of Pittsburgh. Their hourly rate was close to a thousand dollars. She cocked her head to the side. “How did two thugs afford lawyers like that?”

      “They’re making their money somewhere.” Grady stared at the ceiling. “Let’s just say that Sheldon and Jamari are currently involved in the drug trade and not on the sidelines.”

      Cassie nodded, making a few more notes on her pad of paper. “Okay, so then what? Somehow your mom and Alisha get in the way?”

      Grady shook his head and rubbed his chin. “No. That’s not it. Did you check to see if I was the detective assigned to Liam Reid’s case?”

      Cassie glanced at her computer and nodded at Grady. “You were. “

      “I guess my memory hasn’t failed me yet.” Saying the words out loud made Grady feel a tiny bit better. Maybe he hadn’t pickled his brain yet.

      “What if this whole thing is about Liam? What if he’s the center of it and not Alisha.” Grady asked Cassie.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I don’t know.” Grady took a sip of his drink. “Something about the timing? Something about the way that he told us he was innocent.” He leveled his gaze at Cassie. “Maybe he was?”
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      A few minutes had passed, Grady watching the people in the cafe and thinking. “I don’t think this is about anyone else except for Liam.” Grady got up from where he was sitting at the table, popped one of the kettle chips in his mouth, and crunched on it while the thoughts formed in his head. He was right on the edge of putting the case together. He could feel it.

      Grady stopped, staring at Cassie, the thoughts starting to crystallize in his head. “This is all about Liam. All of it.” Then he felt a lump form in his throat. “And me.”

      Cassie snorted. “What do you mean — and you?”

      Grady stopped, leaning his hands on the back of his chair. “Look at this from Liam’s perspective. He gets arrested. It’s a legit charge, but it isn’t the truth. If the pills were actually his wife’s —” Grady paused. “What was her name?”

      Cassie dug through the file for a moment. “Maureen. He had a baby at that time too. A little girl. Her name was Jennifer.” Cassie’s eyes brightened. “Oh yeah. I remember this guy now.”

      Grady shook his head. They did so many interviews it was a miracle either of them could remember anything. “Anyway, so, if what he said was true about being innocent, we basically told him he was screwed.”

      Cassie shrugged. “Which he was.”

      Grady held his hand up. “Yeah. He was. His pills. His problem. I stand by that, but we’re looking at it from his perspective.”

      “All right. Go on.” Cassie leaned back in her chair, folding her arms across her chest.

      “So, he’s innocent. He can’t prove it. He doesn’t have a leg to stand on. He’s ticked. He’s mad at me, he’s; he's mad at the justice system. The whole thing.” Grady took a breath. “Then he gets to jail. He meets Jamari Woodward. That was his cellmate, right?”

      “That’s what Warden Mollohan said.”

      “So, he does his time and gets out. Then what happens?”

      Cassie looked at her screen again. “It says here he was assigned to the Southridge halfway house.”

      “Any of our other cast of characters assigned to that one?”

      Cassie raised her eyebrows. “As a matter of fact,” she said after staring at the screen for a minute. “Jamari Woodward was. He got out about six months before Liam was finishing up. They probably had about a week or so there together. He was on an extended halfway house residency because of the nature of his crimes.”

      Grady sighed. “Old cellmates meet up at the halfway house. You know as well as I do that these guys trying to get a job — a legitimate one — after they’ve been in prison, is nearly impossible.”

      “Yeah. Agreed.”

      “What if Jamari went back to his old ways and took Liam with him.”

      The question hung in the air for a second. Cassie raised her eyebrows. “So our innocent victim isn’t so innocent anymore. He’s now going after the bigger fish in the drug trade pond and taking out the people that were responsible for putting him in jail and stripping him of his life in the process.”

      Grady looked down at the ground for a moment. “And if he got out fourteen months ago, that was only a couple of months before my mom died.”

      Cassie paled. “Oh my God, Grady.”

      Grady raised his eyebrows and cocked his head to the side. “It fits, doesn’t it?”

      Cassie clasped her hands together, her mouth open, her expression a mixture of sadness and shock. “Unfortunately, it does.”
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      “Why are you here again?” Jerry boomed from behind his desk the second he saw Grady.

      Grady tried not to laugh at the stricken expression on Jerry’s face. “What? No, hello. No, how are you?”

      Grady had followed Cassie back to the police department. Cassie had insisted. Grady tried to argue with her while she packed her computer and her notepad in her bag that he could just sit this one out. She knew the working theory. What did she need him for? After all, Jerry had told him he didn’t want to see him back in the detective unit again. Ever.

      Standing in front of Jerry, watching the blood fill his cheeks, Grady was glad he agreed. He’d forgotten how entertaining it was to watch Jerry lose his cool. “I’m here for two reasons.”

      “Those better be some pretty good reasons, Grady.” Jerry stood behind his desk with his hands balled into fists.

      “Number one, I think we figured out a suspect that ties all your recent murders together.”

      Cassie shrugged. “Actually, it was Grady that figured it out.”

      Jerry shot her a look.

      “And secondly, Daisy just called. My mom’s death is being ruled a homicide.”

      Grady watched as Jerry’s hands relaxed. He closed his eyes and raked his fingers through his hair, mumbling something unintelligible under his breath. “Oh God, Grady. I’m so sorry.” A split second later, he narrowed his eyes, his demeanor changing. “What kind a mess have you two gotten yourselves into now?” He was back to bluster-filled Jerry.

      Cassie plopped down in one of Jerry’s chairs as if she was getting ready to watch a tennis match. “It’s not really a mess once you hear Grady out, Lieutenant.”

      “I’m not sure I want to,” Jerry said, flopping down into his desk chair. He shook his head and then looked at Grady. “All right.” He waved a single hand in the air, looking defeated. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “It’s about me.”

      Jerry roared, his laughter ringing off the walls of his office. “As usual. It’s all about Max Grady. How do you figure?”

      Ignoring Jerry’s biting sarcasm, Grady began to outline the case to Jerry. He explained how everything fit together from Liam’s perspective. “This whole thing hinges on whether Liam was innocent. If he was, he’d have a right to be upset.”

      Cassie got up and disappeared out of the office for a minute. Grady frowned. He didn’t know where she went. To the bathroom? To get coffee? While she was gone, Grady continued to explain his perspective, an awkward peace between him and Jerry without Cassie in the room. “If I’m Liam, then I’m gonna blame the detective that refused to listen to me. In that case,” Grady pointed to himself. “That would be me.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time you’d been accused of not listening, Grady,” Jerry grumbled.

      Grady ignored the jab. “That would explain why he killed my mom a couple of months after he got out of jail. The fact that he was cellmates with Jamari Woodward, who we know has a long history of drug charges against him, explains how he got access.”

      “But that doesn’t explain why all of a sudden we got bodies dropping like flies, Grady. Is Reid that mad that he’d take out a bunch of people? I’m sorry, Grady, you just aren’t that important,” Jerry grunted. He clearly wasn’t buying the scenario.

      Cassie emerged in the doorway holding her laptop. “I might have something to add.”

      “Welcome back to the chaos, Detective Reynolds. What do you have to say?” Jerry’s words dripped with irritation.

      “I was thinking about what Grady said about how Liam had a wife and a daughter. For some reason, I was curious what happened to them.”

      “And?” Jerry said, leaning forward.

      “Interestingly enough, it turns out that a week ago, there was a filing in the Pittsburgh Family Court against Liam. Maureen Reid, now Grady’s ex-wife, was granted full and sole custody of their soon-to-be four-year-old daughter, Jennifer.”

      “Full and sole custody, what does that mean?”

      Cassie set her laptop down in front of Jerry. “I found a digitized copy of the cover letter that was sent to Liam. It basically says that because he didn’t respond to the paperwork from the court that they have stripped him of all of his parental rights. In other words, they gave him time to respond, and he didn’t. Because of that, now he’s lost his daughter for good.” Cassie turned toward Grady. “That’s the one thing I remember from that night. I remember the look he had on his face when I asked him about his daughter. She was just a baby at the time. He loved that little girl. She was his world.”

      Grady felt his mouth go dry. He was to blame. If he’d just listened, maybe none of this would have happened. Maybe his mom would still be alive. Maybe he’d still have his job. Maybe he’d have a direction for his life.

      Jerry wrinkled his nose. “All right, but that doesn’t explain why Jamari Woodward and Sheldon Dennis are dead. Why them? You’d think they’d be allies of Liam, right?”

      Grady licked his bottom lip. “Not necessarily, Lieutenant. Think about it. Liam goes to jail, then gets out. The only thing he wants to do is see his daughter. Problem is, he has to have his life together for the court to let him see her. That means getting a job.”

      Cassie raised her eyebrows. “You know how hard it is for convicted felons to get any kind of legitimate work right now, right?”

      Jerry nodded, as if conceding the point.

      “So he’s at the halfway house. They are getting ready to release him. He tries to get a job. Maybe it’s at a grocery store or something like that. It doesn’t work out. What does he do? He’s gotta eat and needs money to be able to see his family. He’s gotta get a car and an apartment. He’s got to be able to prove to the court that he is a legitimate parental influence in his daughter’s life if he wants to share custody.”

      Cassie shrugged. “And with no job, that’s nearly impossible.”

      Jerry looked first at Cassie and then at Grady. “So what? He becomes a drug lord?”

      Grady nodded slowly. “I mean, what else is the guy going to do? He’s got no opportunities, at least not that make any sense financially. His ex-cellmate is a drug pusher.”

      Jerry’s mouth hung open. “And if he’s built up his business over the last six to twelve months, then taking out Jamari and Sheldon makes sense. He could take over Jamari’s territory and grab Sheldon’s distribution chain.” Jerry shook his head slowly. “This is a hot mess, you two.” He focused on Grady. “I don’t like the fact that you are working this case one little bit, Grady, but you’re the only one that has been able to put anything together.” Jerry shifted his gaze to Reynolds as if he was ignoring the fact that Cassie had brought Grady back in. “Get this thing moving, would you? Get some evidence, and let’s get this Liam Reid off the street before he kills anyone else.”

      Cassie grimaced. “That’s the thing, Lieutenant. All we have is a theory right now.”

      Jerry threw his hands in the air. “Well, then go fix that! Find the gun that killed Sheldon Dennis. Then at least, you can match the ballistics. Have the crime lab run fingerprints on the syringe and the tourniquet, and anything they found at Alisha Lang’s apartment. Go dig up five more bodies if you have to. Just get this guy back behind bars where he belongs.”

      Grady sighed. Liam Reid might’ve started off innocent, but he was nothing close to it now.
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      It was late afternoon when Liam sent the text to Officer Dustin Chan. It was nothing more than an address.

      Fifteen minutes later, as Liam watched out the window from the apartment where he was hiding, he saw a black PPD cruiser pull up in front. Grabbing a paper bag off of the scratched wooden table in the kitchen, Liam walked down the steps, his boots making heavy thumping noises on each one of the treads. He opened the door, looking both ways before he did. He had to be careful. People might be coming for him, people that had been allied with Sheldon or Jamari and had figured out he was responsible for ending them. He’d have to shore up his crew and fast.

      Liam reached around the back of his pants feeling for his Desert Eagle. Hopefully, his reputation would precede him, and people would leave him alone. Things would calm down after he had a chance to talk to Jamari’s and Sheldon’s men. The offer of jobs and more pay would take care of the problem.

      But he had something else to take care of first.

      He walked down the driveway and over to the police car, tapping a single fingernail on the passenger side window. He tossed a brown paper bag on the front seat.

      Dustin gave the bag a side-eye. “What’s that?”

      “None of your business,” Liam said. Dustin would need to learn to only do what he was told. Nothing else.

      “Then what am I supposed to do with it?”

      “I need you to deliver it to Danielle in Judge Thomas Olsen’s office. Go there right now.”

      “But —”

      Liam wagged a finger in the air. “No butts, Officer Chan.” Liam reached into his pocket and tossed a baggie of white pills on the seat next to the brown bag. Dustin snatched them up, his eyes suddenly wild, and stuffed them inside his pocket as if he was afraid someone would see.

      Liam laughed. “Man, I hope you’ve got that body cam turned off. If not, you’ve just been seen accepting drugs from a street thug.”

      Dustin’s lips thinned. “Don’t worry. It’s off.”

      Liam narrowed his gaze at Dustin. He pulled a wad of cash out of the pocket of his T-shirt and tossed that on the seat too. “Here’s a couple hundred bucks for your troubles. Make sure you tell your mom and dad I said hi.”

      Liam turned on his heel and walked back up the driveway, disappearing inside, chuckling to himself. Getting Dustin to cooperate had been easy. Way too easy. It was a strange turn of events to have the police working for him rather than against him.

      It was about time.

      By the time Liam returned to the window upstairs, pulling the dingy yellowed curtain away from the window to look outside, the cruiser was gone.

      Liam gave a satisfied nod as he turned away from the window. Antonio was sitting at the kitchen table in the sparsely furnished apartment. It belonged to the same man they’d killed the previous week, the same one they’d taken the sedan from. Liam wished people would get out of his way.

      But then again, if they didn’t, he’d learned not to be shy about ending them.

      Antonio looked up from his cell phone. Liam glanced his way. “Are you playing that dumb game again?”

      Antonio snorted. “Yeah. One of them. I gotta do something to keep my mind busy while I’m waiting on you.”

      “Very funny.”

      Liam swiped his cell phone up from the surface of the table and walked back toward the window. He typed in a number he’d memorized and then sent a message. “Delivery coming. Do it before the end of the day.” For good measure, he added a picture.

      As Liam sent the message, he checked the time on his cell phone. He sneered. In just a few hours, yet another person would be out of his way.

      Then there would be one left…

      Detective Max Grady.
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      Twenty minutes later, Danielle Butler was sitting at her desk in front of Judge Thomas Olsen’s office door. She’d read the text multiple times and then saw what was attached — a picture of her kids. Her skin crawled. It came from a number with no name, but unfortunately, it was someone she knew. Part of her wanted to reply, but she knew she couldn’t. What would she say? No? She had to do what she was told, or there would be consequences, consequences that would change her whole life and, from what was attached to the text, the lives of her kids.

      She couldn’t have that, could she?

      Danielle looked around her office. She had the instant urge to grab her personal items — a picture of her and her husband and their twins, a boy and a girl, now both age nine, Alex and Kate, a mug she was drinking her coffee out of that the kids had given her the previous Mother’s Day, and her purse — and run.

      But she couldn’t.

      Fidgeting, Danielle stared at the picture of her husband, Chad. He was a construction worker. A few years back, he’d gotten injured on a site. Nearly died when a trench that was being dug collapsed on him. It crushed both of his legs. He managed to get through the surgeries and the rehab, but not without a healthy dose of pain medication.

      And that’s where the problem started.

      Now two years after his accident, Chad needed pain medication, but the new guidelines for pain management doctors to help them avoid creating addicts meant they could only give him small doses for a short period of time.

      It wasn’t enough.

      One night when Chad had been overly cheerful, the way Danielle used to remember him being before the accident, she pulled him aside after watching him wrestle with the kids on the floor. “Are you okay?”

      “I got a little help.” He grinned.

      It turned out that help was in the form of a street version of oxycodone.

      Chad explained it to her later in the darkness of their bedroom after the kids were asleep. It was cheap and easy to get. He didn’t need a prescription, just a few bucks. And if he knew the right person, he was sure that it was safe.

      Danielle wasn’t sure she believed him.

      A few months later, that stream of pills dried up, and Chad went into a deep depression, pain racking his body. He tried to kill himself and ended up in a psychiatric hospital for three weeks while they sorted through his medical and psychological issues, finally coming home.

      Despite the new pain management protocol that the physician and psychiatrist on staff had assured Danielle would take care of their problem, it didn’t.

      Then Chad found Liam.

      With a steady stream of oxycodone they could afford on Chad’s meager disability wages and Danielle’s salary as a clerk for Judge Olsen, they had just enough money to get through the month. At least, almost always.

      One day Chad had come home, dragged Danielle outside while the kids were watching television, and gripped her arm. “I think I’ve solved our problems.”

      “What kind of problems?”

      “You know, how I can’t work and support you guys.”

      Danielle frowned. “We are doing okay, Chad.”

      “No, we aren’t.” Then Chad shared the news. When Liam heard that Chad was unable to work, he’d convinced Chad to become a courier for him, paying him every time he made a delivery.

      The trouble had just gotten worse from there.

      The problem was that they needed Liam more than Liam needed them. After a few weeks of Danielle’s begging, Chad had tried to get out of it. Danielle had convinced him that he needed to go back to the doctor, tell him what had happened, and get a proper prescription for the medication he needed. “What if it’s cut with something else, Chad? You never know!” she cried.

      He shrugged. “It isn’t. There’s nothing to worry about, Danielle. Liam doesn’t do business that way. He wants his customers to be happy.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Chad’s mood soured. “What do you care, Danielle? I’m the one that’s in pain. Let me take what I’m going to take.”

      And then the threats started.

      One night when the kids had a piano recital, and Liam called, Chad told Liam that he couldn’t leave. He had family obligations, he said.

      Liam went nuts.

      That night, Liam pretty much threatened Chad with everything short of killing him, and Danielle couldn’t even be sure that wasn’t the case. All she knew was that her family was being threatened because Alex and Kate’s piano recital had gotten in the way of Liam’s business.

      It was then that Danielle knew they were all in Liam’s crosshairs. Nothing was off the table, including taking out Danielle and Chad and even their twins.

      Chad, his voice shaking in embarrassment and anger, told Danielle that they had two options — he could go to the police and tell them everything he knew and hope for mercy or leniency. Maybe if he worked as a snitch, he could get immunity. That was, if they could get a good lawyer.

      But then again, they couldn’t afford one.

      The other option was to play along, hoping that at some point Liam would bore of them. In the meantime, Chad could try to get off the drugs or find another source. They could even move out of town if they had to.

      None of which had happened. Chad needed his pills, and Liam had him hooked.

      Then when Liam found out that Danielle worked for Judge Olsen, things had changed, but not for the better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      Officer Dustin Chan parked in front of Pittsburgh’s downtown courthouse, leaving the cruiser in a no-parking zone. A chill running down his spine, he slid out of the car and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He grabbed the brown paper bag Liam had tossed on the front seat and walked to the front door, faced by a couple of bailiffs who were manning the magnetometer.

      Straightening, he strode forward, trying to look confident. Although Dustin wasn’t a regular in the building, his uniform was enough. They gave him a wave and a quick hello, and he walked right by, no questions asked, only asking him to sign in at a kiosk near the elevators. A bead of sweat ran down Dustin’s forehead, rolled onto his neck, and had nearly dripped into his collar when he whisked it away as he tapped the screen, entered his name, and the reason for being in the building.

      He selected the option “delivery” from the dropdown menu.

      On the other side of the kiosk to sign in was a building map. Judge Olsen’s office was on the second floor. Dustin strode toward the elevators and stood, nervously pressing the up button until, finally, the doors opened. He slid inside, looking over his shoulder. It wasn’t as if the courthouse was out of his patrol area. It was just that he had no idea what was in the bag he was carrying or what it would do.

      And that was the terrifying part.

      In the elevator on the way to the second floor, Dustin pinched the top of the brown paper bag together like it was carrying a nuclear bomb. Another drip of sweat ran down the side of his face. He wiped it away with the back of his hand. He needed to start carrying a handkerchief like his father did.

      Thoughts ran through his head. What was in the bag? A message? Pills? Cash? Any of those options would require a lot of explaining if he got caught.

      What had he gotten into?

      Soft music played in the background of the elevator. Given the fact that it was only going up one floor, it seemed to take an extraordinarily long amount of time in Dustin’s mind. As the display beeped showing the number two, the door sliding open, Dustin took one giant step out, feeling glad that he was no longer trapped in the elevator with the bad music.

      Dustin looked both ways when he got off the elevator, trying to determine where Judge Olsen’s office was. Who the guy was, Dustin didn’t care. At that point, he just wanted to make the delivery and get back to his job. He’d turn off his body cam when he got to the courthouse. If anyone asked later, he’d already decided he’d tell them he had a stomach bug and had to use the bathroom badly. He wanted privacy to take care of business, as it were.

      How long that story would hold, he wasn’t sure, especially if Liam had him running his so-called errands on a regular basis.

      He’d have to think fast. Dustin had a sinking feeling that would be exactly the case.

      He shook his head, his stomach sinking, the ache in his back starting again. It was a reminder that he needed Liam more than Liam needed him.

      After a second of scanning the hallway, he saw a small brass plaque halfway down the hall. Judge Olsen’s office.

      Hurrying, Dustin walked to the thick wooden door, putting his hand on the brass knob and pushing it open. Inside, Dustin spotted a woman wearing a pink dress with a tangerine-colored sweater over her shoulders staring at her computer. She looked pale, pale as he felt. She stared at him for a second, her eyes vacant as if she knew exactly what he was doing there.

      He held the bag up. “Danielle?”

      She nodded.

      Dustin set it on the edge of her desk, and without saying anything more, he turned on his heel to leave.

      He could only hope that this was the last he heard of Danielle and Judge Thomas Olsen.
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      Danielle sat at her desk in Judge Thomas Olsen’s office staring at the paper bag. She pressed her lips together, her skin tingling, her body frozen. Chad has said that Liam was a dangerous man. But seeing that he had a police officer doing his bidding for him made it all the worse in her mind. How could they go to the police if Liam was paying them off?

      She didn’t take her eyes off the bag. She knew what she should do — she should pick up her phone, call 9-1-1, have the police come and take the bag away before she even touched it. Then, she should go down to the police department and tell them everything — about Chad’s need for oxy after his accident, about how he’d met Liam, about how Liam had threatened them, and now about what Liam wanted her to do.

      And how he’d threatened to kill all of them if she and Chad didn’t do what they were told.

      Danielle briefly reached for her phone and then pulled her hand away as if it was scalding hot.

      But if she got the police involved, she could lose everything. Even if they cooperated, Chad might be taken away and tossed in jail, and for that matter, so could she. What would happen to her kids?

      A knot tightened in her gut. She glanced at the door again. If the police officer had dropped off the bag, who could she trust? Maybe the whole department was under Liam’s control.

      If that was the case, then she and Chad were as good as dead.

      Danielle stared at the ground for a second, thinking of her kids. They couldn’t go on without her. More correctly, it would break her if she thought that they had to go on without her because she’d made the wrong decision. Children needed their mothers, didn’t they?

      Danielle picked up her phone again and stared at the message from Liam. “Delivery coming. Do it before the end of the day.”

      Before the end of the day? Danielle looked inside the bag, her fingers trembling. There were two pills. Somehow, Liam thought she would be able to cajole Judge Olsen into taking them. What did Liam have against Judge Olsen? She sat at her desk staring at nothing, feeling sick to her stomach. She took the baggie with the pills and stuffed it in her desk. Grabbing the brown paper bag, she darted out of the office, walked to the end of the hall where there was a janitorial closet. She went inside, stuffing the brown paper bag down at the bottom with a bunch of other trash in a can in the corner. Hopefully, no one would find the evidence there. Her heart fluttered. It was a meager attempt to protect herself and her family. No paper bag would save her, that was for sure.

      Walking back down the hallway, Danielle realized she was moving much faster than usual. She sucked in a breath and told herself to relax. Calm down. Someone might notice and remember later.

      Back in her office, Danielle checked the time. It was four o’clock. Judge Olsen should be back any minute. He liked to wrap up his proceedings by four o’clock so he had an hour or so to work on paperwork before leaving the office each day. Danielle glanced at the drawer where she’d hidden the pills. What would they do to him?

      More importantly, why was Liam targeting him?

      Danielle shoved the thought out of her mind. It was none of her business. She didn’t want to know. Pushing the thoughts away, she swallowed. She had to do what Liam asked. There wasn’t a choice. If she didn’t, there was no telling what would happen to her, Chad, or her kids.

      She knew she couldn’t live with herself if anything happened to them.

      She closed her eyes for a second. I have to make this easy, she thought. Judge Olsen liked to have a cup of coffee at the end of the day. He took it with cream and sugar. She could just crush up the pills and put them in the coffee, couldn’t she? Glancing at her desk, she saw a paperweight near the picture of her kids. It had been a gift from her grandmother. She could use that to smash the pills into a powder.

      She was reaching for it when Judge Olsen walked into the office, his black robes fluttering behind him. Danielle snatched her hand back from the paperweight and turned toward him. He unzipped the robes and tossed them at Danielle as he walked by. “I have such a headache,” he moaned. “These people. They’re going to be the death of me!”

      Danielle stood up, suddenly distracted by the wad of black fabric resting in her arms. “Are you okay? What can I get you, Judge Olsen?” Danielle followed him into his office.

      He threw himself down into his chair. “Water, my afternoon coffee if you don’t mind, and if you have anything for the headache, I’d be really grateful. I never get a headache. What is going on?”

      Danielle stared at Judge Olsen for a second. He was leaning back in his chair, his hands pressed to his forehead, his elbows swinging out of the side as if somehow the pressure from his hands would stop the pressure from inside.

      Danielle quickly hung up Judge Olsen’s robes on the coat rack in the corner behind her desk and then got up to get him water and coffee. From behind a small refrigerator next to her desk, she pulled a bottle of water and started the single-serve coffee maker that was sitting on top of it. As the coffeemaker hummed in the background, Danielle froze. The pills.

      It was now or never.

      Her mouth dry, Danielle glanced towards Judge Olsen’s office. His hands were still pressed into his forehead, his eyes closed. Danielle used her body to block the door to her desk and pulled the baggie of pills out. She grabbed a napkin from the stack on top of the refrigerator and put the two pills on top of the napkin, crumpling the plastic bag and sticking it in her pocket. She turned toward the coffee maker. A second later, it beeped. Danielle stirred in two packets of sugar and one creamer, picked it up, trying not to scald her fingers, put the bottle of water under her arm, and grabbed the pills. With a sick feeling, she took it into Judge Olsen’s office.

      “Here you go, Your Honor. A bottle of water, your coffee, and a couple of painkillers for that headache.”

      Judge Olsen shook his head. “You’re an angel.” He sighed, cracking the top of a bottle of water open. He picked up the pills, popped them in his mouth, and followed them with a big glug of water and then a sip of coffee.

      Danielle’s heart sank. What had she done? Should she call 9-1-1 before it was too late? “What happened in court today?” she asked, more to distract herself than anyone else. Danielle searched the judge’s face. Nothing seemed to be happening. Maybe that was the point? Maybe Liam was somehow watching her, making sure she did what he asked. Maybe this was some sort of a test, and nothing would happen to him at all. Her heart fluttered in her chest. She was using every excuse she could find to stay in Judge Olsen’s office. “Were the lawyers being difficult again? I know that murder trial was on the docket for today.” Judge Olsen only dealt with criminal cases.

      “You know, it’s the same old same old. They —”

      Judge Olsen began to stare off into space, reaching up and loosening his tie around his neck. A wash of concern ran over his face. “Danielle, I don’t feel so good.”

      Danielle stood frozen in front of him, her hands shaking.

      She watched in horror as Judge Olsen became increasingly pale, his eyes wide then rolling up into the back of his head, his eyelids closing. He slumped in his chair, his mouth gaping open. He took three deep, ragged breaths that rattled to the depths of his chest.

      Then nothing.

      Danielle shivered. She’d never heard a death rattle before. Now she had. She watched, staring at him. His lips started to turn blue. She stared at his chest. It wasn’t moving. He wasn’t breathing. What was in those pills Liam had told her to give him?

      Danielle stared at Judge Olsen for one more second. Part of her wanted to grab her phone, call for help and start chest compressions, but the image of her family loomed up in her mind. What would Liam do to them if Judge Olsen survived?

      Turning on her heel, she walked back to her desk, picked up her purse and jacket, and closed the office door behind her, her hands quivering. The last thing she needed was to be found next to Judge Olsen’s dead body.

      No. That wasn’t a possibility, she thought as she walked as quickly as she could to the stairwell. Her family needed her.

      More importantly, they needed her alive.
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      Jerry had grudgingly allowed Grady and Cassie to hole up in one of the conference rooms, trying to dig through the information they had about Liam Reid to see if there was any evidence they could cobble together into some sort of a case. After a few hours of work, doing a deep dive on Liam Reid and his associates, Cassie sighed. “Grady, I don’t have anything.”

      Grady had been staring at Cassie’s computer, going through the original report he’d written four years before when Liam had been arrested.

      Not surprisingly, with Grady’s ironclad memory, the details he remembered were exactly as he expected. Liam had committed a traffic violation and had been stopped. The way Liam had been driving created probable cause to search his car. The officer found the pills and charged him.

      It should have been a slam dunk, and on the face of it, it was.

      As Grady looked at the case more closely, he realized that Liam’s wife, Maureen, had basically sold her husband down the river. Whether she’d done it intentionally or not, Grady had no idea. Unfortunately, the only way that Liam’s circumstances could have changed at that moment was if Maureen had admitted the pills were hers. Instead, she chose to lie and say they were his. It was his word against hers. Somebody was going to jail. It just ended up being Liam.

      Grady shook his head.

      “You got anything?” Cassie asked.

      “No.”

      A moment later, Grady heard Jerry boom from across the office. “Reynolds!”

      Cassie paused for a second, staring up at the ceiling as if she was trying to calm herself. She shot a glance at Grady. “Here we go again.”

      Grady raised his eyebrows, not moving from the chair in the conference room. “Good luck with that.”

      Cassie glared at him.

      A minute later, Cassie came back into the conference room and started gathering up her things, tugging the computer away from Grady and closing it. “I gotta go.”

      Grady frowned. “What happened?”

      “Judge Olsen’s dead.”

      Grady frowned. “Judge Olsen? From criminal court? That one?”

      “That’s the one. Security just found him. Dead in his office.”

      A chill ran down Grady’s spine. There was no doubt in his mind the judge’s death was connected to the other bodies. “I’ll go with you.”

      “You can’t. Jerry will have my head.” Cassie held her hand up. “I want you to go, but you can’t. You know that. I’ll have one of the officers drive you home, and I’ll catch up with you later.”

      Grady’s stomach tightened. He sucked in a breath to remind Cassie that Judge Olsen had been the trial judge for Liam Reid, but for some reason, he decided to keep his mouth shut. Cassie might already have known, but Grady couldn’t be sure. He needed a head start. Withholding that piece of information might be the one thing that gave it to him. “That’s okay, Reynolds. I can take an Uber. It’s not a problem.”

      “Okay. That’s up to you.” Cassie said, rushing out of the conference room.

      A minute later, Grady joined Reynolds at the elevator. Cassie had her work bag over her shoulder. Grady knew that somewhere in it was her pad of paper she carried everywhere she went and probably some snacks. Some things had changed, but not everything. They rode down the elevator in silence, Cassie tapping her foot. How she was going to get through all of these cases on her own, Grady had no idea. Jerry was working Cassie to death.

      The only thing that would solve the problem is if they could get Liam Reid.

      Thinking about Liam and what he’d done to Grady’s mother sent a wave of nausea over him.

      Grady stood outside watching Cassie try to cross the street, waiting for his Uber, his skin tingling. Liam was becoming more dangerous by the moment. He was circling like a ravenous lion, starting to go after the people in Grady’s life that were tied to his case. What if he came after Grady or Cassie next? It was a logical assumption. Liam had gone after everyone else already.

      Grady set his jaw. The responsibility for what happened to Liam rested with him. He couldn’t let anything happen to Cassie.

      Twenty minutes later, the Uber driver dropped him off at home. Grady charged in the front door, went directly into his bedroom, and opened the safe where he kept his nine-millimeter pistol.

      Checking to make sure it was loaded, which it was, Grady grabbed a second magazine and then closed the safe door. He went to a dresser drawer, pulled out a thick belt and a holster, slid the gun on his hip, pulling his T-shirt on over it. Luckily, the holster fit close to his body, so the gun wasn’t particularly visible under his clothes.

      He might not be a cop anymore, but he could still try to help.

      Grady gritted his teeth, feeling the weight of the pistol on his side. If Liam was going after all the people that worked his case and interfered with his life, Grady could only draw one conclusion.

      He was next.

      The killer Grady was hunting was also hunting him. He set his jaw. He wasn’t a police officer. If he went after Liam, did that make him a killer too?

      Two cold killers were about to meet, one to get revenge and one to get justice.
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      Grady got in his SUV and pulled out of the driveway, heading back exactly in the direction he’d come from. Downtown. The only difference was this time, he was armed with a pistol on his hip and an extra magazine in the pocket of his jacket that he grabbed on his way out the door.

      He had to find Liam before he had a chance to do any more damage. Time was running out.

      Grady gripped the steering wheel tighter. If there was one thing that he knew about people like Liam, it was that they moved around a lot. They lived in the shadows. Even if he’d been able to look up Liam’s last known address, the odds of Grady finding him there would be nearly zero.

      He needed another option.

      Stepping on the accelerator, he heard the engine roar as he flipped on the radio to a heavy metal channel and turned up the volume. He aimed for the I-279 entrance and steered his SUV onto the freeway, heading for downtown. “Paranoid” by Black Sabbath was playing on the radio, the guitars screaming. It made Grady feel somehow calm and focused. He chewed the inside of his lip thinking about Judge Olsen’s death. There was only one person who could be responsible.

      Liam.

      The death of a judge was a big deal. Everyone would be all over it — including the mayor of Pittsburgh, the district attorney, and the police chief. Grady knew the courthouse building would be locked down like a fortress, trying to keep the media from getting inside or anyone contaminating the crime scene. For a second, Grady thought of Daisy. Cassie wasn’t the only one that had her hands full. But unlike Cassie, Grady didn’t believe that Daisy would be in Liam’s line of fire.

      But Cassie might.

      Grady couldn’t let that happen. Cassie had been a bystander the night Liam had been arrested, just like she’d been the night of the Aiden Branch incident. Grady’s stomach sank. At that moment, he saw his life clearly as a slow downward spiral.

      Only time would tell if he’d hit rock bottom.

      Weaving his way through the downtown streets, Grady circled the courthouse, trying to get a glimpse of the front of the building. The entire main entrance had been blocked off, streamers of yellow police tape fluttering in the wind as the officers on the scene erected a flimsy barricade to prevent people from entering. Grady passed the building, drove down an alley and around the corner, and found a parking spot half a block from the courthouse. He jumped out of his SUV, locked it, and tugged his jacket down over the gun on his hip. Even as a former cop, there was no way anyone would let him in the building with a gun.

      But knowing that Liam was coming for him, Grady wasn’t going to go anywhere without it. Liam had proven to be deadly — his mother and Alisha’s overdose, Sheldon’s execution, and Jamari’s gutting were evidence enough of Liam’s vendetta to make Grady wary.

      As Grady circled the back of the building, he saw the rear employee entrance door occasionally pop open. A stream of worried clerks, administrators, attorneys, and other building personnel left, walking as fast as they could, their eyes shifting back and forth toward one another but not saying anything. Grady imagined all of the judges had been removed from the building by Pittsburgh PD under police escort, making sure they got home safely until the threat could be evaluated and neutralized.

      It was a complete waste of manpower as far as Grady was concerned, but he was sure that’s what the chief ordered. A mass response looked good to the media and the mayor. But this was a targeted attack, taking out anyone and everyone involved in Liam’s conversion from innocence to guilt.

      Grady went to the back door and waited. Less than a minute later, a woman carrying a tote bag that was almost as big as her diminutive frame, rushed out of the building and past Grady, not saying anything, racing for her car.

      Grady shook his head, holding the door for her as she ran out. There was no need for them to rush. They weren’t the ones in danger.

      Grady walked in the back door of the courthouse, immediately smelling the musty air in the back hallways of the old building. He’d been there many times during his career, testifying in cases against criminals he’d arrested. He stopped inside the door, scanning around him. There was a set of steps going upstairs and another set that went down. If he went up, he knew he’d join the crush of law enforcement, investigators, and a whole host of other people that were freaking out about the judge’s death. That direction would get him summarily ejected from the building.

      But Grady needed answers.

      Charging ahead, Grady took the steps down, heading to the basement. He pushed the gray metal fire door at the bottom of the steps open, the bar across it clanging, the noise echoing off the ceiling. As it closed behind him, Grady looked both ways. He turned left, walking down the hallway in long strides, checking over his shoulder. Eventually, Cassie and her cronies would make their way down here. But he suspected she was upstairs, dealing with the scene, probably talking to Daisy and giving orders to the other officers.

      With any luck, he’d have a little time.

      At the end of the hall, he stopped and opened the door. Inside, the room was largely dark; a large bank of monitors hung against the wall, a single young man seated at a long desk, eating a hoagie. The room smelled of onions. He took a long sip from his pop and then looked up and stared at Grady as if he was seeing a ghost. “Grady! Where have you been, man? Haven’t seen you in a long time.”

      A half smile tugged at Grady’s cheek. Jared was as big of a fan of metal music as Grady was. Though Grady wasn’t necessarily that personable, Jared made up for the two of them.

      Jared held his hand up. “Never mind. I heard. Can’t believe you lost your job. That sucks, man.”

      Grady nodded. “Don’t I know it.”

      Jared frowned. “Why are you here? You’re not back with the department, are you?”

      “I’m helping Reynolds a little bit. Kind of an off-the-books thing, if you know what I mean.”

      Jared’s eyes got wide. He took another bite of his sandwich, a straggly piece of onion dangling out of his mouth for a second. He wiped his lips with a napkin and then turned toward Grady. “Yeah. The judge? Just got an email about that. I’m sure I’ll hear the thundering hooves of detectives down here shortly.” Jared turned back to his monitors, pointing. “There’s a herd of them in the lobby right now. Bet they will head upstairs soon.”

      Grady needed to move the conversation along. If he didn’t get the information he needed and get out of the building, he might get caught up with Cassie, and probably be in a whole world of hurt from Jerry. “Listen, I need a favor.”

      “Anything, man. What do you need?”

      “Can you let me see the footage from the two hours before Judge Olsen died? The camera views from right outside his office, if there are any. Maybe him leaving the courtroom, too?”

      Jared dropped his sandwich, wiped his fingers on a stained paper napkin, and set to work, his fingers flying across the keyboard. “Why? You think there’s something to it? One of my friends from upstairs — she’s a clerk for Judge Natalie; they think it was just a heart attack.”

      Grady knew Jared loved to speculate on what was going on in the building. It seemed natural. Jared was stuck in the basement of the building working shifts watching the security monitors. He probably made up stories in his head about what he saw. If it had been up to Grady, he probably would have done exactly the same thing, but Grady didn’t have time to stand around and chew the fat with Jared.

      He needed answers.

      “Let me see the footage,” he growled.

      Jared held his hands up in surrender. “All right. I can tell someone’s in a hurry. I can respect that,” he muttered. A minute later, he glanced at Grady. “There are cameras down the hallways in that section of the building, but not in the individual offices. There are also cameras inside and outside of the courtrooms. A few years ago, we tried to get them to install cameras in the offices, but the judges had privacy concerns.” Jared wrinkled his nose. “That basically meant they didn’t want us to be spying on them while they were working or doing whatever they do in their offices, if you know what I mean.” Jared was a great conspiracy theorist.

      Grady moved closer to the monitors and leaned over Jared’s desk. “Okay, can you run this at high speed?”

      “Sure thing.”

      Jared increased the speed of the video feed. Grady stared at the screen, watching people moving up and down the corridor outside of the courtrooms. Jared stopped the feed for a moment switching to a camera that showed nothing but a stairwell. “Olsen is always in courtroom two.” Jared pointed to the screen. “There he goes up the back steps. Probably headed up to his office.”

      “What about the couple of hours beforehand? What was going on near his office?” Grady knew whatever had happened to the judge happened in his office, not the courtroom. Judge Olsen had made it back to his office but didn’t make it out alive. Something had to have happened.

      Jared changed the view on the screen to the hallway outside of Judge Olsen’s office, rolling it back to the hours while the judge was still in court. Grady narrowed his eyes as he watched a woman walk into the office, walk out, and back in again. “Wait! Who’s that?”

      Jared knew everybody in the building either from seeing them on the video feed day in and day out or from actually talking to them. Though he was harmless, Jared was one of those kinds of guys — super friendly in an almost creepy kind of way. Almost.

      “Her? That’s Danielle. She’s Judge Olsen’s clerk. I don’t know how much actual clerking work she does. I think she’s a paralegal, but she does all the scheduling, errands, and stuff like that. Super friendly. Has twins too. A boy and a girl —”

      “Keep going.”

      Jared started the video again, Grady leaning on the edge of the desk. A minute or so later, he saw the square shoulders of a police officer walking down the hallway. He was carrying something in his hands. It looked like a bag. He disappeared into Judge Olsen’s office and then left not more than a minute later. It could have been less. The brown bag he had in his hands was gone. A few minutes later, Danielle emerged from the office and ran down the hallway with something in her hands. When she came back into view, it was gone. What it was, Grady couldn’t tell. Grady frowned, but let the video continue running. Jared fast-forwarded the video again, and Grady saw Judge Olsen, his black robes trailing behind him like he’d just left college graduation appear in a doorway at the end of the hall and then disappear into his office.

      He never came out again.

      Grady frowned. There was no movement in the hallway for what looked to be about twelve minutes by the timestamps on the video when Danielle, Judge Olsen’s clerk, emerged from his office carrying her purse, walking quickly past the surveillance camera and out of sight.

      Grady shook his head. Something didn’t seem right. Had Danielle left the judge in his office, and he died after that? “Go back.”

      “To what part?” Jared slurped his drink.

      “To the part where the cop walks down the hallway. Can you zoom in on that?”

      “Sure thing,” Jared said cheerfully.

      Grady watched the video again. “Stop!” Grady leaned forward, staring at the monitor. “Can you zoom in?”

      “Yeah.”

      As the image got larger, Jared had captured a frame where the police officer was looking back toward the camera checking over his shoulder before he entered Judge Olsen’s office. Grady could see the name embroidered on his tactical vest. Chan. He stared at the man’s face. The cameras they’d had installed in the courthouse were high definition, almost as good as the ones they used at sporting events. Grady could see a sheen of perspiration on the officer’s forehead. Why? Yes, the weather was nice, but not nice enough that he’d be sweating inside the courthouse.

      Then it hit Grady. What was he hiding?

      Grady pointed at the screen. “You know that guy?”

      “Him? No.” Jared took another bite of his sandwich, talking through a mouthful of food. “I can look him up on the visitor logs. Everybody has to sign in when they enter the building.”

      Grady looked over his shoulder as Jared worked on his computer. Grady knew he was running out of time. He had to get the answers he needed and get out of there. Standing over Jared, he hoped that the looming presence of his body would help him work a little faster. A second later, Jared coughed. “Sorry, got a piece of onion caught in my throat. Guy’s name is Dustin Chan.”

      Grady furrowed his eyebrows. He didn’t know the guy. “Okay, can you zoom out and show me that last bit of the footage again?”

      “Yeah.” Jared ran the footage, this time a little more slowly. Grady watched it one more time. Dustin Chan, whoever he was, disappeared into Judge Olsen’s office, the same judge that had convicted Liam and sent him to jail. Dustin had gone in with a package but had come out with nothing, his hands empty.

      Grady scratched his head. It was a brown paper bag. Could Judge Olsen have asked someone to bring his lunch up?

      Grady looked at the image again. No. The bag was too small, like the kind someone would use at a pharmacy. The kind that could hold pills. Grady swallowed hard and stared at the screen again. It wasn’t much longer until Danielle ran out of the office. Had she seen Judge Olsen die? Or was she responsible for it, giving him whatever was in that bag? Grady would bet his life it was fentanyl, just like what had killed his mother and Alisha Lang.

      Grady put his hand on Jared’s shoulder. He had what he needed. “Don’t tell anyone I was here, okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “I owe you one.”

      As Grady strode out of the security monitoring room in the basement of the criminal courthouse for the city of Pittsburgh, Jared called behind him. “Next time you can bring me a sandwich. I’m always hungry!”

      Grady closed the door behind him and heard voices coming, the sound of multiple footsteps coming down the steps around the corner. He turned the opposite way and quickly dodged into an empty office at the end of the hallway. He kept the lights off, peering through the window. Cassie and two other officers had walked into the media room. Grady held his breath. He could only hope that Jared would keep his mouth shut about the fact that he’d had gotten there first. He wasn’t sure how Cassie would react to that, but he didn’t have time to think about it.

      He had to find Liam.
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      As soon as Cassie and the two officers with her entered the media room, Grady slowly turned the door handle on the office where he was hiding, slipped out into the hallway, and closed it behind him. He headed in the opposite direction from where they’d come from, weaving his way through the basement and emerging a few minutes later out in the sunlight on the opposite side of the parking lot from where he’d entered. He picked up a jog, heading down to his SUV. He had to find Dustin Chan to see if he could figure out what happened, but how? If Chan was dirty, Grady had to stop him.

      Grady slid into his SUV, started it up and drove around the block. As he pulled down the street, he saw a lone police car parked off to the side. Everyone was at the courthouse. What was this guy doing? The officer slipped out, heading down an alley. Grady narrowed his eyes. Could it be?

      “I never have luck like this,” Grady muttered under his breath. He pulled the SUV up right behind the cruiser, threw it into park, slipped out and stuffed the keys in his pockets. The officer in front of it made it about a quarter of the way down the alley when Grady called to him. “Hey!”

      The man turned, staring at Grady as if he was trying to place him. He didn’t say anything. For a second, Grady wasn’t sure if it was Dustin Chan. He was too far away to read his nametag. Grady called out to him again. “You Chan?”

      The officer cocked his head to the side and took two steps forward, angling his hip away from Grady, a clear tactic to keep his gun side away from Grady’s access. Grady held his hands up. “No need to get antsy.”

      Officer Chan strode towards Grady. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      Grady could see the sheen of sweat on the man’s forehead. Chan was clearly nervous. “Wait. I know you. You’re…”

      “Yes.” Lunging, Grady grabbed the shoulder of Dustin’s tactical vest and pushed him off to the side against the wall of the alleyway. It happened so fast Dustin didn’t have time to react. As Dustin’s back hit the wall, Grady grabbed the other side of Dustin’s vest and leaned into him, blocking him from reaching for his gun or taser. For a second, Dustin struggled, but Grady only gripped harder. “What are you doing?” Dustin yelled, his voice hoarse.

      “I think that’s a question I have for you, Officer Chan. There’s video of you going out of Judge Olsen’s office right before he died. Want to tell me something about that?”

      He shoved Grady away. “I don’t owe you an explanation.” Grady stepped in close again, but this time without putting his hands on Dustin. “I think you do. You’re sweating.”

      Dustin looked down. “It’s the equipment. You know. It’s hot.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. “Not hot enough for you to be sweating like that. What are you on, Chan?”

      Dustin Chan held a hand up and started to walk away, acting like Grady was crazy. Grady grabbed him again, staring into his eyes. He had pinpoint pupils. He was on some sort of opioid. “I’m not kidding, Chan. People are dying out there. And I think that you have something to do with it.” Grady knew an accusation like that wouldn’t hold much water, but he was hoping that the jarring reality of it would get Dustin talking.

      “Me? I have something to do with it?”

      Grady could tell by the look on Dustin’s face that he was trying to cover. He wasn’t a good liar. “Yeah. What’s your connection to Liam Reid?”

      “Who’s that?” Another bead of sweat rolled down the side of Dustin’s face.

      Grady shook his head, poking his finger into Dustin’s chest, feeling the Kevlar plate underneath the black nylon cover. “You are not a good liar, Chan. You know exactly who I’m talking about. What’s the connection? Why are people dying left and right?”

      Grady was almost one hundred percent sure he knew the answer, but he was hoping to get Dustin to give him more information.

      Dustin threw his hands in the air. “All right, all right. I know Liam.” Dustin broke off eye contact, staring at the ground.

      “How?” Grady folded his arms in front of his chest, narrowing his eyes.

      “Just, like, from work.” Dustin stumbled over his words.

      “Chan?”

      Dustin looked away. “Yeah. It’s more complicated than that. I got hurt fourteen months ago.”

      “On the job?”

      “Yeah. Threw out two discs in my back during an arrest.”

      Grady dropped his arms to his sides. It happened more than people would like to admit. Officers got injured even on the most boring calls. “And then?”

      “Well, you know how it goes. I was out of work. They sent me to doctors and rehab. Then they said the only way I could get back to work full-time was if I got off the pills.”

      Grady cocked his head to the side. “What kind of pills, Chan?”

      “Painkillers. The doctor just wanted me to use Ibuprofen or Tylenol. I was in constant pain, man. That wasn’t gonna work.” He hooked his thumbs under the shoulder straps of his tactical vest. “Wearing these plates is heavy. That, plus my gun belt, is like another thirty pounds of equipment to haul around for twelve hours every single day. It’s been really hard on my back.”

      It’d been a long time since Grady had been out on the street on patrol. But he knew that wearing a gun belt was heavy. Lots of police officers had back, hip, and knee issues from years and years of wearing protective equipment. It was no different than if they had been overweight. They experienced wear and tear on their joints from lugging around guns and vests over time. “And let me guess. You decided to come up with your own way of handling things?”

      Dustin shook his head. “It didn’t start out that way. I promise you. I had to go back to work. My parents own a Chinese restaurant on the other side of town. They make money, but not enough some months. I gotta be able to give them something out of my paycheck.”

      Grady’s belly tightened into a knot. “So your solution was to go into business with Liam Reid? What kind of an idiotic —”

      “It’s not like that! I was just buying pills from him. That’s all.” Then Dustin looked at the ground again. “And then a couple of days ago, he told me he doubled the price of my pills. I can’t afford it, but I can’t afford to be without the pills either.”

      “So that’s what all the sweating is about?”

      “Yeah. My back feels good, but the pills screw with my system.”

      Grady closed his eyes for a second. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Then he realized he could. “So what did you do? You aren’t taking pills anymore, are you?”

      “I tried to cut back, but…”

      Grady took a half step closer to Dustin. “What does ‘cut back’ mean?”

      Dustin shrugged. “Listen, I tried, but I don’t have a choice. I need the pills if I want to work. No doctor’s gonna let me take oxy and carry a gun at the same time. Some sort of big no-no. Why, I’m not sure. I’m clearheaded enough.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Grady said sarcastically. “Keep going. Get to the Liam Reid part.”

      Dustin looked away like a guilty child who’d taken too much candy for themselves. “Liam told me if I wanted my pills, I could have them for free. All I had to do was run a couple of errands for him. Heck, he was even willing to throw in some cash on top of it. It wasn’t a big deal. I just turned off my body cam, told dispatch I was meeting with a confidential informant. You know, maybe I can get enough information so we can take the guy down…”

      “Are you crazy?” Grady yelled. “You have any idea what you’ve done?”

      “What? All I did was take a bag up to Judge Olsen’s office and hand it to his clerk or assistant or whatever she is.”

      “Clerk. What was in the bag?”

      Dustin held his hands up. “Oh no. No, no, no. I didn’t look. I just did what Liam said. I got the bag and took it up to the office. That’s all.”

      In a fit of fury, Grady pinned Dustin against the wall of the alleyway again, thrusting his hands into Dustin’s pockets. Out of his right pants pocket, Grady pulled out a wad of cash and a bag full of pills. “And this is what you got out of it? Some cash and some pills to make you feel good? The judge is dead, and you are now an accessory to murder!”

      Grady tore open the bag of pills, dumped them on the ground, and crushed them under his boot.

      “Hey! I need those!”

      Grady pointed at the ground. “Those are what got you into trouble.”

      “Are you going to turn me in?”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. He wouldn’t have to. Reynolds would find Chan sooner or later. “Not if you tell me where I can find Liam Reid.”
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      Cassie stood in Judge Thomas Olsen’s office, watching as his body was carefully lowered to the floor from where he’d slumped in his desk chair. Two of Daisy’s techs moved him to a black plastic body bag. Daisy stood nearby, wearing scrubs. She looked like she had just been in one of the autopsy rooms working when she’d gotten the call.

      “What do you think?” Cassie asked as she watched Micah zip up the black plastic, covering the now-deceased judge’s body. Daisy was making notes on a tablet. “What do you think happened?”

      Daisy pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “Something internal. That much I can say for sure. Nothing obvious.”

      “Heart attack?”

      “Don’t know. Right now, the body looks clean. No gunshots, no blunt force trauma. Whatever happened to this guy, it happened inside of his body.”

      Cassie looked over her shoulder for Terry. He seemed to be at every scene Cassie was called to. “Where’s his assistant?”

      “His clerk?” Terry corrected. “Her name is Danielle Butler. We don’t know. She clocked out right before the call came in.”

      Cassie scowled. “How long before?”

      Terry checked his phone. “Don’t know exactly. One of the other clerks said she saw her leave a few minutes before five. That’s right around the end of the workday. Maybe she had somewhere to go?”

      “We have anything else?” Cassie glanced down at her cell phone. She’d already received five different texts from Jerry asking her for updates. The Police Commissioner was champing at the bit to get some sort of information back to the mayor. Cassie hadn’t bothered to respond. What was she going to tell him? They had a dead body. That was it. No cause of death, no damage to the office. Nothing more than a dead body. For all they knew, it could be a natural cause of death, but Cassie’s gut told her otherwise. She jotted a couple of notes on her pad and sighed. “All right. Let’s seal this office off. This guy was a criminal judge in a lot of cases. At this point, we don’t have any idea if this is just a fluke of nature, like a heart attack or something more.”

      Terry glanced at Cassie as she turned and headed for the door. “Where are you going?”

      “To find Danielle Butler.”
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      A quick stop in the Human Resources office on the first floor of the courthouse, plus the flash of her badge, got Cassie Danielle Butler’s address. The woman behind the desk, a round woman with curly hair and glasses perched on her nose, had no idea anything was happening in the building. “I’m so sorry!” she blurted out. “I had no idea anything was going on. I’ve been buried in these reports all afternoon. I totally lost track of time. My God, the entire building could have been on fire, and I would have no idea. What is this job doing to me?” the words came out in a flurry.

      Cassie closed her eyes for a second and held her hand up. She didn’t have time for any hysterics. “All I need is Danielle Butler’s home address.”

      “Of course, of course.”

      The woman scrawled the information on a sheet of paper in loopy handwriting and handed it to Cassie, quickly gathering up her things. “I need to call my psychiatrist and my husband. Maybe my sister, too,” she muttered. “Something’s really wrong. How could I not have noticed…”

      Cassie turned on her heel and left the woman talking to herself. She had other things to do.

      The officers outside waved Cassie through the police line as she strode to her navy-blue sedan. She slid inside, started the engine, and programmed the GPS for Danielle Butler’s house. What she would find there, she had no idea.

      Twenty-two minutes later, Cassie pulled up outside a small two-story house with cheerful yellow siding, green shutters, and newly planted flowers in pots stationed proudly on either side of the front door. She slammed her car door and strode up the front walk, knocking on the front door. “Police! Open up.”

      A minute later, a muscular-looking man with dark blond hair and a matching scruffy beard stood in the doorway. “Can I help you?”

      Cassie flashed her badge. “I’m Detective Reynolds. Is Danielle home?”

      Cassie could hear some noise from the back of the house, the clang of pots and pans in the kitchen. She didn’t wait to be invited to go inside. She strode into the house, going through a doorway and looking left. A small woman with dark hair was standing next to the stove, holding a pan in her hand. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Detective Reynolds. Are you Danielle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Put down the pan. Dinner’s going to have to wait. We need to talk.”

      Two minutes later, Danielle and her husband Chad had gotten Cassie a glass of water, invited her to sit down at their kitchen table, and sent their twins off to play.

      “How old are your kids?”

      “Nine,” Danielle said, her fingers interlaced on the kitchen table. “Are you sure I can’t get you coffee, Detective?”

      Cassie didn’t say anything for a moment. Danielle was very pleasant, but the expression on her face, a flicker of anxiety popping up every few seconds, told her that Danielle might be pretending she didn’t know why Cassie was there, but she did.

      “No. I’m good. Thanks.” Cassie tilted her head to the side. “Do you know why I’m here?”

      Danielle feigned innocence, her eyes wide. “I have no idea. I work at the courthouse. Does it have something to do with that?”

      Again the flicker of anxiety crossed Danielle’s face.

      Cassie spoke slowly. “It does. You work for Judge Olsen, don’t you?” She decided to start with a simple question. It would require a yes or no. Hopefully, if she could get a few accurate answers out of Danielle, it would be abundantly clear when Danielle started to lie. And she would. They all did.

      The realization made her feel like Grady had maybe rubbed off on her more than she would have liked to admit.

      Danielle nodded. “Yes. I’m his clerk. I do administrative stuff too. I help with his schedule, proofread his decisions, handle filings. Things like that. Why?”

      Cassie narrowed her eyes. The flicker was back again.

      “I’m sorry to tell you, but a few hours ago, Judge Olsen was found dead in his office.”

      “What?” She covered her mouth. “Are you kidding? What happened?”

      Cassie saw Chad reach for his wife’s hand. “We aren’t sure yet. When was the last time you saw Judge Olsen?”

      “I don’t know. Right at the end of the day, I guess,” she stammered. “He came in from court. Said he had a headache. I gave him coffee. That was about it. When I left, he was in his office working on something, I think.”

      The flicker again. Danielle was telling Cassie a partial truth.

      “How about you, Chad? Did you know Judge Olsen?” Maybe if Cassie squeezed Chad a little bit, Danielle would come clean.

      “Me? No.”

      “What do you do for a living, Chad?”

      “I used to be in construction. I was in an accident. Crushed my legs. Can’t do that job anymore. I’m on disability.”

      Cassie raised her eyebrows. Chad moved like he’d never been injured. She didn’t doubt his story, but she did doubt his inability to work. He seemed able-bodied enough to her. Cassie rubbed her chin. “Danielle, did you get any deliveries at the office this afternoon?” Cassie had visited the security office in the basement of the courthouse and had seen a video of a police officer, someone they were still trying to track down, bringing something into the office. What it was, Cassie had no idea, but the delivery happened quite close to the end of the day, when Judge Olsen had been found dead.

      Cassie was trying to square up the facts in her head. From what she’d seen on the video, Danielle was still in the office when the delivery came. She left shortly after that. It was possible the police officer had gone in and visited the judge behind closed doors, done something to him, and then left, Danielle never the wiser. Many of the judges were funny about their private time. They liked to stay behind closed doors, asking not to be disturbed. Maybe that was the case.

      Or maybe it wasn’t.

      “Deliveries? No. We didn’t get anything.”

      Cassie pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and calmly tapped on the screen, pulling up the video of Danielle walking into the judge’s office, followed by the police officer a few minutes later. “Looks like you were in the office. Does this ring a bell?”

      Danielle paled and then glanced at her husband as if he could somehow bail her out of her lie. “Oh, that. I totally forgot about it. I don’t know. Some police officer came in and dropped off something. I don’t know what exactly.”

      “Well, it looks like a brown bag. Did he give the bag to you or to the judge?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know. I don’t remember,” she stammered. “Today was so busy. We just had call after call to the office. I had filings that had to be done. Gosh.” She giggled nervously. “I can’t even remember what I had for lunch, let alone what happened at work today. You know, the days just run together!” Danielle got up from her chair and walked into the kitchen, turning on the stove.

      Cassie stood up slowly, walked over to the stove, and turned off the burner again, standing close enough to Danielle she could feel the heat coming off the woman’s body. She folded her arms in front of her chest. “Danielle, you have two choices right now. You can tell me the truth, or I’m going to put a set of handcuffs on you, and I’m gonna walk you out of your house in front of your husband and your children and take you downtown, and then we will have the same talk. If it were me, I think it would be easier to just have that talk here, don’t you?”

      Danielle looked at the ground, her shoulders slumping, her lip quivering. She pointed to Chad. “I did it for him. We didn’t have a choice.”

      Chad shook his head slowly. “We didn’t.”

      One story Cassie could handle at the house. Two would have to be handled downtown, where Danielle and Chad could be separated. She pressed her lips together. “All right, both of you stand up and turn around. I think we’re going to have to do this downtown.”
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      An hour later, Cassie had Chad seated in one interview room, Danielle in another, and their kids in the third conference room set up with pizza, their tablets, a bag of cookies, and some old dusty coloring books that Jerry had managed to scrounge up from somewhere.

      “We become a daycare all of a sudden?” Jerry grumbled.

      “You’re sounding more and more like Grady,” Cassie said, lifting her eyebrows.

      “No, I’m not!” Jerry whirled around on his heel as if Cassie had just accused him of becoming an axe murderer, headed to his office, and slammed the door.

      And to think that getting a new hip was going to change Jerry’s personality. His honeymoon period had clearly ended, Cassie thought as she walked into the interview room where Danielle was seated. Cassie had requested a uniformed officer sit outside of the rooms to keep everyone apart. He gave Cassie a nod as she walked in. Cassie put a bottle of water in front of Danielle and sat down in the chair opposite her. “Okay. No more games. What’s going on here?”

      Danielle reached for a tissue from the box in the center of the table and dabbed at her eyes. “I’m sorry, I just didn’t know what else to do. He was threatening us!”

      “Who?”

      “This guy Chad knows. He’s a dealer.”

      “Like a drug dealer?”

      As much as Cassie wanted to blurt out the name Liam Reid, she couldn’t. She had to wait for Danielle to say it or to pick him out of a lineup so Cassie couldn’t be accused of planting an idea in Danielle’s head. “Do you know his name?”

      “Liam. Chad’s been getting pills from him.”

      Bingo.

      Cassie jotted a few notes down on her notepad, a heavy feeling in her chest. Grady was right. Reid was at the center of all of this. “Pills for what? For the injury he mentioned?”

      “Yeah. Liam’s been asking him to do more and more.”

      Cassie stopped writing and looked up. “What does that mean?”

      “He’s a snake, that Liam. He draws you in. First, it’s a pill at a discount, then you pay full price, then it’s double, but not if you help him.”

      “Let me guess, Chad needs the pills, but you can’t afford to pay for them.”

      Danielle nodded and sniffled again.

      “Oldest trick in the book, Danielle. Chad fell for it.” She looked up from her notepad. “Tell me about Judge Olsen.”

      Danielle stared at her lap for a second. “Liam was threatening us. Told us he’d come after us. Kill our kids. It was bad enough when Chad was involved, but then somehow Liam found out that I worked for Judge Olsen.”

      Cassie’s heart beat faster. “Go on.”

      “He sent me a text. Told me I had to do something for him.”

      “Does that have anything to do with the delivery to your office right before Judge Olsen collapsed?” Cassie chose her words carefully. She didn’t want to accuse Danielle of murder and have her clam up.

      Danielle narrowed her eyes. “Maybe. I think I need a lawyer.”

      Cassie’s tapped her pen on the edge of the table. The last thing she needed was to have Danielle's lawyer up when they were on the verge of getting information that would be truly helpful for the case. “All right. That’s your prerogative. If you want a lawyer, we can get one for you, or you can call someone you know. That’s not a problem. But you have to know something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m tired and irritable, and I feel like I haven’t been home in days. I’ve got a slew of dead bodies in cases that I need to close. The commissioner, mayor, and my lieutenant are all up in my business. It sounds like you and Chad got caught up in some special circumstances. Now, if you give me information and tell me everything you know, then I can get you a deal. I might even be able to keep you and your family together and you at home with your kids.”

      Danielle sniffled again and then looked up. “You can?”

      “Yeah. There are some big fish involved in this case. It sounds like you were just sucked into a bad situation. But like I said, I can get you a lawyer if you want one.”

      Danielle narrowed her eyes for a second. “If you’ll help me, I guess I’m okay without one.”

      Cassie was surprised, given the fact that Danielle worked for a judge. “I need to hear you say it clearly. You don’t want a lawyer right now?”

      “No.”

      Cassie breathed a sigh of relief. Danielle had rejected an attorney, and it was all on the video and audio linked to the interview room. “Tell me about the delivery.”

      “There’s not much to say about it. An officer walked into my office and set a brown paper bag on my desk. He didn’t say anything except for my name. That was it. He turned around and walked away.”

      Cassie had seen the video of the officer, but they were still trying to identify him. “Did you get his name?”

      Danielle shook her head. “No. Like I said, I barely looked up.”

      “Can you tell me anything about him?”

      “Dark hair. Medium build. Maybe six feet tall. He was Asian. Maybe Chinese?”

      Cassie made a few more notes on her pad. Terry was still at the courthouse working with the surveillance people to identify the officer. There was a glitch in the system. It was down — had been as soon as she walked in to talk to Jared, the courthouse security guy handling surveillance. What was taking so long to get it fixed, she had no idea. “Have you ever seen him before?”

      “No. He’s not one of the regulars in the building.”

      It was time to move on. “So you got the bag. What was in it?”

      “Pills.”

      Cassie scribbled that down on her pad of paper. “Pills?”

      Danielle took a sip of her water. “Yeah. Two of them. They were small and white. Liam told me in a text I needed to give them to Judge Olsen before the end of the day. I didn’t know why. Honest, I didn’t. I didn’t think the pills would kill him, though. Chad takes the same stuff, and it helps him.”

      Cassie narrowed her eyes. She didn’t believe that for a second. Danielle knew exactly what she was doing. “How did you get Judge Olsen to take the pills?”

      Danielle stood up and started pacing, putting her hands on the top of her head. “When he came in from court, he said he had a horrible headache. He asked me to get him water, his afternoon coffee, and something for the pain. It all worked out. Or at least I thought it did. I made him his coffee, took the pills and the water into his office, and that was it.”

      “So you don’t have any idea if he took the pills or not?”

      Danielle shook her head, her eyes wide. “No. Like I said, I gave him the pills and walked away.”

      Cassie put her pen down. “Are you sure?”

      Danielle might not be a lawyer, but she clearly knew the law. If she put two pills on Judge Olsen’s desk, she wasn’t responsible for whether he took them or what they actually were. That was up to Judge Olsen.

      “Like I said, I made him his coffee, gave him water, and put the pills on the desk. After that, he closed his office door, and I came home. No idea what he did with them. For all I know, he threw them away or flushed them down the toilet.”

      Cassie narrowed her eyes. She only half believed what Danielle said about not seeing Judge Olsen take the pills. Danielle was smart. Maybe too smart, but part of Cassie could understand.

      She was only trying to protect her family.
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      Officer Dustin Chan, or, more correctly, soon-to-be former officer Dustin Chan, gave Grady two locations where he could find Liam Reid — one was an address in a rundown neighborhood, the other the name of a bar Liam seemed to control or own. Dustin didn’t know which.

      Grady jogged back to his SUV, jumped in, and revved the engine, pulling away from the curb with a squeal of his tires, heading to the residential address that Dustin had given him. As he drove, he thought about two things. First, what he would do to Liam when he found him, and second, there was literally no telling what Liam would do to any police officer he found now that he was on his vendetta to get justice for his wrongful incarceration.

      Grady swallowed. And it was his fault. The whole thing.

      Grady drove, his hands gripping the wheel, zigzagging through the side streets as he made his way out of downtown Pittsburgh and out to the edge of the city. The buildings turned from towering office buildings with glass windows that perched on the edges of the three rivers that gathered in the center of the city to flattened areas on the outskirts, where it seemed that every third narrow residential lot either hosted a boarded-up duplex or was a flat piece of property, the building that had been on it already torn down and hauled away.

      Grady spotted the address that Dustin had given him. He passed the house, drove to the end of the block, turned around, and parked behind a rusted-out red van. Men like Liam became paranoid the closer they got to their goal. Grady knew Liam would be on a knife’s edge, ready to strike at anything and anyone that got too close.

      Most especially him.

      Checking the gun at his side, Grady slid out of the SUV and closed the door, pocketing the keys. He darted down the driveway that belonged to the house next door, crossed the tiny patch of grass in the backyard, praying there was no dog inside that would bark loudly, warning of his arrival.

      He got lucky. There wasn’t one.

      Grady jogged to the back corner of the house where Liam was supposed to be, stopping and scanning the area.

      The duplex itself had peeling gray siding and three concrete steps that led up to a metal door at the back of the house. There were holes in the siding where it looked like an awning had been but had been ripped off. Between the two houses, there was long scraggly grass reaching towards the bits of sunshine it could get the taller it grew, a few wrappers and beer cans scattered in the space between the houses. There was no fence between the two of them, the houses so close together that Grady was sure if he opened a window in one house and someone opened the window in the one next door he could shake hands with the person in the house next door.

      The breath caught in Grady’s throat. He looked around, almost wishing that Cassie or at least one other officer was with him. But he was on his own. Alone.

      He raised a single eyebrow. After everything that had happened, maybe that’s how it should be.

      Grady pulled his gun from the holster, pointing the muzzle toward the ground. He kept two hands on it. He moved at a quick walk toward the back door taking the steps in two big jumps. He pulled on the door handle. It was open.

      Inside, he caught the door with his free hand before it had a chance to slam closed. Dustin had said that Liam had taken over the upstairs apartment after he killed the guy that lived there. Grady looked around him. The smell of burnt food and rotting trash was in the house. He heard some scuffling from the first-floor apartment. The door was right in front of him. There was a television inside, playing loudly. It was good cover noise, if nothing else.

      Grady started up the steps, sticking to the side, angling his gun upward, praying that the treads didn’t squeak under his boots.

      At the top of the steps, there was a single door, haphazardly painted with brown paint that had chipped in more than a dozen places, a single brass number nailed to the door that read two. Grady pressed his lips together and tried the door handle. It was unlocked as well.

      Strange, he thought to himself, given the fact that they lived in such a rundown neighborhood. He’d been there before. Crime ran rampant. But then again, it was likely that the majority of the people in the neighborhood were armed. And not necessarily with legal guns. That would bring a sense of equality to the neighborhood. Street justice.

      Pushing the door open, it gave a little squeak as it opened. Grady grunted. If Liam didn’t know he was there, he did now.

      Grady entered the apartment quickly, holding his gun up. Everything in him wanted to yell “Police!” but he didn’t. After all, he wasn’t a detective anymore.

      It seemed like everything he did reminded him of that fact.

      Grady moved through the apartment smoothly, scanning the space. Just inside the door, there was a small kitchen with old, dented kitchen appliances, a round scratched wooden kitchen table with three chairs around it when there should have been four, and stained brown carpet on the floor. There was a sagging gold couch with a few gaming controllers on it and a large monitor sitting on the floor against the wall. It was probably the only new thing in the entire apartment. Grady stuck his head in the bedroom. There was a single dirty mattress on the floor, and a bag with some clothes erupting from it nearby.

      Confident there was no one in the apartment to ambush him, Grady spent the next few minutes going through the space. It didn’t take long. There was hardly anything there. In the refrigerator, he found three bottles of beer and a half-eaten container of coleslaw. There were no papers or anything of importance on the kitchen table, just a deck of playing cards, half a dozen empty cans of beer, and a pile of wadded-up takeout wrappers.

      In the bedroom, Grady searched the bag that was there. Other than the sour odor of the clothes, there was nothing remarkable about them.

      Grady holstered his gun and sighed. No Liam and no indication of what he was up to other than it looked very much like he had no interest in staying at that apartment for any longer than he had to. With how few things were in the apartment, Liam could leave at a moment’s notice. It had the distinct feeling of someone on the run with the single bag of clothes and the lack of food and supplies.

      Grady shook his head. Whatever Liam was up to, it wasn’t happening at that apartment.

      A tingle ran down his spine. Grady had to find him before someone else died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            56

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam paced back and forth behind his desk in the back office at the Bucket House Bar & Restaurant. He seemed like a panther at the zoo that hadn’t been fed in a week. He stared at Antonio, his lip curled. “These people have to pay.”

      “I know.”

      Liam, Antonio, and the rest of the crew had gathered in the office. They were standing against the back wall, Gus and Randall dressed in the same type of outfit that Liam and Antonio wore — old stained jeans, heavy-soled black boots, and T-shirts. Gus and Randall stood off to the side, Gus with a beer in his hands, Randall with his meaty arms folded across his chest.

      “I have to know if you guys are in.”,” Liam said it as more of a statement than a question. What he was planning would take all of them, and they all knew it. He’d asked the cook to drive, but the guy had said he had to stay at the restaurant. Liam understood, sort of, though it infuriated him. He nearly throttled the guy. The men in front of him were enough. They were loyal. Fewer men were better, anyway. Liam needed to know they’d stick with him. When it was over, they’d have to disappear, or they’d spend the rest of their lives in jail.

      The three men nodded in unison.

      Behind his desk, Liam opened up a locked door that had a digital keypad on it. It was the only modern lock in the entire building. He went inside and stared at the line of safes that were in front of him. Two months before, he’d bought five gun safes. Three of them were lined up on one wall, two on the other next to a long, low locker that looked like an oversized meat chest. Liam went to each of them and started opening them up. There were guns in there, yes, but other things as well, things he’d been collecting for this day. “Antonio!” he called. “Come give me a hand with this stuff.”

      A second later, Antonio appeared in the doorway. “What you got?”

      Liam held up a gas mask in his hand, then tossed it at Antonio. “Get one of these for each of the guys. Grab those overalls out of the locker. Let’s get the van packed. I wanna be out of here in three minutes.”

      Antonio looked confused. “What are we up to, boss?”

      “Setting things right once and for all.”
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      Leaving the apartment, Grady raced toward the bar Dustin had told Grady that Liam had purchased.

      Or more specifically, commandeered.

      According to Dustin, Liam had shown up at the bar and sent the old guy that owned it away with a stack of cash and a warning to never come back. The way Dustin told it, Liam had laughed about it as if it had been a major coup.

      As Grady pulled up outside the Bucket House Bar & Restaurant, he saw a couple of lifted pickup trucks with enormous tires, two beaten-up sedans, and five motorcycles sitting in the parking lot. Getting out of his SUV, Grady’s boots caught on the broken-up asphalt. A tingle ran down his spine. If Liam was here with his guys and other patrons were there, everyone may be in danger.

      And there was only one of him.

      Grady thought for a second about going to the back of the building, but he decided to make entry from the front. Tugging his jacket down over his gun, Grady walked to the door and yanked it open.

      Inside, the Bucket House smelled like a combination of old grease, stale air, and body odor. As Grady walked toward the bar, he could hear the soles of his boots sticking on the floor. A jukebox played an old country song from the corner. There were a group of guys — probably the ones with the motorcycles, Grady guessed by their leather vests and colorful bandanas on their heads — playing pool on a threadbare table in the corner.

      He stopped, staring. There was a colorful line of bottles behind the bar. His mouth went dry. He wanted nothing more at that moment than to grab a stool at the bar and ask for a double of whiskey plus a beer. He set his jaw. There was business to attend to first.

      And it wasn’t like that alcohol had gotten him anywhere at all.

      From behind the bar, a woman wearing a too-tight white Bucket House T-shirt with the sleeves torn off lifted her chin as if she was asking him if he wanted a drink. He shook his head and kept walking. He glanced back at her, but the blank look on her face let him know that she’d seen more than her fair share of people walk through the bar without explanation.

      Apparently, she knew better than to ask any questions.

      Walking down a narrow hallway, Grady found his way to the back of the bar. His heart started to pound in his chest. There was no telling how many people Liam had with him. Dustin had mentioned Liam had a right-hand man named Antonio, but no one other than that. Grady knew from his experience that drug organizations were people-heavy. They needed runners, couriers, people on street corners selling, and other people just moving product around.

      If any of those people were at the bar, they would be loyal to Liam. Not Grady.

      At the end of the hallway, there was a wooden door with stick-on gold vinyl letters that read “Office.” Grady put his hand on the brass door handle and turned it. It was open. Slowly, he pushed the door open, his hand on his gun, hearing the creak of the hinges. He felt his body filling with the buzz of adrenaline.

      The office was dimly lit and smelled vaguely of cigarette smoke as if someone had had a smoke and then had gotten rid of it, but there was no one there.

      Grady went inside, quietly closing the door behind him. The office was way more lived in than the apartment he’d just searched. There was an old wooden desk toward the back of the space, two wooden chairs in front of it. A kitchen table with four chairs had been shoved in the corner, the surface filled with an overflowing ashtray and half-finished bottles of beer. In the other corner, there was a folding cot with a flimsy thin pillow on it and a gray blanket ripped near the corner.

      Grady searched the desk but didn’t find anything in it. Pulling open the drawers, there was nothing exciting to see — a drawer organizer with a few pens, pencils, paperclips, and a couple of yellowed notepads. The next drawer down had a few files, a checkbook for the bar, and a pile of unfiled receipts. The bottom drawer held some files that seemed to be related to the restaurant business. Whether Liam knew they were there or not or whether he’d paid any attention to what was going on with the restaurant as a business, Grady had no idea.

      Worse, there was nothing that Grady could see about Liam’s plan or what he was going to do next.

      Grady stood in the office for a moment feeling frustrated. Liam had dropped a whole slew of bodies. There was only one thing missing. He hadn’t exacted his revenge on Grady, the person who had set off the events that led him to become a criminal. The debt hadn’t been paid, at least not yet. And given the way that Liam was escalating, Grady didn’t think he would become the only victim.

      Grady would bet his life that Liam would want to make a statement.

      Grady looked around the office, his stomach sinking. He had to find Liam and fast. At the back of the office, there was a door with a digital keypad on it. Grady frowned. Everything else in the bar looked like it was from decades ago, the previous owner not investing any money in the bar at all. Heck, the place wasn’t even clean. The bar itself probably violated at least twenty different health codes. If the fire marshal came in, they’d probably be shut down immediately. Grady raised his eyebrows. That was if the fire marshal dared to come into the neighborhood.

      Grady turned back to the locked door. The digital lock didn’t fit. It was new. Grady tried turning the handle, but it was secured. He stepped back, wondering if he could kick it open, but quickly realized the door that was on it wasn’t like the other paper-thin wood doors in the rest of the bar. No, this door had been replaced. It was metal with a metal frame and a digital lock on it. Liam had paid some serious cash to have the door fortified.

      But why? What was in that room that was so valuable?

      There was no way to get in, no way to answer that question.

      As Grady strode outside, he saw a guy sitting on a motorcycle, strapping a duffel bag to it. Grady eyed him up. The guy broke off eye contact as if he didn’t want to get involved with Grady. It was a clear nonverbal communication that the guy was hiding something.

      Grady walked over to him. “I’m looking for Liam Reid. You know him?”

      The man’s face paled. “Yeah. But he’s not here.”

      “You know where he is?”

      Grady sized up the man he was talking to. He was short with greasy hair. He had on a torn blue T-shirt and was pulling on a jacket. A motorcycle helmet sat on the seat of his bike. “No. I’m not sure. Who are you?”

      “I need to talk to him about some business.”

      Grady hadn’t exactly answered the question about who he was, but that was too bad. He wanted an answer, and Grady had given one, even if it wasn’t to the question that was answered.

      The guy looked away, fussing with the straps of his duffel bag. “Oh, man. You don’t want to talk to him about business today. He’s all riled up. You should probably come back in a day or two when things calm down.”

      Grady frowned, cocking his head to the side. “Riled up? About what?”

      “I don’t know. Everything. I’m a cook. He went nuts on me, man, just ’cuz I burned his french fries. I gotta get out of here.”

      Grady crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I have some serious business to tend to with him. I need something more than that. What’s his deal?”

      The man gave Grady the side eye. “He got some bad news a few days ago. It’s made him nuts. He’s going after everybody now.”

      Grady narrowed his eyes. “What kind of news?” Grady had a sneaking suspicion he knew exactly what the cook was talking about.

      The guy shrugged. “He’s got a kid, you know. A little girl. When Liam got sent to prison, his wife divorced him. Now the court took away all of his rights. Man, he loves that kid. He’s going after everybody that did him wrong and everybody standing in his way. I’m telling you, dude, come back another time. Nobody’s safe right now. He’ll take you out with his shiny Desert Eagle before you get your name out of your mouth.”

      Grady swallowed. His theory had been confirmed. “You know where he’s headed?”

      “I don’t know. Someplace downtown. Had a bunch of equipment with him.”

      “Were you supposed to go with him?”

      “I guess. I was supposed to drive the van. But he’s got three other guys with him. He doesn’t need me. I told him I needed to stay here and cook, but I’m leaving.”

      Grady raised his eyebrows. “And he bought it?”

      “I guess.” The man started to look nervous as if he was expecting Liam to show up again any minute. “Like I said. I gotta get outta here. Good luck with your talk, man. I’m telling you, Liam’s gone nuts. If I were you, I’d stay far away.”
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      Liam drummed his fingers on his leg the entire way downtown. At one point, Antonio, who was driving the van with the equipment inside, stared at him. “You feeling edgy, boss?”

      Liam shot him a look but didn’t answer. He’d explained what they were doing in rough terms and then told the guys to shut up. Antonio hadn’t listened.

      Glancing in the back of the van at the equipment they had, Liam checked over his crew. They were each dressed in coveralls that had a patch on the chest that read “Al’s HVAC.”

      Liam spotted the building and then pointed. “Go down that side alley over there. Park around the back. That’s where the maintenance entrance is.”

      “They’re gonna let us in like this?” Randall asked.

      “Yeah. The city has to maintain the HVAC systems in all the buildings. That includes police headquarters. Just do what I say, and don’t ask any stupid questions.” Liam glared at Gus and Randall. They knew better than to bother him when he was onto something. Liam’s stomach fluttered. He was a mixture of furious and excited. He felt the muscles of his jaw tighten. He’d make the officers pay for what they’d done to him. But he didn’t just want Grady. He wanted all of them — every single one of them that had taken his life, his daughter, and his future away from him.

      He was innocent, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            59

          

        

      

    

    
      At the back entrance of Pittsburgh PD’s headquarters, the four men got out, donning baseball caps and zipping up their coveralls. Opening the back of the van, they each grabbed a duffel bag. They were all full, but only one of them had tools in it. They weren’t exactly what you’d need to fix an HVAC system, but no one needed to know that.

      Liam walked up a set of concrete steps and pulled open the door. He’d paid the guy that owned Al’s HVAC a cool twenty grand to let him borrow the van, the coveralls and set up the appointment for them to go into the building. They entered just as it was getting dark out, long shadows following them across the parking lot.

      Inside, a single police officer sat at the doorway playing with his phone. He barely looked up when Liam and his crew walked in.

      “Here to check the HVAC,” Liam said, trying to sound like he was in charge.

      The officer gave a brief nod and kept playing with his phone without bothering to look up.

      Surprised at how easy it had been to get into the building, Liam and his crew walked to the end of the hallway and found the maintenance elevator. It was exactly where Al had told him it was. Over a bottle of bourbon and a pad of paper, Al had walked him through the precise layout of the maintenance part of Pittsburgh’s PD’s headquarters. Twenty grand could buy a lot of information and a lot of opportunity.

      The maintenance elevator gave a shudder and a rattle as the doors closed, carrying Liam and his crew to the top of the building. None of them said anything. Liam stood off to the side near the panel, waiting, feeling the thrum of adrenaline in his system. As the doors of the maintenance elevator opened, Liam stepped out first, checking the hallway. As Al predicted, there was no one there. Liam shook his head. Part of him was starting to believe that getting railroaded had been a good thing. If nothing else, it was certainly more fun and more lucrative to be on the wrong side of the law than on the right side.

      And today would be his most fun day yet.

      In addition to the layout for the building, access to his van, and coveralls, Al had also given Liam the access codes to get into the HVAC room. Liam had memorized them. He punched in the numbers and pushed the door open, hearing the thrum of the machines in the background.

      The one thing Liam hadn’t shared with Al was the exact reason he wanted to get into the building.

      Luckily, Al had been smart enough not to ask.

      Working quickly, the four men gathered together, opening their bags. As instructed, the first thing they did was pull on gas masks. They were brand-new, with a wide clear lens and two high-performing particulate filters on either side of the lower part of the mask. Each man strapped a mask on and then turned around and let their partner double-check the straps. They couldn’t allow for any leakage. It would be deadly. Liam turned and felt Antonio tugging at the straps on his head making it tighter, enough that he started to feel claustrophobic. Liam did the same for Antonio. Liam watched as Gus and Randall went through the same exercise. From inside of their bags, each pulled on a pair of blue gloves.

      Gus, the biggest guy in the group, had the most difficult job. He’d carried the heavy canister into the building. He opened up his bag and lifted it out. It looked like a short version of a scuba tank with a nozzle on the top of it. Al had mentioned that the Freon in the air conditioning units needed to be recharged at the police department.

      That was all Liam needed to know.

      After studying some drawings on the Internet and some videos on YouTube, Liam had figured out how to service the HVAC unit.

      But he wasn’t exactly going to add Freon to it. That wouldn’t be any fun.

      Liam took the canister from Gus’s hands and walked over to the main ventilation unit for the Pittsburgh Police Department. It was industrial size, a large silver box with a set of controls on the front. Liam ignored the flashing lights and gauges. He walked to the side, waving to Randall to bring over the tool bag. Using a drill, he removed the screws from the panel on the side of the unit and set it aside. Antonio stood over his shoulder. Liam handed the drill back to Gus, who put it back in the bag.

      No one said a word.

      Liam spotted the current Freon canister lying at the bottom of the compartment. He reached in, unscrewed the top, and pulled it out, handing it to Antonio. He held up his hands waiting for the replacement. Gus laid the new canister in them. Handling it gently, Liam put it in the same spot where the original canister had been, connected it, and looked at the men. “You guys need to go. When you get down the elevator, take those masks off, but get out of the building. Don’t wait around. Take the van around the corner. I’ll let you know when I’m ready to leave. But get out of sight, okay?”

      Antonio frowned, his voice sounding muffled with the respirator on. “You’re staying? Why? We all gotta get outta here.”

      Liam narrowed his eyes through his mask, staring at his crew. “Do what you’re told. I want to see them pay.”

      As Liam watched his crew walk away, he thought about Grady. He’d heard from a few other guys that worked with Grady that he hardly ever left the building. There was some crazy rumor going around that he didn’t work for PPD anymore. Liam didn’t believe it, not for a second. Grady was always there. Always working.

      Well, this was a night he’d wished he didn’t have that bad habit.
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      “Detective Reynolds?”

      Cassie frowned as she answered her phone. She’d been sitting in her office going through her notes after sending Danielle and her family home with a stern warning not to leave the area. She didn’t recognize the cell phone number that popped up on the screen. “Yes?”

      “This is Davis from narcotics.”

      Cassie nodded. She knew Detective Joe Davis from a training session they’d gone to a while before. “How you doin’, Joe?”

      “Good. You?”

      “Hanging in there. I got bodies dropping like flies, though.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Can’t say it’s much better over here.”

      The previous chief had kept all of the detectives in one unit. They handled everything from petty theft all the way up to serial killers and everything in between. But now, with Pittsburgh’s drug crisis escalating, Chief Spencer Morris had split off the narcotics unit, dedicating a lieutenant and a team of detectives just to that area. The only problem was, managing the caseload was a little muddy. They still hadn’t sorted out who ended up with the dead bodies — was it the general detective unit or narcotics?

      Cassie knew from experience that most of the time, it was her unit.

      Cassie was still trying to work off Grady’s theory and figure out where Liam Reid was. She was currently waiting on a search warrant for Liam’s phone with the hope she could track him and better understand what he was up to. She shook her head. She knew it was a futile exercise. Drug guys like him changed their phones every couple of days.

      But she had to do something.

      Joe’s voice cut through her thoughts. “Listen, I’ve got some information for you. I saw you put a tag on Liam Reid’s file?”

      “I did. What you got?” Cassie frowned. She’d tagged Liam’s files earlier that day as a person of interest in the murders of Jamari Woodward, Sheldon Dennis, and the overdose deaths of Alisha Lang and Grady’s mother, Ann.

      “That Ann Grady you mentioned in the note? Any chance that’s —”

      Cassie didn’t give him a chance to finish. “Yep. It’s Grady’s mom.”

      Joe whistled under his breath. “Man, that guy keeps coming back at you like too many pieces of pizza in the middle of the night.”

      Cassie chuckled. It was a funny expression. “You can say that again. We just had the mom’s body exhumed.”

      Joe sighed. “Well, not sure exactly how this fits into the entire picture, but I have one piece to add to your puzzle.”

      “What’s that?” Cassie glanced down at her phone. Grady was trying to call. She ignored him. Whatever he had to say could wait.

      “I was out with a couple of my informants a little while ago. They said something very interesting has happened over the last couple of days.”

      Cassie furrowed her eyebrows. “The last couple of days?”

      “Yeah. They said with the death of Sheldon Dennis, the distributor network has shifted. Someone else is taking over.”

      Cassie shrugged. That didn’t surprise her. When there was a power vacuum in the drug trade, someone quickly swooped in to grab the profit. “And?”

      “And that someone is Liam Reid. He’s now in control of eighty percent of the streets in the city. He’s been in contact with Philadelphia and Boston, too, from what I hear. He’s trying to figure out how to spread his business eastward. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s looking to break into New York City in the next year or two if we don’t stop him. I’ve got my team working on it.”

      A chill ran down her spine. Things had gone from bad to worse. Not only was Liam Reid dropping bodies left and right in her backyard, but now it looked like he was getting ready to do the same all over the northeast corridor.
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      Grady flipped on his headlights as he revved the engine driving towards downtown. The guy he’d found in the parking lot at the Bucket House Bar & Restaurant had said Liam was headed downtown. Grady knew, in his gut, there was only one place he’d be going.

      Police headquarters.

      Wrapping his hands around the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white, Grady blinked. Had Liam not heard that Grady was off the job?

      Shaking his head, Grady realized it was entirely possible. The department had kept his firing hush-hush, trying to avoid a public outcry and a surge of lawsuits. The only people that knew he’d been relieved of duty were the people in his department and the attorneys for Aiden Branch. The judge had put a gag order on everyone, trying to avoid a media firestorm about what was perceived to be a bad cop.

      If that was the case, Grady had to assume that Liam was downtown at his office amid an entire building full of police officers.

      Grady’s mind raced. What was Liam planning on doing?

      A tingle ran down his spine. He had to warn Cassie. He called her number. It rang three, then four times.

      No answer.

      He tried again. Still no answer.

      After the third attempt, Grady threw his phone against the seat. He knew he could call the desk sergeant, Baker, but they didn’t have the best relationship. There was no reason that Baker would believe him or take any action.

      Or at least anything that would work in time.

      Grady revved the engine of his SUV. He had to get to police headquarters. Liam had a head start on him, and time was running out.
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      Liam gave his men a five-minute head start and then twisted the valve open on the canister he’d replaced in the HVAC unit. He smiled underneath his gas mask. If his plan worked the way he’d wanted, a massive cloud of airborne one hundred percent pure fentanyl was now floating through the HVAC unit in the Pittsburgh Police Department, covering every floor in the powerful, deadly white powder. The canister had been packed with thirty pounds of fentanyl. It took only a meager two milligrams in order to kill someone.

      He snickered. There was plenty to go around.

      Liam paced for the next few minutes, waiting. Then he zipped up his work bag and carried it with him, heading to the rendezvous point.

      With any luck, he’d find some dead police officers on the way.

      Maybe one of them would be Grady.
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      Grady turned the corner in his SUV, charging down the street toward the Pittsburgh Police Department headquarters and saw a line of cruisers with their lights on, five fire trucks, and four ambulances pulled up outside. Grady threw his vehicle into park, leaving it on the side of the road, and ran towards the front door. It was being blocked by firefighters in full turnout gear, their oxygen masks strapped firmly to their faces. The back doors of the ambulances were open, paramedics charging toward the doors but not going inside. Grady ran as fast as he could and then felt a hand grab him. He flipped around, pulling away from the grip, and then realized it was Jerry. “What’s going on?”

      Jerry stood, shaking his head, his face pale. “I don’t know. I ran out to get some dinner and got back a few minutes ago. They wouldn’t let me in. The officers in there are dropping like flies.” His eyes were wild. “I was coming back, and there were people crawling towards the door. The fire captain thinks it’s some sort of a narcotics-based aerosol attack on the department. If that’s the case, there’s nothing we can do. We have to wait for Hazmat to clear the building.”

      “What about the people inside, Lieutenant? They’re gonna die!” Grady yelled. “We have to do something!”

      “There’s nothing we can do until the fire captain says we can go in. Nothing.” Jerry’s head hung.

      Grady leaned forward, looking through the glass doors that flanked the Pittsburgh’s Police Department headquarters entrance. Inside he could see bodies of officers face down on the ground, not moving. Firefighters were moving slowly inside, dragging them towards the door, teams of paramedics standing by with vials of Narcan, trying to revive them. Behind him, he heard the whine of ambulance sirens as one left and another one arrived. Grady turned back to Jerry. “Cassie? Where is she?”

      “I don’t know,” Jerry shrugged, his shoulders slumped. “She was in the office working when I left. I don’t know if she’s still there or not. She’s not answering. No one on that floor is.”

      Grady’s heart sank. He knew that if the entire building was contaminated, then a lot of people were going to die that night. There was no way the firefighters could get in and retrieve all the bodies in time to give everyone Narcan. And even if they gave them Narcan on the spot where they’d fallen, the minute they woke up, they’d be re-exposed, and they’d start the cycle all over again.

      Grady felt his vision narrow. This was a nightmare — a nightmare that had one person’s fingers all over it.

      Liam Reid.

      Grady ran over to a cruiser nearby and popped the trunk, rooting through the back. “Hey!” the officer yelled.

      Jerry looked and yelled back. “Let him do what he’s gotta do.”

      Grady pulled a gas mask from the equipment bag in the back. He pulled the department-issued AR-15 from the gun case, loaded it with a magazine of thirty rounds, stuffing another magazine in his back jeans pocket. Leaving the mask and the rifle in the trunk for a moment, he grabbed a tactical vest, flipping it on over his shoulders. Adding the gas mask, he grabbed the rifle and charged toward the entrance.

      Grady felt the cool air of the HVAC unit cover his bare arms as soon as he went inside. The building was quiet, silent, as if it had been completely abandoned.

      It hadn’t.

      It was worse than Jerry had said. The lobby was littered with bodies. There had to be nearly a dozen police officers down on the ground. Grady grabbed the arm of a young woman who was near the door, crawling her way toward fresh air. He pulled her close enough to the door that the paramedics could get to her. He glanced over his shoulder and saw them working on her as he ran further into the building.

      As he moved through the lobby, the only thing Grady saw were the bodies of his fellow officers, their faces pale and their lips blue. He was sure many of them were already gone. The young woman had been lucky. He wasn’t sure anyone else would be.

      Grady immediately raced to the steps and started running upstairs to the detective unit taking steps two by two. He had to slow down twice, the mask making it nearly impossible to breathe. Everything in him wanted to take off the suffocating plastic sealed to his face, but if he knew he did, he’d be as dead as everyone else.

      He passed two more bodies on the steps, neither of them moving, his stomach tying itself into a knot. These were his brothers and sisters in blue, and they were dead because of him.

      Grady felt like throwing up.

      Punching open the fire door at the top, he ran down the hallway and charged into the detective unit. Luckily, there weren’t that many people up there. Two detectives, a woman and a man were slumped over their desks. Grady knew them — Matthews and Harris. He checked their pulses as he walked by. Nothing. His stomach dropped. They were gone.

      He sprinted toward Cassie’s office. His mind raced. Was he too late for her too? He burst into her office and found her. She’d collapsed from her chair and was on the ground. He checked for a pulse. She was unconscious, but he could have sworn he felt a weak pulse.

      It was something.

      Slinging the rifle behind his back, Grady picked up Cassie, wrestling with her dead weight for a second, finally getting her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He got to the door with her, considered taking the steps but then ran to the elevator. It would be too hard to get her down all the steps with the bodies in the way. He poked at the button of the elevator feverishly.

      The doors opened a second later just as he was ready to try the steps. He darted inside and punched the button for the lobby, saying a silent prayer that he’d gotten to Cassie in time.

      A second later, the elevator chimed, and he ran out into the lobby, going as fast as he could to get Cassie out of the building and into fresh air. As he made it out the door, Jerry was there to meet him. “Over here! Over here!” Jerry yelled, waving frantically at the paramedics.

      A second later, two paramedics, a man and a woman dressed in matching blue uniforms with red emergency bags slung over their shoulders, helped Grady lay Cassie down on a gurney. They immediately gave her two doses of Narcan and ran her to the closest ambulance without saying a word. Grady followed, helping them load her inside. Jerry jumped in the back. A firefighter standing behind them slammed the doors and pounded on them as the ambulance took off.

      “Is she alive?” Grady asked.

      The firefighter shook his head. “I don’t know. But at least you gave her a shot.”
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      Grady was still bent over trying to catch his breath from running with the gas mask on, his hands on his knees when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He stood up, staring down the alleyway on the side of the building. He saw a lone figure walking, wearing coveralls and carrying a duffel bag. He knew who it was in an instant.

      Liam.

      Grady started running, grabbing at the shoulder strap for the rifle and pulling it in front of his body. Seeing Grady after him, the man dropped his bag and started sprinting down the alley, trying to get away.

      Grady yelled, a guttural noise coming from deep inside of him at the carnage he had just witnessed, his eyes blind with rage. It was one thing for Liam to come at Grady. It was another thing for him to destroy the entire department.

      Grady grabbed a hold of the rifle as he ran, stopping behind dumpsters as he went. Liam emerged on the other side, ran across the road filled with diverted traffic, nearly getting hit by a car, their horns blaring as Liam dodged down a narrow dark alley. Grady followed, keeping a grip on his gun, holding it up in front of his face. He’d just made it to the edge of the alley when he heard two loud shots ring out. Grady ducked behind the nearest dumpster, his back to the brick wall of the building next to him. “Reid!” Grady yelled. “It’s over.”

      “I don’t think so!” Liam yelled back.

      As Grady hunkered down and started moving forward again, a couple more shots rang out whizzing by him. The explosions were deafening. Liam must have his Desert Eagle with him, Grady realized, the same gun he’d used to take out Sheldon Dennis.

      Grady didn’t stop. As he advanced, he realized that Liam had nowhere to go. The narrow alleyway he’d run down dead-ended into a brick wall. There were doors on either side that looked like back entrances into the buildings. Grady could see him frantically jiggling at the doors trying to get inside.

      Grady slowed his movement, realizing he had time. Liam was trapped. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re doing this? You’re not going anywhere. It’s over!”

      “Because of you, Grady!” Liam spat. Grady looked up over the edge of the dumpster. Liam had hunkered down behind a trio of blue metal barrels at the end of the alleyway. Grady frowned, wondering what was in them.

      “I know what happened, Liam. I know you are innocent. I know about your daughter.”

      “Yeah? What do you know about it? You ruined my life, Grady!”

      “I followed the law.” Grady wasn’t about to apologize for doing his job.

      As soon as the words came out of Grady’s mouth, he regretted them, not to the degree he was right, but because of the impact. He had followed the law, but look where it had gotten him. He was a drunk, out-of-work former detective who put the wrong man in jail and managed to ruin multiple people's lives in addition to his own.

      “I can’t believe you’d do that to family,” Liam hissed.

      Grady winced. “What are you talking about?” he yelled back, still taking cover behind a dumpster.

      “Yeah, your dad. The man you killed? He was cousins with my dad. You know what that makes us? Family. The kind that gets screwed up generation after generation. And man, Grady, you screwed me good.”

      Grady froze. He’d never met any of his dad’s family. It wasn’t like with his dad’s abusive nature that they had cookouts every weekend with grandma and grandpa and all the brothers and sisters. No. Grady had met his father’s parents twice in his life — one Christmas when he was six and then saw them briefly right after he killed his father.

      And neither of them had ever said anything to him.

      “So not only did you screw up my life, but you screwed a family member. How’s that feel, Grady?”

      Grady shook his head. He couldn’t get caught up in Liam’s drama. There was no telling if that was even the truth. Liam was clever. It might just be a line to get under Grady’s skin.

      Grady pressed his lips together. He needed to end this. With the disaster at headquarters, there was no backup coming, no help. And the last thing he needed to do was let Liam somehow figure out how to enter one of the doors at the end of the alleyway and get away. He saw a dark shadow darting back and forth as if Liam was trying to figure out a way to jimmy the door open. If Grady lost him inside one of the buildings, there was no telling what Liam would do and who else he would kill.

      Grady pulled the rifle up to his face and darted out from behind the dumpster, running for cover on the other side of the alley. Sensing his movement, Liam pulled the trigger on the silver Desert Eagle again, this time narrowly missing Grady. Grady knelt behind a wooden crate that had been left there. “Drop your gun and come out, Liam, with your hands up. It’s over.”

      “No!”

      All of a sudden, Grady saw Liam stand straight up, raise the gun in Grady’s direction and fire a volley of shots toward Grady. Grady leveled the rifle just as one of the rounds from the Desert Eagle whipped past his ear. He felt the heat of it go past him. He pulled the trigger once and then twice.

      Grady watched as Liam’s body crumpled to the ground, the shot hitting whatever was in the barrels and immediately igniting them. Grady covered his face as the barrels exploded, knocked to the ground by the concussion.

      His ears ringing, Grady staggered to his feet. He tried to run toward Liam, to see if there was anything that could be done to save him.

      By the time he got to Liam, it was too late.

      A few feet away, Grady stopped, the heat from the blaze too intense for him to get close. Grady watched as Liam’s still body was eaten up by the flames.

      It was over.
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      Grady stepped inside of Mercy Hospital with a sigh. He first went upstairs to visit Ben, checked in with his nurse of the day, a short woman with dark hair and thick glasses named Monica, who assured Grady that Ben was doing better. Grady walked into the bay of the ICU and checked in on his brother. Ben was sitting up in bed with four different kinds of Jell-O in front of him staring at the television where cartoons were playing. “Hi, Max!” he said. “Look! They brought me all!”

      Grady shook his head. Ben had orange, blue, green, and red Jell-O all lined up in front of him and was eating one bite from each in perfect sequence. “That’s great, buddy. How are you feeling?”

      “Better.”

      Given the fact that Ben didn’t talk much, that was about as good as Grady could expect to get while Ben was recovering. He heard Ben cough and then frowned at the nurse who gave him a smile. “That’s all right. We want him to cough so he can get the junk out of his lungs. The plan is to move him downstairs today to a regular floor. He’ll be more comfortable there. Hopefully, in a day or two he can go back to the Oakview Center.”

      “Any news on his heart? Someone told me it might be enlarged?”

      The nurse smiled. “All good. Tests came back negative.”

      Grady nodded. “Okay. Sounds good. Call me if you need anything else.”

      As Grady turned on his heel to walk away, he looked back at Ben. “See you soon, buddy!”

      Ben didn’t look his way, too taken by the Jell-O.

      Taking the steps to the floor below, Grady wandered down the hallway until he found Room 631. He knocked on the door frame before walking in.

      Cassie was propped up in bed, her eyes closed, an oxygen cannula in her nose. She rolled her head toward him and opened her eyes. “Grady. What are you doing here?”

      “I’m glad to see you made it.”

      She cocked her head to the side, her strawberry blonde hair cascading over her shoulder. “Jerry said it was thanks to you.” He saw her eyes well up. “So many people. If we could have just —”

      “I know, I know,” Grady said, putting his hand on hers.

      All in all, the department had lost thirty-five officers that night. The quick work of the fire department had managed to pull twenty-two other people out, including Cassie. The devastation to the department, especially when coupled with Erica Cortez’s death, was unbelievable. The city was in mourning. Police departments from all over the United States had sent members of their departments and their narcotics task forces to Pittsburgh to try to help with the cleanup and track down the last of Liam’s men and get control of the fentanyl surge in the city. Even the FBI, ATF, and DEA were involved.

      Pittsburgh was on lockdown.

      After what had happened to the police department, Grady thought that was good. They all needed to be on alert. There was no telling when another madman like Liam Reid would come after one of their own.

      Grady sat down on a chair near the side of Cassie’s bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I got hit in the head with a hammer. The doctor said the headache should go away in a day or so. They’re going to keep me here for another night before they send me home. I guess there’s something with fentanyl that once you get exposed, it can come back. The symptoms can reemerge up to forty-eight hours later, depending on what’s still in your lungs and bloodstream. She looked toward him. “How are you holding up?”

      By her look, it was clear that someone — probably Jerry — had told her what had happened after he’d pulled her out of the building — about how Grady had tracked down Liam. “I heard Liam Reid is no longer an issue.”

      “That’s right.” Grady had gotten a call earlier that day from Jerry telling him that they’d done a chemical analysis on what was in the barrels that had exploded when Grady’s stray shot had hit them. It was a highly flammable solvent for the dry cleaner, one of the businesses that was in the building off the alley. The owner had just gone inside to get a dolly to take them into the building when the shots rang out. When the round from Grady’s rifle hit the barrel, the solvent went up from the spark of the metal round piercing the metal barrel. Liam’s body had been burned beyond recognition.

      But that was Dr. Daisy’s problem now.

      Grady looked down at the ground. If Cassie knew that Liam had claimed to be Grady’s cousin, she didn’t say anything. It was better that way. “I’m okay. I have some stuff I need to sort out.”

      She reached toward him and gave his hand a squeeze. “I know. You will. Any news about your mom?”

      Grady looked away. “Daisy took her back to the cemetery. She’s back where she should be, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry, Grady. I wish Liam were still alive so he could pay for what he’s done.”

      “It’s okay. It’s over.” Grady looked toward the door. There was nothing else to say. “Listen, I’ve got someplace I need to be. I’ll see you later.”

      Grady wasn’t sure what else to say.

      He strode out of the room, went to the elevator, and rode it back to the first floor. Instead of turning toward the exit, he made a right, turning down two hallways and pushing a door open. The smell of coffee hung in the air. There was a small group of people clustered in twos and threes throughout the room. A minute later, a man called out. “Everybody, take a seat, please.” Once they settled, he looked at Grady. “It seems we have a visitor. Would you like to tell us your name?”

      Grady drew in a long breath, scanning the faces of the people in front of him. There were women and men, old and young, from all walks of life. He blinked, scanning the room.

      “My name is Max, and I’m an alcoholic.”
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