
Lani’s 
Challenge

Linda Morelli

Lani’s Challenge
All Rights Reserved
All characters in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. Any reproduction or other unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of Port Town Publishing.

Copyright © 2005 by Linda Morelli

Published By
Port Town Publishing

5909 Tower Avenue

Superior, WI 54880
Web Address: 
www.porttownpublishing.bigstep.com

Cover Design

Linda Morelli

ISBN: 1-59466-032-8
Excerpted chapter copyright © by Linda Morelli 

Chapter One
The coppery scent of blood hit Lani as she walked through the abandoned warehouse toward the corpse. A black, well-dressed man knelt beside the body, his back to her. She stopped within a few feet and gazed at the blond man’s unlined face. “He’s young.”
The doctor glanced up and his ebony eyes met hers, then he lowered his gaze to the thin leather wallet and badge she wore on her waist. He rose and rolled his shoulders, as though dismissing the emotional burden of his job before he inclined his head in agreement. “Around twenty six or seven, but he looks younger. By the way, I’m Frank Edwards,” he said, extending his hand. “Chief Medical Examiner. You are...?”
“Lani Talbot. Detective Lani Talbot,” she amended as she shook his hand, then released it. The title was new, and she was determined to live up to the requirements of the position for herself, as well as for her father’s memory. 
Lani returned his smile, then glanced around the warehouse. A dank, oily smell permeated the tepid air, reminiscent of a service station’s bay. Fluorescent lights lined the ceiling, struggling to illuminate the windowless interior, the metal staircase on her left, and the forensics technicians who remained to scour the walls and floor for possible evidence. “So where’s Detective Pierce?”
The older man’s eyes sparked with recognition and, if she wasn’t mistaken, a touch of humor. “You’re Pierce’s new partner?”
“You win the jackpot.” She glanced at her watch. Almost eleven a.m. “Lieutenant Allard told me Pierce would be here by the time I arrived.”
“Probably still in court. His case was second on the docket, but you know how those homicide cases are.”
“Yes.” She had investigated her share of them while going through the probationary period required to become a homicide detective: eighteen months serving on the DC Metropolitan police force. Time spent investigating traffic accidents, break-ins, suicides and, yes, more than her share of murders. She served that time at another precinct, had specifically asked to be transferred to the 6th District. Now she felt like she was going through the process all over again.

She leaned down to take a closer look at the victim and noticed the marks on his forehead. The faded indentations were likely the result of an elastic band of some sort. Perhaps caused by a reversed baseball cap?
She glanced at Frank. “Find any ID?”
“Not yet.”
“Got some spare gloves?”
He waved his gloved hand toward the large aluminum case that rested on a metal worktable two feet away. “In my medical case. Help yourself.”
Lani stepped around the body and, spying the latex gloves, slipped one on, then returned to inspect the youth. She spied the torn fingernail on his right middle finger and, lifting the hand, saw traces of blood beneath the other nails. She lowered the hand and stood to stare at the body in more detail. The designer jeans, the light blue silk shirt and new—judging by the lack of scuff marks—patent leather shoes with two-inch-high heels all spoke of money.

She moved to the other side of the corpse and studied the young man’s left hand. The pale band on the skin of his ring finger and the wider pale patch on his wrist denoted a missing watch and ring. Robbery? Or perhaps a drug buy gone bad, made to look like a robbery.

“He fought his attacker.”
The M.E. nodded and glanced toward the technicians examining the scene. They had arrived from the department’s Mobil Crime Unit less thirty minutes earlier. “The techs found blood samples on the inside of the entry door and knob, blood and hair samples on the wall.” He inclined his head toward the front of the warehouse and Lani saw the smear of red on the concrete. “As you noticed, there’s enough tissue under the victim’s nails,” he continued, “to run a DNA sample on the perp. No doubt I’ll find more evidence after I get him to the morgue.” 

The doctor again crouched beside the body, pulled the bloodied silk collar around the corpse’s neck aside and revealed a large wound on the left side of the victim’s throat. “The knife entered just below the jawbone, severing the carotid artery, the external jugular, and the larynx. May even have severed the spinal column. Notice how the skin is ripped outward? The guy who did this knew what he was doing.”
Lani glanced at the wound. “A pro,” she agreed as she hunched beside the doctor to study the incision. “Looks like he used a military or hunting knife. He was right-handed.” 

Frank’s dark brown eyes widened. “You know your forensics.”
“A bit,” she replied as Frank rose, stripped off his gloves and tossed them into the small plastic trash bag that rested near the body.

Lani had, during her studies to become a detective, taken advanced forensics, figuring the intensive course would better prepare her for investigative work in the field. Despite her training and the many trips to the morgue to watch medical examiners as they dissected rows of bodies under glaring lights, the sight of blood had managed to make her feel as though she was starting up the initial climb on a rollercoaster. She had soon discovered that she was not alone in that regard. Male and female cops alike felt similar twists and turns hit their stomachs.

There were always exceptions in life and, true to form, she encountered one when an examiner, sensing her determination to learn more, led her from the large main dissecting room into a separate room that held only two tables. Here, the light was more subdued, more...peaceful. He led her first to the burnt body of a baby, no more than three months old, who had died in a fire started by her mother; then to the decomposed body of a young eleven year-old girl who had been raped, her body found stuck in the rocks bordering the Potomac River, just outside the District of Columbia boundary. Lani’s reaction had been purely sympathetic, and she was fortunate to find a trash can nearby. Embarrassed, she apologized for her reaction, but realized as she left that no sane man or woman with a heart could stomach seeing such cruelty inflicted on children without reacting, either emotionally or physically.

Lani released a heavy sigh as she stood and, like Frank, disposed of her glove. Life could be so unfair.
She knew that a long road lay ahead of her, one in which she would have to prove her abilities to the M.E. and other officers in the Sixth District station before they would respect her, let alone trust her with their lives. The fact that she was a woman didn’t help. More than once, during her two-year stint as a cop on Capitol Hill, she had confronted male officers who assumed she lacked the intelligence to observe the obvious clues that would help them solve a case, simply because she was blonde and female.
How she hated stereotypes! She had shown them they were wrong and, if necessary, would do so again.

Lani turned to Frank. “Time of death?”
Her voice was harsher than she intended and the doctor’s voice, in turn, became matter-of-fact.

“From the condition of the body, I’d say between twelve and three this morning.”
“Any sign of drug use?”
“I checked the arms and observed no puncture wounds. As I said, I’ll know more after the autopsy. With any luck, I might even find some latent prints on the skin.”
She knew the technique. Place a body within a closed and confined space, add a unit that heated super glue and, within minutes, the vapors and applied fingerprinting powder would reveal prints left by the killer in the form of dark marks which could be photographed, scanned into a computer, and then run against a database for potential matches. The process worked on virtually anything with a relatively smooth surface.

“Thank God for little things.”
Frank laughed, though it was shallow. “Right, though God hasn’t helped me lately. My caseload’s been too damn heavy. This summer heat always brings out the crazies. Got a backlog of cases, but I’ll delegate some of them. Can’t start on our victim ‘til tomorrow. Got a few John Does waiting in line ahead of him.”
“Understood.” Lani moved to the metal counter that lined the nearby wall and scanned the clear plastic numbered bags—evidence the crime scene techs had found thus far. Her brow knit in a frown as she turned to Frank. “No sign of the victim’s wig?”
His eyebrow arched, but Lani merely smiled at his surprise. “I noticed the indentation in the skin of his forehead. Thought it might be from a hat, but the band is too narrow and continued down behind his ears.”
“You’ve got good eyes, detective.”
Her lips curved into a smile at the compliment. Frank was making it easy for her to like him. 

“The officer in charge,” he continued, “sent men to scour the trash bins for a two-block radius. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”
“I doubt they’ll find anything,” she said, certainty echoing her voice. “The killer wouldn’t be foolish enough to dispose of a wig or wallet nearby, let alone the missing jewelry.” Lani headed for the exit, prepared to face the muggy heat that awaited her outside. She would much prefer to wear a short sleeved blouse, rather than the lined light blue cotton jacket that hid the gun tucked securely into the back of her waistband, and a portable radio. The department had issued her the Glock 17 at six-thirty that morning, when her shift began, along with the radio and the cell phone now tucked inside her jacket pocket.

She paused at the door. “We can always hope he didn’t have time to dispose of evidence.”
“Right,” Frank said as she stood beside her. “He made a fatal error, though.”
Lani tilted her head. “What’s that?”
“He left the body.”
Garrett Pierce walked through the station, nodded at the desk sergeant, then continued toward the rear to the detectives’ offices. He reached Detective Lieutenant David Allard’s office, walked in the open door and stopped before his commander’s desk. “I understand I’ve been assigned a new partner.”
The lieutenant didn’t bother to glance at Pierce, though a frown creased his dark brown forehead as he concentrated his attention on the open file before him. “Take a seat. I’ll be with you in a minute.”
Pierce shrugged into the wooden chair in front of his commander’s desk. He waited until Lieutenant Allard closed the file folder, then said, “I’m getting Detective Smith, right?”
Allard shook his head. “I’m assigning him to Franklin.”
Pierce’s body stiffened. “I asked specifically for Smith.”
The lieutenant’s ebony eyes darkened. “You’re working with Detective Lani Talbot.”
“Lani?” Pierce forked his fingers through his hair. “Tell me that name doesn’t belong to a female.”
“You have a problem with double-X chromosomes?” the lieutenant shot back.
“What man doesn’t?” He grinned, but the lieutenant’s impassive stare, his narrow eyes, were a warning to Pierce. “Ex-wives aside, I don’t dislike them more than any other man on the force. Rookie detectives need to learn the ropes, especially females. But she’s probably wet behind the ears and I—”
“That’s where you’re wrong.” The older man rose to his feet and circled the desk to lean against it as he stared at the younger man. Pierce could only wait and wonder precisely what he had done wrong. Why wasn’t she assigned to Franklin instead of him? 
“Detective Talbot,” Lieutenant Allard said, “was at the head of her class at the Police Academy. During her two-year service as an officer with the Capitol Hill Division...”
“That doesn’t qualify her—”
“...she received,” the lieutenant continued, ignoring Pierce’s outburst, “many letters of citation, among them one from Congressman Pryne, the other from Senator Collins.”
“What’d she do? Watch their homes for them?”
The lieutenant’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. “She uncovered evidence of a letter-bomb threat, which saved several lives. The other case involved a kidnapping.”
“A favorite pet, no doubt.” Pierce knew he had pushed too far when a muscle in his commander’s jaw twitched.

His voice firmed and a deep frown knit his brow. “For your information, the Senator’s daughter was kidnapped.” The lieutenant returned to the chair he had vacated a minute before, picked up his pen, then leaned back and tapped the instrument against his open palm. “I’m not used to having my decisions questioned, detective. You are to work with her. If you have problems with that—”
“No.” As Pierce saw it, he had no choice, even though the idea of a female replacing Joe gnawed at his insides. “I hope your confidence in Lani isn’t misplaced.”
Relief eased the lines from Lieutenant Allard’s face. “It isn’t. After she left Capitol Hill, she served her probationary period with the 9th District. Her file is filled with high praise from the District Commander, from both her training period and during her probationary period as a detective. I’m not assigning a rookie to you.”
“Thank God for small favors.”
The lines in Lieutenant Allard’s dark brown face deepened at Pierce’s sarcastic tone. “You’re to meet her at the warehouse at 318 Cushing Place, S.E., to investigate a homicide called in by Officer Nesbith. The M.E. is already there. So is Detective Talbot.”
Pierce rose and headed for the door, then turned to face his commander. “Detective Talbot had better be damn good. She has a lot to prove before I’ll trust her with my life.”
“That works both ways.”
“Yeah,” Pierce shot back, forcing back the painful memories that shot through him. “I know.”
Pierce turned on his heels and left the office, then marched down the hall toward the front of the station. He arrived just as Officer Dan Franklin entered from outside.

“Hey Pierce,” Dan said. “Congrats on your new partner. She’s enough to make any man drool. Met her last night, when she was having dinner with the lieutenant.”
Pierce halted in his tracks. “What do you mean?”
“Just what I said,” Dan added, slapping Pierce on the back. “A real looker. Must be good to have seniority, old man. Only reason I can think of that you’d get a partner before me.”
“I’d gladly trade places—”
“Oh, no you don’t.” The other detective raised his hands in the air. “I’ll wait. She’s your baby.”
Pierce felt the muscle in his jaw tense. “Right.”
The door slammed behind Pierce as he headed down the concrete steps and across the street toward his unmarked cruiser. He unlocked the car, slid into the driver’s seat and jammed the key into the ignition. He started the car and threaded his way through the traffic toward the warehouse.

Pierce slammed his fist against the steering wheel as he cursed aloud. It didn’t take an idiot to figure out that Lani Talbot had political connections. Congressman Pryne and Senator Collins no doubt gave her glowing recommendations—ones which helped further her desire to become a detective. Now, he was stuck with her, would be forced to keep an eye on her. “But who,” he said aloud, “will keep an eye on my back?”
His lips tightened. Dinner with the lieutenant, huh? A real looker, huh? Just how far did she go to become a detective? 
He shook his head to clear away visions of a sexy siren with greed written on her forehead—one who looked just like his ex-wife.

As his breathing slowed, his thoughts returned to his partner’s death, his forced leave while Internal Affairs investigated his part in the shooting that had laid Joe to permanent rest. During that leave, Pierce had sought out every street informer he knew, questioned them in an attempt to determine the name of Joe’s killer. All he got was a nickname: Jimbo. Like the slippery eel that he was, the man’s true identity remained hidden beneath the dark mire of corruption and drugs that plagued Washington, D.C.’s streets. 

Pierce knew nothing would bring his partner back, that nothing he did would ease the pain that Joe’s widow and two teenage boys had suffered since then. But he swore that, if it were the last thing he ever did, he’d see Joe’s killer behind bars. The one thing he hated most of all was loose ends.

It didn’t matter that Internal Affairs had cleared him of any culpability in Joe’s death. 
No matter what they said, Pierce blamed himself.
The Medical Examiner paused before the warehouse entrance. “Pierce and I planned to grab a quick dinner together tonight. Care to join us?”
Lani stepped aside as two emergency paramedics entered the doorway, wheeling a stretcher. She waited until they passed, then a slow smile eased over her lips. She had to like the older doctor, whose eyes held a sensitivity rarely found in a man of his profession. 

“Thanks for the invite, but I already have plans.”
“Perhaps another time.”
“I’d like that.”
Lani turned to gaze at the technicians who slowly packed their equipment back into small metal cases, then the two paramedics as they zipped up the plastic body bag and hefted it onto the stretcher. As the two men moved the corpse toward them, she again stood aside to let them pass through the narrow doorway.

Frank slid his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “There’s something you have to understand about Pierce.”
It was Lani’s turn to raise an eyebrow. She hadn’t even met her new partner yet, and already the M.E. wanted to caution her about him. “What’s that?”
“Pierce and his partner, Joe, were tight, like brothers. You face a hell of a challenge trying to fit into Joe’s shoes. In Pierce’s mind, anyway,” he amended, his lips curving into a smile as if to soften the blow he had just dealt.

Lani nodded. “Thanks. I consider myself forewarned. I’ll catch you later.” 

She left the warehouse, shielded her eyes with her hands as she walked into the hot mid-morning sunshine and searched the street. An officer, his back to her, spoke with one of the paramedics while the second attendant closed the rear doors of the ambulance.

The fact that Detective Garrett Pierce was nowhere in sight surprised her. The lieutenant told her that Pierce was in court, but would arrive on the scene at eleven. She looked at her watch. He was thirty minutes late.
Given what the M.E. said about facing a challenge in dealing with Pierce, she didn’t mind the tardiness. In a way, the extra minutes gave her time to prepare for their initial meeting. She pushed the thought aside, but could do nothing about the tiny coils of anxiety that began to form in her stomach.
Her eyes now fully adjusted to the bright sunlight, Lani counted nine people milling about the sidewalk opposite the warehouse, all of them black. Uniformed officers questioned the group of seven men and the two women, all of whom wore casual business clothes. Probably employees of nearby companies, she realized. She turned to see a derelict, standing aside from the crowd on the left, near the corner, clutching a plastic bag that no doubt held his entire belongings and looking as though ready to run should an officer head his way. 
Again she surveyed the scene. Two black teenage boys, their hair dyed in unnatural reds and blues, stood to the right on the sidewalk beside the chain link fence that bordered the warehouse property, joking around as they answered an officer’s questions. The officer’s gaze rose from his notebook as he spoke to them, and their smiles disappeared instantly. She didn’t know what he had said, but she could take a darned good guess.

Lani glanced at the three white police cars, bearing the red and blue stripes down their sides, and the DC Metropolitan Police logo, parked against the curb. A uniformed police officer stood behind one of the patrol cars, holding a small camcorder pointed toward the crowd. She knew he would take the tape back to the station and produce snapshots of each individual in the crowd. One never knew. A potential witness could be in that group. 
Possibly even the murderer.

Closer to her, near the ambulance, an officer had his back to her as he spoke to the paramedics. Like all the other officers, he wore a light blue shirt and navy blue pants.
She turned and, stepping back, stared at the weathered sign over the building’s entrance, the faded red lettering that boasted “Foreign and U.S. Auto Parts” and, below that, “Custom Parts Made to Order.”
A familiar voice echoed through the warm, crisp air.

“Hey, Lani!”
She rotated toward the source and immediately recognized the stout officer who, just seconds before, had been speaking with the paramedic. Her instantaneous smile matched the warm welcome in Officer Nesbith’s eyes as they met half-way. 

“Hank! It’s great to see you!”
“Same here,” he replied as he tucked his notebook and pen into his shirt pocket. “I left several messages on your answering machine, trying to find out where you’ll be assigned, but I guess you’ve been too busy to return them.”
All too aware of the growing crowd of curious onlookers who lined the sidewalk opposite the warehouse, Lani shook Hank’s hand, a weak substitute for the warm hug she usually gave her police academy classmate. “Sorry Hank, I meant to call you back.”
“So what are you doing here?” He released her hand. “Or is that a redundant question?”
“I asked to be assigned to this precinct, but didn’t learn about my transfer until last Thursday. I still have to meet my new partner, Garrett Pierce. I’m beginning to believe he’s going to be trouble.”
Hank laughed. “Could be, but the Lieutenant knows what he’s doing. Pierce is the best—”
“Detective on the force,” she finished for him, echoing the words David Allard had uttered less than an hour earlier. She glanced at the yellow caution tape that edged the sidewalk.

“So who’s the officer in charge?”
“You’re speaking to him,” Hank replied as he headed toward his marked car. 

She followed. “No kidding.”
“Yep, I responded to the call.” He opened the car door, grabbed a Styrofoam cup and took a sip before he again spoke. “Damn coffee’s cold.” He finished it, then tossed the empty cup onto the floor of his car and closed the door. “Nothing like being the reporting officer. Grunge work.”
Lani laughed softly as the tension eased from her shoulders. “Well, someone has to be around to ensure no one contaminates the site until the crime scene techs arrive. Who better than the best?”
“Oh yeah,” Hank drawled. “I especially love filling out all the reports.” He flexed his hand. “My fingers get tired just thinking about all that writing.”
Again Lani chuckled. “A tedious chore, to be sure, but there’s a bright side.”
“What’s that?”
“You can fill me in on all the details now.”
Hank shook his head as they walked toward the warehouse’s entrance. “You’re still a “type A” personality, I see. Just can’t get enough particulars. Nothing ever changes.”
“Yes, it does, Hank. And not always the way we want it to.”
As they stopped beside the door to the warehouse, Hank’s green eyes met hers and a silent understanding passed between them. He was more than a fellow classmate. Only six months older than her, he had gone to the hospital with her the night her father was fatally wounded, lent a shoulder to cry on. He had even accompanied her to the morgue when she claimed her father’s body, stood at her left beside the grave when her father was interred. Detective Lieutenant David Allard, her father’s best friend, and now her new commander, had stood on her left, squeezing her hand in reassurance.

She quickly brushed the memory aside. “So, fill me in.”
Hank faced the street and leaned his back against the cinderblock wall behind him. “The security guard called in a 10-7 at eight-fifteen this morning, reporting a body in the warehouse. I responded to the call and alerted the Mobil Crime Unit. The techs arrived fifteen minutes later. They’ve been busy for over an hour.” He glanced at his watch. “Should be almost done by now. Backup officers arrived ten minutes after the techs and began questioning people in the buildings across the street. The M.E. arrived thirty minutes ago.” Hank straightened, then nodded to their right toward the entrance to the chain link fence that surrounded the property. “I had an officer watch the entrance while I questioned Tom Safford, the guard who’s on duty now.”
She glanced toward the guard’s shed and spotted an elderly black male standing beside it, dressed in a dark gray security guard’s uniform. “Anything useful?”
“Not much,” Hank replied. “He came on duty at eight this morning to relieve the night guard, Jim Osborne. Safford began making his rounds at eight-oh-five and found the victim at eight-twelve. He’s agreed to go to headquarters later today to sign a statement.”
Lani pulled out a small notebook and pen from her jacket pocket and wrote down the names Hank had provided. “Thanks, Hank.” 
She needed a jump on Pierce, and this was it. She headed toward Tom Stafford, intent on questioning the guard and proving to her new partner that she was a capable detective.

She had to be, if she was ever going to find her father’s murderer.

Five minutes later, Lani tucked the tablet that contained her notes from the conversation with Tom Stafford into her jacket pocket, then headed toward Hank, who now stood near the street speaking with another uniformed officer. The second officer nodded and walked away, heading for the milling crowd that stood across the street, their faces passive, their stares curious. Lani knew that it was one chance in a hundred that any of them had seen anything that would be of use in their investigation, but the questioning was standard operating procedure and they’d be fools not to follow up on that slim possibility.

Hank marched toward Lani. “How about dinner tonight?”
She shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m busy.”
“Come on,” Hank persisted. “You put in your five years wearing a uniform. Passed the test. Made detective.” Hank’s green eyes softened with concern, both traits that he had inherited from his Irish mother. “You can relax now. I owe you a glass of champagne, at the very least.”
The sound of a vehicle approaching from their right drew her attention. She turned, hoping it might be Pierce. She could barely make out the dusty red 2003 Chevy through the razor wire topped chain link fence that edged the sidewalk. She walked forward as the car paused at a stop sign on the street that kitty-cornered the block-wide complex. The driver glanced their way, his curiosity no doubt aroused by the unusual police activity. He remained at the sign several seconds longer than was necessary, but when an officer started walking up the street toward the car, he drove off.

“How about it?” Hank persisted. 
Lani’s blonde pony tail swept her shoulders as she gave a dismissive shake of her head. “No. Besides, you and Deidre have been getting hot and heavy. I’d guess marriage isn’t far away, and I’d hate for her to get jealous.”
“Yeah, she does have that tendency, but she knows you’re an old buddy.” Hank paused as the crime scene technicians walked past them, each carrying a metal case that held the special instruments they required. Another officer followed, carrying a large cardboard box containing the evidence they had collected. Hank’s gaze lingered on one particular technician, a slim redhead whose navy slacks and light blue blouse accented her curves. He waited until she disappeared into her vehicle before he spoke.

“To be honest, I’m not sure I’m ready for that commitment yet. The big ‘M’ is a scary step. But then, at least I’m dating.”
Lani faced Hank, fists on hips, ready to spar. “That’s a fine thing for you to say. After that last octopus you set me up with!”
Hank’s sudden laughter caused a nearby officer to gaze their way. “Well, he won’t go out with any more blind dates I arrange for him, not after you cold-cocked him.”
“The jerk deserved it,” Lani said, watching as the officer returned his inspection to the lingering crowd. “At least the sex fiend learned that ‘no’ means precisely that. So, any sign of forced entry?”
“You’re changing the subject,” Hank replied, “but no, there isn’t. The techs checked the front and rear warehouse doors for prints, as well as the gate locks. Dust around the windows wasn’t disturbed. Looks like the perp and victim just walked in.”
Lani waved her hand toward the large “For Sale” sign on their left. “The ‘Sold’ sticker plastered over that sign certainly wasn’t a deterrent, but the guard should have discouraged them. So where was he?”
“Good question,” Hank replied. “And one I don’t have the answer for yet. So, how about dinner?”
“Any jerks I should know about at the station?”
“You’re changing the subject again. But, in answer, only one.” His mouth curved in a wry smile. “You’ll single him out right away.” 

“Officer Nesbith?” They both turned to face the uniformed officer who walked from the warehouse, glancing from Hank to the notepad in his hand. 

Hank gave a curt nod. “Be right back,” he said, following the other officer to a nearby patrol car.

Lani searched the street beyond, and then glanced at her watch, wondering what was keeping Pierce.
Fifty minutes had passed since her arrival. During that time, the crime scene techs had finished their work and departed. The Medical Examiner, Frank Edwards, had left as well, but not before reminding her that he would have his initial results before five the following day. The officers Hank had sent out to scour the nearby trash bins for the victim’s wallet had returned empty-handed, though they indicated they would widen the perimeter of the search. Additional back-up officers arrived to question every possible witness in the crowd. 

Meanwhile, Lani learned from the day guard, Tom, that the owner of the recently sold warehouse had an office located in the three-story brick building across the street. The owner’s name was George Napolous.

Lani then went to question the owner, an elderly Greek who barely understood English. He became agitated until his wife, the office manager and company accountant, arrived to translate Lani’s questions. Lani then joined the other officers to compare notes. The conclusion: No one had seen a thing except, perhaps, Jim Osborne, the night guard who went off duty at eight that morning. Lani then returned to the unmarked cruiser she had been issued that morning and called Osborne’s home. No one answered the phone. 

Now, she glanced at her watch. Five minutes to noon. Even in the worst traffic, given the time it took for him to speak to their chief, Pierce should have arrived by now. Unless, of course, he was still stuck in court.
The muscles in her neck tightened and she rotated her shoulders, forcing herself to relax as she returned her thoughts to the victim.

The bruises on the young man’s face and arms indicated a violent struggle. Although she didn’t discuss the possibility with Frank Edwards, she was street wise enough to know that they couldn’t dismiss the possibility that the victim was a homosexual. And the M.E. probably surmised that, as well. It would explain the expensive clothes, the band on the victim’s forehead that, in all probability, was a missing wig.

If her conclusion was correct, the killer could be a jealous boyfriend, or a heterosexual out to rid the world of gay males.

But she couldn’t dismiss the possibility that the victim was a drug user who clashed with his supplier over payment. The wig could have been a disguise used to change the color and style of the victim’s hair. 

Whatever the motive, she was anxious to get to the heart of the case, her first murder investigation in her capacity as a detective. She was stymied until she—correction, she and Pierce—could speak to the day guard, Jim Osborne. 

Frank told her he couldn’t complete the autopsy until the following day. By then, they should have more information on the victim’s identity. Maybe even a motive for the killing, if the M.E. found drugs in the dead man’s system.

“Then it’s a date?”
Lani stared at Hank for a moment until his words registered.

“Busy analyzing, are we?” The slow grin that formed on his face gave the Cheshire cat strong competition—one she had seen often during their acquaintance. Hank always had the ability to make her laugh, even in the worst of times.

Now, however, humor was the furthest thing from her mind. “It’s a dirty job, but someone’s gotta do it.”
“That’s true.” Hank hesitated a moment before he continued. “Regarding dinner, I’ll give Deidre a call. If she doesn’t have to work late tonight, we can make it a threesome.”
The screech of tires filled the air before Lani could reply. Heads turned as an unmarked cruiser veered onto the street from South Capitol, then pulled to a stop before the building.

Pierce had finally arrived.





