

[image: ]








[image: ]
















JEFFERSON WINTER – THE FBI CHRONICLES


 


Open Your Eyes


JAMES CAROL


 


(A Jefferson Winter novella)







[image: alt]



















Chapter 1





‘Where’s Winter?’ Hendry asked.


It was a good question. Yoko had told him thirty minutes, and according to her watch there was still another minute to go. Knowing Winter, he’d push it to the very last second just to make the point that she couldn’t boss him around. The tight-browed glare of her unit chief was making the cabin of the Gulfstream feel claustrophobic. Scott Hendry was six-two and obese, which wasn’t helping. On the plus side, he was an expert at playing the system, hence the reason they were travelling on the FBI’s private jet rather than taking a scheduled flight from Dulles. He rapped his class ring on the tabletop and Yoko’s eyes followed the sound. Over the years the edge of the ring had turned smooth and shiny.


‘Well?’ he added.


Before Yoko could answer there was a commotion on the steps and a loud voice declared, ‘I have so got to get me one of these!’ A second later Winter bounded into the cabin, grinning from ear to ear. She almost didn’t recognise him. His black suit fit too well to be off-the-rack, the soles of his shoes looked as though they were leather, not rubber, and the red tie was silk rather than polyester. His shirt was silk, too. There was no way a trainee could afford an outfit this sharp. Anyone else, she’d be thinking bribery and corruption. Since it was Winter, all she was thinking was What the hell? His hair was still damp from the shower. The grey flecks she’d spotted when they last met seemed to have mysteriously disappeared. She also noticed that he didn’t have an overnight bag. He caught her staring and the grin disappeared.


‘What?’ he asked. ‘Did someone die?’


‘Yes,’ Hendry replied, deadpan. ‘Someone did die. That’s why we’re all here.’


‘Come and take a seat,’ Yoko said. ‘We need to get going.’


Winter sat down next to her. He reached for his seatbelt and she leant over until she was close enough to whisper.


‘You can put it on if you want, but you don’t need to.’


He looked a question at her.


‘It’s one of the perks of flying in a private jet. And anyway, if we crash, do you really think that little strap is going to save your life?’


‘I guess not,’ he whispered back.


The fuselage door was closed and sealed, the steps moved away, and the jet started moving. They taxied to the end of the runway and the pilot hit the throttle. Yoko watched the airfield rush past, then suddenly tilt as the wheels left the ground. The clouds were low and grey, and within seconds they’d been swallowed up, the small jet rocking and rolling through the turbulence. Nobody said a word until they reached cruising altitude. It was Winter who broke the silence. He did a quick rat-a-tat-tat drum roll on the table, hands slapping against walnut.


‘So, what’s going down?’


Yoko caught Hendry’s eye and he nodded back, indicating that the floor was hers. She had noticed the brief flash of annoyance on his face and hoped this wasn’t a taste of things to come. If it was, then it could be a long trip.


‘So far we have three victims,’ she said. ‘Like the first two, the latest was found in a restaurant dumpster in Vegas this morning. No ID yet, but there are enough similarities between them to indicate that we’re dealing with a serial killer.’


‘The same dumpster?’ Winter asked.


‘No.’


‘How did they die?’


‘They were strangled.’


‘And?’


‘And what?’


Winter tsked his impatience. ‘Nobody just gets strangled. That’s like the epilogue in a novel. All it does is tie up the loose ends. It doesn’t actually tell you anything. No, I’m interested in what happened prior to the strangulation. That’s where the real story is.’


‘All three were missing limbs. One each. Two arms, one leg.’


Winter smiled. ‘Cool.’


Yoko felt a prickle of annoyance. He still had so much to learn. Not for the first time she wondered if those were lessons he was capable of learning. Hendry was sitting there watching, seemingly content to let her get on with it. She had absolutely no idea what he was actually thinking. ‘This is anything but cool, Jefferson.’


‘You’re kidding, right? It’s way cool. This guy’s a collector, and a collector beats a strangler any day. So why does he collect limbs?’


‘That’s one of the questions we need to answer.’


‘What if he’s a cannibal?’


‘At this stage we can’t rule anything out.’


The kid-at-Christmas smile got wider. ‘That would be so awesome. Do you think he’s a gourmet like Lecter, or a tear-it-raw-off-the-bone Neanderthal? So, what else have we got? Age? Race?’


‘All three victims were white, and in their early twenties.’


‘Tourists or locals?’


‘They all lived in Vegas.’


‘Prostitutes?’


‘Not this time. Theresa Miller, the first victim, worked as a barmaid. Kelly Adams, the second, was a croupier. We don’t know what the latest victim did, but I’m betting she worked in either a bar, a casino or one of the hotels.’


‘You’re thinking that’s how he selects them, right? He watches them at work.’


Yoko nodded. ‘It would make sense. The killer can sit there nursing a drink or playing a few hands of cards and watch to his heart’s content. Chances are, these won’t be bars or casinos that he frequents on a regular basis. He’s going to want to fly beneath the radar and, since this is Vegas we’re talking about, this doesn’t cause any problems. Unlike a small-town bar, it’s the faces that you see more than once that are going to stand out.’


‘So, it looks like he’s got a type.’


Hendry tapped his ring against the table and they both turned to look at him.


‘And that helps us?’ he asked Winter.


‘Maybe. Maybe not.’


‘Okay, let’s assume this is one of those situations where it’s a maybe.’


‘Serial killers tend to target their own ethnic groups,’ Winter said. ‘The fact he’s gone after a white woman three times out of three means that this guy is probably white. Do we know if the victims have any physical similarities?’


Hendry shook his head. ‘The first victim was blonde-haired, blue-eyed and five foot two. The second victim was a five-eight brunette with hazel eyes. I don’t know about the third victim yet, but I would say the answer to your question is no.’


‘So the killer doesn’t see his victims as a wife or mother substitute.’


‘That’s the conclusion I’ve come to.’


‘There must be something that resonates with him, though.’


‘Clearly, but what?’


‘And there’s your million-dollar question,’ Winter said. ‘Okay, so how does he abduct them?’


Hendry nodded towards Yoko, indicating that the floor was hers again.


‘The first two victims were last seen at work,’ she said. ‘Neither made it home and, even though neither had a history of drug abuse, both had traces of heroin and ketamine in their bloodstreams.’


‘Did they live alone?’


Yoko shook her head. ‘Theresa lived with her fiancé, and Kelly shared an apartment with another girl.’


Without another word, Winter shut his eyes and disappeared into himself. Yoko had seen him do this before. Maybe he was being overly dramatic, or maybe it helped him to focus. Either way, this was a part of his process, a process that got results. The ability to immerse himself in the nightmare was his gift. It was something she didn’t envy him for. Over the years she’d taught herself to walk in the shoes of the monsters she hunted, but Winter took it to a whole other level. He existed in their hearts and souls. Hendry was studying him carefully. The way he was staring, it was like he was observing his very own private science experiment. Winter’s eyes snapped open.


‘He drives a van. Probably white, since he’ll want it to be as anonymous as possible, and white’s the colour of the courier.’


‘And you’ve reached this conclusion how?’ Hendry asked.


‘Because he needs somewhere private to work. Cutting off a limb is a messy business. Depending on the tools used, it could get noisy, too. He won’t want to do that at home. It’s too risky. You’d end up with the victim’s DNA everywhere. Also, there’s the small matter of what to do with the bodies. A white van driving into an alleyway won’t raise eyebrows. Everyone will just think he’s making a delivery.’ Winter smiled. ‘I guess in a weird way that’s exactly what he is doing.’


‘And how does he get the victims into the back of his van.’


‘He follows them somewhere quiet, drugs them, then drags them into the back. If it was me, I’d use a tranquilliser gun. That way I wouldn’t even have to get close.’


‘And that’s not risky?’


‘It is. But breaking into their homes is riskier. You’d have to kill everyone else who’s there. Then there are the neighbours to worry about.’


Hendry fell silent for a second. ‘It could work,’ he conceded. ‘Bundy coerced his victims into a van by pretending to have a broken arm.’


‘Exactly. And the good news here is that if you find the van then you’ve got all the evidence you need to secure a conviction. It doesn’t matter how well this guy cleans up, there’s going to be DNA. Blood is a definite, but there will probably be hair and skin cells left behind as well.’


‘So what other insights do you have to share?’


‘Only that the way to solve this thing is to work out why he’s stealing limbs. I mean, what’s that all about?’


Hendry reached for his coffee mug and took a sip. ‘Good question. What is it all about?’


Winter thought this over for a second then turned to Yoko. ‘So far we’re up to two arms and a leg. The arms were taken from the first two victims, right? One from each?’


Yoko nodded.


‘Do we know if they’re lefts or rights?’


Yoko nodded again. ‘It’s one of each.’


‘Maybe he thinks he’s Dr Frankenstein. You know, making himself a woman.’


Hendry choked on his coffee. He put the mug back on the table and searched through his pockets for a handkerchief. Yoko was staring at Winter, wondering if he was joking. It didn’t look like he was, but you could never tell. She stared a second longer, waiting for the grin, but there wasn’t one. There wasn’t even the hint of a smile.


‘Are you being serious?’ Hendry asked once he’d stopped choking.


‘We’d need to see what he takes next. If he takes the other leg, or the torso, then it’s got to be a possibility. Maybe once he’s built the body he’ll start collecting heads. He could change them like hats.’


Yoko shook her head. ‘I think you’re off the mark here, Jefferson. That’s the sort of behaviour you would expect to see in an offender from the disorganised end of the spectrum. From what we’ve seen so far, I’m figuring that this killer is organised.’


‘Okay, so if he’s not a Dr Frankenstein, what is he?’


Neither Yoko nor Hendry said anything.


‘Well, since no one has any better ideas, I suggest we keep an open mind. Like you said earlier, Special Agent Tanaka, at this stage we can’t rule anything out.’ He paused and smiled. ‘So, we’re looking for a white guy in his thirties or early forties who drives a white van and is hiding in the most transient city in the world.’ The smile turned into a grin. ‘Needles and haystacks, anyone?’
















Chapter 2





Within ten minutes of the Gulfstream touching down at McCarran they were in a Las Vegas Police Department SUV, heading north. The speed they’d gone through the airport had been breathtaking. They’d been fast-tracked like billionaires. This was yet another advantage of having your own jet. If they’d flown on a scheduled flight they’d still be battling their way through the lines of fun seekers in the terminal.


The latest body had been found in downtown and their driver was taking a route that avoided the Strip, which was understandable. It was mid-afternoon. This time of day it would be a parking lot. Yoko could see the Strip from her window. The hotels looked like neon mountains, massive and imposing and unreal. The MGM Grand, the Bellagio, the Luxor pyramid. Winter was in the seat next to hers, leaning forward so that he could see past her. He had that kid-at-Christmas look on his face again. Hendry had been quick to grab the front seat. Before anyone had a chance to say anything, he’d got in, racked it all the way back and was fixing his belt in place.


Downtown was as shabby as Yoko remembered. Maybe it was her imagination, but the lights didn’t seem quite as bright here as they were on the Strip. Their driver took them into a maze of side streets and pulled over at the kerb. Yoko got out and straightened her jacket. The sun was shining bright enough for sunglasses, but it was all an illusion. Vegas in early December and the mercury was struggling to get above fifty. She was glad she was wearing a suit jacket. Any colder and she’d need a coat.


She contemplated having a cigarette. She was desperate for one. Her last had been back in Virginia, and that was five hours ago. The only thing stopping her was the fact that Hendry was the worst sort of ex-smoker. Any other time she would have let her addiction win, but this trip was all about making a good impression.


Winter got out of the car and adjusted his sunglasses. Once again, she couldn’t get over how sharp he looked. He also looked as though he was thriving. The last time she’d seen him was three months ago. Back then, she’d been struck by the fact that he seemed to be lacking direction. That definitely wasn’t the case now. There was a spark about him that she’d never seen before. He would probably deny it to his final breath, but being in the FBI seemed to agree with him.


Yoko saw him reach for his cigarette pack, and coughed into her hand. His eyes met hers and she shook her head. He stared for a second longer, then pushed the pack back into the inside pocket of his jacket. That was another difference. Last time they met he’d claimed to be a social smoker.


It was a short walk to the alleyway where the body had been found. Their driver was leading the way, closely followed by Hendry. Winter and Yoko were bringing up the rear. There was no media, but that was no great surprise. On average, someone was murdered in Vegas every three days. A body in a dumpster just wasn’t that big a deal. Yoko was glad that the media wasn’t here since it meant one less headache. At the same time it was depressing. Murder should be a big deal, no matter who the victim was. A bar girl should be as important as the First Lady. Unfortunately it didn’t work like that.


Two police cruisers were parked nose to nose across the entrance to the alley to create a makeshift barrier. Both were Crown Victorias, and both were decorated with the Las Vegas PD’s markings. There were five people hanging around on the sidewalk, trying to see past the cars. Almost anywhere else in the world, the crowd would have been much larger. This depressed her almost as much as the fact that the media wasn’t here.


The alley was narrow, with tall buildings on both sides that blocked out the sun. Yoko removed her sunglasses and put them into the pocket of her jacket. Winter and Hendry removed theirs. There were three large dumpsters, all rusty and scratched and beat up all to hell. Two were yellow, one was red. They wanted the red one. It was a third of the way into the alley, about fifty yards from the entrance, pushed up against the wall of a restaurant. A small scaffold platform had been erected beside it.


There were four people in the alley. The two in white coveralls were clearly crime scene investigators, while the two guys in suits had to be homicide detectives. The detectives met them halfway to the dumpster and introduced themselves as O’Connor and Robinson. O’Connor was hitting fifty and gave the impression that he’d been a cop forever. He was the lead guy here, heavyset and brawny with a lived-in face. Either he’d spent too long out in the elements, or too many evenings on a bar stool. Maybe a bit of both. Robinson was smaller and younger, and sounded like he’d been brought up in the Midwest. He had short brown hair, spectacles, and looked more like an accountant than a cop.


‘Glad you guys could get here so quickly,’ O’Connor said. The comment was aimed at Yoko and Hendry. Winter was hanging back behind them, staring towards the dumpster and giving off a can-we-get-on-with-it vibe.


‘Who found the body?’ Yoko asked.


‘One of the kitchen staff. They accidently tossed a waste bucket into the dumpster and climbed up the side to pull it out. That’s when they found the girl. We caught a lucky break there. The two previous victims were only found because the bodies had started to smell. The first turned up in June, the second in September. Both times the temperature had been well into the nineties. In that sort of heat it doesn’t take long.’


‘Any idea when she was dumped here?’


‘According to the CSIs, we’re looking at hours rather than days. Judging by the state of the body, I’d agree with that. We won’t know for certain until after the autopsy, but my money’s on sometime last night.’


‘Any witnesses?’


O’Connor let out a long, deep laugh. ‘Yeah, can’t you see them lining up to give their statements?’


‘I’ll take that as a no.’


‘Seriously, though, you know how it is. People tend to be blind at the best of times. A back alley, downtown, in the middle of the night, let’s just say that there’d be more chance of Elvis himself turning up to give a statement.’


Yoko paused so she could work out her next question. She was aware of Winter getting fidgety in her peripheral vision. ‘Is it possible that there are more victims? If he’s leaving them in dumpsters then maybe there are others that got missed.’


‘I don’t think so. Finding the latest one might have been a stroke of luck, but I’m not surprised it turned up when it did. There seems to be a definite pattern developing here. As far as we can tell this guy seems to be working on a three-month cycle.’


‘You know that luck has nothing to do with it,’ Winter said, and everyone turned to face him. He put his hands up in mock surrender. ‘What? I’m just saying. Luck is where people go when they’re too lazy to come up with an explanation that fits the facts.’


‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’


O’Connor aimed the question at Winter, but it was Yoko who fielded it. She jumped in before any more damage could be done.


‘What my colleague is trying to say is that when you’re dealing with an organised serial killer, like here, luck doesn’t usually come into the equation. These killers spend hours and hours fantasising about what they’re going to do, planning things to the nth degree. There’s a reason behind everything they do. That’s their biggest strength and their biggest weakness. The fact they plan things out so intricately is one of the reasons they manage to keep killing for so long. The flipside of that particular coin is that if we can understand why they do what they do, then that’s how we catch them.’


Winter opened his mouth like he was about to argue and Yoko fired a warning look at him. ‘You took the words right out of my mouth, Special Agent Tanaka,’ he said.


O’Connor didn’t look entirely convinced, but he didn’t push it. ‘So, I guess you guys want to see the body.’
















Chapter 3





Yoko watched Hendry go up the ladder, surprised by how agile he was. He might be large, but he was moving like a person half his size. She was a trim one hundred pounds, which was a decent enough weight for someone of her height, but she had to work hard to maintain it. She didn’t understand how people could let themselves go to this extent. Winter stepped towards the ladder and she put a hand on his arm to stop him. The platform looked sturdy enough to hold both of them but she didn’t want to take any chances.
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