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Chapter One
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UNDER THE TABLE, SARAH’S toes found the cuff of Randy’s pants and inched their way up his calf, the coarse hair tickling her foot. His eyes widened, his eyebrows arched, and the standard restaurant candle-in-a-jar caught the hazel flecks in his otherwise brown eyes. He brushed a lock of hair from his forehead, but it flopped back the way it always did.

She smiled at the hovering waiter, placed her hand over her empty coffee cup and shook her head. “No more, Tony. Thanks.”

Tony refilled Randy’s coffee cup and whisked away his empty pie plate. Randy’s eyes returned to Sarah, moving between her dessert and her face. He smiled, but she could sense his impatience. She continued her torment by dipping her spoon into the chocolate mousse in front of her. Slowly, carefully, she filled the spoon with the rich delight.

His call had surprised her yesterday, when he announced he’d be coming back from San Francisco a day early. She wriggled her toes higher up his leg, trying not to laugh as he squirmed. She’d chosen her outfit with special care this morning. Demure didn’t begin to cover it. Prim? Prissy? That was closer. Navy blue slacks, a pale blue silk blouse buttoned to the neck and a navy blazer. Not quite a suit, but close enough. Of course, the thong beneath the slacks and the lace demi-bra under the blouse were anything but prissy. She’d sensed Randy’s eyes on her behind as they walked up the steps to the restaurant. And maybe his hand had crept a little lower than the small of her back as he’d guided her to their booth.

She poised the mousse-laden spoon in front of her mouth, parting her lips a fraction. With her other hand, she fingered the pearl button at her neck.

“It’s warm in here, isn’t it?” One button, then a second, slipped through its hole. Randy leaned forward.

“You’re killing me,” he whispered.

Her tongue wrapped around the mousse. Her eyes closed. She sighed.

“You’re going to finish that, aren’t you?” he asked, resignation in his tone.

Without opening her eyes, she said, “Every bite.”

He blew out a long, slow breath.

She met his gaze and smiled at his obvious annoyance. “It’s chocolate. Some things shouldn’t be rushed.”

She slid her foot out from inside the restriction of his slacks and worked it up his thigh. He reached for his glass and swigged gulps of water. When her toes met his lap, he choked. Coughing, eyes watering, he reached down and encountered her waiting foot. Still choking, he clutched it closer to his groin and she felt his hardness. She lowered her eyes to her mousse and took another bite, swirling her tongue around her lips.

Tony appeared and refilled Randy’s water glass. “Are you all right, Detective Detweiler?”

Randy nodded and waved him off, gesturing for the check. Sarah covered her mouth with her napkin, trying to erase her grin.

“So, tell me all about your violent-crime work,” she said. “Not much call for that in Pine Hills. Or do people get violent when they get parking tickets?”

He wiped his mouth and set the napkin beside his plate. “To tell you the truth, Sarah Tucker, I’m thinking about all the gruesome pictures, which is the only thing keeping me from embarrassing the hell out of myself right here.”

Heat burned in his eyes. Her nipples pebbled behind the lace of her bra and moisture pooled between her legs. She scraped the remnants of the mousse from her dish, the clicks of metal against glass barely audible over the blood pounding in her ears. She wanted him. Now.

Tony returned and dropped the check on the table, not meeting Randy’s eyes. “Whenever you’re ready, Detective.” He pivoted on his heel and left.

“All finished,” Sarah said, smiling. “You want to go, or have more coffee?”

In response, Randy dumped some bills on the table, angled himself out of the booth and extended his hand. She fumbled, trying to get her foot back into one of the sensible pumps she’d worn to complete her stodgy look. Grasping his fingers, she scooted across the vinyl bench. He gave her the leverage she needed and she rubbed against him as she stood.

He stroked her hand. “After you.” His aftershave wafted to her nostrils, counteracting the myriad cooking aromas.

He quickened his pace. By the time they hit the porch surrounding the rustic restaurant, he half-dragged her down the steps and elongated his stride across the unpaved parking lot. Earth and pine scents mingled, still unable to compete with his special scent. Spice and Randy. A lethal combination.

“Hey,” she said with a laugh. “You in a hurry? I’m not six-six, remember? Short legs.”

In response, he simply scooped her up and covered the rest of the distance to his pickup. “If I hurry now, maybe I’ll be able to take it slow when it counts. Damn, woman, I’ve missed you.”

“Me, or the sex?” she said.

He paused, as if he wasn’t sure. “You,” he said at last. “You, you, you.”

“Oh, so you don’t want the sex?”

He unlocked the doors to his truck and worked the passenger door open, then lowered her onto the seat. “You’re going out of your way to torment me, aren’t you?”

She ran her tongue across her lips. “Maybe.”

“No maybes about it.” He wrapped his arms around her, buried his face in her hair. She reached around him, his wool sweater rough against her cheek.

“I missed you, too.” She raised her face and parted her lips. “Welcome home.”

He leaned into the cab, meeting her mouth with his own. He cradled her face in his hands and she surrendered to the warmth of his kiss. She ran her fingers through his hair, sending tingles all the way to her toes. Tongues teased and danced with promises of more to come. He tasted of apples and cinnamon, of coffee and Randy. A vague impression of couples passing, of headlights coming and going, of car doors opening and closing hovered at the edge of her consciousness. A whistled catcall broke through the final barrier.

“Guess we should go,” she said. “I’ve got a few surprises for you at my apartment.”

“My place is closer,” he murmured between kisses.

When his cell phone rang, he swore.

“Duty calling?” Sarah said, trying to keep too much annoyance from her tone. “Now?” After a six-week separation? How could they? How could he leave her?

“I’m off duty, dammit. I’m not here. I’m out of town until tomorrow. Noon at the earliest,” he growled as he released her and fumbled for the phone at his belt. He studied the display. “Shit.”

She smoothed her hair and reached behind her for the seatbelt. “Guess we won’t be going to your place or mine.”

“Let me check. Maybe it’s a false alarm.” He got behind the wheel and punched buttons on his cell. “Detweiler.”

His jaw dropped. Sarah watched as a cop replaced her lover.

“Should I call a cab?” she asked.

“No way. I’ll drop you at your place. But that was the chief. I’ve got to go.”

After a hurried goodbye, Sarah trudged up the stairs to her apartment, thoughts milling through her head. Struggling to keep her shop afloat after her husband David’s untimely death. Finding out someone she’d thought was a friend had been sabotaging her business. Meeting Randy. Falling in love again.

Tonight wasn’t their first instance of dateus interruptus. Six weeks apart had blurred the memory of how much time his job demanded. She and David had worked side by side, their jobs and their lives inextricably entwined. With Randy, it would be different.

She loaded her CD player with Simon and Garfunkel, then changed her mind. Justin Timberlake? Alanis Morrissette? Melissa Etheridge? What the heck. She put all three into the machine, hit “shuffle” and settled into her nightly routine.

She leafed through her mail, separating the junk from the bills. Her answering machine had two hangups, one recorded sales pitch and a reminder from Saint Michael’s that they’d canceled the pottery class she taught Tuesday night because they would be stripping the floors in the rec room. Could she come Monday instead and help with a children’s dance recital?

She returned the call and marked it on her calendar. The seniors loved it when kids came in and performed, no matter how amateur the production.

After recording her daily sales data into her computer, she smiled. Business was definitely on the rise. And Hugh Garrigue’s new pottery collection would kick autumn sales up another notch. In years past, he’d given her shop half a dozen pieces once or twice a year. Now Hugh allowed his wares in one or two shops at a time. She’d scored a coup when he’d agreed to a three-month exclusive for That Special Something.

How best to display it? She closed her eyes and did a mental walk-through of her shop, with its out-of-the ordinary fittings. The spiral staircase? Or the library table? Maybe the roll-top desk or the Welsh dresser. Or should she clear the center of the room and set everything on the picnic table she and David had refinished as their first real display table?

She decided she’d wait for the shipment to arrive tomorrow. Her assistant, Jennifer, would be in and she always had good ideas.

Sarah turned off her computer and the CD player and called it a night. She yawned. After Randy’s message yesterday, she hadn’t slept well, thoughts of their reunion keeping her brain charged. And a few other parts.

In her bedroom, Sarah sighed as she folded her new silk nightgown and put it back in the drawer. She pulled on her cotton nightshirt and shuffled into her bathroom. As she brushed her teeth, she glared at her reflection in the mirror.

You should have gone along with Randy’s suggestion, idiot. Dessert first, then takeout. He still would have gotten the call, but you wouldn’t be so—frustrated. Oh, say it. You’re horny.

She checked her alarm and crawled into bed. Tomorrow, they’d start where they’d left off tonight and if they never got to dinner—well, they’d have a big breakfast.

She’d drifted off when the phone rang. Her pulse raced as she fumbled for the receiver. Was Randy finished with his case already? Before she could answer, Maggie, her neighbor from across the hall, spoke breathlessly.

“Sarah, go turn on the Channel Six news. I saw Randy. I’m coming right over.”

* * * * *
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A FAMILIAR SENSE OF apprehension filled Randy as he approached the location Chief Laughlin had given him. The property, a land development gone bust years ago, bordered on the city-county line. Over the years, there was talk of turning it into a park, a campground, a resort, and someone had even tried to convince the people of Pine Hills they needed a mall out here. However, the absentee owner paid his property taxes, preferring to leave twenty-five acres of Oregon the way Mother Nature had created it.

The portable banks of lights, five Pine Hills vehicles, plus another three County Sheriff cars, yellow crime scene tape and the CSI van filled Randy with his expected pre-case jitters. The sort that honed his senses. The anticipation of the unknown, of a jigsaw puzzle dumped in the middle of the floor with no picture to go by and you didn’t know if all the pieces were there, or if they even belonged to the same puzzle.

He eased his Ford F-150 behind a patrol car and took a slow, cleansing breath. Then another, not so slow, when he saw Salem’s Channel Six News van pull up behind him. A camera-ready reporter, microphone outstretched with a cameraman backpedaling in front of her, beelined toward him. The cameraman was dressed for the wooded terrain, but the reporter was having a hell of a time with the uneven footing. Randy didn’t recognize her—probably a newbie out to make a name for herself.

He rubbed his jaw. At least he’d shaved before his date with Sarah. He’d look presentable while he told her where she could stick that microphone. He shoved the truck’s door open and strode toward the patrol officer on perimeter duty, avoiding eye contact with either the reporter or the camera. She pivoted to jog behind him, motioning for her cameraman to follow.

Not slowing his pace or shortening his stride, he begrudgingly acknowledged her approach.

“Detective Detweiler? Penny Scholnik, Channel Six News. What can you tell our viewers?” She thrust the microphone toward his face. Since she was barely five feet tall in her bare feet, she had to stretch her arm to its full length to get the mic anywhere near his mouth.

“Give us a break, Miss Scholnik,” he said. “I just arrived. I’m not going to speculate before I get some facts.”

“Do you think this might be the work of a serial killer?” she said, holding the mic in front of her mouth, then extending it toward him.

He stopped dead in his tracks. She almost collided with him. The cameraman’s reflexes were a bit sharper. Too bad. Maybe one less camera on scene would make his job easier.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, Randy turned and stared directly into the camera. “Right now, all we know is we have a dead body. Until we determine how he died, we can’t even say it was a homicide. It’s unconscionable to create unnecessary fear in the citizens of our community for the sake of a story. When we have facts—facts we can substantiate—I will be the first to let you know. However, at the moment, you are interfering with a police investigation and I strongly suggest you and your camera get back to your van. It’s your job to report the news, not create it.”

He spun on his heel and resumed his trek toward the crime scene. He gave his name and badge number to the officer at the edge of the yellow tape, who printed them on his clipboard in a neat, careful hand, then turned it so Randy could sign. Randy scrawled his name, noting at least a dozen names above his. Crap. Forensics had enough to do without eliminating evidence from people who wanted a look-see. Many of the names were unfamiliar.

“These all official?” he asked. “No press, right?”

“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir. They’re all law enforcement.”

He took a closer look at the officer. Brody. He searched his memory. Craig? No, Greg. A rookie. Redhead with freckled complexion to match. Baby-faced. A little green around the gills. Probably sent out here where he wouldn’t embarrass himself.

“Tough scene?” Randy asked. “Your first?”

“Yes, sir, to both.” He stood at attention, met Randy’s eyes. “I’m fine, sir.”

Did he detect disgruntlement in the rookie’s tone? “I don’t doubt it. You’re not being punished, Brody. Your job here is vital. Every extra footprint, every bit of cigarette ash, fiber or hair contaminates the scene and makes our job harder.”

“Yes, sir. I know my job, sir.”

Randy scanned the names again. He was pleased to see Charlotte Russell, the medical examiner, near the top of the list. Once she removed the body, they could work the scene in earnest.

“Yes, sir,” Brody said again. “Sergeant Kovak and Mike Connor are on scene.” He stood even more erect and tapped the clipboard. “A lot of these are from out of area. The Deputy Sheriffs said it’s close enough to the city-county line.”

Randy resisted the urge to pat the kid on the head. “Keep it up, Brody.” He scanned the area for Kovak. He didn’t see his partner, but he did see Mike Connor, Pine Hills’ head forensics investigator. He moved toward the flashes from the man’s camera.

Connor lowered the camera and turned, catching Randy’s eye. “Hey, Detweiler. Welcome back.”

“Yeah, you guys know how to throw a party.” Randy stepped to Connor’s side. “What do we have?”

“White male, five-eight, about one-fifty. Shot in the back of his head, stripped to his birthday suit, abdominal cuts, but the M.E. will have to determine in what order. Four kids found the body and called it in. Kovak took their statements. Released them to their parents, who are probably giving them holy hell for coming out here in the first place. I’ve got names and addresses.”

“The kids contaminate the scene?” Nothing like puking on a corpse to mess up the evidence.

Connor shook his head. “They dropped everything and ran.” He pointed to three six-packs of cheap beer and a stack of girlie magazines near a trail of trampled dirt and grass. “I’ve already got finger and shoe prints for elimination and they said they didn’t get close to the body once they smelled it.” He smiled. “They won’t be getting their beer back. Think I should give them the magazines?”

Randy chuckled. “They might need them. I have a feeling they’ll be confined to their rooms for a good chunk of the foreseeable future.”

“On the down side, no telling how many other kids have used this place as a bedroom substitute. Once the body is out of here, I’ll be able to focus on what’s in the immediate vicinity. I’d hate to have to analyze twenty-five acres’ worth of trace. Hell, the condoms per square foot would keep the state lab working round the clock for a month, easy.”

“Where’s Kovak?” Randy asked, getting back to business.

“He and a couple of uniforms are knocking on doors. This place is remote, but the M.E. says this is the crime scene. Someone might have heard or seen something.”

“ID?” Randy asked. “Cause of death? Time? Anything?”

A woman’s voice interrupted. “Based on rigor and lividity, preliminary time of death is probably between eight and midnight yesterday. Most likely killed here, judging from the blood. You’ll have the rest as soon as I know, Detweiler.”

“Hi, Doc. Thanks for getting here so quickly.” Randy inhaled, exhaled, braced himself, then turned toward the body.

Charlotte Russell rose. Her lips were narrowed, her brow creased. “Sick bastards.” In her late forties, she was almost six feet tall and as strong as most of the men on the force. Fitter than many. She covered the entire county and nobody messed with her—or her bodies. “At least it’s a decent hour. It’s nice not to get dragged out of bed for a change.”

The stench of death—blood, decomp, and assorted body fluids—was stronger here. He forced his gaze to the naked body lying curled on his side in the dirt. Only the blood-matted hair at the back of its skull gave evidence of violence. That and the fact that it was blood and body fluids, not rain water, that turned the otherwise dry earth to mud around the victim.

Although the soil soaked up some of the mess, Randy agreed with Charlotte’s assessment that the victim had been killed here, not brought in. Not having to find a second crime scene made things easier.

“Any idea who it is?” Randy asked.

“You tell me, Detective. You ever seen him before?” She stepped back, giving Randy his first close look at the corpse. She shone her flashlight, better illuminating the man’s face. Or what used to be his face.

His dessert did a quick flip. Randy swallowed at the sight of the bloody pulp. He let his eyes drift to paper bags neatly securing the victim’s hands. “No, can’t say that I have.”

“Give me a hand turning him,” Charlotte said.

Randy held his breath as he helped position the body on its back. Charlotte moved the light down over his torso. “These cuts are post-mortem. And deep. Like the killer was angry.”

Randy leaned closer at three Xs sliced into the victim’s abdomen, above a horizontal line. Curiosity replaced his queasiness. “Ever seen a pattern like that?”

“No.”

He withdrew his notebook and copied the pattern. “Did Connor get pictures?”

“Yes, he did. I’ll get prints and dental records started. I think there’s enough of his lower jaw left, but if you can find any bone fragments, pick them up for me.” She waved her flashlight around the area. “If the critters haven’t already scattered them, we might get enough to create a sketch. There’s also a lot of dirt under his fingernails that doesn’t seem to match the terrain. I’ll let you know when I’m ready to do the autopsy—or will this be Kovak’s case?”

“I got back in town a few hours ago,” he said. “Call either of us—we’ll coordinate.” Penny Scholnik’s serial killer question swam to the front of his brain. “Wait. Did any reporters get back here?”

Charlotte shook her head and stepped away from the body. “Not while I was here. But no telling what happened before then.” She raised her arm and motioned with her fingers. “Let’s go, gentlemen.” Two uniforms came over with a body bag.

Randy glanced back to the perimeter of the site. Reporters, both print and television, had gathered behind the tape. He got on his radio. “Brody. They’ll be bringing the body out soon. Keep the newshounds behind the line. The victim is a person, not a story.”

“Will do, sir.”

“Did any reporters get to the site and see the body before you secured it?” Randy asked.

“No, sir. They got here after I did. They tried, but I wouldn’t let them through.”

“Very good, Brody.” He turned to Charlotte. “Can you pull your van around to that clearing?” He pointed to a spot about twenty-five yards from where they stood. “Kind of like the back door.”

“No problem. I’ll go throw the reporters a bone and keep them occupied while we get the body loaded.” She pulled off her latex gloves and stowed them in a pocket of her blue jumpsuit.

“Thanks, Doc.” If anyone respected the dead, she did. Until they had an ID on the body, the field was wide open. He set off to find the county deputies. Maybe they had information he could use.

“Hey, Jim,” he said when he found the small cluster of deputies standing outside the tape. “What gets you out from behind your desk?” He’d worked with Jim Eldridge before the man had been promoted to lieutenant, and if things didn’t fall in place quickly, he might be needing county help.

“Randy.” The man nodded and stepped away from his colleagues. He lowered his voice. “Looks ugly. Not your typical Pine Hills crime.”

Randy couldn’t tell if Eldridge meant he thought the Pine Hills police weren’t up to handling a high-profile violent crime, or if he was sincerely offering to help. He decided to go with the latter until there was a reason to think otherwise. If Eldridge wanted to diss his small-town force, he would have done it loud and clear in front of his men. This was no time to get into a pissing contest.

“Agreed. I’d like to close this one out fast. Anything you have, I’m open to it. Can you get your CSI team out here?”

“Already called them, at Connor’s request, Detweiler. Kovak approved it. Or is this your case?”

“To be honest, we haven’t discussed it. Kovak can have the lead if he wants. Hell, we don’t even have an ID yet.”

“Yeah, no face can be a problem. You have any missing persons reports that match?”

“I’ve been in ‘Frisco for six weeks. Haven’t had time to hit the station for updates.”

Eldridge rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll check on my end and let you know. The CSIs should be here soon. Need anything else tonight?”

Randy hesitated, but homicides in Pine Hills were rare—so rare he could only remember three in his ten years on the force—and none was a premeditated murder. His stomach did a little twist as he remembered being responsible for a shooting death himself. It was justified, since the man he killed was robbing a bank and was going to shoot a hostage, but he’d still taken a life.

He shook off the memory. “Our guys are out knocking on doors. If you’ve got any manpower to spare on your side of the line to see if anyone heard something, that would help.”

“Not a problem.” Eldridge turned to his men. “Hatch, Frasier—canvass the neighbors on our side of the property. Report directly to Detweiler and keep me apprised of anything you find.”

Two men nodded and peeled off, leaving Eldridge with one other deputy. “All right, Claussen,” Eldridge said. “You can get back to work. And I need your nightly reports on my desk by nine tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” Claussen said.

After the man left, Eldridge shook his head. “Decent cop, but he hates the paperwork. He’s taken twelve calls already tonight. Can’t seem to get it through his head that without the reports, he’s keeping everyone in a vacuum.”

“I hear you. At least everything’s computerized now.” He extended his hand. Eldridge’s grip was firm with no attempt at one-upmanship.

Eldridge departed and drove off in the last county car as Kovak’s car pulled up. The Pine Hills Police Department’s other detective got out and strode toward him. Under the bright lights, his close-cropped blond hair glowed almost pink from the scalp beneath it. He smiled his crooked grin.

“Glad to see you back, big guy. I didn’t expect you until tomorrow.”

“Can’t say I’m glad to be here. This is a mess.”

Kovak nodded. “Once I saw the scene, I knew we had an all-hands-on-deck case and called the chief. How’d you get here so fast?”

“My last case wrapped up early. I was already in town when the chief called me.”

Kovak’s gaze swept over Randy. “And from the way you’re dressed, he called you away from something. Let me guess. You were having dinner with Sarah. Rob’s or Martinelli’s?”

Randy shook his head. “Rob’s. I trained you too well, partner.”

“Sorry to cut your evening short.”

“Not as sorry as I am.” He pushed those regrets aside. “You get anything from the neighbors? Gunshots should have been loud enough.”

“Yeah, right.” Kovak thumbed through his notebook. “The usual excuses. Not home, watching television, in the shower. Asleep, thought it was a car backfiring. Kids take pot shots in here all the time, nobody pays much attention. A lot of wild oats sowing, maybe a little grass smoking. ‘Kids will be kids’ seems to be the attitude.”

“What about the busybodies? There are always a few,” Randy said.

“Of course. They saw suspicious characters lurking last week, last night. Saw someone in the grocery store who looked like a criminal. Might be male, female, black, white, or anything in between.” He glanced at his notes again. “Mrs. Crenshaw is positive she saw the latest America’s Most Wanted suspect.”

“I’ll get back to her. Cars?”

“Always, but no two said the same thing. Houses are set back from the road and it’s not a high-traffic street. We’ve got a van, SUV or sports car. Maybe a pickup. Or a Corvette. Red, or black, or blue. Going to be impossible to track down.”

But they’d have to try. Thoughts of sleep flew away like a scattered flock of pigeons.

Connor called out. “Hey, if you two are done with the reunion bit, I could use some help. We have a scene to process. County’s sending backup with their fancy gizmos, but no reason we can’t make some headway while we wait. For now, our lower tech equipment will have to do.”

“Let me grab a coverall from my truck and I’ll be right with you,” Randy said.

“Get my metal detector,” Connor said. He tossed Randy a set of keys. “With all the leaves and undergrowth, it’s going to be hard to spot a shell casing without it.”

Kovak followed Randy to the edge of the woods where they’d parked. “You want me to go run databases or help with the scene?” he asked.

“Technically, it’s your case,” Randy said. He found his kit behind the seat of his truck and pulled out his coveralls. “You got the call out.”

“I’ve got no problem turning it over. I’ve got enough to do closing the cases I’ve worked while you were gone. Nothing like this, of course, but you’re the senior detective and I’m happy to let you bask in the glory.”

“Yeah—you mean you don’t want to deal with reporters.” Randy climbed into the blue jumpsuit and zipped it closed, then got his flashlight from under his seat.

Kovak grinned. “See—that’s why you’re the head detective. You’ve already deduced an important fact.”

“With any luck, we can toss the media to the chief. He’s the master of the ‘talking without saying anything’ hype. But fine, I’ll lead. And as leader, I say we work the scene until the county CSIs get here. Maybe we can impress them with an amazing find.”

“You got it. I’ll change and get a camera.” Kovak headed toward his unmarked unit.

Randy filled his pockets with evidence bags, hung a camera around his neck, then unlocked Connor’s van and retrieved the metal detector. “I’ll start where they found the body,” he said.

“I’ll see if I can find where they came in,” Kovak said. “They didn’t beam down into the middle of that copse of trees.” He stood at the edge of the property and scratched the top of his head. “This sucks. Twenty-five acres of potential crime scene?” He swept his arm in a broad circle. “Any leaf, twig or rock could have trace on it. We could be here for months.”

Randy took his notebook from a coverall pocket and opened it to a clean sheet. He drew a circle. “Okay, this is the property. The body was found here, about thirty yards in.” He marked an X in the circle. “Seems to me, they’d have entered somewhere on this side. Why take the long way around, especially if you’ve got someone who’s not happy to be there? Or, if you’ve already rendered him unconscious, why carry the dead weight?” He drew two lines in an upside down V with the apex at the body and the wide portion at the edge of the circle. “I’m guessing if there’s a point of entry, it’s somewhere along here.” He tapped the paper on the outside of the arc he’d drawn. “This area is all densely wooded, or covered with undergrowth. I say if there’s evidence to be found it’ll be in here.”

“Got it,” Kovak said. “But it still sucks.”

Randy adjusted the headset over his ears and set off for the point where the body had been discovered. “X marks the spot,” he muttered.

Connor called from the distance. “Detweiler. Over here.”
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Chapter Two
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SARAH RUSHED TO THE living room and clicked on the television, thumbing the remote for Channel Six, getting a used car dealer from Salem touting his bargains. At the knock on her front door, she crossed the room to the peephole, trying to keep her eye on the screen at the same time.

“It’s me.” Maggie’s voice came from behind the door.

Sarah unlocked the door for her neighbor. In her yellow terrycloth robe and slippers, Maggie bustled inside, her red Lucille Ball curls bobbing as she walked.

“What’s on the news?” Sarah asked. “Right now the station is in commercial mode.”

“There was something about a murder and Randy was there.”

Sarah heard “murder” and “Randy” and her heart ricocheted around her chest. “What?”

“I saw the trailer at the end of the last segment. That new reporter was out in the woods somewhere and she was with Randy. No sound, only that ‘stay tuned’ nonsense.”

Relief surged through her and Sarah sank to the couch, tugging her nightshirt over her knees. Neither woman spoke while the series of ads for everything from hair products to foot creams played out. When the familiar anchor desk set appeared, Sarah upped the volume.

“Back to our lead story. A body was discovered on the outskirts of Pine Hills. Channel Six’s own Penny Scholnik was on scene. Here is her report.”

The image shifted to a jerky panorama of a wooded expanse, bright lights and lots of police cars. Penny Scholnik looked nervous as she held a microphone to Randy’s face and asked about a serial killer.

“Serial killer?” Sarah gasped. “Here? In Pine Hills?”

“Shh,” Maggie said. “Listen.”

Sarah refocused her attention to Randy. Oh, she’d seen that look, although never from the receiving end. He was furious. Quickly, he rearranged his features into a neutral expression, but his anger at the reporter’s question was obvious to Sarah. He was in full-blown cop mode and someone was stepping into his territory.

Summarily dismissed by Randy’s words, Penny Scholnik faded off the screen and the anchorman promised to update viewers as the story unfolded. The broadcast moved on to reports of zoning disputes from Salem, where the news channel was based. Sarah surfed for a minute, but there was nothing more on the Pine Hills story. She switched off the set and stared at the blank screen.

“What do you think, Maggie?” If anyone could bring a sane and sensible approach to a crisis, it was her retired schoolteacher neighbor.

“I think little Penny what’s-her-name is an obnoxious twit who has no business carrying a microphone, that’s what I think.”

“So you don’t think there’s a serial killer in Pine Hills?” Sarah tossed the remote from hand to hand.

“Hogwash. You saw Randy’s face. Did he look like he was covering anything up?”

“No. He was pissed. Royally.”

“That he was. I’ll believe what the anchorman said. That they found a dead body out in the woods. Period. Nobody even said it was murder, much less a serial killer. The way I see it, if there was anything to worry about, Randy would have called you and told you to bar the door or get out of town.”

Sarah laughed. “Like he did when there was a peeping Tom across the way.”

Maggie stared at her.

“What?” Sarah asked.

“Sweetie, I think that’s the first time you’ve laughed at anything related to what happened to you. It looks like you’ve turned another corner. One of these days, you’ll even be able to talk about it for what it was.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Maggie gave her a look that was both stern and compassionate. Her schoolteacher stuff. Or was it surrogate mother, Maggie’s self-appointed role in life? “You keep referring to it as your ‘little adventure’. Child, you were kidnapped and could have been killed. That’s far beyond an adventure.”

“You have your ways to cope, I have mine, Maggie. I’m doing fine.”

Maggie leaned over and crushed Sarah into a bear hug, one it took effort to return. “It’s not fast and never easy, but I’m glad to see you’re moving forward. How are the nightmares?”

Much as she loved Maggie, Sarah didn’t have the energy to deal with her in mother-hen mode. “No problem,” she said, but her tone was curt. She got another look from Maggie, less compassionate this time. “All right,” she admitted. “I have them once in a while. But I wish you’d quit bringing it up. It’s over, it’s done, and Chris is in prison.”

“That he is, thanks to Randy,” Maggie said.

“I guess.” Her belly tightened. She dropped her gaze.

Maggie leaned forward and clutched Sarah’s hands. “Oh, my. My, my, my. What happened between you two?”

She tugged on her nightshirt. “Nothing. I’m just ... confused ... a little. If we’re serious about the relationship, he’s going to be called away like tonight all the time. I’m not sure that’s what I’m looking for.”

“Sarah Tucker, you listen to me. That man loves you and you love him. End of story.”

“I loved David, too. And his job wasn’t dangerous. We ran a boutique. If I let myself feel that much for Randy, what would it be like if I lost him, too? I don’t know if I could go through it again.”

Maggie gave Sarah a stare that must have chilled the bones of countless students. “Life has no promises. No guarantees.” Her eyes glistened. “Sweetie, if you don’t follow your heart, you’ll spend your life looking back and wondering what might have been. Trust me, you don’t want that. Randy’s good for you.”

“Why? You think I need someone to take care of me?” Sarah extracted her hands from Maggie’s grip.

“Of course not. But I do think you’re the kind of person who wants to share her life. With a partner, not a caretaker.”

“That’s part of the problem. Randy’s a cop. He’s used to being in charge.”

“Don’t be so quick to pigeonhole him,” Maggie said. “You’ve been apart for a while. Sometimes when you’re alone, your brain fills the empty places with what you need at the time, not what’s good in the long run. Don’t make any hasty decisions.”

Right now, she didn’t want to make any decisions. “I think it’s time you went home, Maggie. I have to get some sleep.”

Maggie narrowed her eyes, then stood and tightened the belt of her robe. “Lock the door behind me.”

Sarah heard hurt in Maggie’s tone, but couldn’t deal with it now. She walked Maggie to the door and threw the deadbolt. After a few deep breaths, she wandered into the bedroom and crawled into bed.

You get out of my head, Christopher Westmoreland. You’re in New Jersey, in prison and I’m fine. You can’t hurt me. You should be the one having nightmares, not me.

* * * * *
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“YOU HAVE SOMETHING?” Randy asked Connor.

“Maybe.” Connor crouched to the ground about five feet from where the body had lain. With a gloved fingertip, he scraped at the dirt, revealing a metallic gleam. He snapped a few shots to document the finding.

“A key?” Randy said. “You think it belonged to the vic?”

“Might have,” Connor said. “If they stripped him here, it could have fallen out of a pocket.” He shot another picture, then lifted the key from the soil. He angled his flashlight for a better look. “Might have a partial. We’ll see what we get at the lab.”

“Maybe they’ll match the vic and that’s a start.” Randy crouched down and examined the small, flat key while Connor held it. “Safe deposit box? Mailbox?”

“I’m thinking padlock,” Connor said.

Randy rubbed his neck against the beginnings of a tension headache. “I’ll work my way outward with the metal detector. Kovak’s trying to figure out how they got the body in here.”

“Sounds good to me. Keep looking for a shell casing. Doc said her guess was a high-power rifle. I’ll work out in the other direction, check for anything out of place.”

Connor retreated and Randy settled the headphones over his ears.

An endless hour of listening to the beeping metal detector had netted four dollars and seventy-two cents in change, sixteen beer and soda cans, one silver chain, and a splitting headache. He doubted any of it was related to the crime, but he’d found them within the radius Connor had suggested as being most likely to have viable trace. But no shell casings. Whoever shot this guy probably watched too much television and took them with him.

Everything was photographed, bagged and tagged. He pulled the headphones from his ears and wiped his sleeve across his forehead. It took a minute for his hearing to readjust to the normal night noises. Tree branches creaked and leaves rustled, but he heard no animal sounds. Not unexpected. Between the banks of lights and the camera flashes, any self-respecting creature would have found a nice, dark hole to curl up in.

The sound of a car engine approached, stopped, followed by a door opening and closing. He turned. At last. The county CSI team was here. Connor was already approaching them.

Randy hastened to join the gathering of techs. “Glad to see you,” he said. “You know Mike Connor, right?”

The men nodded.

“I’d like to collect as much as we can tonight,” Randy said. “I’ll arrange to secure the scene, but it’s going to be tough to keep the entire property cordoned off. I appreciate the extra effort.”

The techs nodded, already looking around. Connor started explaining what they’d done and Randy heard them talking about alternative light sources and Luminol.

Randy pulled out his cell phone. His finger hovered over the speed dial button for Sarah, but he resisted. He’d probably wake her and hearing her voice would be too much of a distraction. He looked at the phone before clipping it back on his belt. When it rang, his heart jumped. He willed Sarah’s name to appear on the display. Instead, it was Charlotte’s.

“Doc. You find something already?”

“Not yet. I wanted to let you know I’m going to cut at eight tomorrow morning. This one’s moving to the head of the line. I’ll get the DNA out to the state lab with a priority rush.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ve got the prints into the system, too. If anything pops right away, I’ll call.”

“Another thanks.”

“Think nothing of it. Whodunits are the toughies, aren’t they? And until we know who this vic is, we’ve got a doozey.”

He thanked Charlotte and disconnected. For most crimes, the who did it was usually the easy part. Rival gang-bangers, jealous lovers, family members—people known to the victim. The challenge was making a case that would stand up in court. Knowing the victim gave you the starting circle of suspects. He hoped this would fall into that category. Solving a true whodunit where there were no clear suspects worked for mystery books. In real life, they too often stayed in the open files.

He caught a glimpse of Kovak talking to one of the county techs, most likely showing him what evidence he wanted collected, or at least where he thought would be the best place to look.

Connor came over, putting fresh batteries in his flashlight.

“How’s it going?” Randy asked.

“We’ll be awhile yet,” Connor said. “The vic wasn’t wearing shoes and there are some spots clear enough where we’ve got shoe prints, but none of bare feet.”

Randy considered that. “So, he was dressed when he got here.”

“Or someone carried him in and then shot him. But that seems like a lot of extra work.”

“The techs are processing the shoe prints. And maybe some facial bone fragments, if they can find them. A lot of leaves on the ground, though, and the wind was pretty strong last night.”

Randy blew out a slow breath and took one more look at the scene. “Damn. It’s not supposed to rain, is it?”

Connor shrugged. “Hey, this is Oregon. It could rain anytime.”

“Let’s hope this isn’t one of those times. With luck, we’ll get enough tonight, but plan on coming back tomorrow.”

“You’re the detective.”

Which meant he was in charge, but he also needed to work on the victim’s identity. “And you know your job.” Randy dragged his fingers through his hair. “What do you think?”

“How about we go out about ten feet, then if Kovak finds the entry point, we’ll work that way.”

Randy nodded. He respected the lab crew’s ability to know what was likely to be part of a crime scene and what was superfluous. He trained his light on the ground as he walked back to where Kovak was working. “Any luck?”

Kovak pointed to what looked like partial shoe prints and dislodged rocks and branches. “This is my best guess.”

“Why don’t you go hit the computers? I’ll meet you in the office.” He rotated his neck, working out the kinks. “I’ll update Brody and follow up with some of the neighbors.”

“He did okay for his first scene,” Kovak said. “You gonna keep him on all night? One officer isn’t going to be able to control the perimeter.”

They walked back to Kovak’s car while Randy thought about the size of the crime scene he’d taped, considering the options. “I’ll get a couple of uniforms from the night shift. Neville, if he’s on duty. He’s got that intimidation factor. And maybe having a cruiser parked out here will keep the rubberneckers away. Brody’s done enough for his first homicide scene.” And he wasn’t about to leave a rookie out here alone in case the killer came back.

Kovak nodded. “Probably save the kid a few nightmares, too. Nothing like being alone in the woods somewhere you’ve seen a dead body.”

“There is the scary movie factor, yes.”

“Right. See you later.” Kovak said.

“Hang on a sec.” Randy got into his truck and rummaged through his suitcase for the bag of designer coffee he’d bought for Kovak in San Francisco. If they were going to pull an all-nighter at the station, at least they wouldn’t be drinking sludge. “Here you go.”

Kovak’s eyes lit up. “Thanks, big guy.” He slid into his car and drove off.

Randy ran what he had through his head as he went to check on Brody. The key was a start. If they could tie it to the victim. On television, they’d take the key to the lab, stick it in a box, punch a button and in seconds, a computer would spit out what the damn thing unlocked and who owned it. Probably what he’d had for breakfast.

Why couldn’t it have been a wallet? A nice smooth leather wallet covered with prints and filled with ID.

Yeah, right.
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Chapter Three
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RANDY SAT AT HIS DESK and stared at the pictures of his faceless victim. Not exactly what they’d put in the paper with a “Do you know this man?” caption.

“You think it was a mob hit?” Kovak asked. “The vic was shot in the back of the head.”

Randy looked up from the monitor. “The mob? In Pine Hills? What the hell for? And why strip him?”

“Harder to identify?”

“If that was their goal, why leave his hands? Charlotte’s already sent his prints to the network.” He swiveled his chair and faced Kovak’s desk. “It’s the abdominal carving that worries me. What if we do have a serial killer here?”

“Why did that reporter bring it up out of the blue, anyway?” Kovak asked.

“Good question. I’ve never seen her before and I thought I knew them all.”

“Let me call her station manager and do some checking.”

Randy went over to the whiteboard on the wall and started a timeline. He taped a photo of the victim to the board, front and center as a grim reminder of his job, which was making certain the victim had a spokesperson.

“I think I got it,” Kovak said from his desk.

Randy snapped his head around. “Our victim?”

“No, our reporter. She hails from Portland, worked at the newspaper. Wanted the fame and glory of television, moved to Salem. The Portland paper’s been running a series of articles on serial killers. Our little Miss Penny was way out of line, even for the television news standards. She’ll be duly chastised for her attempts at sensationalism.”

“Okay, then she’s got serial killers on the brain.” He stepped across the office and sank into his chair. “I’ll check the newspaper archives. See if I can match our victim to one of the articles they ran.” He scrolled through the articles, aware of Kovak standing over his shoulder.

“Look at that one,” Kovak said. “The Triple X Murders. You think our victim’s part of it?”

“Shit, I hope not.” Already his belly was protesting against what it must know was going to be a diet of caffeine and little else for the next few days.

“I’ll send what we have to ViCAP,” Kovak said. “See if they have anything similar.” He was already at his computer.

Randy’s lips twitched at Kovak’s eagerness. Then again, how often did the Pine Hills Police Force see anything worth reporting to the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program? “And I don’t need to tell you the pattern—hell, even the fact he was cut—does not leave the office.”

“No, you don’t.” Kovak clicked his mouse, then gave Randy a contrite look. “Hey, I didn’t mean I liked the idea of someone getting murdered. But come on. We don’t get this kind of crime here. This is—well, tell me your adrenaline isn’t pumping. And that you’re not looking forward to using what you picked up in San Francisco.”

“What I learned in ‘Frisco is that we’ll be lucky to solve this case and we’ll lose a lot of sleep trying. But let’s give it our best shot. And, as I recall, that ViCAP form’s going to take a while to fill out. You work on that, I’ll see what I can do with missing persons reports.”

* * * * *
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CONNOR ROLLED IN AT about three a.m. “Damn, that coffee smells good.”

“Kona. Compliments of the big guy,” Kovak said. “Help yourself.”

Connor disappeared, then returned with his Garfield mug. He stepped to the file cabinet where the office coffeepot sat and poured himself the rich brew.

Randy let him savor the coffee before he spoke. “Anything good to report?”

Connor shook his head. “Way out of our league here. The county took the evidence to their wizards. I can do some print work and look at the pictures, but we didn’t find anything conclusive. Any leads on who the guy is?”

“Only who he isn’t,” Randy said. “No hits on his prints from the Western Identification Network database yet. I’m hoping we get something to go on from the autopsy before we have to start searching farther out. Seven states is enough.”

“Strange,” Connor said. He took another slug of his coffee. “Someone shot like that, you’d think he’d run in circles of the unsavory sort. I’d have bet my shirt he had a record.”

Randy glanced at Connor’s shirt and smiled. My Search Engine Ran out of Gas. “I’d have taken the bet—but right now, your shirt says it all.”

Connor glanced down and grinned in return. “I’m happy to relinquish it.”

“I’d rather not be reminded of my failures. Thanks anyway.”

Connor slipped back to the coffee pot and topped off his mug. “I’m going to see if I can lift any prints from that key, then call it a night. I’ll let you know.”

While Kovak went to brew a fresh pot, Randy clicked open another search engine and settled in. He spent a few hours on what he convinced himself was productive work—after all, eliminating possibilities was part of the process—then stood and twisted the kinks out of his back. It was almost dawn. Connor had found a clear partial print, but it, too, wasn’t in the fingerprint database. It would be weeks, maybe months before the CODIS system gave them anything on the DNA, assuming the man had a record. Randy extended the scope of missing persons reports to five counties, with nothing matching the vague description of their victim. But with a body dead barely a day, it was possible nobody had missed him yet.

“I’m going to grab a shower before the morning shift gets here,” Randy said. “Doc’s cutting at eight and I can see if the county CSI team has any results.”

Kovak rubbed his eyes and took another sip of coffee. He grimaced and shoved the mug across the desk. “Eventually, even the good stuff turns on you. But thanks for getting me through the night.”

“If you’re smart, you’ll hide the rest of the bag, or it’ll disappear.”

“I’d put it in my locker, but it would probably end up tasting like old socks. I think this is one treat that’s going home with me.” He crossed to the printer and picked up a stack of paper. “I’m hoping ViCAP has something with the knife pattern. Meanwhile, I’ll finish these reports.”

“Can you handle the incoming calls? Half the town’s likely to think our John Doe is their missing Uncle Edgar or swear they saw the killer skulking around in the bushes.”

Kovak nodded. “No lead too small. No citizen too nuts.” He scratched his fingers over his scalp. “And I’ll follow up on last night’s door-knocking with county.”

“Good luck,” Randy said. “I’ll see what the county lab’s got as long as I’m going to be over there for the autopsy.”

“Sometimes that’s what it takes. You want to grab a bite at Sadie’s before you head for the morgue?”

Randy realized Kovak hadn’t been working with the reserves of a substantial dinner from Rob’s the way he had. His partner hadn’t complained about the vending machine fare, which was unusual. Then again, this case was a heck of a lot more than their normal Pine Hills petty theft, traffic violations and the occasional breaking and entering.

He hesitated. Sarah often stopped at Sadie’s for a morning cup of coffee, but not this early. Besides, he didn’t need the distraction. “I’m fine. But you go on. Maybe we’ll meet for lunch, assuming I have any appetite after an autopsy.”

Given the early hour, traffic on the interstate was light and Randy arrived at the morgue by seven-thirty. He wound his way down the stairs and through the dimly lit corridors to Charlotte’s office where he tapped on the wired glass pane in the door and let himself in. She sat back in her chair, her legs crossed at the ankle on her desk, reading the newspaper.

He stood half a step inside the doorway. “Morning, Doc.”

A tiny nod acknowledged his presence, but her eyes remained on the paper. He waited until she finished, folded it neatly, placed it in the wastebasket and smiled at him over black half-rimmed reading glasses. “Don’t know why I bother, but I can’t break the habit. Nothing but half-truths and lies.”

“Comics are usually entertaining,” he said.

One corner of her mouth turned up. “Park it, Detweiler.” She inched her head toward a wooden chair. “I’ve got a report to finish. Coffee?”

The thought of more caffeine in his system and acid in his belly turned his stomach. The aroma would mask the odor in the lab, but Charlotte would never let him bring anything inside. “No, thanks. Shall I gown up?” She was persnickety about any possible contamination of samples, but her findings were gospel in court.

Another nearly imperceptible nod.

“Meet you in the lab, then.” She grunted and he left her to her computer.

At precisely seven fifty-seven, Charlotte approached the lab where Randy, wearing yellow disposable coverings, leaned against the wall by the door.

“How much sleep did you get last night, Detweiler?”

He straightened and shook the cobwebs from his brain. “I remember going to bed Tuesday night in ‘Frisco. What day is it now?”

Her glare was almost motherly. “Thursday.”

He shrugged. “Then let’s get going so I can go home.” She unlocked the door and he followed her inside, his nostrils flaring at the odor. He dragged a tall stool to a point well away from the table where last night’s body lay.

“You small-town boys don’t see much of this, do you?” Charlotte asked, apparently noting his discomfiture.

Although he’d cooperated with the county sheriffs countless times, and in the course of joint investigations had been to a number of autopsies, being lead on a homicide put things in a different perspective. He lowered himself from his perch and stepped closer. “Once is too often.”

She cocked her head at him, then gave him an understanding smile. “You’re right. It would be nice if we never had to deal with death like this.” She adjusted the microphone hanging above the table. “But as long as we have to, it’s our job to listen to the victims.”

“Nobody hears them like you, Doc.” He swore a faint pink tinged her cheeks.

“Well, our man’s being too quiet. I had my guys run the films last night. According to their reports, no broken bones, no steel plates, screws or anything helpful for identification. Time for a closer look.”

“Let me get a shot of this, and get a copy to you.” Charlotte took a picture of the victim’s abdominal wounds before she brought her scalpel to the body’s torso, making a standard Y incision. Randy concentrated on her matter-of-fact voice recording her findings. Like a good news anchor, he thought, keeping his report impartial. Even though he knew he’d get a full account, he busied himself taking notes, trying not to look at the body.
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