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PART ONE





THE CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE


Once we know something, we find it hard to imagine what it was like not to know itz. Our knowledge has “cursed” us. … Reversing the process is as difficult as un-ringing a bell. You can’t unlearn what you already know. There are, in fact, only two ways to beat the Curse of Knowledge reliably. The first is not to learn anything. The second is to take your ideas and transform them.


—CHIP HEATH AND DAN HEATH, MADE TO STICK


 


For in much wisdom is much grief; and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.


—ECCLESIASTES 1:18




CHAPTER ONE





“YOU CANNOT ESCAPE IT, IN THIS COUNTRY”


{i.}


The case did not so much burst upon as creep over Burgoyne County, New York, just as the sickness that underlay it only took root in the region slowly, insidiously, and long before the first body was found. My own initial indication that at least one crime of an unusual and quite probably violent nature had been committed came in the form of a visit from Deputy Sheriff Pete Steinbrecher, in early July of that summer. I was then living, as I had been for about five years, at Shiloh, a dairy farm belonging to my spinster great-aunt, Miss Clarissa Jones. Shiloh is centered on a large Italianate farmhouse that is the sole residence in Death’s Head Hollow, one of a half-dozen valleys that lead down from the high ground of the northern Taconic Mountains into the small town of Surrender.


Despite my having spent some seven or eight years working as a criminal psychologist (primarily with the New York City Police Department) prior to relocating to the pastoral severity of the Taconics, I had only occasionally interacted with what passes for local law enforcement during my time up north. Due to severe budget cuts at every level of government, there was and remains precious little law in Burgoyne County. Communities like Surrender long ago lost their town constabularies, as well as their county sheriff’s substations, and what little regular patrolling the latter department can still do is focused primarily on the county seat of Fraser. The residents of the many small communities in the region have thus been left to see to their own safety, which they are happy to do: for Burgoyne County is gun country, and only in cases involving extreme disturbances are either the sheriff’s office in Fraser or the New York State Police contacted.


For these and other reasons, my main criminological efforts since relocating to my great-aunt’s farm (where I’d spent nearly every weekend and summer vacation as a boy) had been less applied than academic. I’d been establishing an online course of study in various controversial aspects of forensic science under the aegis of the State University of New York at Albany. That institution’s first-rate School of Criminal Justice had long offered a range of classes in forensics, both at the undergraduate and the graduate levels; but its senior faculty and officials, wisely taking into account the scandals that have rocked both federal and regional crime laboratories as well as the field of forensic science generally during the last twenty years, had decided, just before my own relocation to their area, to offer complementary courses that would explore the well-documented weaknesses of forensics. Mine had been one of the most outspoken voices attempting to expose those weaknesses; and because my work (and the methods that underlay them) had led to a series of widely publicized conflicts with the NYPD’s crime lab that had ultimately made me persona non grata in the metropolis where I was born, I was not altogether surprised, but was entirely grateful, when SUNY-Albany offered me the chance to help structure their balancing course of study.


Partnering with my closest co-worker in New York, Mike Li—an expert in trace and DNA evidence who had spent years vociferously pointing out the widespread and often fatal flaws that marred the gathering, handling, and courtroom use of such evidence—I gladly accepted the university’s offer, provided Mike’s and my own courses could be taught online. (The lingering effects of a childhood bout with osteosarcoma on my left femur and pelvis had recently made extended travel, even the fifty miles or so to Albany and back, increasingly difficult for me.) The administrators of the School of Criminal Justice, already anxious to expand their presence in the burgeoning world of online teaching, had readily agreed to this condition; and soon Mike and I had established a virtual lecture hall inside a rickety old airplane hangar that sat on a hill behind two large green barns built in the mid-nineteenth century that were the centerpieces of the farm that my great-aunt oversaw with an iron will.


To be more precise, Mike and I had built our Skype-operated classroom inside the fuselage of a pre–World War II Junkers JU-52/3m, a classic German civilian aircraft, the care and maintenance of which had been the passion of my great-aunt’s father. After piloting it from Germany to Senegal in 1935 via a circuitous European and North African route, the old lunatic had shipped the plane to Brazil and flown it north: an adventure that was apparently as colorful—and expensive—as it sounds. But the tri-engine beast was now immobile, the ghostly occupant of nearly every inch of the large hangar; and inside it Mike and I worked to disabuse our students, first, of the widely accepted idea that forensics (not only trace and DNA collection, but such far older practices as fingerprinting and ballistics, as well) were the “gold standard” of evidentiary analysis and courtroom argument and, second, of the equally popular and pernicious notion that forensics had made criminal psychology, and especially profiling, somehow obsolete.


On the afternoon in question, I had just given a long and fairly impassioned summer term lecture explaining precisely how damaging this last set of beliefs had become, asking that my students—representatives of the coming generation of criminal investigators—restore both psychology and profiling to the positions of respect that they had largely lost when the purportedly more precise areas of forensics had begun to monopolize criminal investigation in the early 1990s. Stepping away from the half-dozen large video monitors that dominated the interior of the JU-52 when I was finally finished, I then descended slowly into the hangar via a set of steel steps that my great-grandfather had built up and over the starboard wing of the plane to the forward hatch, and went outside to lean on my cane and smoke a cigarette. From there, I caught sight of Pete Steinbrecher’s patrol car moving quickly up the hollow, lights flashing but siren mute: Pete was well enough acquainted with both Shiloh and my diminutive yet fiery great-aunt to know that the sound of the siren would bring Clarissa swiftly from the farmhouse, to which she would not return until she had delivered a stern lecture to the deputy on the effects of such sounds on dairy cattle. For this and other reasons, Pete did not brave the hollow on minor errands—indeed, his presence almost certainly indicated just one thing:


“Mike,” I called, stepping back toward the great maw that was the open hangar door, “Pete Steinbrecher’s on his way up.” I could hear Mike cut short his preparations for a seminar as I added flatly, “Looks like someone’s been murdered …”


In the time it took Pete to park his patrol car beside one of the milking barns below the hangar, Mike shot out of the plane and down the steel steps, his mood characteristically brightened. “Excellent!” he called as he joined me, his eyes—narrowed by years of examining often microscopic pieces of evidence—widening with enthusiasm. “Should I cancel my next class?” He looked up at me eagerly (Mike stands about five foot six, even when excited, while I, despite my usual stooped posture, am a good half-foot taller), and grinned almost fiendishly as he accepted a cigarette from the pack I held out to him.


“Not yet,” I said, pulling a pocket watch from my vest and popping it open. “You’ve got a good twenty minutes—let’s hear him out, first.”


“Ah,” Mike noised in disappointment. “How did I know you were going to say that, gweilo?” (When irritated with me, it was Mike’s custom to use the Cantonese phrase for “white devil.”)


“Easy, there, Yellow Peril,” I answered, replacing my watch, producing a Zippo lighter, and offering its flame to my partner.


“Damn it, L.T.,” Mike replied. “I’ve told you, ‘Yellow Peril’ refers to the Japs—and the Chinese have a lot more fucking reasons to hate them than you do. So dibs.”


I turned to him, amused. “‘Dibs’?”


“On hating the Japanese,” Mike said, with a wave of his cigarette.


“Ah,” I replied with a nod; but I could not help another chuckle. “‘Dibs,’” I murmured. “You often have a whimsical way of putting things, Michael …”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah—come on, Trajan, I’m half-crazed for a real case.”


“You’re always half-crazed. And we don’t know that this is a real case: he may just want advice.”


“Sure,” Mike said dubiously, as we smoked and watched the deputy walk up a dirt pathway toward us. “Pete’s risking a nasty run-in with your aunt for advice.”


“Just give the man a chance to talk,” I said.


Pete held up a hand in greeting as he neared us, then removed his grey Stetson when he arrived to shake each of our hands. “Doc,” he said to me. “Mike. I, uh—I’m wondering if you’re in the mood to help the county out.” Pete was a big man, with solid German features typical of the many waves of immigrants from that country who had come to upstate New York during the nineteenth century. In addition, he possessed the kind of even, sonorous voice that I admired in honest, hardworking first responders, which in his case was lightly tinged with the not-quite-definable but appealing accent of the area, a sound that was very unlike the affected redneck twang that younger locals had adopted: ironically, only after farming had ceased to be their chief occupation.


“Cigarette, Pete?” I said, holding out the pack. I noted, as did he, that my hand was trembling, slightly but uncontrollably, in anticipation of his news.


“You know damn well my wife made me quit, Dr. Jones,” Pete answered, drawing out a handkerchief and wiping his brow. “I come home smelling like smoke and she’ll crease my skull with a socket wrench.”


I did indeed know this; but it was the nature of our relationship, just as it was of my interactions with Mike, to push each other’s buttons with abandon. Returning the pack to my jacket pocket, I loosened my tie and asked, “So—who’s dead?”


“Jesus …” Pete’s smile suddenly disappeared and his visage darkened—but it was what he’d said that was the more important indication that something very unusual was up. Burgoyne County may be gun country, but it is not, for the most part, church country; and those few who, like Pete, fight to keep its sprinkling of multi-denominational Christian churches alive take their work and its details seriously—yet the matter at hand, and my light reference to it, had permitted him to utter what he considered a genuine blasphemy. “You don’t half tread lightly, do you, Doc?” he went on, mournfully. Putting his hat back on his head, which was now free of the sweat drawn out by the July heat, Pete next assumed an uncharacteristically official air. “Truth be told, I’d rather you see it for yourself.”


I eyed this one of my few good friends in county law enforcement closely. “Pete? What is it?”


“You want to come inside, have a beer, Pete?” Mike asked, also studying the deputy’s face and seeing the unusual amount of concern—even bewilderment—on it. Pete had of course handled deaths before, and even murders; but at just that moment the man was clearly rattled.


He shook his head to Mike, smiling briefly in gratitude. “I gotta get back. Hopefully with the Doc, here. You’re welcome to come along, too, Mike. We could use you.”


Mike turned to me and tried to suppress a smile of deep satisfaction. “Well—an official invitation. So it’s none of your fucking business, anymore, L.T.” Quickly stamping out his cigarette, Mike told Pete, “Just give me five minutes to tell my class. Maybe give them some extra homework. Can you spare it?”


“Sure,” Pete answered, visibly relieved. “If it’s really just five minutes, no problem.”


“I could use a few minutes, too,” I said, turning toward a pasture that stretched away on a hill behind and above the hangar. About ten acres in size, the enclosure occupied ground that led to a small foothill at the base of a steep, heavily wooded mountain. It was surrounded by an especially strong and, at ten feet, exceptionally tall, high-tensile box wire fence, reinforced by tight chicken wire. “I’ve got to take care of something …”


“You going to feed your ‘dog’?” Pete asked, finally easing up and smiling freely.


“I am. You want to tag along?”


“Doc—no disrespect, but, uh, you know that thing—”


“That ‘rare African hunting dog’?” I quickly interjected.


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll keep playing along with the story, don’t worry. But you know the thing makes me nervous.”


“The more time you spend around her, the less reason you’ll have to be nervous. Besides, she likes you. A little.”


“Yeah, well—a little ain’t enough, thanks all the same. I’ll just wait here.” As I walked toward a nearby gate in the fencing that was covered on each side with several additional layers of wire, I heard Pete shout, “What’s the damned thing’s name again?”


“Marcianna!” I called back to him. “The favorite sister of the Roman emperor Trajan.”


“And he wonders,” I heard Pete tell Mike, “why I can’t remember it …”


When I reached the enclosure gate and issued a very particular call—almost a chirp, in its way, and a sound that usually brought my favorite sister running—I discovered that Marcianna was nowhere to be seen. From long experience I knew that she had likely caught some large bird—a raven or crow, in all probability, or perhaps even a hawk that had spotted some small rodent within her enclosure—and was enjoying the kill inside the large stone den that I had designed for her, using flat and oblong boulders brought down from high on the mountain by several of the farmhands with a tractor and sledge. The hands had not known, at the time, what they were building, or what it might be intended to house; and when they subsequently found out, they played along with my request that they not reveal the secret of what lived inside the enclosure, just as Pete and a few others would later do. As time went by, it became something of a speculative legend, in Surrender, and I think everyone in the know got a kick out of not revealing the answer. At any rate, certain that I knew Marcianna’s whereabouts, I opened a nearby cooler in which I had that morning placed a good-sized slab of frozen beef, along with her nutritional supplements. By now the meat was nicely melted and warmed, and, after pushing the soluble supplements deep inside the red, bloody tissue, I tossed the meal over the fence onto a bare patch of earth near the gate.


“Marcianna!” I called, for she knew her name perfectly well. “I’m going to the store—I’ll be back very soon!” Store and soon were words she also understood, although she didn’t like them; but I had no doubt that she wouldn’t worry while I was gone, and so turned back around and returned to the hangar door.


Mike had made short work—undoubtedly too short—of his students, and was standing next to Pete once again, his evidence kit at his feet. Together we walked quickly down to the patrol car, Mike reluctantly agreeing to play the prisoner and be locked into the rear as I opened the passenger-side door up front. Waiting for Pete to open his own door, I said, with transparent nonchalance:


“You know, Pete—you’ve never refused to give us at least the victim’s sex and age before. What’s going on?”


“Fifteen-year-old girl,” Pete said, visibly troubled again. “And that’s all you’re getting out of me, for now.”


As I entered the car, I glanced back at Mike and saw him raise his eyebrows with irrepressible anticipation. He had wanted a real case; and apparently we were about to get one.


As I settled into my seat, Pete handed me a small pillow that he had brought along, with characteristic decency. “Here,” he said uneasily. “For your—hip, or whatever.”


“Very good of you, Deputy,” I said gratefully, attempting to bolster the left side of my lower back and pelvis into as comfortable a position as possible. “And may we also know where we’re going?”


“West Briarwood,” he answered. “But that really is it. Just hang on till we get there.” And with that we headed back down the hollow, Pete once more turning his spinning roof lights on and leaving his siren alone, while driving faster than was his custom. In addition, I noticed that he had turned his radio off: a highly unusual move for any officer, and one plainly intended to prevent our overhearing open-channel chatter about our destination and the case that was awaiting us.


{ii.}


The town of West Briarwood was far more typical of communities in Burgoyne County than was the small, seemingly featureless village of Surrender: grouped around the intersection of Route 7 and yet another randomly numbered county road (for there has never been any system other than whim involved in the ordering of New York county byways) were a Stewart’s convenience store; a mini-mall that featured a liquor vendor; a run-down grocery store; and several other shops, each of which was constantly having either a grand opening or a closing sale. Residentially, there were about two dozen run-down but quaint late-nineteenth-century houses (most of them long ago gutted and refashioned into apartments), along with more recent ranch houses that did nothing but provide a reminder that time had brought few enlightened developments to the county. Our business that day, however, lay beyond the town proper: again taking to one of the ubiquitous hollows of the county, this one hopefully named Daybreak Lane (despite the fact that the foothill it was cut into faced west), we rode up about five hundred feet in elevation and two miles in distance, past farmhouses in need of repair and surrounded by old cars and trucks, as well as lawn and farm equipment, nearly all of it for sale.


Finally, we closed in on a seemingly ancient mobile home that stood amid a group of secondary-growth trees at some remove from the lane. It was plainly abandoned, although how long it had stood so was impossible to say. Much of its siding was missing, revealing loose insulation, and several windows had been replaced with thick plastic that had once been relatively clear, but was now dismally murky. A large, plainly visible and badly encrusted sewage hose had served for a septic system, running away from the house and into an obliging field; and small amounts of a brown liquid, driven, in all likelihood, by a rusted, running toilet drawing on the trailer’s defective well, still trickled steadily into a patch of discolored grass. Yet all these signs of decay and ignorance would, sadly, have almost certainly been as much in evidence when the trailer had been inhabited as they were now. Realizing this, I glanced back at Mike, and could see that his unadulterated anticipation had grown mitigated by apprehension: if ever a place promised not only a crime but a history of singularly grim details, we had reached it.


Additional unpleasantness, of a more mundane but still troublesome variety, was indicated by a collection of vehicles that had already gathered around this standing testament to desperation: the personal squad car of Sheriff Steve Spinetti was closest to the trailer door, and behind it was parked a battered black Chevy Impala that I recognized as belonging to Dr. Ernest Weaver, medical examiner for not only Burgoyne but several other counties, as well. Finally, jammed in behind Weaver’s car, there was a van drawn from the fleet of the New York State Police Forensic Investigation Center in Albany, the central crime lab that served all counties that did not have their own forensics facility (such being most) or that were not near one of the FIC’s field stations. The FIC had fared as badly, during the era of forensic scandals, as had most labs in the nation, and neither Mike nor I was pleased to see it represented. Nor, to his credit, was Pete: the deputy’s lead foot on the highway had apparently embodied his effort to get us to the scene quickly enough to avoid territorial and philosophical disputes. But such encounters now seemed inevitable. The van had likely brought to the scene one or more of a group of lab techs, almost all of whom were known to both Mike and myself; and, judging from the bored, slightly angry look of the state trooper who had evidently been ordered under duress to ferry the tech and his equipment, he, she, or they must already have been on the scene for a fair amount of time.


Pete pulled in alongside the van, on what had once been the trailer’s lawn, and as he released Mike from the back seat of his car, I used my cane to get out and upright, catching the eye of the state trooper just long enough to see him turn away in various forms of disgust, not the least of which was likely the realization that he would not be getting back to Albany any time soon. As for Dr. Weaver and the tech, they were evidently inside, while Steve Spinetti was approaching us, waving one large arm and hand as he smiled in enjoyment.


“You must’ve drove pretty fast, Pete,” he said with a chuckle, his long nose reaching down toward his upper lip as he did. His merriment was characteristically needling: he had obviously known that the ME and the FIC tech were coming even before Pete had left to fetch us. The sheriff was hoping less to make our mission irrelevant than to be sure that it would be carried out in competition with the other crime scene investigators, thereby subjecting all points of view to immediate challenge: such was the man’s custom, and it was not without its merits. “Not fast enough, though,” Steve went on. “Weaver and the state tech got here in a big damned hurry, especially for them. Almost like somebody gives a shit …” The slow, thoughtful way that Steve said these last words seemed to indicate something out of the ordinary; but then he stuck his right hand out and shook my partner’s and my own, apparently as upbeat as ever. “Dr. Jones—Mr. Li. You’ll be glad to hear that Weaver says we’ve already got it covered. Straightforward, he says: got to get some details, but according to him it’s just another teenage murder, though this time it’s pretty nasty.”


“‘This time’?” I echoed; but before I could pursue it, Pete spoke up, sounding surprised:


“That right, Chief? Well, can’t be much objection, then, to these guys looking around a bit, if it’s all sewn up already.”


Spinetti cast Pete a knowing look, followed by an even wider smile. “Well, hell, Pete, I don’t want to discourage initiative, do I? And you fellas did make the trip. Sure, I’d be grateful if our distinguished guests could stick around.” His undeniably perspicacious grey eyes plainly showed that he was pleased he would be able to fully hedge his bets. “Just let those two boys make their preliminary assessment official, and we’ll see what the ringers from Surrender can do for us.”


Steve Spinetti was one of the few high-ranking members of law enforcement in Burgoyne County, to say nothing of the entire Empire State, with whom I had managed to maintain even a guardedly collegial relationship, following Mike’s and my own not quite voluntary exile from New York City. He ruled his domain in the style of one of the better class of small bureaucratic tyrants: not with an utterly closed mind, but with one that would use any means at hand to close a case as quickly as possible. He thus avoided extra time spent looking for details that would only complicate his paperwork and threaten his own authority as well as his ability to grab primary credit for a solution. This is not to belittle the man at all: Steve was a tough yet compassionate first responder (unlike many, who never got past the tough side), and his honesty about his motives concerning paperwork and proper acknowledgment simply made him more straightforward and far easier to work with than most men or women who had reached similar levels of authority.


And yet he had a very cagey side, too; and I was about to get a pointed demonstration of it. “Say, uh, Doc,” he said; and his voice had suddenly gone down in volume, although he never lost his smile. “While we’re waiting, I’d like to mention a couple of things, but I don’t want anybody here—and that includes you, Pete—to give that trooper sitting in the van any reason to think we’re doing anything but shooting the shit and having a good time. Okay?”


Mike and I had been in dozens of such politically tricky situations before, and we both immediately smiled and affected a chuckle or two for the trooper’s benefit as I replied, “Of course, Steve—just so long as our little talk is going to include an explanation of what you meant by ‘just another teenage murder.’”


“Oh, it will, it will,” Steve said, his own phony grin getting wider. “And one day I’m going to learn to watch every fricking word that comes out of my mouth around you, Doc. But here’s the thing: Weaver and the tech, they’re real sure about their call on this. And I don’t know, maybe they’re right. But me and Pete were the first ones here, and we’ve checked out the girl’s background, and the whole thing just feels wrong, to both of us.”


I eyed the deputy. “That right, Pete?”


“That’s right,” Pete said, turning his head away from the van. “I mean, besides the way she died, or maybe because of it—I don’t know, I just don’t like it.”


“Okay,” I replied. “So what makes Weaver so sure?”


“We’ll get to all that, after you see the body,” Spinetti said, looking at the trailer and himself appearing to become, if only for an instant, somewhat melancholy; but remembering the trooper, who was indeed keeping a careful eye on our little conference, he forced out a laugh. “Damndest thing,” he said through it. “What these meth heads will get up to. Or when. Or why …”


“‘Meth heads’?” Mike echoed.


“Yeauh,” Steve droned, in his upstate drawl. “The parents were, anyway. Dead girl’s name is Shelby Capamagio—they all used to live here, but the folks disappeared about two years ago. Took their younger girl, left the older one with some relatives further up the road. At least we think they’re relatives, they don’t communicate real well. Or can’t. Won’t, maybe.”


“Hunh,” Mike noised, maintaining his smile, but troubled, now. “So—another throwaway kid?”


My partner wasn’t just being flippant: the death of Shelby Capamagio had apparently taken place, like many others of its kind, against the backdrop of a nation in which increasing numbers of parents, faced with financial catastrophe of one kind or another, were simply disappearing from the lives of one or more of their offspring and making themselves impossible to trace, by taking on new identities or going off the grid. In the process, they were creating an entirely new variety of young people who did not fit into the state’s official classifications for either “orphaned,” “abandoned,” or “homeless,” but rather had formed a new category of their own, one that New York, among other states, had labeled with brutal concision: “throwaway children.”


“Yeauh,” Steve said again. “Looks like it could be. Not quite sure yet, though …” It was something of a nervous tic, the sheriff’s insistence on running through every option in a speculative statement; and I had to concede, it was indicative of an investigative mind that, if somewhat undeveloped, was still instinctively keen. “I been up to talk to the people she first stayed with, didn’t get much—but from what I did, lemme tell you, it ain’t a nice story. She was trouble, I guess—and when whoever those people are had had enough of it, they moved her out of their house to their equipment shed. Fed her meals, when they could catch her, gave her a space heater in the winter. I guess I don’t have to tell you she only got worse. Took it for about six months, then disappeared. They figured her for a meth head just like her folks, and thought she went to find them.”


“Any idea where they went?” I asked.


“Rumor was,” the sheriff replied, tiring of the story in a discouraged way (for it had become a dishearteningly familiar one, in recent years), “they took off to the desert somewheres. Vegas, Phoenix, outside L.A., maybe—”


“Ah,” Mike sighed. “The Crystal Triangle. Where meth is king, and hope goes to die …” The depressing reality of Mike’s statement momentarily overcame even his ability to laugh at almost anything; but he tried hard to recoup, asking with a smile, “And that’s where she got into the drugs?”


“So everybody seems to think,” Spinetti answered. “But—”


“Sorry, Steve,” I said, trying to keep my expression upbeat, “but who’s ‘everybody’?”


The sheriff laughed once more. “Just be patient, Doc, I won’t hold out on you. Anyway, the girl had no involvement with drugs here, that we know of, though we’re checking further—but Weaver, the tech, and their bosses seem to buy that she picked up the habit somewhere.” Steve glanced at the trailer again, evidently thankful that the ME and the FIC tech hadn’t appeared yet. “Which is part of what I wanted to talk to you two about.” And then, rather suddenly, he slapped my shoulder and laughed loud. “You guys’ve been a lot of help to us, on other jobs, and don’t think I don’t appreciate that. But trust me when I say—this is a-whole-nother animal, this case. There is shit going on in this one that—well, that I’m not even sure I really understand. Not yet, anyway. So …” He laughed again, straightened my jacket and my tie convivially, then added, “I’m gonna bring up a subject I never have before, and neither has Pete. But—well, we both know all about why you got shit-canned from your last jobs.” Mike was on the verge of launching into a reflexive objection and defense, but Steve held up a hand. “I ain’t saying that either of us believes any of the bullshit that was passed around by your bosses or the papers down there. What I am saying is this—” And suddenly Steve’s smile vanished, and he looked me square in the eye. “When you go in there, and you’re thinking up your theories and grabbing all your little bits of evidence that nobody else sees—don’t … fuck … up. Because when you come back out, I need to know if Weaver’s genuinely full of shit, and not just because we all think he’s a fuckin’ asshole. Right?” Steve did not wait for a reply before saying, “Okay! Now, I’m gonna go find out what’s holding those two bastards up. So you three stay here, try to keep looking like abso-fucking-lutely nothing is going on, and I’ll be back …”


Spinetti vanished through the half-hanging door of the mobile home, leaving Pete to look a little sheepish. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you more on the way over, guys,” the deputy said. “I was actually kinda hoping that Weaver wasn’t even going to be here, yet. But you know how Steve likes to do things.”


I studied his troubled features. “We do, indeed, Pete. But something more’s on your mind, isn’t it?”


He hesitated for a moment. “Well—don’t quote me, right? But I was on the scene before even Steve was, and I was the first to go talk to those people up the road. And, well—the whole time I been a deputy, I don’t think I’ve ever come across any case that was so wrong, in so many ways. Starting with how many of the higher-ups seem to have how much interest in the damned business.”


“Indeed?” I said, my faith in Pete’s instincts as solid as ever. “Well, then, Deputy, I’m glad you came to get us. And don’t worry about Weaver being here. I can handle him.”


“Yeah,” Mike said, with a laugh that was very genuine, this time. “We’ve all seen how you can handle Weaver.” He pulled out a cigarette and elbowed the deputy. “But don’t sweat how your boss does business, Pete—we do, just as you say, know how he likes to manage things. And he’s not wrong. It’s actually smart, in a lot of ways. You set people against each other, sometimes, you’re going to find out things they wouldn’t usually tell you.”


“I appreciate that,” Pete said, in quiet relief. “And whatever the sheriff may say, he does, too. Because neither of us wants to get this one wrong …”


There it was again: the unelaborated implication that, whatever the death we had come to witness in fact was, it was only the latest in a series. “‘This one’?” I echoed, trying not to hit the point too hard. “Pete? Would you like to explain what your boss was very careful not to?”


“Don’t worry,” Pete said. “He’ll get around to it. But he wants to get your opinions without any, whatever you call it, without any prejudicial statements from us.”


And, even given Mike’s and my own ability to maintain impartiality, it wouldn’t have been hard, I had to concede, for Pete and Steve to have created such prejudicial feelings about the opinions of the two men who, in a few seconds, emerged from the trailer with Steve. Dr. Ernest Weaver was an obese character with a round, fleshy face and a small mustache that appeared ever ready to fall from his upper lip; while the second figure was small, balding, sheathed in a sterile blue jumpsuit, and trying his hardest not to look overwhelmed. Despite his unassuming manner, however, this shuffling little FIC tech was in fact the representative, at this particular crime scene, of nearly everything that had gone wrong with criminal investigation over the last hundred, and especially the last thirty, years, as well as the embodiment of why forensics had never truly earned the rank of “science.” Like his colleagues, the tech bore the responsibility of being the first and therefore the most important expert interpreter of physical clues at such sites, and he was viewed by the uninitiated—especially when he appeared in the full field getup that he was wearing now—as the semi-mystical master of an unimpeachable evidentiary machine, an apparatus beyond the power of most mortals to understand and any to question. In truth, however, such characters were scarcely the keepers of secrets so great that they could speedily unlock the mysteries of unnatural death; that was a fiction of fiction, one created by novels, movies, and especially television. In fact, CSIs (as they dearly loved to be called) were the fragile human cogs in the engine of detection, the components that nearly always weakened and gave way, or could be made to give way, under the pressures of laziness, incompetence, ambition, and corruption.


And who was the particular mortal that bore the burden of all this potent folklore concerning what men could do regarding crime, on this particular July day in the humid Taconic foothills? By name, he was one Curtis Kolmback, and he had just come, to judge from his face, from a scene of death somehow more disturbing than those with which he was used to being presented, at least of late. Fortunately, he was also a man that both Mike and I knew well enough to cope with fairly easily: like many such techs, Kolmback had come over from another discipline (in his case, again as in many, from anthropology), and gotten his technical certification from the American College of Forensic Examiners Institute—the online equivalent of a school that one might, in an earlier time, have found on a matchbook cover, and an organization that had been hit particularly hard by scandal in recent years. Unlike most of his colleagues, however, and to his personal credit, Curtis was usually in the market for a helping hand, and as he glanced over to see us near Pete’s cruiser, a look of relief flooded his features.


“Dr. Jones?” he called, starting our way. “Mr. Li? You here in an official capacity?”


Mike nodded to Kolmback, but murmured to me, “You know, L.T., I’m a damned doctor, too—why is it always ‘Dr. Jones and Mr. Li’?”


“I don’t know, Michael,” I answered, lowering my own voice as I took my turn nodding toward Kolmback. “Maybe you need to eat more powdered rhinoceros horn—isn’t that what your countrymen usually do to project greater strength?”


“What fucking countrymen?” Mike answered, reverting to the speech pattern of his native Queens. “I’m as American as you, you WASP son of a bitch, and you know it.”


“I know it,” I replied, “but perhaps these gentlemen do not …” Moving toward the approaching tech, I held out a hand that was quickly and gratefully taken. “Curtis!” I said, in as friendly a manner as I could muster. “You look a little rattled. Uncertain of your findings?”


“I don’t know about uncertain,” Curtis answered, wiping his sweating, balding pate with a rag and shaking Mike’s hand in turn. “But if you wouldn’t mind taking a look, I certainly wouldn’t be averse to any input.” He glanced back at the trailer, and his face, too, filled with a look that was both bewildered and simply mournful. “Dr. Weaver is satisfied with just murder, maybe sexual assault, too, but I—there’s just something …”


Looking at Pete again, I said, “Well. Seems like just about everybody with a brain in his head thinks there’s ‘just something.’ So why don’t we have that look?”


Kolmback nodded, then indicated the ME. “Better talk to Weaver, first. He’s the one certifying wrongful death. And I know how much you two’ll enjoy catching up.” Curtis allowed himself a small grin.


Sighing deeply, I noised, “Hmm, yes. Well, then, no way around it.” And so I began the tiresome walk to pay some sort of homage to the ME, who was busy writing notes on a clipboard full of forms that lay on the hood of his car.


Ernest Weaver was not an uncommon sort of man, in the Empire State, although this fact was far more an indictment of the system (if such it could be called) of medical examiners and coroners that prevailed in New York than it was an acknowledgment of his belonging to any superior class of investigator. County by county, the crazy quilt of ways in which non-medical deaths were investigated and officially determined continued to leave room, as it had since the earliest days of the republic, for abuses of every variety. Some counties still clung tightly to the ancient system of coroners: Albany, employing no fewer than four, was at the rather ironic forefront of this category. And under its terms, anyone from doctors to funeral home directors to butchers could get themselves elected to the posts. It was cronyism at its very worst, for coroners almost invariably tended to be favorites of political and law enforcement officials, and they could currently earn hundreds or even thousands of dollars per death certificate and autopsy (if they were qualified to perform the latter), despite most of them being no better at their jobs than their predecessors in centuries past had been. Precisely how many suspicious deaths had been falsely categorized over the generations because of this method of doing business would have been impossible to say; but it was certainly an enormous number. Only in the late twentieth century had various forces in certain counties risen up against the coroner system, and where these fights had been successful, they had most often been led by an unlikely group: the hospitals in which the actual autopsies of the bodies in question were performed. Tired of having their genuine medical knowledge frustrated by the interference of largely untrained political hacks, the pathologists in many hospital morgues simply refused to do business with the coroners, after a certain point, and submitted their own findings separately. This had led to successful calls by groups of forward-thinking legislators in many counties (remarkably enough, Burgoyne among them) to dispense with the coroner system altogether.


But a further complication then presented itself: the hospital pathologists could not very well abandon their posts every time a body turned up in some distant and very non-medical setting. Sweeping new responsibilities and authority, and far higher salaries, were then allotted to what forensic science had decided were the best candidates to carry on the work of investigating such matters: the medical examiners (or, as men like Weaver liked to be called, “medicolegal death investigators”). Persons both qualified for this post and willing to undertake it were, however, in critically short supply; and so, another inadequate solution was applied, this one allowing MEs to work for more than one county at a time. Weaver himself spent the vast majority of his life on various interstates, moving between Burgoyne, Rensselaer, Schenectady, and Washington Counties; and the particular aroma of McDonald’s grease, both on his person and in his Impala, told of how he sustained his great girth during all those drives to and from places of death. Whether this lifestyle had made the man rather peculiar and ghoulish, or whether only a peculiarly ghoulish man would have been attracted to such a post in the first place, was impossible to say; all that could be judged with any certainty was that he was a very odd duck.


“Dr. Weaver,” I said, hobbling up the slight incline that led to his car.


“Dr. Jones,” he said, his annoyance plainly exhibited by the fact that he refused to even look up from the notes he was scribbling. Fixing a small pair of reading glasses tight on his nose and ears, he let out a blow of exasperation. “I understand that the sheriff has agreed to allow you to view the crime scene.”


“He has. Any objection? I thought the matter was cut and dried, so far as you’re concerned.”


“Not so far as I am concerned,” Weaver answered, with heightened irritation. “It is cut and dried. Murder of a teenage runaway, with possible sexual implications, although that’s the pathologist’s domain. But you’ll no doubt observe all this for yourself.”


“Any idea why her killer dragged her all the way back home to do it?”


A dismissive laugh escaped him. “No, no, not at all—I leave such things to you profilers. No doubt you will be able to provide a motive for that, as well as for the act itself, and even a family history, just by observing a few simple details …”


And there it was, in record time: the utter contempt that forensic scientists of all stripes had developed for us criminal psychologists, now that trace analysis and DNA typing had become the supposed bedrock of criminal investigation. Before Weaver could embellish on his condescension, however, the radio in his car suddenly crackled to life, and he moved toward and then into the passenger window awkwardly to grab it, making sure to stay in that position so that I couldn’t hear the few seconds of conversation that was exchanged. When he came out again, he announced, “Now, I regret to say, I’ll have to be leaving you gentlemen.”


“What happened?” I asked. “Drastic shortages at your favorite Golden Arches?”


Weaver’s snooty smile vanished. “Droll, as always, Dr. Jones …” Slamming his notebook shut, he made for his driver’s-side door. “Well, anxious as I shall be to hear your contribution to the case, I’ve got to get over to the Northway.” He was speaking of Interstate Highway 87 above Albany, where it morphed from the New York Thruway into a multi-lane express route to the northernmost parts of the state and then Canada beyond. “Someone took a header from an overpass fence, and there seems to be some question about whether or not he had assistance.”


“Oh,” I answered simply, relieved that he was going. “Well, for God’s sake, don’t let that stop you from getting a hearty meal on the way, Weaver.”


Unprepared to continue with such banter, Weaver said simply, “Someone will be by for the body soon enough.” The Impala lurched over to one side as he sat in it, and the door knocked up against the doctor’s fat hip several times before it agreed to close. Waving angrily to the state trooper and telling him to move the FIC van so that he might escape, the ME finally departed, and I turned to find myself facing Mike and Sheriff Spinetti, who had come up behind me to watch the interchange in amusement.


“I swear to God,” Spinetti laughed, as the black Impala disappeared. “That guy’s gonna shoot you one of these days, Dr. Jones.”


I could only grunt. “I’ve been shot at by far better. Besides, how would he ever get one of those fingers inside a trigger guard?”


That amused the sheriff still further, and he nodded. “Okay—but remember, whatever you think of Weaver and the tech, it’s still my crime scene. So you’ll remember what I said, right? After all, this ain’t New—York—City.” The sheriff emphasized the last three words with the slow, almost satisfying distaste that characterized the speech patterns of many upstaters.


“Indeed we will, Sheriff,” I replied. “Just give us about fifteen minutes, and then you can send Mr. Kolmback back in to make sure that we’re not creating any problems.”


Spinetti didn’t have to allow us the time inside on our own; but despite his sparring speech and attitude, making use of our services on several similar occasions over the last few years had saved him from the embarrassment of relying too quickly on Dr. Weaver’s opinions, as he’d acknowledged a few minutes earlier. Even so, I knew that fifteen minutes was about all he could safely afford, before someone like the state trooper might take careful note of what was happening and report it to the state lab, which would then back Weaver to the hilt, whether it embarrassed one particular county sheriff or not. Mike and I would need to formulate any thoughts that might best go unshared with Kolmback quickly, for his amiability and fleeting sense of integrity did not take precedence over his desire to please his superiors and rise in the ranks.


Aware of all this, Mike wrangled the trailer door open, holding it as I went about trying to get my legs and cane through. “Just remember our method, Michael,” I said, aware of my awkwardness, momentarily ashamed of it, then angered by the shame. “Always remember our method …”


“I know our method, damn it,” Mike said, quietly and quickly. “Now get your clumsy ass inside, and let’s get some work done …”


Once I was finally through the door, Mike let it flap noisily closed again, and we entered a quiet chapel of dreary tragedy, centered on a nave of heartbreak.


{iii.}


If the outside of the trailer had been battered and unpleasant, the inside was something very different—and very much worse. The initial assault was not to the eyes, but to the nose: mold of every variety—black, green, the highly toxic and the more moderately so—had seized complete control of the structure, dominating its ceiling panels, its damp walls, and its damper floors with its clinging, heavy stench. This was augmented by the different but nearly as dangerous fumes that are peculiar to years upon years of accumulated and aerosolized rodent and bird excrement. I immediately regretted not having considered the issue of air quality, and having left proper breathing masks back at Shiloh. But Mike at least had several surgical masks in his trace kit, and we immediately strapped two of them on: for mold, whether fungal or animal-generated, can addle a brain and cause fantastic headaches within an extraordinarily short amount of time, and we would need our wits very much about us during the minutes immediately to come.


The next problem was darkness: there was, naturally, no power in the trailer, and the plastic apertures that had seemed merely clouded over from the outside were in fact, like the few glass panes that remained, almost completely blacked out by untold hours of cigarette smoking, the collected nicotine stains making a mockery of the word window. Our way was lit mainly by the distant glow of a pair of small work lamps that Kolmback had evidently set up at the far end of the trailer, and which were being powered by lengthy cords that extended through one of many rotted holes in the sides of the trailer and out to the augmented electrical system of the FIC van.


“It would appear,” I whispered (for anything other than a whisper suddenly seemed inappropriate), “that our destination lies that way …” I pointed to the far-off lights that sat on the floor of the last room in the structure, one of which cast some of its beams, fortunately, down the hallway.


As our eyes adjusted to the various if scant sources of illumination within the trailer, Mike said, with a look of deep apprehension, “Yeah, it fucking would appear that way …” His exuberance at a “real case” had vanished, as it almost always did, when he was faced with the realities of human suffering and death—particularly a child’s. “Well,” he went on, doing his best to steel himself, “let’s—”


A sudden metallic crash sounded, and each of us shook visibly: some kind of ancient, battered cooking pot had fallen from an equally aged stove nearby. We were evidently in the trailer’s kitchen, although the pot and the stove were the only real clues, along with a filthy sink so rusted and piled high with rodent nests and droppings that we could have been forgiven for missing it altogether. Just as we were gathering our wits, I heard Spinetti call with a laugh:


“Hey, you two! I said don’t screw things up in there!”


“Yeah, yeah,” Mike called, trying to buck himself up. “Watch the city boys freak out, the sport of fuckin’ kings—”


But then we both started suddenly for a second time, as another loud crash came from an equally close spot. It was the door of the kitchen oven slamming open, a disconcerting enough event without the blurred image that came next: a moderately sized raccoon leapt from the oven, and hissed in a savage way as it blocked our path. The masked features of the animal were nearly insane with some kind of unnatural rage; and as I studied its emaciated body in the half-light, I saw several patches of bare skin, where the creature’s heavy fur seemed to have been scorched off. It tried to issue a cry of warning, but evidently could not, and instead sprayed spittle our way with an evil purpose. Its eyes, while not quite red, were utterly lacking in any trace of the comprehension that one expects to find in such ordinarily clever animals.


“Easy, Mike,” I said, standing dead still.


“What?” my partner asked in badly shaken reply: Mike had a deep fear of such encounters, for which his upbringing in Queens had done little to prepare him.


There was, however, no time to explain the situation twice. “Hey, Steve?” I called out. “Were you aware that there’s a rabid raccoon living in here?”


Mike silently mouthed the words What the fuck? as Spinetti answered, very seriously, “What? Kolmback, how the hell did you and Weaver miss a rabid coon, for fuck’s sake?” As Curtis tried to mumble an explanation, the sheriff cut him off and called to us: “You got a gun, Doc?”


“Not at the moment!” I replied; but even as I did, the raccoon sprayed a second salvo of spit, and then obligingly hurled itself through another of the undetectable holes in the wall of the trailer. “He’s out, and coming to you!” I went on, at which the men near the vehicles shouted urgent orders and acknowledgments. Mike and I made no move until we heard the sudden, sharp report of a large-caliber revolver, which was followed by another, then several more. Finally Spinetti shouted:


“Okay. We got him. Watch yourselves, though!”


As we finally began our progress toward the work lights, keeping to a runner of protective plastic that Kolmback had wisely rolled out along the hall of the trailer to protect the floor of the scene, I paused for just an instant by the open oven. Peering within, I saw several close-set pairs of tiny eyes amid vague, writhing shapes: the raccoon had been no “him” at all, and I closed the damaged oven door as far as it would go (which was not quite completely), knowing that the pathetic occupants of the cavity would soon meet a fate to match their maddened mother’s, but wanting no part of that process. Certain that the litter of sickened kits were too small and weak to either reopen the broken door or escape through the narrow gap between the ceramic portal and its frame, I urged Mike quickly past the appliance; and on that rather pointed note, we continued on our way.


An attempt had been made, how many owners or tenants ago it would have been difficult to say, to make the trailer seem what so often passed for homey, under such circumstances: peeling off the walls were various light-colored wallpapers—yellow, baby blue, a sickly pink—each stenciled with a delicate floral design. On the floor was a patterned carpet, more tasteful than the deep-pile shag that ordinarily covered the particle board platforms of such domiciles, but heavily stained and missing large patches in various spots. The several rooms we passed were all empty, save for one in which a double mattress lay on the floor, its covering riddled with gnawed holes that would have been enough to demonstrate, even had we not seen large mice dashing in and out of them, that at least one variety of rodent was in active residence.


An ugly thought set up shop in my head: “Do you suppose the vermin have been at her?”


Mike nodded. “If she’s been here long enough? Afraid so.”


It was not the kind of thought likely to propel us forward any faster; nor was the fact that we were leaving the front door farther behind, and with it all hope of fresh air. As we crept on, the distinctive smell of the formaldehyde used in the manufacture of various parts of mobile homes rose and mixed with that same, ever-thickening stench of mold, and breathing, even through the surgical masks, became an increasingly difficult and unpleasant task. It was all deeply unsettling, in a way that at least partially explained the unusual expressions of sadness and bewilderment that had flitted across the faces of the seasoned first responders outside; despite this, however, the manner in which the scene was slowing our steps soon began to eat at me.


“Damn it, Michael,” I said—yet I continued to speak very quietly. “We’ve been in worse places, after all. Let’s find the girl and do what we came to do.”


Mike nodded, trying to join in my effort to assume a more professional demeanor; and our steps did begin to fall a little faster, as we steadily concerned ourselves less with the overall condition of the trailer’s interior and fixed instead on that last room, where we would finally find the object of our inquiry:


Her presence was not immediately evident. The room was typically large, for one located at the end of such a structure: three exterior walls stood on either side of and facing the doorway, so that the chamber took up the full breadth and remaining length of the trailer. Ancient, curling pictures—some cut from the pages of magazines and depicting ideally formed young men and women, but some far more interesting digital snapshots of a girl surrounded by various groups of boys, in differing places but always happy poses—still clung bravely to the unpapered surfaces of the walls, while the floor was now covered with the kind of thick, near-colorless carpet that I had expected to find throughout the place. But this was the extent of the room’s details; and as we took the space in, Mike shot me a slightly puzzled look. I think that we had both expected to find a body crumpled in a corner, perhaps with some methamphetamine paraphernalia nearby, if local rumors were to be believed; but no such predictable spectacle awaited us. We soon realized, however, that the work lights were not trained on the room proper, but on some nearby, partially obscured remove: a closet, in fact, its frame obstructed by a folding particle board partition that had been covered with a plastic veneer patterned after a dark wood grain.


Mike saw her first; and I am not too proud to admit that this was because I hesitated to look within the closet, at the spot where the two beams of the small work lights met in a fashion more suggestive of an alcove in some hellish place of worship than a mobile-home hiding place. But when Mike groaned, quietly and mournfully, I could avert my eyes no more.


“Jesus, Trajan,” Mike said softly. “A ‘throwaway child,’ all right—she could be their damned poster child …”


Shelby Capamagio was not crumpled on the floor after all, but was upright, her two arms secured just below the elbow with duct tape to the wooden bars on either side of the closet so that her toes brushed the floor. She was clothed only in her bra and panties, the latter torn, though not violently; indeed, they seemed more cut than torn. Above all, she displayed the particular delicacy and vulnerability of an adolescent that precociousness can sometimes disguise in life, but that always becomes sadly plain again in death. Her otherwise very pretty face was marked by just a few blemishes that might or might not have been signals of meth use, but the remainder of her body was not, nor had it in fact been violated by the trailer’s other occupants. Thus her unspoiled, slightly translucent skin was free to warmly feed some of the illumination of the lights back into the room. Her blond hair, fashionably cut just below her shoulders, had been artificially colored, if the sandier roots near her scalp were any indication; and the open, downcast blue eyes, although beset by heavy bags of exhaustion, along with her mouth, which seemed on the verge of speaking, continued to convey much of the innocence that one should find in the face of any child her age, as well as of the fearful disillusionment that had evidently marked the last minutes—or perhaps days and weeks—of her life.


Indeed, so pitiable yet riveting an impression did her face and body convey that it took both Mike and me an instant to realize the very worst aspect of the image: a length of bright yellow, quarter-inch nylon cord was looped tightly around her neck. The apparently fatal ligature was tied into the infamous double constrictor, or strangler, knot, which bit into the side of her neck, its tightening length leading up to and around her right hand.


“Okay,” Mike whispered, swallowing hard and moving closer to her. “Let’s see what we’ve actually got …”


I kept alongside him, glancing around at the walls again and then back at Shelby. “Quite the brassy girl, for around here” was my immediate impression.


“Yeah?” Mike said, as he set his kit down and opened it. “What makes you say that?”


“A few things,” I answered, wishing for all the world that I could tear off my jacket and cover the dead girl; but I knew that we could best serve her, now, by being analytical rather than emotional. “The coloring and styling of her hair was no cheap job. Almost certainly not local—fairly recent, too: the roots have barely grown out. And the bra and panties—that’s not normal teenage gear, that looks like fairly high-end merchandise. Then there are these pictures on the walls: she’s always with boys, only boys, and lots of them, going back at least two or three years. Not a female friend in sight. Yet she’s plainly no tomboy. By Burgoyne County standards, that’s all pretty precocious behavior …”


Mike had begun dusting for and lifting fingerprints, and as he did, he moved ever more into his own examinatory mode, beginning to see Shelby’s body as a corpse and her death scene as a puzzle to be solved. This, again, was not insensitivity: he simply believed, as much as I did, that a solution to the apparent crime was our only way to honor the girl. “Okay,” he began. “So we start at the beginning—with what Weaver and Curtis have said: murder with the possibility of sexual assault. And, if we take what you’re saying into account, maybe she just met the wrong guy, while she was being so precocious. Pretty common. Or maybe when she got back from out West, she met up with somebody who wasn’t so glad to see her.”


“Meaning what?” I asked.


“Meaning that somebody seems to have known where she lived. Because you’re not describing a girl who would come back to this shithole, which she apparently hated—very understandably—just because it was an available place to hook up. And remember what Steve said: she stayed up in her relatives’ equipment shed, instead of coming back here, after the rest of the family disappeared.”


“That,” I mused, “could simply have been because the utilities here had been shut off …”


I turned to step ever closer to Shelby, and to gaze into that peculiar look that occupied her face and eyes. When people die, facial expressions can come over them for any number of reasons, pain, terror, and the relief that death often brings from such traumas being only a few (if common ones). But this girl, who we had been told was strangled and perhaps violated, bore no such look. Of course I knew that eyes, for their part, are notoriously poor indicators of a person’s state at death: once again, popular entertainment has told us that people violently killed die with their eyes wide open, while those who die peacefully die with a more relaxed position of the lids, even to the point of their being fully closed. But Shelby’s partially hooded blue eyes were nonetheless eloquent, it seemed to me; indeed, the more I studied her features, the more the innocence that I had at first seen there seemed to me to be augmented only by sadness and resignation. And as I peered into that not yet completely vacant blue gaze, I tried to see if I could divine something even more specific. “She can’t have been dead long,” I said quietly, losing myself still further as I went on studying Shelby’s features. “And there’s something in the face … something that does not fit …”


Just how long I stood in that position before I again heard Mike’s voice I couldn’t say; but at length his somewhat alarmed repetition of my name did break through: “Trajan …? Trajan! Come on back, dude, you’re doing it again, goddamn it.”


“Doing what?” I answered, never breaking my gaze.


“Your whole ‘Sorcerer of Death’ routine,” my partner answered. “Seriously, we don’t have time for it.”

Mike was referring to a ridiculous nickname given to me by a typically sensationalist headline in the New York Post about seven years earlier. We had, at the time, just concluded a case in which we’d gone completely against the thinking of the NYPD and its crime lab, and in the process divined the correct solution to a string of upscale robbery-murders. Having embarrassed the powers that were, we had naturally burnished our growing reputations among the tabloid press; little did we suspect, however, that such popularity was only increasing the determination of the mayor and the police commissioner to banish us from the city, and that those same tabloids would follow suit, once the public mood had swung.


“No,” I said, finally backing away from the closet again. “Perhaps we don’t.”


“You fucking freak …” From the corner of my eye, I saw Mike shake his head with a chuckle as he moved to grab an extremely high resolution camera from his kit, after which he began to study and photograph the closet around young Shelby, looking for any likely spots that might turn up well-hidden hairs, fibers, or any of the other especially discreet traces that most techs like Curtis Kolmback could be relied on to miss, but that my partner was quite expert at detecting; and when the camera’s flash revealed them, he quickly lifted them from their hiding places with strips of wide, clear tape. “How can you not know when you’re doing it, that’s what gets me …” He paused, using a pair of magnifying eyeglasses to gently examine a spot on Shelby’s right arm. “Hunh,” he noised. “Skin doesn’t look to me like it’s been exposed to a lot of sunshine—like southwestern sunshine, for instance—and that’s her hitching arm.”


“Her what?”


“Well, if she hitchhiked out West, or even took a bus, that’d be the arm that was most often exposed while she was riding. But—pretty pale …” He glanced up at me. “Well? Have you come out of your trance enough to actually contribute something to the conversation, here?”


“Right,” I replied, shaking myself a bit and finally looking away from Shelby. “So the obvious answer is just what Weaver said: death by strangulation, with the possibility of sexual assault. But I don’t like it, for the reasons we just stated, among others. First of all, they’re presuming that at some point she, too, had gotten into meth. Which would open a lot of possibilities for murder, I admit, but—there’s nothing about her to suggest it.”


“Meaning …?” Mike said, collecting more specimens and sealing them away in bags and tubes.


“Well, besides the fact that Steve says he can’t find any link between her and the drug—”


“A purely preliminary estimate,” Mike cut in, checking me.


“All right, but look at the physical evidence—her face, and her teeth in particular. Does she look like the usual meth head? The destructive physical effects of the drug start pretty quickly—and she’s awfully healthy looking.” I returned to study Shelby’s face. “There are a few adolescent blemishes, all carefully covered by either makeup or medication, and a certain amount of petechiae”—the tiny red hemorrhages that appear as faint dots on the face during strangulation—“but otherwise, nothing. And the skin on the rest of her body’s in even better shape.”


“Well,” Mike argued, “I have picked up one or two traces of a crystalline powder, here and there.”


“But you can’t just assume it’s crystal meth.”


Mike looked slightly irritated. “No. I can’t. All I’m saying is—”


“All you’re saying is we don’t know, but that what physical evidence we are presented with speaks against the drug-abuse aspect to her case.”


“Yeah. I guess.” Having conceded the point, Mike moved back to his kit, to open the second of its two large compartments. “What about the assault angle, then?”


I shook my head, glancing again at the lower portion of Shelby’s body, but looking away quickly, with a kind of reluctance I would never have felt around an adult in her position. “I’m not buying that right away, either,” I said. “Those panties weren’t violently ripped, for my money. The tear is almost … gentle. If it wasn’t a knife, I’d say—human teeth, carefully applied.”


“Okay.” Mike returned from his kit with a familiar, boxy piece of equipment and a tripod. “But that could have been a fetish of the murderer’s: tormenting her with a slow, careful cut or tear once she’d been restrained.”


“It could,” I said with a nod. “Or it could not. And I’m betting not, unless you see some sign of sexual activity on the tear that I don’t.”


“Nope,” Mike conceded. “And let’s face it, sex, any sex, is always a little messy.”


“Not a universal truth—the killer may have had a particular fetish about tidiness, and prepared accordingly. Yet if it was rape, as Weaver and Curtis are saying, and if I’m reading this girl right, then she would have put up some kind of a struggle. So what you say is almost certainly the case. All right: so for now, we don’t buy the sexual assault—”


“I don’t know,” Mike cut in. “I’m not sure we have enough to rule it out.”


“I said for now. Ultimately the pathologist will have to determine that, anyway. What about the m.o. of the supposed murder?”


Mike puffed himself up a bit. “That’s why I got this baby out.” He pointed to the boxy piece of equipment, which we proceeded to place on the fully extended tripod. Handing me a metallic tray that was about a foot square in size, he said, “Hold the exposure plate, will you? Right behind the profile of her neck …”


It was Mike’s habit to be ever on the lookout for new technological methods of advancing the cause of physical evidence that would not be apparent to others in the field—perhaps because he was, as he so often reminded me, himself a doctor. And we were now holding the components of one such device, which we’d used many times in the past. A gambler by habit (and perhaps, as I sometimes taunted him, by heritage), Mike had grown fascinated by just how quickly and precisely the injuries suffered by horses at racetracks could be determined; and he had discovered that veterinary medicine had for quite some time been using and perfecting mobile X-ray units. This only made sense: while it’s always been easy to bring one’s cat or dog to a veterinary clinic for such exams, large animals present a different problem—the clinic, in effect, must come to them, hence the development of the portable X-ray units. Law enforcement and the military had been known to use such gear to determine, say, the existence and entry angles of bullets in background materials—wooden walls and the like—as well as for the examination of such threats as improvised explosive devices; but when it came to dead bodies, X-rays and other forms of exams were left up to pathologists, once the body had been brought to them. And that, to Mike, was just the problem: the bodies had already been moved, and the story of just how the victim had died perhaps altered in the process. So, borrowing a page from his acquaintances at New York’s various racetracks, Mike had purchased a portable X-ray unit—and gained one of the advantages that had created our “magical” reputation.


Mike stated his reason for putting that advantage to use in the Capamagio trailer with a succinctness that belied the thought and research that had gone into determining it: “I just don’t like the angle of that neck,” he murmured. “And by the time she gets to the pathologist, I’m a little concerned that rigor won’t keep it in place, anymore. God knows Weaver’s idiots won’t be careful to, whenever they bother to get here and move her.”


“What’s bothering you about it?” I asked, moving closer again with the exposure plate and placing it on the side of Shelby’s neck opposite the imager that Mike was positioning.


“Well,” Mike began, “that strangler knot is on the side of her neck; and that means that somebody was pulling pretty hard on it, to achieve the necessary force. Now, it’s been looped around the end of her hand to make it look like it was her, but that’s bullshit, because she couldn’t have maintained the amount of force required to constrict the throat sufficiently to kill herself in the way that’s indicated—especially with her arms restrained in that position.”


“No,” I said, “but the killer could have, and then bound her in the closet afterwards.”


“Why the hell would he have done that?” Mike asked. “He must have known that even an idiot like Kolmback, hell, even Weaver, would be able to see it wasn’t suicide.”


“All right,” I tried again, “what about cerebral ischemia? She tightens the knot to the point where it cuts off the carotids just enough to starve the brain, then dies slowly.”


“How about if we just let her neck tell us how she actually died,” Mike answered, pleased to be able to lecture me. “Because, even if it was ischemia, I still don’t think she could have done it, taped up like that; and besides, her body doesn’t indicate much trace of your idea. In those cases, there’s usually some involuntary, violent struggling—but her hands and feet, especially the nails, are clear of any sign that she clawed or kicked at anything. So are the walls and carpet. Now, the killer could have done it, but the lack of fighting-back trace goes for skin, too. And besides, the same question comes up all over again, on that: why? Why does the guy slowly deprive her brain of oxygen, when he didn’t rape her, or so we think, and then string her up like this?”


“He panicked,” I answered. “Or, if he was devious, then he would have known that adding as many contradictory elements as possible would work in his favor by confusing the cops—and anybody else they brought in. Which it did, in Kolmback’s case.”


“Yeah, but a strangler knot?” Mike said. “If he was that smart, he would have known—and, more importantly, he would have known that any investigator would have known—that she could have held on, maybe, until she passed out, but that’s it: the release of her pulling force would have locked the knot in a non-cataclysmic position. She might have been brain-damaged and died hours later, but her neck says it was all at once. It doesn’t work.”


If it appears that my partner and I had been taking turns ruling out not only the ME’s and Curtis’ ideas, but each other’s, as well, such was actually the heart of our investigative method, of which I had spoken upon entering the trailer. Modern law enforcement agencies—again, contrary to whatever impressions have been created by popular entertainment—had used forensic science to reinforce their traditional habit of most energetically pursuing whatever suspects and theories for a given crime either came most readily to hand or, more importantly, were those that they most favored. Mike and I, on the other hand, had gone farther back in history to find a philosophical framework (simplified Hegelian dialectical reasoning, with its thesis-antithesis-synthesis framework) that would allow us to question all conclusions, including and most especially our own, almost as quickly as we came upon them, and to keep questioning them until we could find no opposing theory that worked. This seemed to some a complex intellectual system, but it was in fact a relatively simple process (although we kept that fact to ourselves); and using it, we were able to proceed with our analyses at a pace that was perhaps surprising, and to reach agreements that were far more independent, and therefore more reliable, than law enforcement’s reliance on what amounted to confirmation bias.


By now Mike had gotten the X-ray unit into place. “Which brings me,” he declared as he worked, “to my central point.” Having set the imager, he returned to his kit, inside of which sat the small control console, and flipped a few switches. Then he returned to me and took the imaging plate, attempting to somehow get it set on the side of Shelby’s neck opposite the imager, between her shoulder and the rack on which her arm was bound: an awkward process undertaken so that I wouldn’t have to hold the thing myself. And, while I appreciated the effort, I had to laugh a little.


“Really, Mike?” I said. “With all the radiation the doctors are shooting into me these days, you think one X-ray exposure is going to make a difference?”


Mike pondered that, then nodded. “Point taken. Okay, then—you hold it. Steady as you can, L.T., I’ve only got one plate. Didn’t figure on those fuckers overlooking this …”


With that we changed places again, and in a few seconds Mike had gotten his image. “It’s more than just the knot,” he said, picking up the conversation right where we’d left off and starting to pack the X-ray gear away.


“Yes,” I said, beginning to get it as I focused my eyes more intently on the area around the deadly ligature. “Her neck has been snapped back, suddenly and violently. I don’t think this was strangulation at all, Mike—this girl looks like she was hanged.”


“Yeah, sure, steal my idea now, motherfucker, when it’s obvious what I’m driving at,” he replied, a little annoyed, yet a little pleased, too. “But,” he continued, “there’s one more possibility: the killer originally had the knot in the traditional spot—on the back of her neck—and was able to jerk it with such force that he snapped the spine clean.”


“Come on, Mike.” I was still studying the apparently fatal break in Shelby’s neck. “What are the odds of that? Achieving a hanging-like force with one pull of your arms? You’d have to be pretty monstrously strong.”


His cheeks fattened with another smile. “Well, maybe that’s a clue for your profile, genius. Anyway, the X-ray is the only thing that will tell us for sure.”


“Either way …” I stepped back from Shelby’s body again, and glanced around at the pictures on the shadowy walls of the room once again. “One thing is clear: somebody has staged all this—I think our method gets us to that point safely. Yes, somebody very badly wants us to believe that Shelby was murdered here, in this place, by a violent sex offender. And it would make some sense—one might, under other circumstances, even call it clever. Burgoyne County has always been a safe place to relocate sex offenders. People mostly mind their own business; plus, it’s mostly rural, so there are plenty of spots where they can hide the modern-day lepers away.”


“Very true,” Mike said, going back to tracking down any other items of notice around the body that he could find.


“But what does that leave us with? We’ve dealt with all elements of the ME’s and Curtis’ theory—what are we going to tell Pete and Steve to replace it with?”


“Okay,” Mike replied, standing. “If drugs are out … and we think sexual assault is out … and the case for the murder-rape is at least weak—what does that leave us with?”


“You forget one more thing we’ve eliminated,” I said. “The notion that she somehow killed herself from that strung-up position.”


“Right,” Mike agreed. “But what, then? There’s a lot of possibilities: could have been a sexual encounter that went bad—she didn’t want to go through with it, the guy got so pissed off he killed her, and then, like you say, staged all this to confuse investigators.”


“But that just leads back in a circle,” I replied quickly. “Because anyone with that kind of strength could have gotten physical control over her and completed the rape, as we said. And remember, that’s a strangler knot—it’s not like he just grabbed her by the throat, there’s no evidence to back up manual strangulation. And the strangler takes time to prepare.”


“He could have had it ready.”


“So murder was the main motive, and not rape? Why? What the hell did this poor kid have to make her a target, if not herself?”


“I don’t know, Trajan,” Mike said in frustration. “Maybe she was dealing, and held out on her supplier. Or maybe she was turning tricks, and did the same to her pimp.”


“Mike,” I droned skeptically. “You’re applying big-city rules, now. Do you know the incidence of white rural prostitution nationwide, much less in this county? Not to mention drug dealing—Steve might not have known if she’d been using, but I can guarantee you, if she’d been hooking and dealing, there would have been rumors. No—whatever happened here …” I glanced around the room again. “It’s something we haven’t seen before. And I say that with a full appreciation of the fact that we’ve seen just about everything.”


“Yes, we have,” Mike answered, starting to put the remainder of his equipment back in his kit. “So—what do we have that we can say we’re even half-assedly sure of?”


“All right: we believe she was hanged. And yet, if she was hanged, she apparently experienced none of the other bodily functions generally associated with the act.”


“Yeah, but she may just have had nothing to eat or drink in the hours before she died,” Mike commented. “In fact, in the case of a girl like this, I think we can pretty much assume that much.”


“Fine—but even if that’s true, you’re going to have to find me a spot in this trailer where she could have been hanged that would have allowed a sufficient drop to achieve the kind of break in her neck that we both believe the X-ray will reveal.”


Mike took a quick glance down the hallway. “I can’t do that. Unless it was a tree outside.”


“Which would have risked the killer’s being seen. No, either her neck was snapped by someone hugely strong, who would have overpowered her and raped her, or the hanging was an effort to cover a different crime by someone who knew where she lived. And if it was done to cover something else, what’s the crime that hanging is most often an attempt to disguise?”


“Suicide,” Mike said immediately. “Which, we’ve already said, doesn’t seem to make sense. Even if she did it, what did she care about covering it? It’s not like she had life insurance.”


“Right.” I paused, mulling it all over. “None of it makes sense, Mike …” Taking one or two steps away from the closet, and pacing on Kolmback’s plastic sheeting, I pondered the apparent conclusion: “Suicide makes no sense, rape seems not to have occurred, murder without rape, too, seems to make no sense, and we can’t ascertain anything that makes us believe that drugs were even involved. So we know Weaver and Kolmback are wrong, but—”


Suddenly I stood very still, having caught sight of something on the floor that had been hidden in the shadows behind the beam of one of Curtis’ work lights. It was such a poignant, yet, in its way, terrible sight that I only half-heard Mike when, as he finished repacking his kit, he mused, “I know this is going to sound crazy, L.T., but—it almost seems like somebody is trying to tell us something, and we’re just not—”


I could no longer stifle a soft oath, however: “Good Christ, Mike …” Shaking myself, I waved to him. “Come here, and tell me what you think of this.” Even as I said it, voices became audible outside the trailer: Curtis Kolmback returning. “Fast.”


Mike moved to stand by me, also having heard the voices that were coming our way. But then he, too, froze, less with dread than with shock; because what was on the floor before us suddenly and rather resoundingly confirmed the theory that my partner had only begun to voice.


{iv.}


In a very ordered pile, one that was in no way suggestive of a fifteen-year-old girl with a supposedly entrenched meth habit, lay a half-dozen articles of clothing, each folded carefully, one would almost have had to say lovingly. They proceeded in order from the floor: jeans, shorts, a delicate shirt and two similar tank tops, then a bra and two pairs of panties that seemed as fashionable as those she had on, and finally shoes. A pair of black leather high-top sneakers studded to look like biker boots, along with (less predictably) an obviously costly brace of gladiator sandals, had been placed on either side of the pile. The supposedly telltale meth paraphernalia was nearby, along with a goodly supply of the drug in a small, clear bag; but these items, too, were arranged, not strewn about in anything like a desperate manner that might have indicated their use.


“Well, fuck me,” Mike breathed, quickly reopening his kit and grabbing for a few more strips of tape and his camera. “That’s really something I’ve never seen …” He speedily took photos of, together with samples from, each article of clothing in the pile, being careful not to disturb the collection in any noticeable way. “This,” he mused, as his hands expertly went about their work, “is goddamned bizarre …”


“It’s worse than that,” I answered. “It’s one more thing that makes no damned sense.”


“Doesn’t seem to,” Mike replied.


“First, there is the body,” I continued, saying what we both were thinking. “And the obvious attempt to make us think the girl had been abused and violated; yet then there is this attempt to be so considerate of her effects? It’s a blatant contradiction, one I doubt that she was responsible for. I mean, does it look like the work of a rebellious fifteen-year-old?”


“Nope,” Mike judged certainly, finishing up his work. “That, it does not.”


“Right; so whoever it was,” I continued, utterly mystified, “had a very seriously fractured approach to whatever he—or she—was doing. Almost as if …”


“Almost as if there were two people doing it,” Mike said, completing my thought as he returned his samples and his camera to his kit and closed it back up.


“Two people would be easier for us,” I said. “Because if it’s one, we are dealing with a far more deeply troubled and troubling profile. And yet—I’m afraid the second possibility is exactly what we face.” Feeling the chill of certainty run up my back, I looked at my partner; and I hesitate to admit that there was likely a certain gleam in my eye, the gleam of facing some horribly new yet bracing challenge. “I think that we’re being drawn into that rarest sort of murder case, Mike,” I whispered, less out of fear of being overheard (even though Kolmback had entered the trailer) than in awe of our discovery: “A case in which a perverse dialogue has begun to take shape. Someone is talking to us with all this, just as you said, and hoping we will read it well enough to respond in some way.”


Mike’s face grew a bit puzzled. “But why us? How could whoever it was have known that we’d get pulled in on this thing, that it would go unrecognized by those saps outside?”


“If he knows the county, he knows how inept Weaver and the FIC are,” I said quickly. “And it hasn’t been any enormous secret that we’ve helped Pete and Steve before. Plus, you heard the pair of them before we came in here: both spoke of ‘another,’ and ‘this one.’ I think this killer has been at work before, Mike, and we haven’t yet been told about it. Yet. But we’re going to be, I am going to make good and goddamned sure—”


My statement was cut off when Kolmback finally reached the end of the trailer. Steve was now bellowing at us to finish up, and the tech was moving our way at a fast pace. Mike lifted his kit by its handle as he took a quick step away from the clothing, creating the impression that he had not yet performed any significant examination of those items or much of the rest of the scene. I took several steps back, myself, looking around the room but trying not to allow the fascination engendered by the detail that Mike and I had just discovered to register in my gaze.


“Hey, guys,” Kolmback said as he came through the doorway, wearing a surgical mask of his own. “Sorry about the raccoon,” he went on, a bit sheepishly. “We never saw him.”


“Her,” I murmured.


“Hunh?”


“There are a litter of kits in the oven—they’ll be rabid, too. You might want to leave that job for Steve.”


“Yeah,” Curtis breathed, looking back toward the kitchen in apprehension. “I might just, at that. So—” He tried to become more self-assured. “You guys have anything to add?” His tone was confident, yet bespoke a willingness to hear either simple agreement or informed dissent; as yet, however, I was inclined to keep our cards very close.


“Doesn’t look like it, Curtis,” I said. “Did Weaver name a t.o.d.?”


“Eight to fourteen hours ago,” Kolmback replied.


“His usual precision,” I said with a nod. “Well, there’s no apparent sign that she was spending any time here.”


“No,” Curtis answered, pleased to agree with our conclusion. “Just a small flashlight that we bagged. No evidence of any kind of food, though, not even a candy wrapper. And nothing to sleep in, or on, except that mice-ridden mattress in the other room.”


“All of which,” I sighed with a nod, “naturally makes our ME even more confident that someone dragged her home to kill her …”


“All that,” Curtis answered, “along with a couple of other things that rule out suicide. But I’m assuming you’ve examined those.”


“Yeah, we’ve examined them, Curtis,” Mike said. “The big question is, why does a guy who’s strong enough to strangle her on the floor, or somewhere else, go to the trouble of trussing her up like this to try to make it even seem like suicide?”


Curtis’ face suddenly grew very puzzled; and I knew we had our first crack in the official presentation. “What do you mean?” he asked. “She wasn’t killed before she was put up there—it was after.” To Mike’s and my own apparently dumbfounded looks, Curtis continued, rather proudly, “Well, maybe you guys missed it for some reason, or maybe you just didn’t want to get too close, but—she died up on those bars, all right. Come on, I’ll show you.”


As we followed Curtis back to Shelby, I looked at Mike, who, like me, seemed to be trying to determine what in the world Kolmback could have been driving at, and if we’d really missed something crucial. Then, after just a few seconds, my partner realized what he believed that thing must be, and he turned to me, mouthing, Holy fuck, and rolling his eyes as if to say, Just wait until you hear this one …


Curtis took up a position within the closet and beside the dead girl, as best he could manage. “Now,” he began, getting an enormous kick out of playing instructor to us. “You’ve already ruled out the idea that she hanged herself in here, or that she could exert enough pressure on the ligature to produce what looks like the break in her neck.”


“We have,” Mike said. “But that was good work on your part, Curtis, spotting the angle of the cervical spine.”


“Thank you, Mike,” Curtis said, genuinely grateful for the compliment. “But I’m afraid you’ve fallen into the killer’s trap of trying to make you think he must have inflicted that break somewhere else. But there is a way it could have happened inside the closet, if you’ll just bear with me for a second …” Curtis moved his latex-gloved hand up to take the pulling end of the nylon cord from Shelby’s supposed grasp. “Okay, now,” he went on, holding the yellow strand over his head. “You’re a strong man. You’ve raped the girl, then taped her up like this. But you still need to finish her. So what do you do?”


As Curtis fumbled to get himself wedged tighter in the closet and then shimmy up its walls to reach what would have had to have been, according to his theory, the killer’s height, I moved closer to Mike and whispered, “What the hell is he doing?”


“Don’t sweat it,” Mike said. “Not that I think you’re sweating it. But I know where he’s going, and the mistake he’s made—fucking hell, it is painful …”


“All right,” Curtis continued, having been able to move himself up a good couple of feet off the floor. “So we’ll assume our killer was not only strong, but tall—say, six foot three, at least. Does that line up with your preliminary thoughts, Dr. Jones?”


“Hmm?” I said, by now simply stunned at the image of Curtis, his legs straightened now so that his neck was being pushed downward by the ceiling. “Oh, yes, I’d say that’s about right.”


“But you still don’t know how he achieved the force, even with his height and strength, to bring about such a violent snap in the girl’s neck, am I correct?”


“You are correct, Curtis,” Mike answered. “But hurry the hell up, man, we don’t want to see you fall and break your goddamned neck.”


“Not a problem,” Curtis answered, though it clearly was. “Anyway, from this position, the answer is simple: he took his foot, which was backed up by a leg many times more powerful than his arms, pressed it against the small of her back, here—” With great difficulty, the poor tech removed one of his feet from the closet wall and tried to demonstrate his theory. “Then, still holding the rope, he slammed the foot down—”


And at that point the presentation became too much: Curtis came tumbling back to the closet floor, bumping rather clumsily into Shelby’s body, and would have ended up flat on his ass had it not been for Mike, who moved quickly to rescue him from so undignified a fate. “I warned you about that,” my partner said, trying not to smile but unable to quite complete the effort. “You all right, Curtis?”


“I’m fine,” the tech answered, getting to his feet again quickly and immediately resuming his story: “Anyway—you probably didn’t notice it because you didn’t examine the posterior surface of her skin. Or maybe because it’s obscured by the rather wide filigree tattoo she has at the small of her back—but it’s there.”


Mike, glancing at me to say that the exercise was wholly perfunctory, moved around to Shelby’s back, took a look, and said, “Well. You’re right, Curtis, it’s there. A bruise.”


“Very common, in forced hangings within confined spaces,” Curtis went on. “As I’m sure you know.”


“Yep,” Mike agreed. “Hey, Trajan, come over here and take a look. I guess it probably was the tattoo that made me miss it …”


Moving around the opposite side of the dead girl as Curtis extricated himself from the closet, I put my head near Mike’s, realizing that he wished to communicate something. At the same time, I followed his indication to observe a broad area of discoloration across the small of Shelby’s back, beneath a rather commonly designed tattoo of the variety that has come to be called, perhaps unkindly, a “tramp stamp,” or, just a bit more cleverly, a “California license plate.” The tattoo told me far more about the girl and her death than did the bruise, however, as I quickly told Mike:


“But that’s no bruise,” I whispered, to his quick nod. “That’s—”


“Shut the fuck up, will you?” he whispered back. “I know what it is. And Curtis may be a likable chump, but we both know who he works for, and there’s no reason to give them an edge, right?”


Getting the point, I announced loudly, “Well, I don’t know how you missed that, Michael. And you’re right, Curtis, it pretty much confirms how the girl could have died in this closet.” Mike and I came back out to face the tech, who was ear-to-ear with pride at the thought of having bested us. “But I don’t understand,” I went on. “When we got here you told us that you had a problem with the scene, that something just didn’t seem right. Seems to me that, other than tying it up with firm evidence of just who the killer was, you’ve got what you need.”


“Well—it’s other things,” Curtis said, his uncertainty returning. “For instance, I guess you’ve seen her clothes, and the drugs? I left them unbagged when Steve said you were coming, so you’d be sure to notice.”


“Yeah,” Mike answered. “We’ve seen them.”


“Well, then,” Curtis concluded, as if our reaction to those items should have been as immediate and conclusive as was our supposed realization of the “bruise” on Shelby’s back. “It says just one thing, doesn’t it? Especially when you put it in combination with the position of her body?”


“What about the position of her body, exactly?” I asked; and this time it was my turn to glance at Mike and tell him silently to be ready for what he was about to hear from the tech.


“Well, it’s really up your street more than mine, Dr. Jones,” Curtis explained, “but doesn’t her position very strongly resemble something? Say, a crucifixion?”


I could just hear the sound of Mike’s hand moving up in a rush to smack his own forehead; but fortunately, he covered the move by letting his hand linger there, as if to indicate, not impatience with Curtis’ conclusion, but frustration that we hadn’t reached so “obvious” an observation on our own.


“Which means,” I said quickly, not wanting to give Curtis any time to question my partner’s reaction, “that you suspect some sort of ritualistic killer?”


“Ritualistic serial killer—I mean, it’s pretty plain, isn’t it?” Curtis asked.


And there they were: those two little words that, for techs of Curtis’ generation—weaned as they had been on movie and television tales of such people—represented the Holy Grail of investigation. “Indeed,” I answered, as collegially as I could manage. “Although first you would need the ‘serial,’ wouldn’t you?”


The tech’s eager nod openly stated what Mike and I had already concluded silently: that such a serial—although by no means such a serial killer, necessarily—already existed. “Think about it—the religious positioning of the body, combined with the tender care of her personal belongings? He rapes her, kills her, and then, out of what motivation you’d have to tell me, he treats her and her things with an almost worshipful emotion—wouldn’t be the first time.”


“No, it wouldn’t,” I said, disheartened less by Curtis’ fatal misreading of several key clues than by the fact that the tech had already formed his own solid analysis of what had happened to Shelby Capamagio. At this point, he was only interested in any ideas we might have that would help him pursue it and win the considerable prize of upstaging a man with the kind of inter-county power that Weaver possessed, thus elevating his stock—and perhaps his position—within the FIC. There was nothing unusual in all this. Curtis was simply embodying a problem that had plagued his profession from its beginnings:


That problem, in a nutshell, was the second part of what had made the human link in the chain of forensic investigation so fatal to the field’s ascension to a true science. The first was the bullying, incompetent collection and observation of evidence that Dr. Weaver had already demonstrated; but there was also the careerist ambition that led to “tunnel vision,” the desire among investigators to see and hear only those facts and theories that will reinforce their initial impressions and suspicions, and thus satisfy their law enforcement superiors all the quicker. This tendency, of course, had been the original sin of most criminal investigators dating back to ancient Rome; but in our own time, tunnel vision had been layered with new euphemisms that criminologists had mined from the social sciences in order to put an intellectual face on a very ancient shortcoming. The habit had been reborn, in recent decades, under such impressive names as “bounded rationality,” “focused determinism,” and “satisficing” (a shotgun marriage of “satisfying” and “sufficing” that was precisely as dangerous as it is sounds), until finally it had adopted the name of that field to which impatient cognitive scientists of all subdivisions had devoted thousands of pages and dozens of volumes: “heuristics.” It was a deliberately arcane word used to describe “cognitive shortcuts”: the kind of shortcuts that might make one’s initial instincts, prejudices, and simple hunches appear the result of legitimate—or, occasionally, even profound—intellectual processes.


And it was because of his occasional display of this second fault that the otherwise inoffensive and occasionally even perceptive Curtis Kolmback was not to be trusted with all the thoughts and theories that Mike and I had formed inside the trailer, some of which we had spoken of to each other, some of which were of a variety that we had, over the years, learned to read in each other’s faces without even acknowledging them aloud.


“But here’s what’s so strange,” Curtis continued, moving closer and speaking quietly. “And when I said all this to Dr. Weaver, he was actually very encouraging.”


“Then he agreed with your circumstantial findings?” Mike asked, trying very hard, now, to maintain the patience necessary to take what we were hearing seriously.


“Yes,” Curtis said. “He agreed with everything I said, in fact. And when I mentioned the words ‘serial killer,’ he told me to pursue it, that it would be good for my career.”


Suddenly my attention was brought very seriously to bear: “Those were his actual words to you?”


“Word for word,” Curtis said with a nod. “Good for my career. Pretty unusual, for Weaver, to offer that kind of encouragement.”


“Well, then congratulations, Curtis,” I said, giving him an indulgent clap on the shoulder. “And you’re right: Weaver doesn’t like to dish out the compliments.” With my grip on his shoulder, I pulled the younger man’s head closer to mine conspiratorially. “And for what it’s worth, I think your theory has a lot of merit, too.”


“You do?” the tech answered, so eagerly that it was close to embarrassing.


“Indeed, Curtis,” I said. “In fact, here’s what I’d like you to do …” I took out one of my cards, and slipped it into the only open pocket I could find on his jumpsuit. “Keep us posted on your findings—not just on this case, but on future ones that look like they might have been the work of the same killer. Can I count on you to do that?”


“Well …” The man wasn’t quite sold, just yet. “Just as long as it doesn’t get me in trouble. It’s hard enough to get anywhere, inside this unit—”


“We wouldn’t mess with you like that, Curtis,” Mike threw in, evidently having caught on to my scheme. “Just let us know as much as you safely can, or need to—that’s all. Our involvement here’s strictly advisory, anyway—we might as well advise you, too. No harm in it.”


“But for now,” I said, hoping to wrap things up before he had any more time to hesitate, “I think we’d better get going. I can hear Steve bellowing even louder outside, he must be wound up about something—”


“Oh, shit!” Curtis said, quickly recalling the business that had sent him inside in the first place. “He is—for some reason, we got a lot of brass on the way to this one: the ADA, my boss, somebody from the BCI—” Meaning the State Police’s Bureau of Criminal Investigation, New York’s own version of the FBI.


“Albany’s interested?” I said, the fact reinforcing every idea I had been forming in the last few minutes. “Well, well …” I looked to Mike: the interest of such luminaries had enormous implications concerning not only the cause and importance of Shelby Capamagio’s death, but a larger chain of events into which that death likely fit, and my partner and I now knew as much—although Curtis evidently did not. “We’d better make ourselves scarce indeed, then, Michael,” I continued, in a quiet, even tone; then I offered the tech a hand, which he shook gratefully. “Thank you for the time, Curtis,” I said, as we all started for the trailer door. “And I’m sorry we couldn’t offer any theories to augment your own—but that fact should at least give you some satisfaction, right?”


“It does, believe me,” Curtis said; and he was about to further express his relief when he turned to find me lagging a couple of steps behind. “Aren’t you coming, Dr. Jones?”


“Hmm?” I noised. “Oh, yeah, don’t worry, Curtis—I’ll be right along …”


“Don’t worry about him, Curtis,” Mike said, putting his free arm around the tech’s shoulder. “Likes to get a last look at the scene, without anybody around. You know—his ‘Sorcerer of Death’ bullshit.”


Curtis laughed along with Mike, glad to be let in on the jibe, as I glanced around that room, Shelby’s room, one last time, burning every detail into my brain and then finally re-approaching her body.


“Well, young Shelby,” I said, reaching up to carefully close her eyes, which was the least I could do morally, but the most I could do legally, to offer her some measure of dignity. “We will find out what happened here. You have my word on that …”


Once I’d joined the others outside, the impatiently waiting Spinetti herded Mike and me quickly to Pete’s cruiser, and the deputy just as speedily opened both the front and back doors on the vehicle’s passenger side; but neither Mike nor I was about to climb in until we’d straightened a few things out:


“Steve,” I said, my voice now dead serious, “I understand your desire to get us out of here before your various superiors arrive. Particularly if they are being accompanied by any members of the media.”


“You’re good and goddamn right I want you out of here,” Spinetti answered, his own voice all business. “So will you please get in and let Pete drive you back to Shiloh—”


“We will return, Sheriff, and very willingly,” I countered. “But I think that if you genuinely desire our advice regarding this girl’s death, then you at least owe it to us to be candid about what’s going on.”


Spinetti eyed me carefully. “I don’t think I’m hearing you quite right, Dr. Jones—you’re saying Pete and I haven’t been straight with you?”


I held up a quick hand, wanting to avoid useless arguments. “You’ve been as straight as you’ve believed you can be—but you’ve also revealed more than you know. Despite your seeming ambivalence when we arrived, you plainly wanted and continue to want our advice as to whether or not you should align your own opinions with those of Weaver and Kolmback. And if our answer is that you should not, you will want detailed ammunition to use against both of those men, in what I suspect will rapidly become a high-level debate with the assistant district attorney and the BCI. Fine. But in return for all this, you might at least share with us the full story concerning not only this case, but whatever similar case or cases preceded it, and why there should be so much official concern about them.” Then I turned to the deputy. “Pete, when we arrived, you spoke of not wanting to get ‘this one’ wrong—and when I remarked on the statement, you deliberately ignored me.”


Steve removed his own Stetson and slapped it against his thigh in frustration. “Goddamn it, Pete, I told you—”


“Don’t blame your deputy, Steve,” I said. “It was the only mistake he made, and it was a small one. Yours was worse.”


“Mine?” Spinetti asked, his eyes going wide.


“Yours,” I answered. “If you had wanted to keep certain things secret, you had no business sending Kolmback in to retrieve us on his own, just now. Past experience should have told you he would let something serious slip, as he did, simply by telling us that an entire wave of senior officials are heading to this scene. Those types wouldn’t take much interest in the murder of a teenage meth head, unless it was part of a pattern—you know it, and we know it.”


Spinetti needed to consider that statement for a moment; and concession came in the form of his putting his hat back on and nodding in resignation. “Yeah. I suppose.” Glancing about, he returned his gaze to me with some little contrition. “But like Pete says, neither one of us would have kept anything back from you guys, if we didn’t need to. I hope you know that.”


“And I do, Steve. All the same, I do think you might tell us the full story of what’s happening here, now that we’re apparently playing parts in it. Neither Mike nor I are in any position, much less inclined, to provide you with insights that may come back to bite us on the ass, if the arguments over this and any related crime scenes make scapegoating necessary.” I paused, allowing all heads to cool a bit. “We had quite enough of that sort of thing down in”—and I emphasized my next words just as the sheriff was wont to do—“New York City …”


Slowly nodding a bit, Spinetti finally murmured, “Okay—okay, Doc. But neither of you heard any of it from either Pete or me—fair enough?”


“Fair enough,” I said with a nod of my own.


“And I’m gonna let my deputy tell the rest of it to you on your drive back,” the sheriff continued. “I don’t imagine you got much desire to be here when the hotshots arrive—and I still haven’t quite figured how I’m gonna explain what you were doing here in the first place. But you can help me with that.”


“Can we?” I said, stepping into Pete’s cruiser while Mike took his place in the back seat. Pete raced around to get into the driver’s seat, and in a few seconds the vehicle’s V-8 roared to life. Pressing the button to roll down my window, I looked out at Spinetti. “And what form might that help take?”


“Just give me the short version—Pete can take down the details. That way, they’ll be so busy arguing with me, maybe they won’t care about you being here.” The sheriff leaned down and looked by turns at Mike and then me. “So tell me: Weaver and Kolmback—they’re full of shit, right?”


I studied Spinetti’s gleaming eyes and growing smile, and realized just how serious the political and turf battle that had plainly begun some time ago must have been, and how much more heated it was about to get. I knew all the players, some better than others; but of all the lot, these two, the sheriff and his deputy, were the only ones I actually respected. In Pete Steinbrecher I had discerned only the faintest traces of political ambition, over the years; while Steve Spinetti had long ago satisfied his ego by being repeatedly elected county sheriff. The rest of them, in contrast, represented a stew of men and women whose eyes were forever on the next rung of the political ladder, and who were therefore willing and able to select, bend, and pervert evidence in criminal cases—even murders—to suit their purposes. In short, if I was going to give weapons to anyone, it would be the pair on either side of me, who at least had the virtue of being men who comprised the front line not only of criminal investigation, but of criminal confrontation, pursuit, and capture.


And so I nodded back at Spinetti, although the lingering image of Shelby Capamagio’s searching, dead gaze prevented me from returning his smile; and after a few seconds I said simply, “Well, Steve: Weaver says it’s a cut and dried murder of a runaway teen. Then Kolmback says that there’s a serial killer loose, which we do not believe; but instead of slapping Curtis down, Weaver—privately—encourages him. Says it’ll be good for his career. In short, in the opinion of Doctor Li and myself, both Weaver and Kolmback are, in fact, full of shit. The girl did not die here, and she didn’t die in the manner either of them say.”


Spinetti nodded once, and his smile spread. “Holy shit,” he said. “If even that much is true …” Then he slapped the roof of the cruiser twice and Pete put it into reverse, slowly rolling back toward Daybreak Lane with the sheriff walking along beside, looking from me to Mike and seeking out some last words of reassurance. “Just give me one solid fact, though, fellas—something to show them that there’s more to it than saying Weaver and Kolmback are wrong, so’s I don’t have to worry about getting my ass shot off.”


“That’s easy enough,” Mike called, leaning forward—for prisoners were of course prevented from rolling down their own windows. “Tell Nancy Grimes”—who was the head of the FIC, and Curtis Kolmback’s boss—“to take a look at the girl’s back. She’ll either get it, and back you, or miss it, and then you can act like you’ve got something to hold over them.”


“Nice,” Steve said, momentarily pleased; then his face turned puzzled, as we straightened out on the lane. “But what will I have to hold over them?”


“Something simple, as usual,” Mike answered, holding up a finger as he lit a cigarette. “That ‘bruise’ that Curtis says was caused by the killer’s foot stomping down on Shelby’s back, as a way of breaking her neck? Well, it’s not a bruise at all. It’s lividity. It’s the kind of easy mistake that rookies like Kolmback make all the time; and I almost feel sorry for him. But not for Weaver. Anyway, it shows that her blood settled in her lower back when she died—which it couldn’t have done in that closet. She had to have died somewhere else, and, given the violence of the break in her neck, probably someplace far away from that trailer.”


“Jesus,” Steve murmured, smiling wider as the car moved forward. “Okay, boys—I owe you one!”


“You just remember that,” I called back to him, “as this thing goes on!”


And then we began rolling faster back down the lane. Far more important, however, a cacophony of sounds had become audible, heading our way from the southwest: sirens, and not just one variety, but several different types, the overall blare seeming, to my jaundiced ears, to reflect perfectly the competing interests of the officials from whose cars the loud, rapid whines were emanating. They were doubtless traveling in a column of vehicles, and one siren would have been more than adequate for their purpose; but ever since the 1980s, when Ronald Reagan idiotically militarized Richard Nixon’s absurd “War on Drugs,” and especially in the era born on September 11, 2001, it has been the consistent habit of senior law enforcement officials to abjure subtlety in favor of a kind of martial intimidation; indeed, it was quite possible that the approaching column would roll up to the abandoned Capamagio trailer with a military-surplus armored vehicle of some kind, along with officers dressed in the black combat gear that had become so fashionable. All of which would have been merely comical, had it not also reflected a very serious reality: most such officials, in their zeal to treat every criminal event as a chance to display supreme control of social order, had forgotten that lawbreakers most often operate quietly and in the shadows, places where men wearing body armor and military helmets not only were out of place, but made the task of investigating the dark deeds that take place in those shadows all the more difficult. I therefore nodded to Pete, urging haste as he positioned the cruiser to take us back down to the highway below.


The tale that Pete related on our return journey concerned not one but two prior cases of recent murders of teenage children in Burgoyne County; and it might be thought that both Mike and I would have had our imaginations as well as a new verbal interchange fired by this information; yet we, like the far wearier Pete, fell into a temporary disheartenment at the thought of so many young lives wasted, and a strange, silent pall fell over the inside of the car. It was a very uncomfortable silence; and it was not surprising that it was Pete who tried to break it, as we once more entered the village of Surrender and drove around its central point, a faded Civil War monument that was surrounded on all sides by taverns.


“‘Surrender, New York,’” the deputy murmured, trying to get a small chuckle out. “They got that much right. Say, Doc, you know that story about old Colonel Jones”—he jerked a thumb at the statue, which was indeed a representation of my most famous forebear—“and the last time he came down to town? Are you ever gonna tell me what he was talking about, with that last thing he said?”


“I can’t tell you what I don’t know, Pete,” I replied wearily; for it was a query and a conversation with which people had often tried to force me to grapple.


“Come on,” Pete said, relieved by the distraction. “He was one of your own ancestors, for shit’s sake. You’re still trying to tell me that in all these years, you’ve never figured out what he meant?”


I sighed, hoping that the deputy would just drop it. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. For the hundredth time …”


“Miss Jones never told you?” he pressed.


“Miss Jones does not know,” I answered. “Just as everyone else in my family, along with everyone in the town of Surrender, does not know.”


“So all these years,” Pete declared, “alla them been kicking each other’s asses over something they don’t even understand?”


“You find that unlikely,” I said, turning to him, “given your knowledge of the citizens of our town and county?”


Pete hissed in discouragement. “I guess not. But I do wish I knew …”


I looked back out the window as we entered Death’s Head Hollow, and its darkening countryside moved by us. “As do I, Deputy. As do I …”


We were to pass the rest of our ride in renewed silence, silence of an even more downcast sort: How did this town and this county ever come to witness such things?, I think we were all asking ourselves, in our own ways; and such being the case, it seems an appropriate point in my tale to take a moment and explain what lay behind the deputy’s relentless curiosity, as well as the enigmatic and slightly sinister designations of both the road we were now ascending and the town we had just left behind.


{v.}


The name “Surrender, New York” has long been a source of amusement for passing voyagers making their way north from “the city,” or east from the state thruway to Vermont and other points in northeastern New England. The one-word directional sign on Route 7 that points the way to the town is in fact no more than that: an old rectangular piece of standard highway green sheet metal marking the turn onto a lonely byway and toward the northern Taconics beyond. But the message that the white letters on that sign spell out appears to suggest something else entirely: “SURRENDER,” they declare tersely, as if the small arrow next to the word reveals some secret path to a place where one might concede whatever struggles she or he has undertaken in life. Many are the uninitiated who have believed, who yet believe, that there must be some sinister or at least mysterious explanation for both the sign and the spot to which it points the way. But the few who actually make the side trip indicated are generally disappointed to come upon nothing more than a small, tumbledown hamlet at the crossroads of County Road 34 and another, unnumbered byway: a village with little to recommend it other than a seemingly common Civil War monument in the small square at its center.


It would be difficult for me to say how many times, as a boy, I heard friends of my parents issue that same laughter at the small green sign, and then sigh in equally predictable disappointment when we reached Surrender and passed through it, during trips north from our home in New York City to visit my great-aunt’s farm above the village. Only when such guests found themselves driving through the unexpected beauty of Death’s Head Hollow would they resume their laughter at such a village’s being called “Surrender”—and “Surrender, New York,” at that, a phrase that has a different but equally amusing connotation. Had those visitors possessed either the time or the inclination to investigate the town, their dismissive amusement might have turned into something more meaningful: curiosity, for a start. Even a brief stop to view the standing blue and yellow plaque at the edge of the village proper, for example, would have told them that Surrender, New York, claims to be the place where the bulk of the British forces that took part in what the plaque dubs the “so-called Battle of Bennington” capitulated to Continental troops on August 16, 1777.


The engagement played a key role in the soon-to-be-joined and decisive Battle of Saratoga: the Royalist soldiers near Bennington had been sent east to raid for badly needed supplies by their commander, General “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne, who was invading south from Canada along the Hudson at the head of a considerable army. But the raiding party was first halted, then forced back westward, and finally caught and badly mauled by the Continentals, who killed nearly ten of Burgoyne’s men for every one of their own number who fell. The remaining Royalists tried to rejoin their commander’s main column to the west, and some succeeded; but many more were captured, although just where has always been the subject of much debate. Several villages near Surrender also claimed the honor, while the community from which the encounter would eventually take its name—Bennington, Vermont—had in fact played relatively little part in the affair, and indeed was not even in the correct colony to warrant title to the victory.


Such, one might simply conclude, are the uncertainties of History: victory, runs the adage, has a thousand fathers, while defeat is an orphan. But in this case, defeat might better have been called a bastard, for the competing claims that were deleted from the larger myth of the Battle of Bennington nonetheless helped establish a pattern of often-ugly resentment and rivalry between towns like Surrender and Bennington itself. It was the bitterness engendered by these disagreements that led a group of well-to-do men in the more prosperous communities adjoining Surrender to decide, in 1791, that they had no wish to be incorporated into the new county of Rensselaer, which the government of the now-state of New York intended should cover the area from Albany to the Massachusetts and Vermont borders. Most of these disgruntled merchants were barely reconstructed Tories who had played no part in the disputed battle; but their considerable financial influence in Albany nonetheless secured agreement to their desire to create their own small county, angering their more ardently revolutionary neighbors, who were further enraged when the men perversely named their creation after the valiant if foolhardy British general whose defeat at Saratoga effectively doomed the British cause in America. And, as if all this were not enough, they next added insult to considerable injury by naming their creation’s seat after the most famous British casualty of that battle, General Simon Fraser.


Was either name intended to be ironic? Or were the county’s founders really trying to enshrine two heroes of Tory America within the territory of one of the new republic’s most important states? The answer, never clear, grew even less so with time; all that was apparent was that differing factions and clans soon relocated so as to concentrate in the competing counties (or, in the case of Vermont, competing states), while their feuding just as quickly grew violent, sometimes ending in tavern or barroom stabbings, sometimes in unsolved deaths along lonely roads. Both Burgoyne and Rensselaer Counties were laced with dozens of mysterious hollows, those mountain concavities down which flowed angry little streams that sprang out of the stony crests of the Taconics. Along these waterways ran trails and crude roads leading to beautiful, shielded clearings, spots that, whatever their idyllic charms, were ideal places to dispose of embarrassing bodies, murdered and otherwise.


And, like the town of Surrender at its base, the hollow known as Death’s Head would seem even today to also be hiding some criminal or even supernatural secret behind its name. Indeed, the suggestion is all the more pointed, in the hollow’s case, because its name is far older than that of the town, stretching back to the days when the latter was no more than a collection of a few shacks. What dark rites might those early settlers have been engaging in along the twisting, steep cart path that they cut up into the unusually lush forest of the hollow? The dirt of the path, always in danger of being reclaimed by the grass, ferns, and wildflowers around it, followed the course of one particularly noisy brook, whose rushing waters and small but endlessly chattering falls made it seem larger than it was, thereby increasing the hollow’s forbidding effect to the point that the suggestion of deadly—perhaps even ghostly—doings was inescapable even to the sunniest of personalities. (And along certain of the hollow’s stretches, such thoughts remain inescapable still.)


But it is our lot to live in an age when names that we might suspect or even hope connote mystery and dark romance are usually revealed as disguising more banal origins and realities. The case of Surrender was one such example; and that of Death’s Head Hollow is another. The path that led, as the road that succeeded it yet leads, through stands of maple, pine, ash, and birch trees interrupted only by lushly carpeted glades (now pastureland) was, in fact, not one of those places where feuding men did each other violence; rather, it was simply a colonial dumping ground, a place where weary laborers from surrounding villages unceremoniously disposed of piles of animal heads, useless feet and limbs, and entrails, in addition to the pathetically struggling bodies of beasts too ill to be of further service to their harsh taskmasters. Obliging buzzards, bears, wolves, and wild dogs would rapidly be drawn in to the smell of such offerings, and would quickly dispose of them; and to indicate the dangers of both rotting flesh and wild scavengers, a crude wooden sign bearing the painted image of a skull above crossed bones was nailed to a tree at the hollow’s entrance. In this mundane way, the place’s name was born.


In one sense, then, it was true that the hollow had seen much death, along with copious amounts of pain and sorrow, during the time that men had ventured into it. But the suffering and tragedies of animals were not then, as they are not now, the stuff of general human interest, much less human romance. Such sentiments would remain elusive in and around Death’s Head Hollow for many generations; but this did not keep those sinister auras that accompany any and all forms of human callousness and cruelty from settling over both the cart path and the land below it like a miasma.


In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the fever bred by this noxious atmosphere spiked. Almost a decade after the Civil War, a canny Missouri merchant and former colonel in the Union army who went by the perplexing name of Caractacus Jones (the same ancestor of mine that Pete Steinbrecher had spoken of when we reached Surrender) moved to northern New York State, bringing with him a fortune made during a particularly successful career in lumber that had followed his military service. Colonel Jones bought up all the offal fields along Death’s Head Hollow from the ever-impoverished town of Surrender, for a sum small enough not only to make the town’s lack of appreciation for the land apparent to the newcomer, but also to breed in him a pointed contempt for the lack of industry and pride among his new neighbors. Hiring several dozen men from nearby towns—men willing to work long but fairly paid hours, unlike the denizens of Surrender—Jones proceeded to clear the bottomland around the stream in the hollow, to plow under the generations of accumulated animal bones and flesh (which only made the soil richer), and to establish there a fine farm, which he named after the battle he always considered the most harrowing of his military career. At the same time, he erected a profitable charcoal-fuel works on the wooded, rocky mountaintop, and in only a few years was taking in healthy profits from both enterprises.


All this earned the Colonel (as his employees inevitably and invariably called him) the unending envy and hatred of the people of Surrender, who could not or would not interrupt their routines of thieving, poaching game, bartering, and drinking long enough to themselves attempt to enter Jones’ employ. But the final insult came when the Colonel took the only truly handsome woman in town, one Jenna Malloy, as his wife: the grumbling in the taverns of Surrender now began to evolve into vague and deadly plans, which had as their object nothing less than the death of Colonel Jones and the destruction of all he had built. The goal was as ambitious as the courage and cleverness of the townsmen were inadequate to its achievement; but malice forever trumps prudence, in the minds of such people, and their hateful scheming continued apace.


The eventual fruit of all this outraged bloodlust was the dispatch into the hollow of two young men, relative newcomers to the town who were petty criminals and fugitives. The youths were liberally dosed with the deadly alcohol that was brewed in sheds behind some of the most pestilential houses in Surrender, and their assessment of their own abilities was further puffed up by the wickedly false praise of the men who had devised the scheme of which the pair were to be the instruments. In June, on the night of a particularly bright Strawberry Moon (as the Algonquin Indians had dubbed the occasion on which the Earth passes closest to its satellite), the two set out, carrying jars of the same ungodly substance that they had been consuming, along with canisters of black powder, several firearms, and an axe handle apiece. Their orders were to make their way to the charcoal storehouse, set it ablaze, and then, in the resulting confusion, dash to Jones’ large house and kill the Colonel, firing his home as they departed.


It scarcely needs stating that all this was beyond the young men, whose fear steadily overcame their drunkenness the farther up the hollow they crept. Upon passing Jones’ house on their way to the charcoal works, they were set upon by the Colonel’s faithful dog Cassius, a mastiff who had survived the full four years of the Civil War at his master’s side. The brave yet aging animal could not, however, similarly withstand the trespassers’ panicked gunshots, along with numerous blows from their axe handles: he died with a series of mournful cries, and the commotion of this fatal confrontation roused the Colonel and the several men who staffed his house and its grounds. By the time these latter guardians, all bearing torches, found the body of the dog, the guilty assailants were on their way back down the hollow at a run, having left their jars and weapons behind; but when the Colonel joined his men, open, tearful grief overwhelmed him, the kind of grief that, in a true warrior, soon turns to rage. It quickly became clear that Cassius’ killers would likely never be able to run far or fast enough, and Jones dispatched one of his most reliable men to Surrender to tell the inhabitants that if the names of those responsible for the act were not revealed to him when he descended from the mountain, he could not and would not be responsible for his actions.


It was then that the people of Surrender committed the act that would stigmatize them down to the present day. The townspeople were already drunk, and now became increasingly wild with terror—for not only was Colonel Jones coming, they quickly heard, but he was coming with every one of the men who worked the night shift of the ever-active charcoal works, and they were all armed with rifles, shotguns, and every sort of bladed weapon and tool. The men of Surrender tried to plan some sort of defense; but several of their women, only marginally less intoxicated than their spouses, pointed out that they had neither the means nor the nerve to put up an organized fight. It would be far better, they asserted, for the villagers themselves to punish the two young men before the Colonel came, and thereby appease him. The idea caught on quickly, for the pair of murderous interlopers had no families to protect them; and they were therefore brought forward as if they were suddenly strangers. But what punishment would be stern enough to anticipate and slake the volatile Colonel’s thirst for revenge?


Not long thereafter, Caractacus Jones rode into Surrender, where he and his men were presented with the sight of the two youths hanging from the pulley arm that extended out from under the eve of the barnlike building that housed the town’s post office and general store. They were not quite dead, when the Colonel arrived; but by the time his men raced up and cut them down, they were. Yet when a note from the now-vanished townspeople that had been pinned to one of the young men’s chests was brought to Jones, explaining that the “good people of Surrender” hoped this offering would satisfy him, it had a singularly peculiar effect on the Colonel. His eyes once more filled with tears, he crumpled the paper in his hand, and then, looking around at the buildings along the crossroads, he murmured:


“You cannot escape it, in this country …”


Colonel Jones then turned his horse around and headed back up Death’s Head Hollow. He would sire three sons and two daughters in the fifteen years of life remaining to him; but he would never again leave the confines of Shiloh. Nor would he ever explain those enigmatic words spoken so quietly in the square of Surrender—indeed, he would never even hint at what the inescapable “it” he had referred to was. His statement became the town’s supreme mystery, as well as a kind of curse. The people of Surrender did not speak of what had happened for a period of time that, given their gossiping nature, was a very long one; and when they finally did dare to ponder the meaning of the words, it was in whispers concerning which families among them had been most actively responsible for the pair of murderous schemes, the one that had failed and, even worse, the one that had succeeded, thus prompting the Colonel’s unexplained indictment.


This debate was a shrouded but no less heated one: families spread rumors about the involvement of other families, and inevitably violent encounters erupted, first with fists and knives, then with guns, though injury rather than death was the usual result of these contests. Blood feuds were born, in which stealing and vandalism were the preferred tactics: although they would never have admitted it, most citizens of the town had had their fill of murder. As Surrender staggered on through the end of the nineteenth century, and then the beginning and middle of the twentieth, new residents moved to the village, driven by the ebb and flow of economic fortunes in surrounding towns and cities and, later, as ships and automobiles destroyed the meaning of distance, far-off states and, finally, other parts of the world. The largely German-American valley of the Taconics now became a destination for families from eastern and southern Europe, particularly Italy; but the new arrivals who settled in or near Surrender were eventually drawn into the old feuds by obscure causes, coincidental slights, or simple boredom, choosing sides in a battle of whose real origin they were wholly ignorant. Indeed, so ignorant of it were they that when the descendants of the few families that had once worked for Colonel Jones (descendants who themselves worked for the Colonel’s heirs) actually proposed erecting a monument to their benefactor in the modest town square—a bronze statue of the man, resplendent in full-dress Federal uniform, with his slain dog proudly standing at his side—the motion was passed by the town’s leaders, and the funds appropriated without argument.


Time and still more generations passed. News of war came several times to Surrender, and some of her sons even served, with varying degrees of valor. The mobile home was invented, creating the greatest environmental and scenic impact on Burgoyne County since the inventions of the axe and the saw; yet in a more fundamental way—that way peculiar to towns that lie at the very frontier of our civilization and law—change continued to avoid the village of Surrender in any form more significant than the laying of vinyl over wooden clapboards and the paving of once-dusty earthen roads (although Death’s Head Hollow itself, which remained the property of the Jones family, was never to know asphalt). The instruments with which families warred against each other evolved, and there were occasional and tumultuous shifts in clan alliances; and all the while, the battle to expunge something that few of them could even identify went on. There was universal talk of respect denied, of swindles and lies, and of the extent to which enemies were asking, even begging, for a reckoning; but the crimes committed in Surrender (to say nothing of similar acts perpetrated in Burgoyne County more generally), for all the grandiose, drunken talk of most of their perpetrators, generally remained as petty as were the minds behind them.


Yet, though petty, some of those minds and those crimes could on occasion be cruel enough to rise above mere mischief and achieve genuine outrage; indeed, we had just witnessed one such offense, which now formed the first piece of the mortal puzzle into which Pete Steinbrecher and Steve Spinetti were drawing Mike and myself with such evident urgency.


And in the days to come, we would meet another victim of another kind of local outrage. That same unusual character would bring with him up Death’s Head Hollow further confirmation of the theories Mike and I were already forming about Shelby Capamagio’s death; but he would bring a great deal more. For we were on a collision course to meet one of Surrender’s few sons who had managed to defy both his community’s past and his own parents’ abusive deviousness to become a young man of exceptional character—although he himself would have been loath to admit it.




CHAPTER TWO





THE DEVIL AND MARCIANNA JONES



{i.}


The most apparent points of interest and alarm concerning the account that Pete Steinbrecher gave us during the drive back to Shiloh concerning cases similar to Shelby Capamagio’s were not the numbers involved (two additional children of about Shelby’s age, a boy and a girl, found dead in Burgoyne County during the past several weeks), nor even the eerily similar fact that both had also been apparent murders in remote locations. No, eerier still was the fact that Mike and I felt sure, after hearing the details from Pete, that both death scenes had been staged. Still more important than all this, we agreed with the pathology reports from the first two cases, which overruled the FIC tech involved in each and declared that the children had probably not been killed where they were found, thus explaining Steve’s elation on hearing our theory that the same held true for Shelby. (Rather ominously, the tech in both cases had once again been Curtis Kolmback, a repetition that defied departmental rules, and, further, suggested that political forces were at work about which we knew next to nothing.) But the two most important and disturbing aspects of the three plainly linked cases, we became increasingly convinced from spending the following two long days and nights studying the case files concerning all three killings (the texts of which Pete very decently and discreetly scanned and e-mailed to us himself), were, first, the sex, or more precisely the sexes, of the victims, and second, the fact that a hoped-for similarity—that all three had been “throwaway children,” kids abandoned by their families—had been contradicted by a report that the first victim had apparently been a simple runaway. Both of these were fundamental inconsistencies: and true inconsistency in the behavior of murderers is never a welcome feature—although it is nearly always a critically revealing one.


During all those hectic hours of focus in the fuselage of the old Junkers JU-52, however—hours interrupted only by the need to deliver lectures to and referee discussions among our students at SUNY-Albany, as well as by the need to grab what few snatches of sleep and food we could—Mike and I came no closer to understanding just what explanation of the crimes these two inconsistencies regarding the sexes of the victims and the circumstances of their separations from their families might indicate. There was one obvious and inviting candidate concerning the first factor, of course, and we had no doubt that the Bureau of Criminal Investigation’s officers were currently dashing about the county investigating it: the possibility that a registered sex offender with a known taste for pubescent boys as well as girls was back at work. It was by no means an outlandish suggestion: hebephiles—adults who are sexually attracted to pubescent children—are often and even usually interested in age, rather than sex; and the list of registered offenders with such tastes who were either longtime residents of Burgoyne County or had been relocated to its more sparsely populated regions was long indeed. But the possibility that one such character had not only resumed his behavior, but become murderous, as well, was statistically remote, although Mike and I did not discount it on that basis: for it was part of our method never to include or preclude suspects or scenarios on the basis of the numbers game, given that we were firm believers in the maxim of the nineteenth-century British prime minister Benjamin Disraeli, who had declared that there were three grades of falsehood: “lies, damned lies, and statistics.” Rather, we based our resistance on certain behavioral considerations that we had been able to glean from the case files we had been sent, as well as from the preliminary results of the tests that Mike had run on the body of Shelby Capamagio:
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