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Some killers are born. Some killers are made. And sometimes the origin of desire for homicide is lost in the tangle of roots that make an ugly childhood and a dangerous youth, so that no one may ever know if the urge was inbred or induced.


He lifts the body from the back of the Blazer like a roll of old carpet to be discarded. The soles of his boots scuff against the blacktop of the parking area, then fall nearly silent on the dead grass and hard ground. The night is balmy for November in Minneapolis. A swirling wind tosses fallen leaves. The bare branches of the trees rattle together like bags of bones.


He knows he falls into the last category of killers. He has spent many hours, days, months, years studying his compulsion and its point of origin. He knows what he is, and he embraces that truth. He has never known guilt or remorse. He believes conscience, rules, laws, serve the individual no practical purpose, and only limit human possibilities.


‘Man enters into the ethical world through fear and not through love.’ – Paul Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil.


His True Self adheres only to his own code: domination, manipulation, control.


A broken shard of moon glares down on the scene, its light faint beneath the web of limbs. He arranges the body to his satisfaction and traces two intersecting Xs over the left upper chest. With a sense of ceremony, he pours the accelerant. Anointing the dead. Symbolism of evil. His True Self embraces the concept of evil as power. Fuel for the internal fire.


‘Ashes to ashes.’


The sounds are ordered and specific, magnified by his excitement. The scrape of the match against the friction strip, the pop as it bursts with flame, the whoosh of the fire as it comes alive and consumes. As the fire burns, his memory replays the earlier sounds of pain and fear. He recalls the tremor in her voice as she pleaded for her life, the unique pitch and quality of each cry as he tortured her. The exquisite music of life and death.


For one fine moment he allows himself to admire the drama of the tableau. He allows himself to feel the heat of the flames caress his face like tongues of desire. He closes his eyes and listens to the sizzle and hiss, breathes deep the smell of roasting flesh.


Elated, excited, aroused, he takes his erection out of his pants and strokes himself hard. He brings himself nearly to climax, but is careful not to ejaculate. Save it for later, when he can celebrate fully.


His goal is in sight. He has a plan, meticulously thought out, to be executed with perfection. His name will live in infamy with all the great ones – Bundy, Kemper, the Boston Strangler, the Green River Killer. The press here has already given him a name: the Cremator.


It makes him smile. It makes him proud. He lights another match and holds it just in front of him, studying the flame, loving the sinuous, sensuous undulation of it. He brings it closer to his face, opens his mouth, and eats it.


Then he turns and walks away. Already thinking of next time.


Murder.


The sight burned its impression into the depths of her memory, into the backs of her eyeballs so that she could see it when she blinked against the tears. The body twisting in slow agony against its horrible fate. Orange flame a backdrop for the nightmare image.


Burning.


She ran, her lungs burning, her legs burning, her eyes burning, her throat burning. In one abstract corner of her mind, she was the corpse. Maybe this was what death was like. Maybe it was her body roasting, and this consciousness was her soul trying to escape the fires of hell. She had been told repeatedly that was where she would end up.


In the near distance she could hear a siren and see the weird flash of blue and red lights against the night. She ran for the street, sobbing, stumbling. Her right knee hit the frozen ground, but she forced her feet to keep moving.


Run run run run run run –


‘Freeze! Police!’


The cruiser still rocked at the curb. The door was open. The cop was on the boulevard, gun drawn and pointed straight at her.


‘Help me!’ The words rasped in her throat.


‘Help me!’ she gasped, tears blurring her vision.


Her legs buckled beneath the weight of her body and the weight of her fear and the weight of her heart that was pounding like some huge swollen thing in her chest.


The cop was beside her in an instant, holstering his weapon and dropping to his knees to help. Must be a rookie, she thought dimly. She knew fourteen-year-old kids with better street instincts. She could have gotten his weapon. If she’d had a knife, she could have raised herself up and stabbed him.


He pulled her up into a sitting position with a hand on either shoulder. Sirens wailed in the distance.


‘What happened? Are you all right?’ he demanded. He had a face like an angel.


‘I saw him,’ she said, breathless, shaking, bile pushing up the back of her throat. ‘I was there. Oh – Jesus. Oh – shit. I saw him!’


‘Saw who?’


‘The Cremator.’





2


‘Why am I always the one in the wrong place at the wrong time?’ Kate Conlan muttered to herself.


First day back from what had technically been a vacation – a guilt-forced trip to visit her parents in hell’s amusement park (Las Vegas) – she was late for work, had a headache, wanted to strangle a certain sex crimes sergeant for spooking one of her clients – a screw-up she would pay for with the prosecuting attorney. All that and the fashionably chunky heel on a brand new pair of suede pumps was coming loose, thanks to the stairs in the Fourth Avenue parking ramp.


Now this. A twitcher.


No one else seemed to notice him prowling the edge of the spacious atrium of the Hennepin County Government Center like a nervous cat. Kate made the guy for late thirties, no more than a couple of inches past her own five-nine, medium-to-slender build. Wound way too tight. He’d likely suffered some kind of personal or emotional setback recently – lost his job or his girlfriend. He was either divorced or separated; living on his own, but not homeless. His clothes were rumpled, but not castoffs, and his shoes were too good for homeless. He was sweating like a fat man in a sauna, but he kept his coat on as he paced around and around the new piece of sculpture littering the hall – a symbolic piece of pretension fashioned from melted-down handguns. He was muttering to himself, one hand hanging on to the open front of his heavy canvas jacket. A hunter’s coat. His inner emotional strain tightened the muscles of his face.


Kate slipped off her loose-heeled shoe and stepped out of the other one, never taking her eyes off the guy. She dug a hand into her purse and came out with her cell phone. At the same instant, the twitcher caught the interest of the woman working the information booth twenty feet away.


Damn.


Kate straightened slowly, punching the speed-dial button. She couldn’t dial security from an outside phone. The nearest guard was across the broad expanse of the atrium, smiling, laughing, engaged in conversation with a mailman. The information lady came toward the twitcher with her head to one side, as if her cotton-candy cone of blond hair were too heavy.


Dammit.


The office phone rang once … twice. Kate started moving slowly forward, phone in one hand, shoe in the other.


‘Can I help you, sir?’ the information woman said, still ten feet away. Blood was going to wreck the hell out of her ivory silk blouse.


The twitcher jerked around.


‘Can I help you?’ the woman asked again.


… fourth ring …


A Latina woman with a toddler in tow cut through the distance between Kate and the twitcher. Kate thought she could see the tremors begin – his body fighting to contain the rage or the desperation or whatever was driving him or eating him alive.


… fifth ring. ‘Hennepin County attorney’s office –’


‘Dammit!’


The movement was unmistakable – planting the feet, reaching into the jacket, eyes going wider.


‘Get down!’ Kate shouted, dropping the phone.


The information woman froze.


‘Someone fucking pays!’ the twitcher cried, lunging toward the woman, grabbing hold of her arm with his free hand. He jerked her toward him, thrusting his gun out ahead of her. The explosion of the shot was magnified in the towering atrium, deafening all ears to the shrieks of panic it elicited. Everyone noticed him now.


Kate barreled into him from behind, swinging the heel end of her shoe against his temple like a hammer. He expelled a cry of startled shock, then came back hard with his right elbow, catching Kate in the ribs.


The information woman screamed and screamed. Then lost her feet or lost consciousness, and the weight of her falling body jerked down on her assailant. He dropped to one knee, shouting obscenities, firing another round, this one skipping off the hard floor and going God knew where.


Kate fell with him, her left hand clutching the collar of his coat. She couldn’t lose him. Whatever beast he’d had trapped inside was free now. If he got away from her, there’d be a hell of a lot more to worry about than stray bullets.


Her nylons giving her no purchase on the slick floor, she scrambled to get her feet under her, to hang on to him as he fought to stand. She swung the shoe again and smacked him in the ear. He twisted around, trying to backhand her with the gun. Kate grabbed his arm and forced it up, too aware as the gun went off again that there were more than twenty stories of offices and courtrooms above.


As they struggled for control of the gun, she hooked a leg around one of his and threw her weight against him, and suddenly they were falling, down and down, tumbling over each other down the biting metal treads of the escalator to the street level – where they were met by half a dozen shouts of ‘Freeze! Police!’


Kate looked up at the grim faces through the haze of pain and muttered, ‘Well, it’s about damn time.’


‘Hey, look!’ one of the assistant prosecutors called from his office. ‘It’s Dirty Harriet!’


‘Very funny, Logan,’ Kate said, making her way down the hall to the county attorney’s office. ‘You read that in a book, didn’t you?’


‘They have to get Renee Russo to play you in the movie.’


‘I’ll tell them you said so.’


Aches bit into her back and hip. She had refused a ride to the emergency room. Instead, she had limped into the ladies’ room, combed her mane of red-gold hair into a ponytail, washed off the blood, ditched her ruined black tights, and gone back to her office. She didn’t have any wounds worth an X-ray or stitches, and half the morning was gone. The price of being a tough: She would have to make do tonight with Tylenol, cold gin, and a hot bath, instead of real painkillers. She could already tell she was going to be sorry.


The thought occurred to her that she was too old to be tackling lunatics and riding them down escalators, but she stubbornly resisted the idea that forty-two was too old for anything. Besides, she was only five years into what she termed her ‘second adulthood’. The second career, the second stab at stability and routine.


The only thing she had wished for all the way home from the weirdness of Las Vegas was a return to the nice, normal, relatively sane life she had made for herself. Peace and quiet. The familiar entanglements of her job as a victim/witness advocate. The cooking class she was determined not to fail.


But no, she had to be the one to spot the twitcher. She was always the one who had to spot the twitcher.


Alerted by his secretary, the county attorney opened his office door for her himself. A tall, good-looking man, Ted Sabin had a commanding presence and a shock of gray hair, which he swept back from a prominent widow’s peak. A pair of round steel-rimmed glasses perched on his hawkish nose gave him a studious look and helped camouflage the fact that his blue eyes were set too deep and too close together.


While he had once been a crack prosecutor himself, he now took on only the occasional high-profile case. His job as head honcho was largely administrative and political. He oversaw a bustling office of attorneys trying to juggle the ever-increasing workload of the Hennepin County court system. Lunch hours and evenings found him moving among the Minneapolis power elite, currying connections and favor. It was common knowledge he had his eye on a seat in the US Senate.


‘Kate, come in,’ he invited, the lines of his face etched deep with concern. He rested a big hand on her shoulder and guided her across the office toward a chair. ‘How are you? I’ve been brought up to speed about what happened downstairs this morning. My God, you could have been killed! What an astonishing act of bravery!’


‘No, it wasn’t,’ Kate protested, trying to ease away from him. She slipped into the visitor’s chair and immediately felt his gaze on her bare thighs as she crossed her legs. She tugged discreetly at the hem of her black skirt, wishing to hell she’d found the spare panty hose she’d thought were in her desk drawer. ‘I just reacted, that’s all. How’s Mrs Sabin?’


‘Fine.’ The reply was absent of thought. He focused on her as he hitched his pinstriped trousers and perched a hip on the corner of his desk. ‘Just reacted? The way they taught you at the Bureau.’


He was obsessed with the fact that she had been an agent in what she now deemed a past life. Kate could only imagine the lewd fantasies that crawled like slugs through his mind. Dominatrix games, black leather, handcuffs, spanking. Bleeehhhh.


She turned her attention to her immediate boss, the director of the legal services unit, who had taken the chair next to hers. Rob Marshall was Sabin’s opposite image – doughy, dumpy, rumpled. He had a head as round as a pumpkin, crowned with a thinning layer of hair cropped so short, it gave more the appearance of a rust stain than a haircut. His face was ruddy and ravaged by old acne scars, and his nose was too short.


He’d been her boss for about eighteen months, having come to Minneapolis from a similar position in Madison, Wisconsin. During that time they had tried with limited success to find a balance between their personalities and working styles. Kate flat-out didn’t like him. Rob was a spineless suckup and he had a tendency to micromanage that rubbed hard against her sense of autonomy. He found her bossy, opinionated, and impertinent. She took it as a compliment. But she tried to let his concern for victims offset his faults. In addition to his administrative duties, he often sat in on conferences with victims, and put in time with a victim’s support group.


He squinted at her now from behind a pair of rimless glasses, his mouth pursing as if he’d just bitten his tongue. ‘You could have been killed. Why didn’t you just call for security?’


‘There wasn’t time.’


‘Instinct, Rob!’ Sabin said, flashing large white teeth. ‘I’m sure you and I could never hope to understand the kind of razor-sharp instincts someone with Kate’s background has honed.’


Kate refrained from reminding him yet again that she had spent most of her years with the FBI at a desk in the Behavioral Sciences Unit at the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime. Her days in the field were longer ago than she cared to remember.


‘The mayor will want to give you an award,’ Sabin said brightly, knowing he would get in on the photo op.


Publicity was the last thing Kate wanted. As an advocate, it was her job to hold the hands of crime victims and witnesses, to shepherd them through the justice system, to reassure them. The idea of an advocate being chased down by media hounds was likely to spook some of her clients.


‘I’d rather she didn’t. I don’t think it’s the best idea for someone with my job. Right, Rob?’


‘Kate’s right, Mr Sabin,’ he said, flashing his obsequious smile – an expression that often overtook his face when he was nervous. Kate called it the bootlicker’s grin. It made his eyes nearly disappear. ‘We don’t want her picture in the paper … all things considered.’


‘I suppose not,’ Sabin said, disappointed. ‘At any rate, what happened this morning isn’t why we’ve called you in, Kate. We’re assigning you a witness.’


‘Why all the fanfare?’


Most of her client assignments were automatic. She worked with six prosecuting attorneys and caught everything they charged – the exception being homicides. Rob assigned all homicides, but an assignment never warranted anything more than a phone call or a visit to her office. Sabin certainly never involved himself with the process.


‘Are you familiar with the two prostitute murders we’ve had this fall?’ Sabin asked. ‘The ones where the bodies were burned?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘There’s been another one. Last night.’


Kate looked from one grim face to the other. Behind Sabin she had a panoramic view of downtown Minneapolis from twenty-two stories up.


‘This one wasn’t a prostitute,’ she said.


‘How did you know that?’


Because you’d never take time out of your day if it was.


‘Lucky guess.’


‘You didn’t hear it on the street?’


‘On the street?’ Like he was in a gangster movie. ‘No. I wasn’t aware there’d been a murder.’


Sabin walked around behind his desk, suddenly restless. ‘There’s a chance this victim was Jillian Bondurant. Her father is Peter Bondurant.’


‘Oh,’ Kate said with significance. Oh, no, this wasn’t just another dead hooker. Never mind that the first two victims had fathers somewhere too. This one’s father was important.


Rob shifted uncomfortably in his chair, though whether it was the case or the fact that he insisted on wearing his pants too small around the waist was unclear. ‘Her driver’s license was left near the body.’


‘And it’s been confirmed that she’s missing?’


‘She had dinner with her father at his home Friday night. She hasn’t been seen since.’


‘That doesn’t mean it’s her.’


‘No, but that’s the way it worked with the first two,’ Sabin said. ‘The ID left with each hooker’s body matched up.’


A hundred questions shot through Kate’s mind, questions about the crime scene, about what information the police had released about the first two murders and what had been held back. This was the first she’d heard about the IDs being left at the scene. What did that mean? Why burn the bodies beyond recognition, yet leave the victim’s identity right there?


‘I assume they’re checking dental records,’ she said.


The men exchanged looks.


‘I’m afraid that’s not an option,’ Rob said carefully. ‘We have a body only.’


‘Jesus,’ Kate breathed as a chill ran through her. ‘He didn’t decapitate the others. I never heard that.’


‘No, he didn’t,’ Rob said. He squinted again and tipped his head a little to one side. ‘What do you make of it, Kate? You’ve had experience with this kind of thing.’


‘Obviously, his level of violence is escalating. It could mean he’s gearing up for something big. There was some sexual mutilation with the others, right?’


‘The cause of death on the other two was ruled strangulation by ligature,’ Sabin said. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, Kate, that while strangulation is certainly a violent enough method of murder, a decapitation will throw this city into a panic. Particularly if the victim was a decent, law-abiding young woman. My God, the daughter of one of the most prominent men in the state. We need to find this killer fast. And we can make that happen. We’ve got a witness.’


‘And this is where I come in,’ Kate said. ‘What’s the story?’


‘Her name is Angie DiMarco,’ Rob said. ‘She came running out of the park just as the first radio car arrived.’


‘Who called it in?’


‘Anonymous caller on a cell phone, I’m told,’ Sabin said. His mouth tightened and twisted as if he were sucking at a sore tooth. ‘Peter Bondurant is a friend of the mayor’s. I know him as well. He’s beside himself with grief at the idea that this victim is Jillian, and he wants this case solved ASAP. A task force is being put together even as we speak. Your old friends at the Bureau have been called. They’re sending someone from the Investigative Support Unit. We clearly have a serial killer on our hands.’


And a prominent businessman up your butts.


‘Rumors are already flying,’ Sabin muttered darkly. ‘The police department has a leak big enough to drain the Mississippi.’


The phone on his desk was lighting up like the switchboard on a disease telethon, though it never audibly rang.


‘I’ve spoken with Chief Greer and with the mayor,’ he continued. ‘We’re grabbing this thing by the short hairs right now.’


‘That’s why we’ve called you in, Kate,’ Rob said, shifting in his chair again. ‘We can’t wait until there’s been an arrest to assign someone to this witness. She’s the only link we have to the killer. We want someone from the unit attached to her right away. Someone to sit with her during police interviews. Someone to let her know not to talk to the press. Someone to maintain the thread of contact between her and the county attorney’s office. Someone to keep tabs on her.’


‘It sounds like what you want is a baby-sitter. I’ve got cases ongoing.’


‘We’ll shift some of your caseload.’


‘Not Willis,’ she said, then grimaced. ‘As much as I’d like to dump him. And absolutely not Melanie Hessler.’


‘I could take Hessler, Kate,’ Rob insisted. ‘I sat in on the initial meeting. I’m familiar with the case.’


‘No.’


‘I’ve worked with plenty of rape victims.’


‘No,’ she said as if she were the boss and the decision was hers to make.


Sabin looked annoyed. ‘What case is this?’


‘Melanie Hessler. She was raped by two men in the alley behind the adult bookstore she works in downtown,’ Kate explained. ‘She’s very fragile, and she’s terrified about the trial. She couldn’t take me abandoning her – especially not to a man. She needs me. I won’t let her go.’


Rob huffed a sigh.


‘Fine,’ Sabin declared impatiently. ‘But this case is priority one. I don’t care what it takes. I want this lunatic out of business. Now.’


Now that the victim would garner more than a minute and a half on the six o’clock news. Kate had to wonder how many dead prostitutes it would have taken to get Ted Sabin to feel that same level of urgency. But she kept the question to herself and nodded, and tried to ignore the sense of dread that settled in her stomach like a lead weight.


Just another witness, she told herself. Just another case. Back to the usual, familiar entanglements of her job.


Like hell.


A dead billionaire’s daughter, a case full of politicos, a serial killer, and someone winging in from Quantico. Someone from ISU. Someone who hadn’t been there five years ago, she had to hope – but knew that hope was a flimsy shield.


Suddenly, Las Vegas didn’t seem so bad after all.
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‘This happened in the night. It was dark. How much could she have seen?’ Kate asked.


The three of them walked together through the underground concourse that ran beneath Fifth Street and connected the government center to the depressing Gothic stone monstrosity that housed the Minneapolis city government offices and the Minneapolis police department. The underground corridor was busy. No one was going out onto the street voluntarily. The gloomy morning had turned dour as a leaden sky sank low above the city and let loose with a cold, steady rain. November: a lovely month in Minnesota.


‘She told the police she saw him,’ Rob said, trundling along beside her. His legs were short for his body, and hurrying gave him the toddling gait of a midget, even though he was of average height. ‘We have to hope she saw him well enough to identify him.’


‘I’d like a composite sketch in time for the press conference,’ Sabin announced.


Kate ground her molars. Oh, yeah, this was going to be a peach of a case. ‘A good sketch takes time, Ted. It pays to get it right.’


‘Yes, well, the sooner we get a description out there, a picture out there, the better.’


In her mind’s eye she could envision Sabin wringing information out of the witness, then tossing her aside like a rag.


‘We’ll do everything we can to expedite the situation. Mr Sabin,’ Rob promised. Kate shot him a dirty look.


The city hall building had at one time in its history been the Hennepin County courthouse, and had been constructed with a sense of sober grandiosity to impress visitors. The Fourth Street entrance, which Kate seldom had cause to pass through, was as stunning as a palace, with a marble double grand staircase, incredible stained glass, and the enormous Father of the Waters sculpture. The main body of the building had always reminded her of an old hospital with its tiled floor and white marble wainscoting. There was forever a vacant feeling about the place, although Kate knew it was all but bursting at the seams with cops and crooks, city officials and reporters and citizens looking for justice or a favor.


The criminal investigative division of the PD had been crammed into a gloomy warren of rooms at the end of a cavernous hall while remodeling went on in their usual digs. The reception area was cut up with temporary partitions. There were files and boxes stacked everywhere, beat-up dingy gray metal file cabinets had been pushed into every available corner. Tacked to the wall beside the door into the converted broom closet that now housed sex crimes investigators was a sign that proclaimed:


TURKEY WAKE!



NOVEMBER 27


PATRICK’S


1600 HRS



Sabin gave the receptionist a dismissive wave and took a right into the homicide offices. The room was a maze of ugly steel desks the color of dirty putty. Some desks were occupied, most were not. Some were neat, most were awash in paperwork. Notes and photographs and cartoons were tacked and taped to walls and cabinets. A notice on one side of the door ordered: HOMICIDE – LOCK UP YOUR GUNS!


Telephone receiver pressed to his ear, Sam Kovac spotted them, scowled, and waved them over. A twenty-two-year veteran, Kovac had that universal cop look about him with the requisite mustache and cheap haircut, both sandy brown and liberally threaded with silver.


‘Yeah, I realize you’re dating my second wife’s sister, Sid.’ He pulled a fresh pack of Salems from a carton on his desk and fumbled with the cellophane wrapper. He had shed the jacket of his rumpled brown suit and jerked his tie loose. ‘That doesn’t entitle you to inside information on this murder. All that’ll get you is my sympathy. Yeah? Yeah? She said that? Well, why do you think I left her? Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Is that right?’


He bit at the tab on the cigarette wrapper and ripped the pack open with his teeth. ‘You hear that, Sid? That’s the sound of me tearing you a new one if you print a word of that. You understand me? You want information? Come to the press conference with everybody else. Yeah? Well, same to you.’


He slammed the receiver down and turned his scowl on the county attorney. His eyes were the green-brown of damp bark, bloodshot, and hard and bright with intelligence. ‘Damn newsies. This is gonna get uglier than my aunt Selma, and she has a face that could make a bulldog puke.’


‘Do they have Bondurant’s name?’ Sabin asked.


‘Of course they do.’ He pulled a cigarette from the pack and let it dangle from his lip as he rummaged through the junk on his desk. ‘They’re all over this like flies on dog crap,’ he said, glancing back at them over his shoulder. ‘Hi, Kate – Jesus, what happened to you?’


‘Long story. I’m sure you’ll hear it at Patrick’s tonight. Where’s our witness?’


‘Down the hall.’


‘Is she working with the sketch artist yet?’ Sabin asked.


Kovac blew air between his lips and made a sound like a disgusted horse. ‘She’s not even working with us yet. Our citizen isn’t exactly overjoyed to be the center of attention here.’


Rob Marshall looked alarmed. ‘She’s not a problem, is she?’ He flashed the bootlicker’s smile at Sabin. ‘I suppose she’s just shaken up, Mr Sabin. Kate will settle her down.’


‘What’s your take on the witness, Detective?’ Sabin asked.


Kovac snatched up a Bic lighter and a messy file and started for the door. World-weary and nicked up, his build was at once solid and rangy, utilitarian rather than ornamental. His brown pants were a little baggy and a little too long, the cuffs puddling over the tops of his heel-worn oxfords.


‘Oh, she’s a daisy,’ he said with sarcasm. ‘She gives us what’s gotta be a stolen out-of-state driver’s license. Tells us she’s living at an apartment in the Phillips neighborhood but she’s got no keys for it and can’t tell us who has. If she hasn’t got a sheet, I’ll shave my ass and paint it blue.’


‘So, you ran her and what?’ Kate asked, forcing herself to keep pace with him, so that Sabin and Rob had to fall in behind. She had learned long ago to cultivate friendships with the cops who worked her cases. It was to her advantage to have them as allies rather than adversaries. Besides, she liked the good ones, like Kovac. They did a hard job for little credit and not enough pay for the plain old-fashioned reason that they believed in the necessity of it. She and Kovac had built a nice rapport in five years.


‘I tried to run the name she’s using today,’ he qualified. ‘The fucking computer’s down. Swell day this is gonna be. I’m on nights this rotation, you know. I oughta be home in bed. My team is on nights. I hate this team-concept crap. Give me a partner and leave me the hell alone. You know what I mean? I got half a mind to transfer out to sex crimes.’


‘And turn your back on all this fame and glamour?’ Kate teased, bumping him with a subtle elbow.


He gave her a look, tilting his head down in conspiracy. A spark of wry humor lit his eyes. ‘Shit, Red. I like my stiffs uncomplicated, you know.’


‘I’ve heard that about you, Sam,’ she joked, knowing he was the best investigator in the PD, a straight-up good guy who lived the job and hated the politics of it.


He huffed a laugh and pulled open the door to a small room that looked into another through the murky glass of a one-way mirror. On the other side of the glass, Nikki Liska, another detective, stood leaning against one wall, eyes locked in a staredown with the girl who sat on the far side of the fake-woodgrain table. A bad sign. The situation had already become adversarial. The table was littered with soda cans and paper coffee cups and doughnut chunks and fragments.


The sense of dread in Kate’s belly gained a pound as she stared through the glass. She put the girl at maybe fifteen or sixteen. Pale and thin, she had a button nose and the lush, ripe mouth of a high-priced call girl. Her face was a narrow oval, the chin a little too long, so that she would probably look defiant without trying. Her eyes tilted at an exotic Slavic angle, and looked twenty years too old.


‘She’s a kid,’ Kate declared flatly, looking to Rob with confusion and accusation. ‘I don’t do kids. You know that.’


‘We need you to do this one, Kate.’


‘Why?’ she demanded. ‘You’ve got a whole juvenile division at your disposal. God knows they deal with murder on a regular basis.’


‘This is different. This isn’t some gang shoot-’em-up we’re dealing with,’ Rob said, seemingly relegating some of the most violent crime in the city to the same category as shoplifting and traffic mishaps. ‘We’re dealing with a serial killer.’


Even in a profession that dealt with murder as a matter of routine, the words serial killer struck a chord. Kate wondered if their bad guy was aware of that, if he reveled in the idea, or if he was too completely bound up in his own small world of hunting and killing. She had seen both types. All their victims ended up equally dead.


She turned from her director and looked again at the girl who had crossed paths with this latest predator. Angie DiMarco glared at the mirror, resentment pulsing from her in invisible waves. She picked up a fat black pen from the table and very deliberately drew the cap end slowly back and forth along her full lower lip in a gesture that was both impatient and sensuous.


Sabin gave Kate his profile as if he were posing for a currency engraver. ‘You’ve dealt with this kind of case before, Kate. With the Bureau. You have a frame of reference. You know what to expect with the investigation and with the media. You may well know the agent they send from the Investigative Support Unit. That could be helpful. We need every edge we can get.’


‘I studied victims. I dealt with dead people.’ She didn’t like the anxiety coming to life inside her. Didn’t like having it, didn’t want to examine its source. ‘There’s a big difference between working with a dead person and working with a kid. Last I heard, dead people were more cooperative than teenagers.’


‘You’re a witness advocate,’ Rob said, his voice taking on a slight whine. ‘She’s a witness.’


Kovac, who had propped himself up against the wall to watch the exchange, gave her a wan smile. ‘Can’t pick your relatives or your witnesses, Red. I would have liked Mother Teresa to come running out of that park last night.’


‘No, you wouldn’t,’ Kate returned. ‘The defense would claim she had cataracts and Alzheimer’s, and say anyone who believes a man can rise from the dead three days after the fact is a less than credible witness.’


Kovac’s mustache twitched. ‘Scum lawyers.’


Rob looked bemused. ‘Mother Teresa’s dead.’


Kate and Kovac rolled their eyes in unison.


Sabin cleared his throat and looked pointedly at his watch. ‘We need to get going with this. I want to hear what she has to say.’


Kate arched a brow. ‘And you think she’ll just tell you? You don’t get out of the office enough, Ted.’


‘She’d damn well better tell us,’ he said ominously, and started for the door.


Kate stared through the glass for one last moment, her eyes meeting those of her witness, even though she knew the girl couldn’t see her. A teenager. Christ, they could just as well have assigned her a Martian. She was nobody’s mother. And there was a reminder she didn’t need or want.


She looked into the girl’s pale face and saw anger and defiance and experience no kid that age should have. And she saw fear. Buried beneath everything else, held as tight inside her as a secret, there was fear. Kate didn’t let herself inside her as a secret, there was fear. Kate didn’t let herself acknowledge what it was inside her own soul that let her recognize that fear.


In the interview room, Angie DiMarco flicked a glance at Liska, who was looking at her watch. She turned her eyes back to the one-way glass and slipped the pilfered pen inside the neckline of her sweater.


‘A kid,’ Kate muttered as Sabin and Rob Marshall stepped out into the hall ahead of her. ‘I wasn’t even good at being one.’


‘That’s perfect,’ Kovac said, holding the door open for her. ‘Neither is she.’


Liska, short, blond, and athletic with a boy’s haircut, rolled away from the wall and gave them all a weary smile as they entered the interview room. She looked like Tinker Bell on steroids – or so Kovac had declared when he christened her with the nickname Tinks.


‘Welcome to the fun house,’ she said. ‘Coffee, anybody?’


‘Decaf for me and one for our friend at the table, please, Nikki,’ Kate said softly, never taking her eyes off the girl, trying to formulate a strategy.


Kovac spilled himself into a chair and leaned against the table with one arm, his blunt-tipped fingers scratching at chocolate sprinkles that lay scattered like mouse turds on the tabletop.


‘Kate, this is Angie DiMarco,’ he said casually. ‘Angie, this is Kate Conlan from the victim/witness program. She’s being assigned to your case.’


‘I’m not a case,’ the girl snapped. ‘Who are they?’


‘County Attorney Ted Sabin and Rob Marshall from victim/witness.’ Kovac pointed to one and then the other as the men took seats across the table from their prized witness.


Sabin gave her his best Ward Cleaver expression. ‘We’re very interested in what you have to say, Angie. This killer we’re after is a dangerous man.’


‘No shit.’ The girl turned back to Kovac. Her glare homed in on his mouth. ‘Can I have a smoke?’


He pulled the cigarette from his lips and looked at it. ‘Hell, I can’t even have one,’ he confessed. ‘It’s a smoke-free building. I was going outside with this.’


‘That sucks. I’m stuck in this fucking room half the fucking night and I can’t even have a fucking cigarette!’


She sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. Her brown hair was oily and parted down the middle, falling loose around her shoulders. She wore too much mascara, which had smudged beneath her eyes, and a faded Calvin Klein denim jacket that had once belonged to someone named Rick. The name was printed in indelible ink above the left breast pocket. She kept the jacket on despite the fact that the room was warm. Security or hiding needle tracks, Kate figured.


‘Oh, for godsake, Sam, give her a cigarette,’ Kate said, shoving up the sleeves of her sweater. She took the vacant chair on the girl’s side of the table. ‘And give me one too, while you’re at it. If the PC Nazis catch us, we’ll all go down together. What’re they gonna do? Ask us to leave this rat hole?’


She watched the girl out of the corner of her eye as Kovac shook two more cigarettes out of the pack. Angie’s fingernails were bitten to the quick and painted metallic ice blue. Her hand trembled as she took the gift. She wore an assortment of cheap silver rings, and two small, crude ballpoint tattoos marred her pale skin – a cross near her thumb, and the letter A with a horizontal line across the top. A professional job circled her wrist, a delicate blue ink bracelet of thorns.


‘You’ve been here all night, Angie?’ Kate asked, drawing on the cigarette. It tasted like dried shit. She couldn’t imagine why she had ever taken up the habit in her college days. The price of cool, she supposed. And now it was the price of bonding.


‘Yes.’ Angie fired a stream of smoke up at the ceiling. ‘And they wouldn’t get me a lawyer either.’


‘You don’t need a lawyer, Angie,’ Kovac said congenially. ‘You’re not being charged with anything.’


‘Then why can’t I blow this shithole?’


‘We got a lot of complications to sort out. For instance, the matter of your identification.’


‘I gave you my ID.’


He pulled it from the file and handed it to Kate with a meaningful lift of his eyebrows.


‘You’re twenty-one,’ Kate read deadpan, flicking ashes into an abandoned cup of oily coffee.


‘That’s what it says.’


‘It says you’re from Milwaukee –’


‘Was. I left.’


‘Any family there?’


‘They’re dead.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I doubt it.’


‘Any family here? Aunts, uncles, cousins, half-related circus freaks? Anyone at all we could call for you – to help you through this?’


‘No. I’m an orphan. Poor me.’ She bluffed a sarcastic laugh. ‘Trust me, I don’t need any family.’


‘You’ve got no permanent address, Angie,’ Kovac said. ‘You have to realize what’s happened here. You’re the only one who can identify a killer. We need to know where you’re at.’


She rolled her eyes in the way only teenage girls can, imparting both incredulity and impatience. ‘I gave you my address.’


‘You gave me the address for an apartment you don’t have keys for and you can’t tell me the name of who it is you’re staying with.’


‘I told you!’


She pushed up out of her chair and turned away from Kovac, the cigarette in her hand raining ashes on the floor. The blue sweater she wore beneath her jacket was either cropped short or shrunken, revealing a pierced navel and another tattoo – three drops of blood falling into the waistband of her dirty jeans.


‘Her name is Molly,’ she said. ‘I met her at a party and she said that I could crash at her place until I get my own.’


Kate caught the hint of a tremor in the girl’s voice, the defensive body language as she pulled in on herself and turned away from them. Across the room, the door opened and Liska came in with the coffee.


‘Angie, no one’s trying to jam you up here,’ Kate said. ‘Our first concern is that you’re safe.’


The girl wheeled on her, her eyes dark blue and glittering with anger. ‘Your concern is that I testify against this psycho Cremator creep. You think I’m nuts? He’ll track me down and kill me too!’


‘Your cooperation is imperative, Angie,’ Sabin said with authority. The man in command. ‘You’re our only witness. This man has killed three women that we know of.’


Kate shot a dagger look at the county attorney.


‘Part of my job is to see to it that you’re safe, Angie,’ she explained, keeping her voice even and calm. ‘If you need a place to stay, we can make that happen. Do you have a job?’


‘No.’ She turned away again. ‘I been looking,’ she added almost defensively. She gravitated toward the corner of the room, where a dirty backpack had been discarded. Kate was willing to bet everything the kid owned was in that bag.


‘It’s tough coming into a new town,’ Kate said quietly. ‘Don’t know your way around. Don’t have any connections. Hard to get set up, get your life going.’


The girl bowed her head and chewed at a thumbnail, her hair swinging down to obscure her face.


‘It takes money to set yourself up,’ Kate went on. ‘Money to eat. Money for a place. Money for clothes. Money for everything.’


‘I get by.’


Kate could imagine just how. She knew how it worked with kids on the street. They did what they had to do to survive. Beg. Steal. Sell a little dope. Turn a trick or two or ten. There was no shortage of depraved human scum in the world more than willing to prey on kids with no homes and no prospects.


Liska set the steaming coffee cups on the table and leaned down to murmur in Kovac’s ear. ‘Elwood tracked down the building manager. The guy says the apartment’s vacant and if this kid is living there, then he wants a five-hundred-dollar deposit or he’ll press charges for criminal trespass.’


‘What a humanitarian.’


‘Elwood says to him, “Five hundred? What’s that? A buck a cockroach?”’


Kate absorbed the whispered remarks, her eyes still on Angie ‘Your life’s tough enough right now without having to become a witness to a murder.’


Head still down, the girl sniffed and brought the cigarette to her lips. ‘I didn’t see him kill her.’


‘What did you see?’ Sabin demanded. ‘We need to know, Miss DiMarco. Every minute that passes is crucial to the investigation. This man is a serial killer.’


‘I think we’re all aware of that, Ted,’ Kate conceded with a razor’s edge in her voice. ‘You really don’t have to remind us every two minutes.’


Rob Marshall twitched hard. Sabin met her gaze, his own impatience showing. He wanted a revelation before he bolted for his meeting with the mayor. He wanted to be able to step in front of the cameras at the press conference and give the monster loose among them a name and a face and announce that an arrest was imminent.


‘Angie seems to be having some difficulty deciding whether to cooperate or not,’ he said. ‘I think it’s important she realize the gravity of the situation.’


‘She watched someone set a human body on fire. I think she understands the gravity of the situation perfectly.’


In the corner of her eye, Kate could see she had caught the girl’s attention. Maybe they could be friends living on the street together after Sabin fired her for challenging him in front of an audience. What was she thinking? She didn’t even want this mess in her lap.


‘What were you doing in that park at that hour of night, Angie?’ Rob asked, mopping at his forehead with a handkerchief.


The girl looked him square in the face. ‘Minding my own fucking business.’


‘You can take your coat off if you want,’ he said with a brittle smile.


‘I don’t want.’


His jaw clenched and the grin became more of a grimace. ‘That’s fine. If you want to keep it on, that’s fine. It just seems hot in here. Why don’t you tell us in your own way how you came to be in that park last night, Angie.’


She stared at him with venom in her eyes. ‘I’d tell you to kiss my ass, but you’re so fucking ugly, I’d make you pay in advance.’


His face flushed as red as a bad rash.


A beeper went off and everyone in the room except the witness reached for theirs. Sabin scowled darkly as he read the message in the display window of his. He checked his watch again.


‘Did you get a good look at the man, Angie?’ Rob asked in a tight voice. ‘You could be such a help here. I know you’ve gone through something terrible –’


‘You don’t know shit,’ the girl snapped.


A vein popped out in Rob’s left temple and sweat beaded on his shiny forehead.


‘That’s why we’re asking you, kiddo,’ Kate said calmly. She blew a lazy stream of smoke. All the time in the world. ‘Did you get a good look at the guy?’


Angie studied her for a moment, the time and the silence stretching, then looked to Sabin to Liska to Kovac, and back to Rob Marshall. Gauging. Assessing.


‘I saw him in the flames,’ she said at last, dropping her gaze to the floor. ‘He lit the body on fire and he said, “Ashes to ashes.”’


‘Would you know him if you saw him again?’ Sabin demanded.


‘Sure,’ she murmured, bringing the cigarette to her lips for one final drag. The tip of it glowed like an ember from hell against the pale white of her face. When she spoke again, it was on a breath of smoke. ‘He’s the devil.’


*


‘What was that about?’ Kate went on the offensive the second they stepped from the interview room into the hall.


Sabin turned on her, his expression furious. ‘I was about to ask you the same thing, Kate. We need this girl’s cooperation.’


‘And you think you’re going to get it by coming down on her like a ton of bricks? In case you didn’t notice, she wasn’t responding.’


‘How could she respond with you butting in every time I started making some headway?’


‘Force meets resistance, Ted. And it’s my job to butt in – I’m an advocate,’ she said, realizing she was inviting the wrath of a very powerful man. He had the power to take her off this case.


I should be so lucky, she thought. Already this investigation had the makings of a world-class cluster fuck. She couldn’t possibly want to be stuck in the middle of it.


‘You’re the one who dragged me into this,’ she said. ‘You want me to be this girl’s friend, remember? That’s going to be a tough enough job without you setting us up as a group force against her.


‘She has to want to tell us what she saw. She has to believe we’ll take care of her. Do you honestly think she trusts you not to take what she has to give and cut her loose? How do you think a kid like Angie ends up in a mess like this in the first place?’


‘You didn’t want this case because she’s a kid,’ Sabin said irritably. ‘Now suddenly you’re an authority.’


‘You wanted me on this because of my expertise, my frame of reference,’ she reminded him. ‘Then you have to trust me to do the job. I know how to interview a witness.’


Sabin dismissed her by turning to Kovac. ‘You said the girl was apprehended fleeing the scene?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘She ran out of the park as the first unit arrived,’ he said impatiently. ‘She was running away from a burning body. That makes her a suspect. Shake her down. Rattle her. Threaten her. Scare the truth out of her. I don’t care how you do it. I’ve got a meeting in two minutes with the chief and the mayor. The press conference is set for five. I want a description of a killer by then.’


He walked away from them, straightening his jacket, moving his shoulders like a boxer who’d just gone five rounds. Kate looked to Kovac, who made a sour face.


‘See the kind of shit I have to put up with?’ he said.


‘You?’ Kate sniffed. ‘He could fire my ass. And still I don’t care if he’s on his way to a tryst with Janet Reno. Power doesn’t give him license to harass a witness – or for you to do it for him. If you run over this kid with hobnail boots, I’ll make your life a misery, Sam.’


Kovac grimaced. ‘Jesus, Kate, the big dog says toss her in the can. What am I gonna do? Thumb my nose at him? He’ll have my cojones in his nutcracker for Christmas.’


‘I’ll use ’em for tennis.’


‘Sorry, Kate. You’re overruled. Sabin can castrate me and my pension. Look on the bright side: The tank’ll be like Club Med to this chick.’


Kate turned to her boss for support. Rob shifted his weight from one foot to the other. ‘These circumstances are extraordinary, Kate.’


‘I realize that. I also realize that if this kid hadn’t watched our psycho light up one of those hookers, there wouldn’t be a press conference pending and Ted Sabin wouldn’t even know her name. But that doesn’t change what she saw, Rob. It doesn’t change who she is or how she needs to be handled. She expects to be treated badly. It gives her an excuse to be uncooperative.’


His expression was a cross between wry and wrenched. ‘I thought you didn’t want this case.’


‘I don’t,’ Kate said flatly. ‘I have no personal desire to be ass deep in alligators, but if I’m in this thing, then I’m in it all the way. Let me do my job with her or assign me elsewhere. I won’t be a puppet and I won’t have my hands tied. Not even by his high and mightiness.’


It was a bluff of sorts. She may not have wanted the job, but she was the best advocate for the job – or so Ted Sabin thought. Sabin with his hard-on for the idea of her as an FBI agent. As much as the obsession disgusted her, Kate knew it gave her a certain amount of leverage with him and therefore with Rob.


The real question was: What would it cost her? And why should she care enough to pay the price? She could smell the stench of this case a block away, could feel the potential entanglements touching her like the tentacles of an octopus. She should have cut and run. If she’d had any sense. If she hadn’t looked past Angie DiMarco’s defenses and glimpsed the fear.


‘What’s Sabin gonna do, Rob?’ she questioned. ‘Cut off our heads and set us on fire?’


‘That’s not even remotely funny.’


‘I didn’t mean for it to be. Have some backbone and stand up to him, for Christ’s sake.’


Rob sighed and discreetly pried a thumb inside the waistband of his slacks. ‘I’ll talk to him and see what I can do. Maybe the girl will come up with an ID from the mug books by five,’ he said without hope.


‘You must still have connections in Wisconsin,’ Kate said. ‘Maybe you can get a line on her, find out who she really is.’


‘I’ll make some calls. Is that all?’ he asked pointedly.


Kate pretended innocence. She was well aware of her tendency to lead the dance, and perfectly unapologetic about it where her boss was concerned. He never inspired her to follow.


Rob walked away looking defeated.


‘Ever the man of action, your boss,’ Kovac said dryly.


‘I think Sabin keeps his cojones in a jar in his medicine cabinet.’


‘Yeah, well, I don’t want mine added to the collection. See if you can get something out of this kid besides lies and sarcasm before five.’ He clamped a hand on Kate’s shoulder in congratulation and consolation. ‘Way to go, Red. The job’s all yours.’


Kate frowned as she watched him retreat to the men’s room. ‘And I ask yet again: Why do I always have to be the one in the wrong place at the wrong time?’
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Supervisory special agent John Quinn walked out of the jetway and into the Minneapolis-St Paul airport. It looked like nearly every other airport he’d ever seen: gray and cheerless, the only sign of emotion rising above the grim and travel-weary being the celebration of a family welcoming home a boy with a buzz cut and a blue air force uniform.


He felt a flicker of envy, a feeling that seemed as old as he was – forty-four. His own family had been geared for contention, not celebration. He hadn’t seen them in years. Too busy, too distant, too detached. Too ashamed of them, his old man would have said … and he would have been right.


He spotted the field agent standing at the edge of the gate area. Vince Walsh. According to the file, he was fifty-two with a solid record. He would retire in June. He looked an unhealthy sixty-two. His complexion was the color of modeling clay, and gravity had pulled the flesh of his face down, leaving deep crevices in his cheeks and across his forehead. He had the look of a man with too much stress in his life and no way out but a heart attack. He had the look of a man who would rather have been doing something other than picking up some hotshot mind hunter from Quantico.


Quinn forced his energy level up along with the corners of his mouth. React accordingly: look apologetic, non-aggressive, nonthreatening; just a touch of friendliness, but not overly familiar. His shoulders were drooping naturally with fatigue; he didn’t bother to square them up. ‘You’re Walsh?’


‘You’re Quinn,’ Walsh declared flatly as Quinn started to pull his ID from the interior pocket of his suit coat. ‘Got luggage?’


‘Just what you see.’ A bulging garment bag that exceeded regulation carry-on dimensions and a briefcase weighed down with a laptop computer and a ream of paperwork. Walsh made no offer to take either.


‘I appreciate the ride,’ Quinn said as they started down the concourse. ‘It’s the quickest way for me to get right in the game. Eliminates me driving around lost for an hour.’


‘Fine.’


Fine. Not a great start, but there it was. He’d work the guy around as they went. The important thing here was to hit the ground running. The case was the priority. Always the case. One after another, on top of another, with another and another around the bend … The fatigue shuddered down through him, giving his stomach a kick as it went.


They walked in silence to the main terminal, took the elevator up one floor, and crossed over the street to the parking ramp where Walsh had left his Taurus parked illegally in a handicapped slot. Quinn dumped his stuff in the trunk and sat back for the ride out to the highway. Cigarette smoke had permeated the car’s interior and gave the beige upholstery the same gray cast as the car’s driver.


Walsh reached for a pack of Chesterfields as they hit state highway five. He hooked his lip over the cigarette and pulled it out of the pack. ‘You mind?’


He flicked a lighter without waiting for a reply.


Quinn cracked the window a slit. ‘It’s your car.’


‘For seven more months.’ He lit up, sucked in a lungful of tar and nicotine, and stifled a cough. ‘Christ, I can’t shake this damn cold.’


‘Filthy weather,’ Quinn offered. Or lung cancer.


The sky seemed to press down over Minneapolis like an anvil. Rain and forty-three degrees. All vegetation had gone dormant or had died and would stay that way until spring – which he suspected was a depressingly long way off in this place. At least in Virginia there were signs of life by March.


‘Could be worse,’ Walsh said. ‘Could be a goddamn blizzard. Had one here on Halloween a few years back. What a mess. Must have been ten feet of snow that winter and it wasn’t gone till May. I hate this place.’


Quinn didn’t ask why he stayed. He didn’t want to hear the common litany against the Bureau or the common complaints of the unhappily married man with in-laws in the vicinity, or any other reason a man like Walsh hated his life. He had his own problems – which Vince Walsh would not want to hear about either. ‘There’s no such place as Utopia, Vince.’


‘Yeah, well, Scottsdale comes close enough. I never want to be cold again as long as I live. Come June, I’m out of here. Out of this place. Out of this thankless job.’


He glanced at Quinn with suspicion, as if he figured him for some Bureau stoolie who would be on the phone to the special agent in charge the second he was left alone.


‘The job can wear on a man,’ Quinn commiserated. ‘The politics is what gets to me,’ he said, picking the hot nerve with unerring accuracy. ‘Working in the field, you get it from both ends – the locals and the Bureau.’


‘That’s a fact. I wish to hell I could have blown out of here for good yesterday. This case is gonna be nothing but one kick in the ass after another.’


‘Has that started already?’


‘You’re here, aren’t you?’


Walsh picked up a file folder from the seat between them and handed it over. ‘The crime scene photos. Knock yourself out.’


Quinn took the file without taking his dark eyes off Walsh. ‘You have a problem with me being here, Vince?’ he asked bluntly, softening the question with an expression that was part I’m-your-buddy smile, part confusion that he didn’t feel. He’d been in this situation so many times, he knew every possible reaction to his arrival on the scene: genuine welcome, hypocritical welcome, cloaked annoyance, open hostility. Walsh was a number three who would have claimed he said exactly what he thought.


‘Hell no,’ he said at last. ‘If we don’t nail this scumbag ASAP, we’re all gonna be running around with targets on our backs. I got no problem with you having a bigger one than me.’


‘It’s still your case. I’m here as support.’


‘Funny. I said the same thing to the homicide lieutenant.’


Quinn said nothing, already starting to lay out a team strategy in his mind. It looked like he might have to work around Walsh, although it seemed unlikely that the ASAC (assistant special agent in charge) here would have assigned a less than stellar agent to this case. If Peter Bondurant could make top dogs in Washington bark, the locals weren’t apt to antagonize the man. According to the faxes, Walsh had a solid rep that spanned a lot of years. Maybe a few too many years, a few too many cases, a few too many political games.


Quinn already had a picture of the political situation here. The body count was three – just meeting the official standard to be considered serial murders. Ordinarily he would have been consulted by phone at this stage – if he was consulted at all. In his experience, locals usually tried to handle this kind of thing themselves until they were slightly deeper in dead bodies. And with a case load of eighty-five, he had to prioritize worst to least. A three-murder case rarely made his travel schedule. His physical presence here seemed unnecessary – which aggravated his frustration and his exhaustion. He closed his eyes for two seconds, reining the feelings back into their corral.


‘Your Mr Bondurant has friends in very high places,’ he said. ‘What’s the story with him?’


‘He’s your basic nine-hundred-pound gorilla. Owns a computer outfit that has a lot of defense contracts – Paragon. He’s been making noises about moving it out of state, which has the governor and every other politician in the state lining up to kiss his ass. They say he’s worth a billion dollars or more.’


‘Have you met him?’


‘No. He didn’t bother to go through our office to get to you. I hear he went straight to the top.’


And in a matter of hours the FBI had Quinn on a plane to Minneapolis. No consideration to the normal assignment of cases by region. No consideration to the cases he had ongoing. None of the usual bureaucratic bullshit entanglements over travel authorizations.


He wondered sourly if Bondurant had asked for him by name. He’d been in the spotlight a hell of a lot in the last year. Not by his own choosing. The press liked his image. He fit their profile of what a special agent from the Investigative Support Unit should look like: athletic, square-jawed, dark, intense. He took a good picture, looked good on television, George Clooney would play him in the movies. Some days the image was useful. Some days he found it amusing. More and more it was just a pain in the ass.


‘He didn’t waste any time,’ Walsh went on. ‘The girl’s not even cold yet. They don’t even know for a fact it’s his kid – what with the head gone and all. But you know, people with money don’t screw around. They don’t have to.’


‘Where are we at with the ID on the victim?’


‘They’ve got her DL. They’re going to try to get her fingerprints, but the hands were pretty badly burned, I’m told. The ME has requested Jillian Bondurant’s medical history regarding any distinguishing marks or broken bones to see if anything matches up. We know the body is the right size and build. We know Jillian Bondurant had dinner with her father Friday night. She left his house around midnight and hasn’t been seen since.’


‘What about her car?’


‘No one’s found it yet. Autopsy’s scheduled for tonight. Maybe they’ll get lucky and be able to match the body’s stomach contents with the meal Bondurant and her father had that night, but I doubt it. She’d have had to have been killed almost right away. That’s not how this sicko operates.


‘The press conference is at five – not that the press is waiting for it,’ he went on. ‘They’ve been all over the air with the story. They’ve already given this scumbag a nickname. They’re calling him the Cremator. Catchy, huh?’


‘I’m told they’re drawing correlations to some murders from a couple of years ago. Is there any connection?’


‘The Wirth Park murders. No connection, but a couple of similarities. Those victims were black women – and one Asian transvestite he got by mistake. Prostitutes or supposed prostitutes – and this guy’s first two vics were prostitutes. But there’s always someone killing prostitutes. They’re easy targets. Those vics were mostly black and these are white. That right there points to a different killer – right?’


‘Sexual serial killers generally stay within their own ethnic group, yes.’


‘Anyway, they got a conviction on one of those Wirth Park murders and closed the books on the others. They got their killer, there just wasn’t enough physical evidence to go to trial on all the cases. Besides, how many life sentences can a guy serve?


‘I talked to one of the homicide dicks this morning,’ Walsh said, crushing out the stub of his cigarette in the filthy ashtray. ‘He says there’s no doubt about it, this is definitely a different scumbag. But to tell you the truth, I don’t know much more about these murders than you. Until this morning all they had were two dead hookers. I read about them in the paper just like everyone else. I sure as hell know the other guy never cut anybody’s head off. That’s a new twist for this neck of the woods.’


The dark play on words struck him belatedly, and he made a little huffing sound and shook his head at the bad joke.


Quinn looked out the window at the gray and the rain, the winter-dead trees as black and bleak as if they’d been charred, and observed a moment of sympathy for the nameless, faceless victims not important enough to warrant anything but a label. In their lives they had known joy and sorrow. On the way to their deaths they had likely known terror and pain. They had families and friends who would mourn them and miss them. But the press and society at large whittled their lives and their deaths down to the lowest, lowliest common denominator: two dead hookers. Quinn had seen a hundred … and he remembered every one.


Sighing, he rubbed at the dull headache that had taken up semipermanent residence in his frontal lobes. He was too tired for the kind of diplomacy needed at the start of a case. This was the kind of tired that went to the marrow of his bones and weighed him down like lead. There had been too many bodies in the last few years. Their names scrolled through his mind at night when he tried to sleep. Counting corpses, he called it. Not the kind of thing that inspired sweet dreams.


‘You want to go to your hotel first or to the office?’ Walsh asked.


As if what he wanted had anything to do with it. What he wanted in life had gone out of sight for him long ago.


‘I have to go to the crime scene,’ he said, the unopened folder of photographs as heavy as a steel plate on his lap. ‘I need to see where he left her.’


The park looked like a campsite the day after a Cub Scout jamboree. The charred ground where the fire had been, the yellow tape strung from tree to tree like bunting to fence off the area; the dead grass trampled down, leaves pressed into the ground like wet paper cutouts. Crumpled paper coffee cups had blown out of the trash can that sat just off the blacktop trail on the hillside and skittered across the ground.


Walsh parked the car and they got out and stood on the blacktop, Quinn scanning the entire area from north to south. The crime scene was slightly below them in a shallow bowl of ground that had afforded excellent cover. The park was studded with trees, both deciduous and evergreen. By dead of night this would be a small world all its own. The nearest residences – neat middle-class single-family homes – were well away from the crime scene, the skyscrapers of downtown Minneapolis several miles to the north. Even the small service lot where they were parked was obscured from view by trees and what was likely a beautiful row of lilacs in the spring – camouflage to hide a small locked utility shed and the park maintenance vehicles that came and went as needed.


Their UNSUB (unknown subject) had likely parked here and carried the body down the hill for his little ceremony. Quinn looked up at the sodium vapor security light that topped a dark pole near the utility shed. The glass had been shattered, but there were no visible fragments of it on the ground.


‘We know how long that light’s been out?’


Walsh looked up, blinking and grimacing as the rain hit him in the face. ‘You’ll have to ask the cops.’


A couple of days, Quinn bet. Not long enough that the park service would have gotten around to fixing it. If the damage was the work of their man in preparation for his midnight call … If he had come here in advance, knocked out the light, cleaned up the glass to help avoid detection of the vandalism and thereby improve his odds that the security light would not be replaced quickly … if all of that was true, they were dealing with a strong degree of planning and premeditation. And experience. MO was learned behavior. A criminal learned by trial and error what to do and what not to do in the commission of his crimes. He improved his methods with time and repetition.


Ignoring the rain that pelted down on his bare head, Quinn hunched his shoulders inside his trench coat and started down the hill, conscious that the killer would have taken this route with a body in his arms. It was a fair distance – fifty or sixty yards. The crime scene unit would have the exact measurements. It took strength to carry a dead weight that far. The time of death would have determined how he had carried her. Over the shoulder would have been easiest – if rigor had not yet set in, or if it had come and gone already. If he had been able to carry her over his shoulder, then his size could vary more; a smaller man could accomplish the task. If he had to carry her in his arms, he would had to have been larger. Quinn hoped they would know more after the autopsy.


‘What did the crime scene unit cover?’ he asked, the words coming out of his mouth on a cloud of steam.


Walsh hustled along three paces behind him, coughing. ‘Everything. This whole section of park, including the parking area and the utility shed. The homicide guys called in their own Bureau of Investigation crime scene people and the mobile lab from the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension as well. They were very thorough.’


‘When did this rain start?’


‘This morning.’


‘Shit,’ Quinn grumbled. ‘Last night – would the ground have been hard or soft?’


‘Like a rock. They didn’t get any shoe prints. They picked up some garbage – scraps of paper, cigarette butts, like that. But hell, it’s a public park. The stuff could have come from anyone.’


‘Anything distinguishing left at the first two scenes?’


‘The victims’ driver’s licenses. Other than that, nothing to my knowledge.’


‘Who’s doing the lab work?’


‘BCA. Their facilities are excellent.’


‘I’ve heard that.’


‘They’re aware they can contact the FBI lab if they need help or clarification on anything.’


Quinn pulled up just short of the charred ground where the body had been left, a thick, dark sense of oppression closing tight around his chest as it always did at a crime scene. He had never tried to discern whether the feeling was anything as mystical or romantic as the notion of a malingering sense of evil, or something as psychologically profound as displaced guilt. The feeling was just a part of him. He supposed he should have welcomed it as some proof of his humanity. After all the bodies he’d seen, he had yet to become totally hardened.


Then again, he might have been better off if he had.


For the first time, he opened the folder Walsh had given him and looked at the photographs someone had had the foresight to slip into plastic protectors. The tableau presented might have made the average person recoil. Portable halogen lights had been set up near the body to illuminate both the night and the corpse, giving the photo a weirdly artistic quality. As did the charring of the flesh, and the melted fabric of the woman’s clothing. Color against the absence of color; the fanciful vibrance of a triangle of undamaged red skirt against the grim reality of its wearer’s violent death.


‘Were the others wearing clothes?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I’ll want to see those photos too. I’ll want to see everything they’ve got. You have my list?’


‘I faxed a copy to the homicide detectives. They’ll try to have it all together for the task force meeting. Hell of a sight, isn’t it?’ Walsh nodded to the photograph. ‘Enough to put a person off barbecue.’


Quinn made no comment as he further studied the photo. Because of the heat of the fire, the muscles and tendons of the limbs had contracted, pulling the victim’s arms and legs into what was technically known as a pugilistic attitude – a position that suggested animation. A suggestion made macabre by the absence of the head.


Surreal, he thought. His brain wanted to believe he was looking at a discarded mannequin, something that had been dragged too late out of the incinerator at Macy’s. But he knew what he was looking at had been flesh and bone, not plastic, and she had been alive and walking around three days earlier. She had eaten meals, listened to music, talked with friends, attended to the boring minutiae of the average life, never imagining that hers was nearly over.


The body had been positioned with the feet pointing toward downtown, which Quinn thought might have been more significant if the head had also been posed or buried nearby. One of the more infamous cases he had studied years before had included the decapitation of two victims. The killer, Ed Kemper, had buried the heads in the backyard of his family home, beneath his mother’s bedroom window. A sick private joke, Kemper had later admitted. His mother, who had emotionally abused him from boyhood, had ‘always wanted people to look up to her,’ he’d said.


The head of this victim had not been found and the ground was too hard for the killer to have buried it here.


‘There’re a lot of theories on why he’s burning them,’ Walsh said. He bounced a little on the balls of his feet, trying unsuccessfully to keep the cold from knifing into his bones. ‘Some people think he’s just a copycat of the Wirth Park murders. Some people think it’s symbolism: Whores of the world burn in hell – that kind of thing. Some think he’s trying to obscure the forensic evidence and the victim’s identity at the same time.’


‘Why leave the DL if he doesn’t want them identified?’ Quinn said. ‘Now he takes this one’s head. That makes her pretty damn hard to recognize – he didn’t have to burn her up. And still he leaves the driver’s license.’


‘So you think he’s trying to get rid of trace evidence?’


‘Maybe. What’s he use for an accelerant?’


‘Alcohol. Some kind of high-test vodka or something.’


‘Then the fire is more likely part of his signature than it is part of his MO,’ Quinn said. ‘He might be getting rid of trace evidence, but if that’s all he wanted, why wouldn’t he just use gasoline? It’s cheap. It’s easily had with little or no interaction with another person. He chooses alcohol for an emotional reason rather than a practical one. That makes it part of the ritual, part of the fantasy.’


‘Or maybe he’s a big drinker.’


‘No. A drinker doesn’t waste good booze. And that’s exactly what he’d call this: a waste of good liquor. He may be drinking prior to the hunt. He may drink during the torture and murder phase. But he’s no drunk. A drunk would make mistakes. Sounds like this guy hasn’t made any so far.’


None that anyone had noticed, at any rate. He thought again of the two hookers whose death had preceded this woman’s and wondered who had caught their cases: a good cop or a bad cop. Every department had its share of both. He’d seen cops shrug and sleepwalk through an investigation if they didn’t feel the victim was worth their time. And he’d seen veteran cops break down and cry over the violent death of someone most taxpaying citizens wouldn’t sit next to on the bus.


He closed the file. Rain ran down his forehead and dripped off the end of his nose.


‘This isn’t where he left the others, is it?’


‘No. One was found in Minnehaha Park and one in Powderhorn Park. Different parts of the city.’


He would need to see maps, to see where each dumping site was in relation to the others, where each abduction had taken place – to try to establish both a hunting territory and a killing and/or dumping territory. The task force would have maps in their command center, posted and flagged with little redheaded pins. Standard op. There was no need to ask. His mind was already full of maps bristling with pins. Manhunts that ran together like tag-team events, and command centers and war rooms that all looked alike and smelled alike, and cops who tended to look alike and sound alike, and smell like cigarettes and cheap cologne. He couldn’t separate the cities anymore, but he could remember every single one of the victims.


The exhaustion poured through him again, and he wanted nothing more than to lie down right there on the ground.


He glanced over at Walsh as the agent fell into another spasm of deep, phlegm-rattling coughing.


‘Let’s go,’ Quinn said. ‘I’ve seen enough here for now.’ He’d seen enough, period. And yet it took him another moment to move his feet and follow Vince Walsh back to the car.
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The tension in the mayor’s conference room was high and electric. Grim excitement, anticipation, anxiety, latent power. There were always those who saw murder as tragedy and those who sensed career opportunity. The next hour would sort out one type from the other, and establish the power order of the personalities involved. In that time Quinn would have to read them, work them, decide how to play them, and slot them into place in his own scheme of things.


He straightened his back, squared his aching shoulders, lifted his chin, and made his entrance. Show time. The heads turned immediately as he walked in the door. On the plane he had memorized the names of some of the principal players here, scouring the faxes that had come into the office before he’d left Virginia. He tried to recall them now, tried to sort them from the hundreds of others he’d known in hundreds of conference rooms across the country.


The mayor of Minneapolis detached herself from the crowd when she spotted him, and came toward him with purpose, trailing lesser politicians in her wake. Grace Noble resembled nothing so much as an operatic Valkyrie. She was fifty-something and large, built like a tree trunk, with a helmet of starched blond hair. She had no upper lip to speak of, but had carefully drawn herself one and filled it in with red lipstick that matched her suit.


‘Special Agent Quinn,’ she declared, holding out a broad, wrinkled hand tipped with red nails. ‘I’ve been reading all about you. As soon as we heard from the director, I sent Cynthia to the library for every article she could find.’


He flashed what had been called his Top Gun smile – confident, winning, charming, but with the unmistakable glint of steel beneath it. ‘Mayor Noble. I should tell you not to believe everything you read, but I find there is an advantage to having people think I can see into their minds.’


‘I’m sure you don’t have to be able to read minds to know how grateful we are to have you here.’


‘I’ll do what I can to help. Did you say you’d spoken with the director?’


Grace Noble patted his arm. Maternal. ‘No, dear. Peter spoke with him. Peter Bondurant. They’re old friends, as it happens.’


‘Is Mr Bondurant here?’


‘No, he couldn’t bring himself to face the press. Not yet. Not knowing …’ Her shoulders slumped briefly beneath the weight of it all. ‘My God, what this will do to him if it is Jillie …’


A short African American man with a weightlifter build and a tailored gray suit stepped up beside her, his eyes on Quinn. ‘Dick Greer, chief of police,’ he said crisply, thrusting out his hand. ‘Glad to have you on board, John. We’re ready to nail this creep.’


As if he would have anything to do with it. In a metropolitan police department the chief was an administrator and a politician, a spokesman, an idea man. The men in the trenches likely said Chief Greer couldn’t find his own dick in a dark room.


Quinn listened to the list of names and titles as the introductions were made. A deputy chief, a deputy mayor, an assistant county attorney, the state director of public safety, a city attorney, and a pair of press secretaries – too damn many politicians. Also present were the Hennepin County sheriff, a detective from the same office, a special agent in charge from the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension with one of his agents, the homicide lieutenant from the PD – representatives from three of the agencies that would comprise the task force.


He met each with a firm handshake and played it low key. Midwesterners tended to be reserved and didn’t quite trust people who weren’t. In the Northeast he would have given more of the steel. On the West Coast he would have turned up the charm, would have been Mr Affable, Mr Spirit of Cooperation. Different horses for different courses, his old man used to say. And which one was the real John Quinn – even he didn’t know anymore.


‘… and my husband, Edwyn Noble,’ the mayor finished the introductions.


‘Here in a professional capacity, Agent Quinn,’ Edwyn Noble said. ‘Peter Bondurant is a client as well as a friend.’


Quinn’s attention focused sharply on the man before him. Six five or six six, Noble was all joints and sinew, an exaggerated skeleton of a man with a smile that was perfectly square and too wide for his face. He looked slightly younger than his wife. The gray in his hair was contained to flags at the temples.


‘Mr Bondurant sent his attorney?’ Quinn said.


‘I’m Peter’s personal counsel, yes. I’m here on his behalf.’


‘Why is that?’


‘The shock has been terrific.’


‘I’m sure it has been. Has Mr Bondurant already given the police his statement?’


Noble leaned back, the question physically putting him off. ‘A statement regarding what?’


Quinn shrugged, nonchalant. ‘The usual. When he last saw his daughter. Her frame of mind at the time. The quality of their relationship.’


Color blushed the attorney’s prominent cheekbones. ‘Are you suggesting Mr Bondurant is a suspect in his own daughter’s death?’ he said in a harsh, hushed tone, his gaze slicing across the room to check for eavesdroppers.


‘Not at all,’ Quinn said with blank innocence. ‘I’m sorry if you misunderstood me. We need all the pieces of the puzzle we can get in order to form a clear picture of things, that’s all. You understand.’


Noble looked unhappy.


In Quinn’s experience, the parents of murder victims tended to camp out at the police department, demanding answers, constantly underfoot of the detectives. After the description Walsh had given of Bondurant, Quinn had expected to see the man throwing his weight around city hall like a mad bull. But Peter Bondurant had reached out and touched the director of the FBI, called out his personal attorney, and stayed home.


‘Peter Bondurant is one of the finest men I know,’ Noble declared.


‘I’m sure Agent Quinn didn’t mean to imply otherwise, Edwyn,’ the mayor said, patting her husband’s arm.


The lawyer’s attention remained on Quinn. ‘Peter was assured you’re the best man for this job.’


‘I’m very good at what I do, Mr Noble,’ Quinn said. ‘One of the reasons I’m good at my job is that I’m not afraid to do my job. I’m sure Mr Bondurant will be glad to hear it.’


He left it at that. He didn’t want to make enemies of Bondurant’s people. Offend a man like Bondurant and he’d find himself called on the carpet before the Bureau’s Office of Professional Responsibility – at the very least. On the other hand, after having Peter Bondurant jerk him out here like a dog on a leash, he wanted it made clear he wouldn’t be manipulated.


‘We’re running short on time, people. Let’s take our seats and get started,’ the mayor announced, herding the men toward the conference table like a first-grade teacher with a pack of little boys.


She stood at the political end of the table as everyone fell into rank, and drew breath to speak just as the door opened again and four more people walked in.


‘Ted, we were about to start without you.’ The mayor’s doughy face creased with disapproval at his lack of punctuality.


‘We’ve had some complications.’ He strode across the room directly toward Quinn. ‘Special Agent Quinn. Ted Sabin, Hennepin County attorney. I’m glad to meet you.’


Quinn rose unsteadily to his feet. His gaze glanced off the man’s shoulder to the woman trailing reluctantly behind him. He mumbled an adequate reply to Sabin, shaking the county attorney’s hand. A mustached cop stepped up and introduced himself. Kovac. The name registered dimly. The pudgy guy with them introduced himself and said something about having once heard Quinn speak somewhere.


‘… And this is Kate Conlan with our victim/witness program,’ Sabin said. ‘You may –’


‘We’ve met,’ they said in unison.


Kate looked Quinn in the eye for just a moment because it seemed important to do so, to recognize him, acknowledge him, but not react. Then she glanced away, stifling the urge to sigh or swear or walk out of the room.


She couldn’t say she was surprised to see him. There were only eighteen agents assigned to Investigative Support’s Child Abduction/Serial Killer Unit. Quinn was the current poster boy for CASKU, and sexual homicide was his specialty. The odds had not been in her favor, and her luck today was for shit. Hell, she should have expected to see him standing in the mayor’s conference room. But she hadn’t.


‘You’ve worked together?’ Sabin said, not quite certain whether he should be pleased or disappointed.


An awkward silence hung for a second or three. Kate sank into a chair.


‘Uh – yes,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long time.’


Quinn stared at her. No one took him by surprise. Ever. He’d spent a lifetime building that level of control. That Kate Conlan could walk in the door and tilt the earth beneath his feet after all this time did not sit well. He ducked his head and cleared his throat. ‘Yeah. You’re missed, Kate.’


By whom? she wanted to ask, but instead she said, ‘I doubt it. The Bureau is like the Chinese Army: The personnel could march into the sea for a year and there’d still be plenty of warm bodies to fill the posts.’


Oblivious of the discomfort at the other end of the table, the mayor brought the meeting to order. The press conference was less than an hour away. The politicians needed to get their ducks in a row. Who would speak first. Who would stand where. Who would say what. The cops combed their mustaches and drummed their fingers on the table, impatient with the formalities.


‘We need to make a strong statement,’ Chief Greer said, warming up his orator’s voice. ‘Let this creep know we won’t rest until we get him. Let him know right up front we’ve got the FBI’s leading profiler here, we’ve got the combined resources of four agencies working on this thing day and night.’


Edwyn Noble nodded. ‘Mr Bondurant is establishing a reward of one hundred fifty thousand for information leading to an arrest.’


Quinn pulled his attention away from Kate and rose. ‘Actually, Chief, I wouldn’t advise any of that just yet.’


Greer’s face pinched. Edwyn Noble glared at him. The collective expression from the political end of the table was a frown.


‘I haven’t had the opportunity to thoroughly go over the case,’ Quinn began, ‘which is reason enough to hold off. We need to get a handle on just who this killer might be, how his mind works. Making a blind show of strength at this point could be a move in the wrong direction.’


‘And that would be based on what?’ Greer asked, his bulky shoulders tensing beneath the weight of the chip he was carrying. ‘You’ve said yourself, you haven’t reviewed the case.’


‘We’ve got a killer who’s putting on a show. I’ve seen the photos from this last crime scene. He brought the body to a public place, intending to shock. He drew attention to the scene with a fire. This probably means he wants an audience, and if that’s what he wants, we have to be careful of just how we give it to him.
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