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AUTHOR’S NOTE


1986. Ronald Reagan was in his second term as president. On January 28, the space shuttle Challenger disintegrated seventy-three seconds after its launch, killing all seven astronauts aboard, including teacher Christa McAuliffe. Out of Africa won the Oscar for best picture. A mishandled safety test at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant in the Ukranian SSR, Soviet Union, killed more than 4,000 people and caused 350,000 to be forcibly resettled away from the area. The New York Mets won the World Series, defeating the Boston Red Sox in seven games. The Bangles had a number one worldwide hit with “Walk Like an Egyptian.”


It was a year of big hair, big shoulder pads, and spandex.


In 1986, DNA science was still in its infancy with regards to law enforcement and had yet to be presented as evidence in a court of law. Investigators with foresight were holding on to evidence obtained at crime scenes and from crime victims, waiting for the science to advance enough to help them convict killers and rapists.


In 1986, California’s organization for Court Appointed Special Advocates—CalCASA—was still a year away. Local CASA programs (which provide advocates for children to assist them in dealing with the courts and foster care system) existed but were still relatively few and far between.


In 1986, AIDS was only just becoming widely known as a killer of near epidemic proportions worldwide, and the gay community was under fire. In 1986, it was still considered scandalous for single women to become pregnant and to raise the child on their own. My, how times have changed.


At the end of 1986, I made the decision to put my best effort into becoming a published author the following year. My first book would be published in 1988, and I would purchase my first desktop computer— with black-and-white monitor—with my advance from that book.


When I sat down to the first book of this series, Deeper Than the Dead, it never occurred to me that I would be transporting readers to a simpler time. Nineteen eighty-five didn’t seem all that long ago to me. Then, one night at work an infomercial came on my television— for Greatest Hits of the Eighties. As I listened to the sampling of songs, smiling at the memories they evoked, I suddenly came to a shocking realization: Oh, my God, I’ve become nostalgic! I’m old!!


Once I finally accepted that stunning truth, I embraced my trip back in time while also gaining a renewed appreciation for the technology available to law enforcement—and to the rest of us—today.
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November 1986


The house stood by itself back off the road in a field of dried golden grass, half hidden by spreading oaks. An amalgam of styles—part Spanish, part ranch—the once-white stucco building was weathered in a way that made it seem a part of the natural surroundings, as if it had grown up out of the earth and belonged there as much as any of the hundred-year-old trees.


The scene was a plein air painting, soft and impressionistic: the golden grass, the dark trees, bruise-purple mountains in the background, and the whisper-blue sky strewn with long, thin, pink-tinted clouds; the small white house with its old tile roof. On the other side of the mountains the sun had begun its descent toward the ocean. Here, the day seemed to have paused to admire its own perfection. Stillness held the landscape enraptured.


Nothing gave away a hint of what lay within the house.


The driveway was a path of dirt and crushed rock with grass and weeds sprouted up the middle like the mane of a wild pony. Falling-down fences the color of driftwood created the lane between two overgrown pastures that had once been home to cattle and horses.


A vintage Woody station wagon well past its glory days was parked at a casual angle near an open shed full of rusted farm equipment. An old Radio Flyer red wagon had been abandoned near the front porch with an orange tabby cat sitting in it, waiting for a ride. On the porch two kittens played peekaboo among overgrown pots of parched geraniums and kitchen herbs. One propped herself up on the screen door and peered into the house, then squeaked and leapt and dashed away, tail straight up in the air.


Inside the house nothing moved but flies.


A horrible still life had been staged on the Saltillo tile kitchen floor.


A woman lay dead, her hair spreading out around her head like a dark cloud. Her skin was the color of milk. Her lips had been painted as red as a rose—as red as her blood must have been as it drained from the wounds carved into her flesh.


She lay discarded like a life-size broken doll—made up, torn up, and cast aside, her brown eyes cloudy and lifeless.


Beside her lay a smaller doll—her child—head resting on her shoulder, face streaked with the last of her mother’s life’s blood.


The flies buzzed. The wall clock ticked above the sink.


The telephone receiver dangled near the floor, stenciled with small bloody fingerprints. The last words spoken into it were a whisper still hanging in the air: “My daddy hurt my mommy …”
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“The victim is Marissa Fordham, twenty-eight, single mom. An artist.”


Sheriff’s detective Tony Mendez rattled off the facts as if unaffected by what he had seen inside the house. Nothing could have been further from the truth. In fact, shortly after he arrived at the scene, he had had to excuse himself from the kitchen to vomit under a tree in the backyard.


He had been second on the scene, the property being on his side of town. The first responder—a young deputy—had puked under the same tree. Mendez had never seen so much blood. The smell of it was still like a fist lodged at the back of his throat. Every time he closed his eyes he saw the victims in freeze-frame shots from a horror movie.


His stomach rolled.


“You said there were two vics.”


Vince Leone, forty-nine, former special agent with the FBI’s legendary Behavioral Sciences Unit, former Chicago homicide detective. Leone had been his mentor during his course at the FBI’s National Academy— a training program for law enforcement agencies around the country and around the globe. In fact, Leone had come to Oak Knoll more than a year past in part to work a serial-killer case, in part to try to recruit Mendez to the Bureau.


The case was ongoing. Neither of them had left.


Leone had just arrived on the scene. They drifted slowly away from his car toward the house, both of them taking in the cool, eucalyptus-scented air.


“The woman’s four-year-old daughter,” Mendez said. “She had a faint pulse. She’s on her way to the hospital. I wouldn’t expect her to make it.”


Leone muttered an expletive under his breath.


He was an imposing man. Six foot three with a mane of wavy salt-and-pepper hair. A thick mustache drew the eye away from the small, shiny scar marking the entrance wound of the bullet that should have ended his life. Instead, the thing remained in his head, inoperable because of its precarious location.


“I hate when it’s a kid,” he said.


“Yeah. What did a four-year-old do to deserve that?”


“Witness.”


“She knew the killer.”


“Or he’s just one mean bastard.”


“I’d say he has that covered,” Mendez said.


They went through the little gate to the yard and followed the rock path around the side of the house, past an old concrete fountain that gurgled soothingly despite the occasion.


“Who called it in?”


“A friend who happened to drop by.”


Leone stopped and looked at him. “It’s the crack of freaking dawn.”


To be precise, 7:29 a.m. The sun was barely up.


“Yeah,” Mendez said. “Wait until you meet him. Odd guy.”


“Odd how?”


“Looks-like-a-suspect odd. Who drops in on a neighbor at six in the morning?”


“Is he here?”


“He’s with Bill.”


Bill Hicks, sheriff’s detective, Mendez’s partner. Hicks had a way of putting people at ease.


“Is Cal coming?” Leone asked.


Cal Dixon, county sheriff, Mendez’s boss.


“On his way.”


“I don’t want to step on toes here.”


Leone was not on the SO payroll, but he was too good a resource not to call. Studying the country’s worst serial killers for more than a decade, he had seen just about every atrocity one human being could inflict on another. More important, he could discern much from the scene that could point them in a direction in the search for the perpetrator.


“I spoke with him,” Mendez said. “He agreed.”


“Good.”


They paused at the kitchen door. Mendez pointed at the tree.


“The official puke zone. In case you need it.”


“Good to know.”


The scene struck him almost as hard going in this time as it had the first time. The contrasts, he decided—and the smell. Visually, the contrasts rocked him. The kitchen was like something from another era: old-fashioned painted cupboards, a cast-iron farmhouse sink, checked curtains, appliances that had to have been from the fifties.


It was the kind of kitchen that should have had June Cleaver or Aunt Bea in it. Instead, crime-scene techs bustled around like so many cooks, dusting this, photographing that, all working around the bloating, discolored body of a murdered woman on the blood-drenched Mexican tile floor.


Leone took in the tableau with a dark frown and his hands on his hips.


“She’s been dead awhile.”


“A couple of days, I’d say.”


“Maggots already,” Leone commented. “Has she been moved?”


“No. I didn’t let the paramedics touch her. There was no question she was dead.”


The victim’s throat had been cut so viciously she was nearly decapitated. Someone had painted her lips red with her own blood.


“And the little girl was where?”


“Laying with her head on her mother’s left shoulder. I moved her when I felt her pulse,” Mendez said.


“And what had been done to her? Was she stabbed?”


“I couldn’t tell. She was covered in blood. I couldn’t tell if it was hers or her mother’s. Looked to me like she might have been strangled, though. There were bloody finger marks on her throat.”


Leone took a handkerchief out of his pocket to hold over his mouth and nose as he moved closer to the body on the floor. He was careful not to step in the blood. He squatted down for a different angle.


The woman’s breasts had been cut off. There was no sign of them anywhere in the room. The killer had to have taken them with him when he left. A macabre souvenir. The gaping wounds were alive with fly larvae.


She lay spread-eagle, faceup, staring at the ceiling. She was naked. Wounds slashed her arms, her legs, her torso. She had been stabbed so many times in the lower abdomen, the area looked like a lump of ground meat, crawling now with maggots.


The blade of a butcher’s knife protruded from her vagina.


Leone arched a brow. “That makes a statement.”


“Have you ever seen that before?” Mendez asked.


“I’ve seen the blade inserted. Never like this. What do you make of it?”


Leone looked up at him, ever the mentor. He sure as hell had an opinion. The man was a legend. He probably had already begun to build the profile of the killer in his head. By the time they broke for coffee he would have decided the perp had a stutter and walked with a limp.


He wanted Mendez to think for himself, read the scene in front of him, call on cases he had studied and things he had been taught at the National Academy and in the field.


“I think maybe the statement is about her more than it is about her killer,” Mendez said.


Leone nodded. “It would seem so.”


He stood up, took a step back, crossed his arms. His gaze slowly scanned the room, taking in every detail. Outside the house an engine died, a car door slammed.


“He didn’t bring the knife with him,” he said, pointing to a wooden block of knives on the counter. “The big one is missing.”


“That’s a lot of overkill for a crime of opportunity,” Mendez said.


Leone hummed a low note. “Any signs of a robbery?”


“I made a quick pass through the house. There’s no sign of forced entry. A couple of rooms have been tossed, but I don’t know why. There’s some expensive-looking jewelry on her dresser. It doesn’t look like anything in the way of electronics was taken.”


“Drugs?”


“No paraphernalia. The house is too clean for a junkie. I don’t make it for drugs. It doesn’t feel that way.”


“No,” Leone agreed. “This was personal. No question. We’re looking at maybe thirty or forty stab wounds.”


The screen door opened and Cal Dixon stepped into the scene. Dixon was fifty-four, silver-haired, and fit. His uniform always looked freshly pressed. He turned his piercing blue eyes first to the victim, then to Leone and Mendez. His expression was grim and washed pale.


“What the hell is the world coming to?”


“First murder in a year, boss,” Mendez said, as if that were a bright spot in their lives.


Dixon came over to stand with them, hands jammed at his waist. He pointedly did not look down at what remained of Marissa Fordham.


“Dispatch had a nine-one-one call yesterday,” he said. “Early morning. A child’s voice saying that daddy had hurt mommy. That was it. No address. No name. The phone went dead and that was that.


“The supervisor came to me, but what could I do? I can’t have every house in the area searched on the off chance there might have been a crime committed.”


“I read Orange County has the enhanced nine-one-one system,” Mendez said. “All the info comes up on the screen with the call. Name and address.”


“That costs big bucks,” Dixon said. “I’ve filled out the paperwork for a grant, but who knows how long that will take.”


Once again, progress progressed at a painful crawl toward Oak Knoll, California. Mendez kept abreast of the latest technology being developed for law enforcement, yet tantalizingly out of reach— particularly for smaller agencies. They didn’t have the budget or the clout.


He glanced down at the corpse of Marissa Fordham, two days into the decaying process, smelling like an open sewer on a hot summer day. “Too late for her.”
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Vince excused himself from the kitchen, made a beeline for the designated tree, and threw up. He had looked at every kind of horror during his career with the Bureau. His life’s work was the study of murderers. He had spent three years traveling the country from one maximum-security prison to the next, interviewing men who had committed some of the most horrific crimes in the history of mankind as the Bureau gathered information and ammunition to aid in the hunt of human predators. He had stood over crime scenes, one bloodier and more depraved than the next. He’d seen so many bodies in so many states of decay, he had learned long ago not to attach that visual to any emotion other than disgust for the crime.


It wasn’t the visual that got to him.


It was the bullet in his head.


He’d been living with it now for a year and a half, and had grown familiar with the tricks it liked to play on him. The pain ebbed and flowed. Sometimes it was like a thunderstorm contained in his skull. Sometimes it was a dragon sleeping just under the surface.


There were no medical texts in which a list could be found of side effects to having a .22 caliber bullet in one’s head. Seeing as the great majority of people didn’t survive the experience of being shot at nearly point-blank range, anecdotal information was hard to come by. Vince’s own doctors usually had only one thing to say when he would tell them about his symptoms: huh.


One of the stranger side effects was the sudden heightening of senses. Sometimes his vision would become so acute, color so saturated, the light so bright, his eyeballs would ache. Sometimes the smallest sounds would be so amplified in his head he would cringe. Sometimes—now—his sense of smell became so sensitive, every molecule of scent seemed swollen, so full he could literally taste them.


It wasn’t the visual that got to him today. It was the smell.


Like any dead creature, the body of Marissa Fordham had begun its inglorious process of decomposition. Nature was without mercy or modesty. There were no exceptions to the rules. The business of death was dealt with in a no-nonsense, practical matter. Once the heart ceased to pump blood, systems shut down and chemical changes began the process of reducing the highest being on the food chain to food for other creatures.


It didn’t take long. Especially in the warm weather they’d been experiencing. Absent a soul, the eyes glaze over and flatten, the skin loses color, the body’s temperature begins to drop. As if summoned, the blowflies come, laying their eggs in the wounds and orifices. A couple of hours after the last breath, rigor mortis begins in the jaw and neck, slowly spreading through the body. Bacteria rampaging through the abdomen cause gases to form, causing bloating, and the smell begins to gain strength.


It was the smell that got him today.


Vince dug a pack of Doublemint gum out of his pocket, unwrapped two sticks, and began to chew the taste of vomit out of his mouth.


He felt a little weak, a little dizzy. He had no time for either. To clear his head he thought about his bride of five months burrowing under the covers of their bed as he had dressed to leave for this crime scene. A warm sense of calm washed over him and he smiled a little at what a lucky son of a bitch he really was.


“You want to talk to the neighbor?”


Mendez had come out the kitchen door. He took a deep breath of the cool morning air, clearing his head of the stench of violent death. The yard around the house was scattered with pots of geraniums and marigolds and garden herbs. Vince took a deep breath of his own.


Mid-thirties, sharp and ambitious, Mendez had been a good candidate for the Bureau. That had been half of Vince’s goal when he had first come to Oak Knoll to help with the See-No-Evil murders the year before—to recruit Mendez. With some further education and experience, he would have made it to the Investigative Support Unit—the field side of Behavioral Sciences. He had shown a strong interest and talent for the job during his time at the National Academy. But See-No-Evil had consumed the young detective—as it had Vince. Mendez was still working it, trying to help the DA build as tight a case as possible against the man who had murdered at least three local women—and in Vince’s opinion, probably more.


“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Where is he?”


They went around to the front of the house where Bill Hicks sat on a porch bench, forearms resting on his thighs as he talked to the man who had called in the crime. Tall, lanky, red-haired, Hicks was a cowboy in his free time. He was good in an interview, had an easygoing way about him that helped take the edge off in an otherwise tense situation.


Hicks looked up and allowed himself a lazy smile. “Hey, Vince. Good to see you. How’s married life?”


Vince took a seat on an old painted metal chair. “Great. How you doing, Bill?”


“No complaints.” Hicks tipped his head in the direction of the neighbor. “Vince, this is Mr. Zahn. Mr. Zahn, unfortunately, made the discovery this morning.”


Vince reached out to the man sitting beside Hicks on the bench. Zahn stared at his hand for a moment before looking up. His face was strangely blank.


“I’m sorry,” he said in a hushed, breathy voice. He clasped his hands together on his lap but couldn’t keep them still, wringing one over the other again and again. “I don’t shake hands. I’m … a … I have a problem with that. I’m terribly sorry.”


Zahn was maybe in his late thirties or early forties, but prematurely gray. His hair stood out around his head like a soft cloud. His face was long and narrow with sharp angles, his eyes wide, pale, translucent green, and vacant in the way of someone looking inward at a terrible memory.


“My condolences on your loss,” Vince offered softly. “I assume Ms. Fordham was a friend—you stopping by so early and all.”


“Yes,” Zahn said. “Marissa and I were friends.”


“Why so early?” Mendez asked. He stood, leaning back against a post, his arms crossed.


Too blunt, Vince thought. This was where his protégé lacked finesse. Zahn was already nervous. He almost flinched at the tone of the detective’s voice.


“I wasn’t doing anything wrong,” Zahn said. “Marissa is always up early. She likes the early light.”


“You’ve been friends for a long time?” Vince asked.


“As long as she’s been here. As long as I’ve been here. Four years?” he asked, as if Vince would know.


“Maybe you can help us then, Mr. Zahn,” Vince suggested. “What can you tell us about Ms. Fordham? Was she married? Divorced?”


“Single. She was single.”


“What about her little girl?”


“Haley. Please tell me Haley isn’t dead,” Zahn pleaded. “I couldn’t stand it if Haley was injured or dead.”


“She’s been taken to the hospital,” Vince assured him. “She isn’t dead.”


“Oh my God. Thank God.”


“What about Haley’s father? Is he ever around?”


“I don’t know him. I don’t know who he is. Marissa was very private.”


“Do you know if she has any family in the area?”


“Oh, no.” He shook his head. “They were estranged. She never spoke of them.”


“Do you know where she was from?”


“The East Coast, I think. From a good family, I’m sure.”


“Mr. Zahn—”


“Call me Zander, please. Alex-zander. I’ve always gone by Zander. That’s what people call me. Please call me that.”


“All right. Zander. I’m Vince. This is Tony,” he said, hooking a thumb in the direction of Mendez. “You already know Bill.”


“Vince and Tony,” Zahn murmured, wringing his hands. “Vince and Tony.”


“Do you know if Ms. Fordham was having trouble with anyone?” Mendez asked. “Had anyone been bothering her lately? Was she afraid of anyone?”


“Marissa was never afraid. She didn’t believe in fear. She embraced life. Every day. She had the most courageous spirit I’ve ever known.”


When he spoke of his deceased friend Zahn’s face took on a beatific, rapturous glow, as if he had seen an angel.


“Do you know of anyone who might have posed a threat to her?” Mendez asked.


“Detractors of her art,” Zahn said. “Detractors of her art threatened her creativity.”


“I meant more of a physical threat,” Mendez corrected himself.


Points for patience on that one, Vince thought. Zahn couldn’t seem to give a straight answer. The guy was socially off, his manner of speaking peculiar and often repetitive. He didn’t like to make eye contact, but once he made it, he went into a stare. A fascinating study if they hadn’t needed answers to jump-start a murder investigation.


Zahn looked away. “No,” he said, but Vince thought he didn’t mean it.


“Marissa was an artist?” Vince asked.


“Oh, yes. You didn’t know her? She was quite well-known. I’m surprised you didn’t know of her.”


“I’m new to the area,” Vince explained.


Zahn nodded. “Quite well-known. She was.”


“What do you do for a living, Zander?”


He seemed to think about his answer before saying, “I’m an artist as well. My life is my art.”


“You like the early morning light too,” Vince said, smiling like an old friend.


“Yes. I also meditate. I meditate very early. And then I come to see Marissa and Haley. We drink mimosas. Not Haley, of course,” he hastened to add. “Marissa is an excellent mother.”


“But this morning no mimosas,” Vince said. “Tell us your story, Zander. How you came here, what you saw along the way.”


“My story,” Zahn said, rolling the concept around in his labyrinth mind. He liked it. “I meditated until five twenty-three and then I walked here.”


“Where do you live?” Mendez asked.


“Over the hill. Off Dyer Canyon Road.”


“That’s a long walk.”


“I enjoy walking.”


“Did you see anything out of the ordinary as you approached the house?” Mendez asked.


“Not at all. It was quite dark.”


“What happened when you got here?”


“I went to the kitchen door. It was open, as always. I called out to Marissa. There was no coffee on. I couldn’t smell the coffee, but something else … And then I saw them.”


Zahn stood up so abruptly they all startled.


“I’m finished telling my story now. I can’t tell this story,” he said, agitated, rubbing his palms hard against his thighs, as if trying to wipe off something greasy. “I’ll be leaving now. I have to go. This is very disturbing. I’m so disturbed by this.”


Vince rose slowly from his chair and put a hand out toward Zahn, as if to steady him, but very careful not to touch him.


“It’s all right, Zander. You’ve had a terrible shock,” he said quietly. “Someone here can drive you home. We’ll talk more another time.”


“I’m very disturbed,” Zahn said. “I would prefer to walk, thank you. Good-bye.”


They watched him cross the yard on his way to the path he had come on. He walked very quickly, his arms straight down at his sides as if bound to him.


“He’s disturbed,” Vince said.


Mendez rolled his eyes. “I’ll say.”
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“How are you doing today, Dennis?”


“I hate this fucking place. Everybody here is a fucking nut job.”


Anne ignored the profanity designed to get a rise out of her. Dennis Farman was a disturbed little boy. He stared at her now as she sat across from him at the white Melamine table in the visitor’s room. He was a slightly odd-looking boy with his shock of red-orange hair and ears set a little too low on his head. His small blue eyes held either anger or emptiness, depending on his mood. Seldom anything in between.


He was twelve now. Anne had met him at the start of the school year in 1985 when she had been teaching fifth grade at Oak Knoll Elementary.


She had known from the first day Dennis would be trouble. She had been forewarned by his fourth-grade teacher. Having been held back in the third grade, Dennis was a little bigger than the rest of the boys in her class, and he had the look of a bully—which he was. But she’d had no idea at the time just how disturbed Dennis Farman was.


“Are you hating anyone in particular today?”


He jutted his chin out at her. “Yeah. You.”


“Why do you hate me?” she asked evenly. “I’m the only person who comes here to see you.”


“You get to leave,” he said, fidgeting on his chair. “I don’t. I have to stay here with the freaks.”


“I’m sorry about that.”


“Why?” he asked bluntly. “You think I’m a freak.”


“I never said that.”


Anne never considered herself naïve. She had firsthand knowledge that not every child grew up in an ideal environment. But no one had suspected the horror Dennis’s life had been. He had been physically and emotionally abused, and had been made an orphan a year ago by the murder of his mother and the suicide of his father, a deputy sheriff.


Just hours before his father’s suicide, Dennis had stabbed a classmate, a little boy who had been his only friend. The boy, Cody Roache, had survived. It remained to be seen if Dennis would survive to live any kind of life.


Vince said no. In his experience, children as broken as Dennis Farman were beyond fixing. Anne wanted to hope that wasn’t true.


Maybe she was a little naïve after all.


Hopeful, she preferred to call it.


The judicial system didn’t know what to do with Dennis. He was considered to be too young to go to a juvenile facility, let alone prison, even though he was guilty of assault at the very least, and a case could certainly have been made for attempted murder. He had no relatives willing to take responsibility for him. No families in the foster care system would take him.


The temporary solution had been to house him in the county mental hospital. Partly her fault, Anne thought. She had been the one fighting to keep him out of the juvenile system by arguing that he was sick and needed help.


She had quit teaching to finish her degree in child psychology in part because of Dennis Farman. She had taken the training course to become a court-appointed special advocate for children specifically because of Dennis. Someone had to act as his voice in the court system and try to explain to him what was going on.


Troubled as he was, guilty as he was, he was still a little boy lost with no one in his corner. Anne had stood up and taken the job.


It wasn’t that she wanted the job. It wasn’t that she held any affection for Dennis Farman, personally. He was inherently unlikeable. The crime he had committed was shocking and terrible. It wasn’t even that she believed he could be salvaged or saved. She simply couldn’t stand by and watch a child be cut adrift for the rest of his life.


Vince wasn’t particularly happy about it. He worried she would only be disappointed at the futility of her battle and would, in the end, be heartbroken. Since her husband was one of the world’s leading experts on the criminal mind, it was difficult to argue with him on the subject. Anne had known only one homicidal child.


There was no doubt Dennis exhibited classic signs of being a sociopath with no ability to empathize with others. He was filled with rage at the rough hand life had dealt him. Anne suspected he had attacked Cody to make someone else hurt as much as he did. And to further complicate and twist his profile, Dennis had been harboring dark, sexually tinted fantasies for a long time—especially troubling in a child so young.


“You think I’m a freak. I know you do. Everybody does. Everybody hates me.”


“I don’t hate you, Dennis. Nobody hates you. Everybody hates what you did to Cody.”


He scowled and looked down at the table, pretending to draw on it with his thumb. Anne wondered what he was imagining. She would never forget the day she had discovered Dennis’s notebook masterpiece depicting naked women with knives in their chests. It was the first time she had ever really understood the concept of a person’s blood running cold.


“He didn’t die,” Dennis said. “What’s the big deal?”


“How would you feel if he had died?”


He shrugged with a nonchalance that would have been stunning if they had never had this conversation before. “Why did you do it, Dennis?” she asked.


Dennis rolled his eyes. “You keep asking me that. I keep telling you: just because. I just wanted to see what it felt like.”


She had never asked him to describe what it had felt like to plunge a knife into the stomach of his only friend. “Have you done your homework?” she asked.


“Why should I?” he challenged. “What are you gonna do to me if I don’t? Put me in jail? Put me in the loony bin?”


“I’m not going to do anything to you. But you would be helping yourself if you did it. Do you want to repeat the fifth grade when you get out of here?”


She had taken it upon herself to tutor him. No one else was interested in the job.


“I’m never getting out of here,” he said. “Or I’ll go to prison. Prison might be cool.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Because there’s killers in there.”


Anne sat for a moment with her chin in her hand. This was like a chess game. How did she know she was making the right move? She felt way out of her league.


“You think killers are cool?” she asked. “Why?”


Now there was something like excitement in his eyes. Anne’s stomach twisted.


“Because,” he said, “if they don’t like somebody, they just kill them. Then they never have to see them again.”


What should she say to that? That killing is wrong? Who would he like to kill? She tried never to take the bait with him, thinking he mostly said these things for the shock value. What if she was wrong? For a moment she felt like she was drowning.


Dennis was watching her from the corner of his eye as he turned and sat sideways on his chair.


“I would kill Tommy Crane,” he said.


Anne didn’t react. It was no surprise. In fact, it was nothing he hadn’t said before.


“I know you don’t like Tommy,” she said. “You think he has a perfect life, but he doesn’t, Dennis. His father is going to go to prison.”


“Yeah. He’s a killer. That’s so cool.”


So was yours, Anne was tempted to say. What would he do? Would he react? Would that crack the hard shell? Would he break down and cry?


Tommy Crane had been the object of Dennis’s jealousy and bullying. Outwardly, Tommy had appeared to have the perfect family. His father was a well-respected dentist with an office on Oak Knoll’s trendy—and expensive—pedestrian plaza. His mother was a real estate agent. They had lived in a beautiful home, in a beautiful neighborhood. But Tommy’s life had not been beautiful.


Tommy’s father was sitting in jail awaiting trial, suspected of being the See-No-Evil killer, though he had yet to be charged with any of the murders. He would first stand trial for assault and the attempted murder … of Anne Navarre Leone.


“Tommy doesn’t live here anymore,” was all she said.


She rose from her plastic chair, grabbing her purse.


“I have to step outside for a minute,” she said. “When I come back in, I want to see your math homework. If you haven’t done it, you’re going to sit here until you do.”


The boy looked up at her, a little bit shocked by her sudden steely attitude.


“I’m trying to help you, Dennis,” she said. “You need to do your part.”
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Anne walked out of the room and down the hall, past a man in his pajamas talking to the fire alarm. She walked past the nurses’ station without exchanging glances with the staff she had come to know well. She needed to be alone, even if only in her head. The too-familiar pressure was building in her chest. She couldn’t get a good breath. She remembered the feeling of a hand around her throat.


She buzzed herself out the security door.


The day was sunny and quickly turning hot. Another day in paradise. Anne had grown up in Oak Knoll, far enough north and west of Los Angeles to escape the city’s uglier vices. Most of the time. She had left to attend UCLA, despite the fact that her father had been a professor at the highly respected private college in Oak Knoll—or, perhaps, because of it. She hadn’t planned on coming back, but life had had other plans for her.


She sat down on a concrete bench along the front of the building and rested her head in her hands as the emotions rocked through her. Post-traumatic stress syndrome: Not just for war veterans. Victims of violent crime suffered the same way.


The memories flashed strobelike through her mind: hands around her throat, choking her; fists punching her; feet kicking her, breaking her ribs, collapsing a lung.


Even a year after her abduction and attempted murder, the first and strongest feeling that assaulted her when she thought of what had happened was fear. Raw, primal fear. Then anger—rage, in fact. Then a profound sense of loss.


Her therapist told her to let the emotion come like a wave and wash over her, not to fight against it. The sooner she accepted the feelings, the sooner she could let go of them.


Easier said than done. The fear of drowning in that wave was strong; the sense of losing control, overwhelming; the swell of anger for what she had lost, crushing.


She tried again to take a deep breath. She felt like there were bands of steel tight around her chest.


“Hey, beautiful,” a deep, familiar voice said. A big hand brushed over her hair and rested on her shoulder. She leaned into him as he sat down next to her, turned her face toward him, her head instinctively finding the perfect spot against his shoulder.


“You look a lot like my wife,” he said softly, wrapping his arms around her. “Only my wife is always happy. I make sure of it.”


Her breath hitched in her throat as she looked up at him. “H-how did you know I n-needed you?”


He brushed a tear from her cheek with his thumb. “Well, I like to think you need me every minute of every day,” he said, his dark eyes shining.


Anne sniffed and managed a little smile. “I do.”


He leaned down and kissed her softly on the lips.


To people who didn’t know them, Anne supposed they seemed an unlikely couple. Vince, forty-nine, more than a little world-wise and world-weary, a man who had dedicated his life to understanding evil. And Anne herself, twenty-nine, a former fifth-grade teacher who had dedicated her life to understanding children.


Yet they made perfect sense to her. Even as a child, Anne had been mature beyond her years. She had never been interested in young men. Vince was mature, strong, full of integrity, a man who knew his own mind. A man who had no interest in wasting his second chance at life.


“Tough morning with the demon child?” he asked.


“Don’t say I told you so.”


Vince shook his head. “I know you have to try. I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it.”


“Thank you.”


“You want to talk about it?”


She shook her head. “Same old, same old. Dennis said something … I just needed a moment. I’ll be fine.”


He brushed her dark hair back. “Tough cookie.”


“When I have to be.”


“The point is, you don’t have to be.”


“I know,” she acknowledged and deftly changed the subject. “What did Tony call you out on so early?”


“A homicide,” he said, getting what Anne called his cop eyes—an expression that gave away nothing.


“I know that,” she said with a hint of irritation. “Was it something bad?”


Stupid question. Nobody called Vince Leone for a bar brawl that ended with one idiot breaking the skull of another idiot. He got calls in the middle of night from detectives in Budapest, FBI agents in New York, law enforcement agencies all over the world, to consult on only the most grisly, psychologically twisted cases. If Tony Mendez called before dawn, he had a big reason.


“Do you know a woman named Marissa Fordham?”


“No,” Anne said, “but the name is familiar.”


“She was an artist.”


Anne thought about it. “Oh, right. She did a poster for the Thomas Center last year. It was gorgeous.”


Marissa Fordham was dead, she realized. She would never know the woman. There would be no more beautiful artwork to help raise money for charities.


“What happened?”


“Found dead in her home by a neighbor. She and her daughter. The little girl is at Mercy General.”


“How old?”


“Four.”


“Oh my God. What—”


She started to ask the question then caught herself. Did she really want to know what some sick bastard might have done to a four-year-old child?


“It was a bad scene,” Vince conceded. He brushed her hair back again. “I needed to see you as much as you needed to see me. I knew you’d be here.”


“Was it a random thing, or do you think it was someone who knew her?”


Anne wasn’t sure which was worse, really. A random crime put everyone into a state of panic. Better if the killer was someone who had a problem with the victim. Unless that someone turned out to be somebody like Peter Crane. The serial killer next door.


“It seemed personal,” Vince said.


So had Peter Crane’s first murder … until he committed another, and another.


“I’m on my way to the hospital to see about the little girl,” he said. “I just wanted to stop and see you first.”


To check on her. The victim wasn’t the only one to suffer the aftereffects of crime. What had happened to her had left its mark on Vince, as well. He had shown up at her house within an hour of her abduction. If only he had gotten there earlier. If only he had figured out the puzzle sooner. He was one of the top men in his field in the entire world. How could he not have prevented it from happening?


All these thoughts had plagued him in the year since. As a result, he kept close tabs on her, made sure he knew where she was going and whom she was seeing. He still didn’t like having her out of his sight.


They were both damaged. Fortunately, they had each other to confide in and support as they worked through the aftermath. Not all victims were so lucky to have that shared understanding with someone close to them.


Anne slipped her arms around her husband and hugged him tight for a moment. Vince held her and kissed the top of her head.


“I should go back inside,” she said. “I’m adding to Dennis’s abandonment issues.”


“I have to get on with it too.”


Neither of them moved.


“What’s the rest of your day?” Vince asked.


“I have a class at one thirty, then an appointment with the ADA. I’m meeting Franny for a glass of wine at Piazza Fontana. I’ll be home by six thirty.”


“Me too, then,” he said. He brushed his lips across the shell of her ear. “And after dinner, I am going to make such sweet love to you, Mrs. Leone … Remember that the next time you start to feel a little tense.”


Anne smiled up at him. “Do you know how much I love you?”


He shook his head, a grin tugging up one corner of his mouth. “I think you’ll have to show me later.”


“That’s a promise.”


Vince walked her back to the front door of the hospital and kissed her good-bye. Anne watched him walk back to his car, then went back inside, ready to face Dennis Farman for Round Two.
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Mendez was on his fifth cup of coffee by the time the hearse crept down the long driveway with the body of Marissa Fordham inside. It was after ten. He had been on the scene more than three hours.


Dixon had overseen the processing, asking for extra photographs, video of every room of the house. It wasn’t his habit to take over a scene, but for something like this there was no question. He had worked homicide for the LA County Sheriff’s Office for years. He had run more homicides than Mendez hoped to ever see.


The struggle between victim and perpetrator appeared to have started in Marissa Fordham’s bedroom, where lamps had been toppled, furniture shoved around and tipped over. Dresser drawers had been pulled open, the contents vomited out onto the floor.


A large bloodstain dyed the flowered sheets of the bed. Cast-off blood stippled the ceiling, indicating the viciousness of the stabbing.


Some of the dresser contents had fallen on top of blood streaked on the floor.


“He came back and looked for something,” Dixon muttered, directing the deputy with the camera to get a close shot.


“Hell of a vicious attack for a robbery,” Bill Hicks commented.


“He killed her first,” Mendez said. “Anything that happened next was an afterthought. He took too much time with the body for the murder not to have been his priority.”


“And he left the jewelry,” Dixon said, pointing at some expensive-looking pieces casually strewn across the top of the dresser. “He was looking for something in particular.”


“I wonder if he found it,” Hicks said.


“I don’t know, but he cleaned himself up before he looked for it. There’s no blood on the stuff that came out of the drawers. He washed up before he looked.”


“That’s cold, man,” Mendez said. “The little girl was laying in there half dead while he was cleaning up, having a look around.”


“He probably thought she was dead. No witness, no hurry to leave.”


Dixon gave the directive to clean out all the drain traps in the bathrooms and kitchen, in case they might yield some trace evidence that might later be matched to a suspect.


Mendez believed someday the DNA markers of convicted felons would be stored in a giant database available to law enforcement agencies all over the country. They would have only to run DNA on a hair left behind at the scene, a drop of the killer’s blood, a piece of skin, and a search of the database would give them the name of their perp.


Unfortunately, it was 1986 and that day was still a long way off. For now, they would collect evidence and hang on to it, hoping they would be able to match it to a suspect when they had one.


Somehow, the victim had made it out of the bedroom. The trail of blood and overturned chairs and lamps was easy to follow.


Mendez couldn’t help but picture it in his mind: Marissa Fordham, bleeding profusely as she tried to get away. Her hands had been covered in blood, as if she had tried desperately to stem the gushing from her wounds. Her heart would have been pounding. She would have been choking on panic.


Where had her child been during all of this? Had the little girl seen it happen? Had she been roused from her own bed by the commotion? Had she stumbled, sleepy eyed, out of her own bedroom to witness her mother fighting for her life?


Hell of a thing for a little kid to have to see.


At last check with the hospital, the child was still alive.


What kind of witness would she make?


The 911 operator had reported the call to Dixon. “My daddy hurt my mommy.”


If it was that simple, they had only to go in search of the child’s father. Maybe Zander Zahn didn’t know who that was, but someone would. Women didn’t keep secrets like that. Marissa Fordham would have confided in a girlfriend. They just had to find out who her friends were.


The deputy who had been first on the scene came in through the kitchen door, looking to Mendez.


“There’s a woman here who had an appointment with the victim.”


Mendez followed him outside and around to the front yard of the little ranch house.


The local media had come to camp out shortly after Vince had gotten there. A TV news van had arrived from Santa Barbara before nine. Bad news traveled fast.


The deputies had kept them at a respectful distance down at the end of the driveway. A lone blue Chrysler minivan had been allowed to pass. The woman sitting behind the wheel stared at Mendez now as he approached her door.


Sara Morgan.


He recognized her instantly. The cornflower blue eyes, the tousled mermaid’s mane of blond hair. Her daughter, Wendy, had been one of four children to stumble upon the body of murder victim Lisa Warwick the year before.


She watched him approach, her expression guarded. Her window was open. He guessed she probably wanted to close it, turn the car around, and leave.


“Mrs. Morgan.”


She remained in the car. “What’s going on? Has something happened? Is Marissa here? Is she all right?”


“You had an appointment with Ms. Fordham?” he asked. “What kind of an appointment?”


“Where is Marissa?” she demanded, annoyed and frightened. “You can answer my question first, Detective.”


“Ms. Fordham is deceased,” he said bluntly, and watched the color drain from her face.


“Was there an accident?” she asked in a thin voice, her hands clenching and unclenching on the steering wheel. “Did she have an accident?”


“No, ma’am,” Mendez said.


Sara Morgan looked past him toward the house, murmuring, “Oh my God. Oh God.”


Tears magnified her eyes.


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Mendez said.


“What about Haley? Where’s Haley?”


“She’s been taken to the hospital.”


“Oh my God.” Two big crystalline tears spilled over her lashes and rolled down her cheeks. She had begun to tremble.


“How did you know Ms. Fordham?” Mendez asked. “Were you friends?”


“I can’t believe this is happening,” she murmured, her focus still on the house.


“The deputy told me you had an appointment. What kind of appointment?”


“What?” she asked, coming back to him as if she were a little startled to see him, to hear him speak.


“Your appointment was for what?”


“Marissa is—was—teaching me to paint on silk,” she said, struggling with the change of verb tense as if it were something surprising and bitter in her mouth. “She’s an extraordinary artist. Was.”


“You teach art, don’t you?” Mendez asked.


She shook her head dismissively. “Community Ed. It’s nothing. Marissa … Oh my God. She’s dead. Why would somebody do that? Who could have done that?”


“How well did you know her?” Mendez asked.


Sara Morgan shrugged. “I don’t know. We were friends—friendly— casual friends.”


“Do you know if she was seeing anyone?”


“No. I wouldn’t know that. We never talked about anything like that.”


“You don’t know anything about the little girl’s father?”


She seemed annoyed he would ask. “No, of course not.


“I would really like just to leave now, Detective,” she said. “I’m sure I can’t help you. I would like just to go home. This is very … I don’t even know what to say.”


Mendez ignored what Sara Morgan wanted. “I didn’t see a studio in the house. Where did she do her work?”


“The studio is in the old barn.”


“Would you show me?”


“It’s right there. Behind the house. You don’t need me,” she argued.


“You might be able to tell if something is missing.”


“Missing?” she asked. “You think someone came to rob her? You think she was killed because someone wanted to steal her art?” she said, becoming more agitated. “That’s crazy.”


“Can you think of another reason someone would want her dead?”


“Of course not!” she snapped, slapping the steering wheel in frustration. She had gauze around her hand and blue Smurf Band-Aids on three fingers. “How could I possibly know that?”


Several more tears squeezed over the edges of her lashes. Mendez took in her reactions, feeling bad for her. She had just lost a friend. He couldn’t blame her for being upset.


“Can you show me the studio, please?” he asked again.


She wanted to say no, but in the end turned her car off, resigned. Mendez opened her door for her.


They walked together beneath the pepper trees toward the barn. Sara Morgan was in bib overalls streaked with paint, splotches of yellow, swipes of red. It wasn’t hard to imagine her with paint on her hands, on her chin, on the tip of her pert nose. And it would look good on her, he thought. Even though the morning had turned warm, she hugged herself hard, as if she were freezing and trying to stop the shivers.


“What happened to your hands?” he asked, noting that the fingers on her right hand sported a couple of Smurf Band-Aids as well.


“I’m working on a multimedia piece that includes wire and metal as part of it,” she said. “It’s difficult to work with, but I don’t like to wear gloves.”


“Suffering for your art?”


She made a little sound that might have been impatience or sarcastic humor.


“How is Wendy doing?”


She frowned down at the ground and her old Keds tennis shoes. “She’s having a hard time. She still has nightmares about finding that body in the park and about Dennis Farman trying to hurt her. She misses Tommy. She thinks you should be looking for him.”


“We are,” he said. “Trying to, anyway. We just don’t have a clue where to look. Janet Crane hasn’t contacted anyone—or the relatives aren’t talking if she has. There’s no trail to follow. We just don’t have anything to work with.”


“I guess if I found out my husband was a serial killer I would take my child and disappear too.”


The big sliding door that led into Marissa Fordham’s barn/studio stood open by a couple of feet. The space had been converted to a large work area at one end, and a gallery at the other. The morning sun poured in through a wall of windows, bathing everything in buttery yellow light.


“Oh, no,” Sara Morgan said, as they stepped inside. “No, no, no …”


It should have been a beautiful space. It probably had been a beautiful space filled with Marissa Fordham’s extraordinary art—all of which had been torn and ruined, slashed and broken. Paintings, sculpture—all of it now nothing but debris, the detritus of a murderer’s rage.


Sara Morgan put her hands to her face and started to cry, mourning not only the loss of the woman she had known, but the loss of the beauty Marissa Fordham’s soul had expressed in her art. She slipped inside the door, careful not to step on anything, and squatted down and reached out toward a small impressionistic painting cut almost in two. A small dark-haired child in a field of yellow flowers.


Mendez gently put his hand on her shoulder. “Please don’t touch anything, ma’am. This is a crime scene now.”
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“I don’t understand why someone would do that. Any of it,” Sara Morgan said quietly. She sounded defeated, worn-out.


Mendez walked with her away from the barn as the crime-scene team moved in. There were more photographs to be taken, more fingerprints to search for. She went to an old rickety-looking park bench situated under an oak tree and stared at it.


“Can we sit?” she asked. “Is this a crime scene too?”


“It’s all right. Have a seat.”


The bench under the tree seemed a small, untouched oasis between the carnage in the house and the carnage in the barn. An old washtub had been planted with fuchsia, and delicate purple lobelia spilled over the sides. A folk art fairy suspended from a branch smiled as she reached a magic wand over the wild growth.


Sara Morgan reached out and touched the sparkling gold end of the wand, no doubt wishing for a transformation of the day and the terrible things that it had brought with it.


Do over.


“I’m sorry you’re going to be dragged into this for a while,” Mendez said, taking the opposite end of the bench. He sat with his forearms on his thighs, feeling the hours press down on him as the last blast of caffeine subsided.


Sara Morgan said nothing. She sat looking down at her bandaged hands in her lap. Blood had begun to seep through the gauze.


“Can you tell me who some of her friends were?” he asked. “People we should talk to?”


“The Acorn Gallery sells a lot of her work. The people there would know her well.” She continued to look down into her cupped hands as if she could see visions there, pictures of Marissa Fordham and the people she knew.


“She has this weird neighbor,” she said. “He’s seriously creepy. A couple of times he just showed up while I was here working with Marissa. She would say hello to him and he would just hang around, looking at her. He never had much to say. He would just hang out for a while, and then he would leave.”


“Did Ms. Fordham seem afraid of him?”


“No. I was afraid of him,” she admitted. “That’s strange—don’t you think? That he would just—just—loiter like that, like some kind of—I don’t know—pervert or something.”


“But it didn’t bother Marissa?”


“No. When I would say something about it, she would just shrug it off. ‘That’s just Zander,’ she would say. ‘He’s harmless,’ she would say. ‘He’s odd, but he’s a friend,’ she would say.”


She looked at him hard, looking for an answer he couldn’t give her. “What if he wasn’t harmless?”


“We’ve already spoken with Mr. Zahn,” he said.


She sat up a little at that. “And? Didn’t you think he was weird?”


“Do you know any of her other friends?”


“That’s really annoying, you know,” she snapped, brushing a rope of unruly waves back behind one ear. “You never answer a question.”


He conceded with a hint of a sheepish smile tipping up one side of his mustache. “Goes with the job. Sorry.”


Sara Morgan sighed. “She worked with Jane Thomas, designing the fund-raising poster for the women’s center. Gina Kemmer. Gina owns Girl—it’s a boutique on Via Verde near the college. I don’t really know her more than to say hello, but I’ve seen them together a lot. And she has a patron—patroness. Milo Bordain supports her work. Bruce Bordain’s wife.”


Mendez jotted the names down in his notebook. Bruce Bordain, the parking lot king of Southern California, was a big shot not only in Oak Knoll, but all the way south to Los Angeles. He had made his money first buying up and managing parking lots, then expanding into the construction of multimillion-dollar, multilevel parking structures. He owned some high-end car dealerships just for fun, and sat on the boards of McAster College and Mercy General and who knew what else.


His wife was a well-known patron of the arts, instrumental in the organization of the prestigious Oak Knoll Festival of Music, which took place every summer, drawing renowned classical musicians from all over the world.


“And you never knew her to have a boyfriend?” Mendez asked. “An ex-boyfriend? A lover?”


Sara Morgan stared down at the blood soaking through the gauze around her hand. “No.”


“She must have had,” he pressed. “She had a child. She never talked about the girl’s father?”


“Not to me.”


“You never asked?”


“It’s none of my business. I don’t pry into people’s lives.


“Can I go home now?” she asked softly.


“Are you all right to drive?” he asked. “I can have a deputy take you home or follow you home.”


“No,” she said, getting up from the bench. “No offense, Detective Mendez, but I’ve had more than I ever wanted to do with your office already.”


He let her walk herself back to her car, but he watched her the whole way.
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“The little girl hasn’t regained consciousness,” Vince announced as he took a seat in what they so aptly called the “war room.”


This was the room where Cal Dixon gathered his six full-time detectives to plan their strategy for a major investigation. They had spent a lot of time in this room in the last year. The walls and whiteboards were still covered with photos and information regarding the See-No-Evil cases, which were still being actively worked in preparation for the upcoming trial of Peter Crane.


Dixon was lucky; most larger departments didn’t have the luxury of forming their own task force for a murder investigation. Because the crime rate in his jurisdiction was relatively low, Dixon could pull all of his investigators together to tackle a high-profile case as one unit. And Dixon, himself a homicide detective for years with LA County, could turn his administrative duties over to his second in command and spearhead the investigation.


“She was admitted with severe dehydration and hypothermia,” Vince went on. “I can confirm she was strangled manually—at least partially.”


“What do you mean—partially?” Dixon asked as he organized some papers on the podium.


“The kid is tiny. Any adult could easily have crushed her larynx entirely. But that didn’t happen. She also has damage to the insides of her lips where her teeth cut into the flesh, which suggests suffocation. Could be your UNSUB started to choke her and didn’t have the stomach for it, then switched to pressing something over her face. Luckily, he only thought he finished the job.”


“Sick bastard,” Dixon growled, frowning darkly. “I’m glad to have you in on this with us, Vince. I’m talking with the budget director this afternoon to see about cutting you a consulting fee.”


“Don’t worry about it, Cal. I’m doing fine. What I make consulting makes my salary from the Bureau look like minimum wage. I don’t need your money. You guys are always on my priority list, you know that.”


Vince had grown to think of Dixon and his people as extended family. He may have initially come to Oak Knoll to work a case, but he had found a home here, a second life, and Anne. Whatever Cal Dixon needed, Vince was happy to oblige.


“I appreciate that,” Dixon said.


Mendez took a seat next to Vince. “The attack on Marissa Fordham was over the top. Out-of-control rage. It seems strange to me that didn’t just spill over to include the child. It’s like he killed the mother, then flipped a switch on the rage.”


“He killed the woman with a lot of personal fury,” Vince said. “The child was unfortunate collateral damage.”


“He had to kill her because she was a witness,” Hicks said. “It didn’t mean the same thing to him.”


“He must have believed the kid could ID him,” Dixon said. “The question is, will she ever be able to?”


“So far her brain activity appears to be normal,” Vince said. “But there are a lot of factors that could weigh against us. That kind of trauma, that young a child—a kid might block that out for the rest of their life just out of self-preservation.”


“If she comes around, do you think Anne might be able to help us with her?” Mendez asked.


Vince’s instinctive reaction was to say no. Not because he didn’t think his wife was capable of helping. Quite the opposite was true. Anne had a gift with kids. He had encouraged her to go back to school to finish her degree in child psychology. But his first instinct was to protect her. She had been through enough. He didn’t want her pulled into another murder investigation.


“Isn’t that the job of Child Protective Services?”


“This seems out of their league,” Mendez said.


This was a mostly rural county with a lower-than-average crime rate. Oak Knoll, with a population of roughly twenty thousand (not counting college students), was the Big Town. Crime here routinely consisted of small-time drug deals, burglary, the odd assault, a murder now and again.


There was no Oak Knoll Police Department. The city contracted with the sheriff’s office for their needs. There was no dedicated homicide division within the SO, but a group of detectives who worked all manner of crimes. County Child Protective Services had no psychologist on staff. They had a small administrative group, two full-time social workers, and a number of volunteers. Anne was one of only two court-appointed special advocates for children in the county.


All of these things would change as more people were enticed north out of the LA sprawl. But for now life in the Oak Knoll environs remained more or less idyllic.


“Technically it’s their call,” Dixon said. “I’ve spoken with the director. The protocol would be to try to find a relative. In the absence of a relative, the child would be put into foster care.”


“How many people are going to want to bring the only living witness to a violent murder into their home?” Detective Trammell asked.


“Is there any sign of family anywhere?” Mendez asked.


“Not so far,” Dixon said. “We didn’t find an address book in the house. We didn’t find a birth certificate for the child or a social security card for the woman. I want you to start checking around the local banks to see if Marissa Fordham had a safe deposit box somewhere.”


“We get the birth certificate, we get the name of the father, we get our number one suspect,” Mendez said.


“That might be why you haven’t found a birth certificate,” Vince suggested. “The neighbor, who was allegedly a close friend, doesn’t know who the girl’s father is.”


“Can you see a woman—or anyone—confiding in that guy?” Hicks asked. “There is one strange dude.”


“Bill and I walked up that trail Zahn took home,” Mendez said. “That’s a hike. I find it hard to imagine anybody just strolling over that hill before dawn to say hey.”


“I want to know more about this guy,” Dixon said. “Who is he? What does he do for a living? Just what kind of a relationship did he have with Marissa Fordham?”


“What’s his name?” Detective Hamilton asked.


“Alexander—aka Zander—Zahn. Z-A-H-N,” Mendez said.


“He’s some kind of genius,” Trammell said. “He teaches at the college. Math or physics or philosophy or something.”


Everyone turned and looked at him with suspicion.


“How the hell do you know that?” Mendez asked.


Trammell was the kind of guy who could spout sports stats and belch the national anthem. No one would have looked to him for information on physics or philosophy.


Trammell spread his hands. “What? My kid goes there.”


“You been robbing banks in your spare time?” Hicks asked.


“He’s a smart kid. He got a scholarship.”


“Must take after his mother,” Detective Campbell suggested.


They all laughed. Their first good laugh of the day. As serious as their business was, it was important to loosen things up when an opportunity presented itself, no matter how small. Otherwise, the gravity of the job would pull them all into a black hole.


“Fuck you guys,” Trammell said with good humor.


Dixon steered them back on topic. “Let’s get back to Zahn.”


“Sara Morgan said Ms. Fordham was perfectly comfortable having him around,” Mendez said.


“Sara—Wendy’s mother?” Vince asked.


“Yeah. She’s an artist too. Marissa Fordham was teaching her some technique for painting on silk, whatever that means. She showed up this morning for her lesson.”


Vince cocked half a smile. “My uncle Bobo from the South Side used to have a silk tie with a painting of Wrigley Field on it. If that’s coming back, I’ve got an inside track. Put your orders in now, fellas.”


They all chuckled.


“Let’s get one for Trammell,” Hamilton suggested. “With a picture of Einstein on it.”


“Anyway,” Mendez said, “Sara said Zahn would sometimes just show up and hang around. He gave her the creeps, but Ms. Fordham didn’t seem bothered at all.”


“She was comfortable with him,” Vince said.


“Apparently.”


“I’d like to see him in his natural environment,” Vince said. “I’m curious. And I think he definitely knows more than he told us this morning. I’ll take Junior here,” he said to Dixon, hooking a thumb in the direction of Mendez. “He makes the guy nervous.”


“I hear his dates have the same reaction,” Trammell said.


“If he didn’t always have to read them their rights … ,” Hicks said.


“I thought it was the handcuffs,” Mendez joked.


Dixon cleared his throat. “And do we have any names of friends to start checking out?”


Mendez read off the short list he had gotten from Sara Morgan.


“No boyfriends?” Vince questioned.


“Not that Mrs. Morgan knew of.”


“But they were friends.”


Mendez shrugged. “She said they never talked about it.”


“I’ve never known a woman who could stop herself from blabbing on and on about what guy she’s sleeping with,” Trammell said.


“Unless the guy she’s seeing belongs to someone else,” Vince suggested.


“A married lover?” Dixon said. “Always a possibility—and a motive. Let’s talk to the other women on that list and see what we can come up with. It’s tough to keep a secret in a town this size—especially a juicy one.


“I know most of you are already working other cases,” he went on, consulting his notes, reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. “But I need all of you on this initially. The press is going to have a field day with a gruesome murder in Oak Knoll practically on the anniversary of the See-No-Evil cases. I want to clear this one before they can get up a head of steam.”


“We’ve got a vic with forty stab wounds, her breasts missing, and a knife sticking out of her vagina,” Mendez said. “Somehow, I don’t think they’re going to let this one go.”


Dixon turned to Vince. “What are your impressions so far, Vince?”


Vince shrugged. “Obviously, it’s a sexual homicide, but what’s it about? Rage, yes. Rage over what? She done him wrong? She must have done him way wrong.


“Taking the breasts sometimes suggests a kind of envy,” he said. “Breasts are symbolic of a woman’s beauty, her power.”


“Take her breasts, take her power,” Mendez said.


“Right. And sometimes removing body parts is about possession, possessing the victim by keeping a part of them.”


“Like Ed Gein.”


“Like Ed Gein.”


The notorious 1950s Butcher of Plainfield. The Wisconsin man had made lampshades and chair seats out of the skin of his victims, and bowls out of their skulls, to name but a few of his atrocities.


“Only Ed not only wanted to keep his female victims with him,” Vince said. “He wanted to be them. He made himself a ‘woman suit’ out of the skin and parts of corpses.”


“Man, that’s disgusting,” Hicks said.


“You think that’s disgusting. I can tell you about a couple of cannibals and what possessing their victims meant to them.”


“Maybe after lunch,” someone suggested sarcastically.


“Sometimes the body parts can be strictly a trophy,” Vince went on. “We’ll hope to God that’s not the case, because that would suggest he’s a hunter, and hunters don’t stop hunting.”


“Jesus, that’s all we need,” Dixon said. “Another serial killer. One was more than enough.”


“The odds of you having another serial killer on your hands are about as long as they can get,” Vince said. “We’re talking about an extremely rare animal, no matter how many of them appear every week on television.


“In my opinion, the attack on Marissa Fordham was personal. That many stab wounds is personal. But that butcher knife looks to have belonged to the victim, which makes this seem more like a crime of opportunity, of the moment. Someone got angry, grabbed that knife and used it. I think the knife protruding from the vagina is the killer making a personal statement about the victim.”


“Don’t fuck her, she’s dangerous?” Trammell asked.


“Exactly.”


“All right,” Dixon said. “Let’s get out there and find out who felt the need to send that message.”
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“How is Mrs. Morgan?” Vince asked as they climbed into the car.


Mendez looked over at him as he stuck the key in the ignition. “Not happy to see me. I can tell you that.”


“She went through a lot last year,” Vince said. “Anne gets together with her and Wendy every so often. She really wants to maintain that contact with the kids. Wendy has had some trouble coping. She’s withdrawn a bit. It’s a sad thing.”


“Is the husband still in the picture?”


“As far as I know.”


“I don’t get that.” Mendez shook his head. “The guy cheated on her with a woman who ended up dead, lied about it, withheld information from a murder investigation. He’s a Class-A prick and she stays with him. What’s wrong with women? She’s a beautiful, talented lady. She deserves better.”


“He’s the father of her child,” Vince said. “I’m sure Wendy loves her dad. Given the choice, kids want their parents to stay together. Tension in a marriage is a scary thing for a child, but not as scary as losing one of the two most important people in their life.”


“You were married before. How did your kids take it?”


Vince made a face. “I was an absentee father most of their lives. My girls already knew what it was like to live without me. Their day-to-day didn’t change all that much when I moved out.”


“You regret that.”


“Hell, yeah. They’re my daughters. I love them. I blew it. My ex-wife is a great gal, but she got tired of being a single parent and eventually she found herself another partner. I picked my career over my family.”


“But think of everything you’ve done in your career, man. You were a fucking pioneer. The Behavioral Sciences Unit wouldn’t have evolved in the same way without you. Think of the cases you’ve helped solve, the killers you’ve helped put behind bars. That’s worth a lot.”


“It is. I don’t discount that,” Vince said. “I’ve made important contributions to the larger world. Unfortunately, those contributions cost me a big price. They cost me my marriage. I missed watching my daughters grow up. But we make our choices and we live with the good and the bad of them. I just know I’m not making the same mistakes twice, that’s all.”


“Yeah,” Mendez groused with good nature, “rub my nose in it, why don’t you?”


Vince grinned. He had beaten his protégé to the punch where Anne was concerned—a fact that never ceased to please him. “You snooze you lose, Junior. But don’t take it too hard. Maybe we’ll name our firstborn after you.”


“Asshole.”


“Ha!”


Their first stop was the administration building at McAster College. The school’s campus was beautiful, impeccably maintained, shaded with huge old oak trees. Established in the 1920s, many of the buildings were original, a mix of traditional ivy-covered brick and Spanish Revival stucco.


The administration building would have looked just as at home on the campus of Princeton. Wide front steps led to a grand set of doors.


“What do you think that says?” Mendez pointed up to the inscription carved in stone above the doors.


“If I had absorbed any of the Latin the nuns tried to pound into me in school, I could tell you.”


“I think it says, If you have to ask, you can’t afford it.”


They took the elevator to the third floor and walked down the hall to the president’s office. Vince had met McAster’s president, Arthur Buckman, nearly a year ago, after the press had finally gotten wind of Vince’s role in the See-No-Evil cases. He had been swamped with requests for interviews and speaking engagements.


Still an agent at the time, he had to route all requests through the Bureau. The FBI was not keen on agents grandstanding or freelancing. Most of the requests had been denied. Vince had personally asked several people to hold off, pending his retirement. Arthur Buckman had been one of those.


“Vince!” Buckman greeted him, coming out of his office. A transplanted New Yorker, he was a vertically challenged, balding doughboy in wire-rimmed glasses and a three-piece suit. Always smiling. As the head of one of the top private colleges in the country, he had a lot to smile about.


Vince pumped his hand. “Art. This is Detective Mendez with the sheriff’s office. Tony, Arthur Buckman.”


Buckman motioned them into an impressive, wood-paneled corner office that boasted a view of the McAster quad, busy now with students crisscrossing from class to class. “You shouldn’t be surprised to hear your lectures are already full, Vince. Our psych department is thrilled.”


“I’ll do my best to live up to expectations,” Vince said, taking a seat. The scent of lemon furniture polish went up his nostrils and seemed to stab into the backs of his eyes. Damn bullet.


“What can I do for you gentlemen?” Buckman asked.


“Just a little background on a faculty member,” Vince said.


For the first time the president lost his smile. “Has something happened?”


“Alexander Zahn,” Mendez said, digging his notebook out of the inside breast pocket of his sport coat.


“Dr. Zahn? Has something happened to him?”


“No, no,” Vince assured him, sitting back, squaring an ankle over a knee. The picture of relaxation. “He reported a crime against a neighbor of his this morning. We just want to get a feel for who he is. Someone told us he teaches here.”


“Yes. Periodically,” Buckman said.


Mendez glanced up at him. “He’s not on the faculty?”


The president squinted behind his glasses, pained somehow. “It’s … complicated …”


“We met Dr. Zahn this morning,” Vince said. “He’s a complicated kind of guy.”


“Yes. That’s safe to say,” Buckman agreed. “Zander is a genuine genius. We’re very lucky to have him in any capacity. But he does have certain … limitations.”


“Some high-functioning offshoot of autism?” Vince asked.


“Good guess.”


“And this guy can be a professor?” Mendez said. “Here?”


“He’s not intellectually impaired,” Vince explained. “He’s socially challenged.”


Mendez grimaced as he stared down at his notebook. “I’ll say.”


“Of course, you understand I can’t really discuss a faculty member’s mental health with you,” Buckman said.


“No, of course not,” Vince said. “I’m just trying to get some insights on the man. Put some things into context.”


“You said something happened to a neighbor of his?”


“A woman he was friends with was murdered,” Mendez told him. “Zahn discovered her body.”


“Oh my God,” Buckman said. “Another woman murdered? Not again. It’s not like the others—”


“No, no,” Vince assured him. “Unrelated.”


“That’s not good news either, is it? You don’t think Dr. Zahn—?”


“We don’t have any reason to think that, sir,” Mendez said. “He reported the crime and cooperated fully this morning.”


“Thank God.” Buckman sighed. “That explains why he hasn’t come in today. He was supposed to give a lecture this morning. His assistant reported he wouldn’t be able to make it, that he was terribly upset, but that he wouldn’t say why.”


“Does he do that often?” Vince asked. “Cancel?”


“Sometimes he cancels. Other times he becomes so absorbed in the subject matter he goes on with a lecture for hours over his allotted time. He’s difficult, but he’s a brilliant mathematician. The students are all aware of his issues, but his classes are always full with a waiting list.”
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