
  [image: cover]


  The Devil’s Racket


  Tom Wallace


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  SALVO PRESS

  An Imprint of Start Publishing LLC

  New York, New York


  This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this novel are fictitious and not intended to represent real people or places.


  Although the locale where this story takes place is a real one, various liberties have been taken, and this book does not purport to offer an exact depiction of any particular place or location.


  THE DEVIL'S RACKET © 2007 by Tom Wallace.

  This edition of THE DEVIL'S RACKET © 2013 by Salvo Press.


  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Salvo Press, 609 Greenwich Street, 6th Floor, New York, NY 10014.


  Published by Salvo Press,

  an imprint of Start Publishing LLC

  New York, New York


  Please visit us on the web at

  www.start-media.com


  ISBN: 978-1-62793-441-1


  For Tiona Nicole Young and Jake Thomas Small:

  Two legends in the making.


  PROLOGUE


  “Stop it, Chad,” Ellen Warner said, gently pulling his hand away from her breast. “You know we can’t do this.”


  “You’re killing me, Ellen.”


  “You’ll live.”


  “Don’t you know how much I want you?”


  “I want you, too, Chad. But not here, not in the front seat of a car. That’s just so. . . not romantic. When we do make love, I want it to be special. Perfect.”


  “I don’t care about perfection,” Chad mumbled. “I just want you. You get me all worked up, on the verge of losing it, and then you put the stop sign up. That’s not fair.”


  “You’ll live—trust me.”


  “Easy for you to say.”


  Ellen kissed him tenderly on the lips, then scooted over in her seat, twisted the rear-view mirror so that she could see herself, and began straightening her hair. Satisfied, she re-adjusted the mirror, gave Chad a quick peck on the cheek and opened her car door. “Come on, I need to get inside. If I’m much later, Mom will really be steamed.”


  Chad reluctantly got out of the car and walked around to Ellen’s side. He tried to kiss her on the lips but she pushed him away, this time with more purpose. “Don’t—Mom can see us,” Ellen said.


  “So what? Like she didn’t know what we’ve been doing for the past half-hour?”


  “That’s different.”


  “Oh, yeah? How so?”


  “It just is, that’s all. Come on.”


  Hand in hand, they walked a few steps toward the house. Suddenly, Ellen stopped and turned toward Chad. “You know it really turns me on that you want me so much. It’s very exciting.”


  “Yeah, well, then let’s do something about it.”


  “We will, I promise. But I just want everything to be—”


  “Perfect. Yeah, I know. I’ve heard that before.”


  She playfully kissed him on the lips. “That’s right. Perfect.”


  “You’re such a prick teaser. You know that?”


  “Of course. And you love it.”


  “That’s your opinion.”


  Ellen again took his hand and pulled him toward the house. He was pouting, she knew, but he would get over it. He always did. He wasn’t pushy, not at all like most of the other guys she’d dated, and that was one of the reasons why she cared so much for him. Despite his desire for her, he always treated her with respect. Always stopped when she said no.


  She slowed, released his hand and gave him a playful shove. He shoved her back, then draped his arm around her shoulders.


  “I am nuts about you,” Chad said as they stepped up onto the porch. “Even though you keep me horny as hell.”


  Ellen broke away from his embrace, folded her arms across her breasts and backed away.


  “What’s the matter?” Chad asked.


  “Something’s wrong.”


  Chad looked both ways, then turned and looked behind him. “What?” he said, turning back toward her. “I don’t see anything wrong.”


  “The porch light isn’t on.”


  “So, you’re just now noticing that?”


  “Mom always leaves the porch light on until everybody is home. Always. It’s like a ritual with her.”


  “Maybe she went to bed early. Or maybe she told Cindy to turn it on and she forgot. You know how scatterbrained Cindy is.”


  “No, something’s wrong.”


  “What could be wrong?”


  “I don’t know—something.”


  “You’re just being dramatic. Nothing’s wrong.”


  Chad reached out to open the door, then noticed that it was slightly ajar. He also saw several dark, wet stains on the doorknob. “Wait here,” he said, touching her arm. “Don’t come in until I say it’s okay.”


  “Maybe we should call nine-one-one,” Ellen said, digging into her purse for her cell phone.


  “Nah, it’s probably nothing,” he said, his voice trembling. “Just wait here.”


  Chad pushed the door open and went inside. The first thing he noticed was that virtually every downstairs light was on, creating such a bright glare that he had to cover his eyes. Now, that was odd, he thought. There are never this many lights on. Normally, Marsha only left the front hallway light on. And maybe one more in the den or the kitchen. But not every light in the house.


  He walked slowly down the hall, turned left and went into the den.


  And stopped dead in his tracks.


  The first thing he saw was the man’s head sitting on the mantle above the fireplace. The man’s eyes were open, a look of fear captured in them, and his mouth, which had blood dripping from both corners, was closed and twisted, giving it the appearance of a crooked piece of red string.


  Lying on the floor at the foot of the couch was the body of Marsha Warner. Her throat had been slashed with such ferocity that her head, which rested in a large pool of blood, seemed to dangle independently from her body. Next to her lay the headless body of the man whose glassy eyes now stared down from the fireplace.


  Chad stumbled back, bent over and vomited. When he straightened up, he used his sleeve to wipe the tears from his eyes. It was then that he saw the word “Sam” written on the TV screen.


  It had been written in blood.


  Chad turned to leave, only to find Ellen standing behind him. Her face was a silent mask of horror.


  CHAPTER 1


  It was a little past midnight when Jack Dantzler arrived at the Warner house, which was located less than a mile from his. Only thirty minutes earlier, he had been comfortably ensconced at the Kentucky Theater, watching a late showing of Apocalypse Now Redux, when his pager went off. There had been a multiple homicide, he was told. Lakeshore Drive. Get here quick. He left the movie just after Martin Sheen’s Captain Willard killed Brando’s insane renegade Colonel Kurtz.


  The horror. The horror.


  Damn, he hated leaving movies before they ended. Even when it was a movie he’d seen countless times. Movies, like homicide investigations, should never be abandoned until the final reel had run, when the final scene had been acted out. Only then do you walk away.


  Driving slowly, he circled around Lakeshore Drive, past his own house, which backed up against the lake. He loved the house, a cozy three-bedroom brick split-level he purchased a decade ago after having spent a small fortune in rent. As he drove past the house, he suddenly had the urge to go inside, mix a Pernod and orange juice, sit on the deck, look out at the lake that backed up against his yard, and listen to Leonard Cohen, his all-time favorite singer-songwriter. Any scenario, he knew, would be preferable to the one he was soon to encounter.


  But the pleasures of Pernod and Leonard would have to be put on hold. Tonight the harsh reality of death awaited him. Nothing new there. As a homicide detective, death was his business. The unmoving dead kept him on the move.


  Two minutes later, Dantzer drove across the bridge, onto the small island, and into the ritzier section where Marsha Warner and her three teenage girls live.


  Lived.


  Now Marsha and the girls were dead. Just like that. Snap your fingers. Gone. Like they’d never been here in the first place. Like they were figures in a long-forgotten dream. Here now, gone now.


  Who makes up the rules? Dantzler wondered. Who rolls the dice? Who decides? Who calls in the final marker? He had no clue and doubted that he ever would. The great philosophers had no answers to those eternal questions, so how could he be expected to? But he did know this: Whoever cuts the deck must’ve had a serious grudge against the Warners. By any standard, the fates had treated them in a most cruel way. Just over a year ago Ken Warner died of cancer at the age of forty-two. Now this.


  An entire family erased from the earth.


  Poof!


  Gone.


  Dantzler knew all about that. About loved ones being taken long before it was their time to go. About pain and loss and emptiness. About feeling helpless and impotent. About an anger and hurt that runs so deep it becomes part of your deepest being. He had first-hand experience with Poof. . . gone.


  Dantzler’s father had been killed in Vietnam, his mother murdered eight years later—both events occurring before his fifteenth birthday. Alive one moment, then gone.


  Forever


  Who rolls the dice?


  Dantzler parked his Forester behind a white Lexus that belonged to Richard Bird, head of the Homicide Division. In front of the Lexus were four cars he instantly recognized—Laurie Dunn’s Jetta, Dan Matthews’s Honda Accord, Milt Costello’s Mustang, and Mac Tinsley’s Subaru Outback. Dunn, Matthews, and Costello were homicide detectives, Mac the coroner. The gang was all here, summoned at this ungodly hour because death had once again paid a call in a supposedly “safe” neighborhood.


  Safe neighborhood? Did such a place really exist? He seriously doubted that it did. Had it ever existed? Probably not. Maybe in paintings and old forties movies, but not in the real world. The real world was dark, ugly, dangerous.


  In the real world, safe was only an illusion.


  As Dantzler neared the house, Richard Bird stepped outside and away from the porch. Under the light, his face looked pale, almost green. Dantzler was certain that Bird was about to throw up or pass out. Maybe both. He moved fast, grabbing the six-foot-six inch Bird by the arm.


  He’d never seen Richard Bird so shaken. “You all right, Rich?” Dantzler said.


  “Yeah, I’m fine.” He didn’t sound convincing. “I just need some fresh air, that’s all.”


  Bird drank in the cool night air like it was water, then took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. After carefully folding the handkerchief, he tucked it away in his coat pocket. The color slowly returned to his face.


  “I know I promised you some time off, but. . .” Bird looked up at the full moon. “Sorry about calling you tonight and yanking you away from the movie. I know how you hate to leave a flick early. But you need to be in on this one from the start. It’s bad. . . horribly bad. Plus, I know you were friends with Marsha Warner.”


  “More of an acquaintance than friend,” Dantzler corrected. “I actually knew the girls better than I knew her. I gave them tennis lessons when they were younger.”


  “But you and Marsha are about the same age. I figured. . .” Bird looked down at the ground. “Did you know Ken Warner?”


  “Only to say hello.”


  “I met him a few times. At civic functions, luncheons, things like that. He seemed like a terrific guy.”


  “Yeah, he was.”


  “Pretty down to earth for a guy who made big bucks like he did.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Forty-two. . . cancer. What a lousy break.”


  Dantzler knew they were avoiding the inevitable. “What happened inside, Rich?”


  Bird looked Dantzler straight in the eyes. “Manson and his gang are still behind bars, aren’t they?” Bird said.


  Dantzler nodded. He didn’t need to hear more. Bird’s question contained the answer. Marsha Warner and her girls had been butchered.


  Who rolls the dice?


  “You coming back inside?”


  Bird shook his head. “I’ve seen enough. It’s all yours.”


  Dantzler waited until Bird had driven away before entering the Warner house. Once inside, he stood in the doorway leading to the den, carefully studying the scene while slipping on a pair of latex gloves. He immediately decided this was a scene unlike any he’d seen in his nearly twenty years working homicide. And he’d seen more than his share of bad ones. Homicides are seldom neat and clean. They’re vulgar, gruesome, depressing.


  But this scene was surreal, almost comic, like something from a cheezy horror flick made on a shoestring budget by the next John Carpenter or Wes Craven. Everything in the scene was overdone, poorly thrown together, and somehow oddly out of kilter. Nothing about it seemed right. The bodies, blood, lighting—all wrong. Even the actors on the set—the detectives, videographer, and crime scene personnel—moved in slow motion, silent, as though no screenwriter worked on this project. An image flashed in Dantzler’s head: the Keystone Kops in Halloween IX. Or maybe it was the Dead End Kids in Night of the Living Dead III. The image, he decided, was as surreal as the scene he was staring at.


  Other details grabbed his attention. The blood looked like cherry cough syrup, and the male victim’s head that rested on the mantle looked like it came from a broken-down studio prop room. The name “Sam” written in blood on the TV screen—what could be a more-perfect, more-fitting cliché for such a grisly scene in a bad slasher movie?


  But this was no movie. This was real. And Bird had been right—it was horrible.


  “Watch where you’re stepping, Detective Dantzler.” One of the crime scene techs pointed to the floor next to Dantzler’s right foot. “Mac wants me to get a sample of that.”


  Dantzler looked down, saw the dried stain on the floor less than two inches from his shoe. The stain was dark, and in the center were bits and pieces of what he suspected was food.


  “Looks like someone couldn’t handle this scene,” he said, backing away from the vomit. “Mac have any idea what we’re looking at?”


  “He didn’t offer an opinion, just said bag it,” the tech answered. “But judging by the contents, which looks like ground beef, pickles, and onions, I’d say it’s your basic hamburger.”


  Dan Matthews carefully maneuvered between the couch and a pool of dark blood and walked over to Dantzler. Matthews had been a cop for more than thirty years, and was a decorated Vietnam veteran, yet it was clear that he was also badly shaken by what had happened in this house. His face looked as green as Bird’s had.


  “Never seen anything like this, Ace,” Matthews said. “Not even in Nam. So brutal, so ferocious. . . such hate. Who could reach such a level of hate that they’d do something like this?”


  “The better question is, who was the focus of such hatred? Couldn’t have been all five victims.”


  “Four.”


  “Four? Marsha, her three girls and the headless mutt, whoever he is. According to my math, that adds up to five.”


  “We only found two of the girls. They’re upstairs. In the same bedroom, side by side on one of the beds.”


  “Which two?”


  Matthews checked his notes. “Kathy and Cindy. The oldest and the youngest. The middle girl, her name is. . .”


  “Ellen.”


  “Yeah, Ellen. She’s missing. Do you know her?


  “I knew them all.”


  “Jesus, sorry, Jack.”


  “And there’s no sign of Ellen?”


  “No. We searched every inch of the place and she’s not here. I’ll put out an alert. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”


  “If she wasn’t taken by whoever committed these murders?”


  “Judging by this carnage,” Matthews waved toward the two bodies on the floor, “I don’t think the killer was interested in taking hostages.”


  Dantzler looked at the severed head, then the bloody name on the TV. “I assume our headless friend is Sam.”


  “Don’t know. No ID found on the body.”


  “Who phoned this in?”


  “Don’t know that, either. The nine-one-one dispatcher said it sounded like a male voice, maybe a teenager, but she’s not one-hundred percent positive. She said the caller was so upset that his—or her—voice came out as a high-pitched scream. Maybe the tech guys can slow it down, make a determination for us.”


  “Yeah, get them on it pronto. If it’s Ellen, then we at least know she’s alive.”


  “We can only hope.”


  “And let’s pin down an ID on the male vic. I have to believe he’s at the root of this evil.”


  Dantzler left Matthews and climbed the stairs to the second level. He walked down the hallway until he came to the last bedroom on the right, where he found Laurie Dunn and Mac Tinsley examining the bodies of Kathy and Cindy Warner, ages eighteen and fourteen. They were lying side by side, facing each other, the bed and their bodies drenched in blood. Between them lay a blood-soaked stuffed alligator.


  Laurie stood and turned toward Dantzler, leaving Mac, the owl-like coroner, bent over the two dead girls. She strolled toward Dantzler, a sly grin on her face.


  “You seem to be handling this quite well,” Dantzler said, and he meant it. There was no green around her gills. “What’s your secret.”


  “The art of disassociation.”


  “I see.” Dantzler took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Maybe you can teach me that trick someday. I could certainly use it right now.”


  Laurie frowned. “You’re usually pretty detached in situations like this, Jack. Why is this one hitting you so hard?”


  Dantzler went to a computer desk, took down a framed photo from the top shelf and handed it to Laurie. The photo showed the three Warner girls, tennis rackets in hand, kneeling at center court in front of the net. Standing behind them was Jack Dantzler.


  “God, Jack, I had no idea you knew these kids,” Laurie said, handing the photo back to him. “I’m really sorry.”


  Mac stood, removed his black thick-rimmed glasses, and walked over to Laurie and Dantzler. He took off his latex gloves and scratched his head.


  “You got an itch, or are you puzzled, Mac?” Dantzler asked.


  “Nothing to be puzzled about here, Jackie-boy. These two girls had their throats slashed so deep they probably died instantly. As for the two downstairs. . . well, Marsha Warner was damn-near decapitated, and our lone male victim will—shall we say—rest in pieces. Whoever did this was exceptionally strong and exceptionally savage. This killer makes O.J. look like a sissy.”


  Dantzler moved closer to the bed and looked down at the two girls. Two things stood out: both were fully clothed, and they weren’t bound, either individually or to each other.


  “I know what you’re thinking and the answer is no.” Mac was now standing next to Dantzler. “There doesn’t appear to be any sexual element to this at all. Of course, I won’t know that for sure until I get the results from the rape kit. But I don’t think we’re going to find anything. This wasn’t about sex. Hell, I don’t know what this was about.”


  “It was about eliminating witnesses.”


  “Well, he certainly did that.”


  As Mac went back to pick up his medical bag, Eric Gamble came into the room. Despite the early morning hour, he was dressed like he’d just come from a GQ photo shoot. Powder blue button-down shirt, gold cufflinks, red silk tie, dark blue blazer, gray slacks, tan Italian loafers. Eric might be a cut below Denzel Washington in the looks department (and some would argue against that), but he certainly dressed as well as Denzel.


  Eric looked at the two dead girls and cringed. He was not only a good detective, and the highest-ranking black in the Homicide Division, he was also an extremely sensitive human being. Shit like this hit him hard.


  “You know, when we catch the sorry motherfucker who did this, all I ask is that you lock me in a room with him. Do that, Jack, and there will be no need for a trial. That, I can promise you.”


  Mac patted Eric on the arm and started walking toward the door. “Just make sure the guy doesn’t have his knife with him, Eric, because he damn sure knows how to use it.”


  “Screw him and his knife. I’ll take it away from him and shove it up his sorry ass.” He looked at Dantzler. “Ten minutes, Jack. That’s all I ask.”


  “Let’s catch him first, Eric. After that, what happens, happens.”


  Laurie moved between them and pointed at the bed. “Know what strikes me?” she said. “They’re not bound. And neither are the two vics downstairs. Four people brutally murdered, presumably in two different locations in the house, and yet no one tried to escape. How’d the killer manage that? He couldn’t be in two places at the same time.”


  “Drugs maybe,” Eric said.


  “Possible. But still—”


  “Why do a thousand prisoners lack the will to charge the five men guarding them?” Dantzler asked. “Because the five men have machine guns, that’s why. Fear paralyzes. They were just too damned frightened to make a move.”


  Laurie nodded. “Could be.”


  “Or maybe we’re too quick to conclude that this is the work of a single killer,” Eric said. “It’s just as likely that there was more than one.”


  “No way,” Dantzler said. “This is the work of one man. Take my word on it.”


  “What makes you so certain?” Laurie asked.


  “Look around—no obvious fingerprints, no shoe prints, and I’d be surprised if we find any. With all this blood, one person might be cautious enough to get out of here without leaving anything behind. But not two or more people. One of them would’ve been careless, left us something.”


  “Okay, so there’s only one,” Laurie said. “Then let’s find the bastard.”


  CHAPTER 2


  When Dantzler exited the house, a uniformed patrolman hurried toward him, a look of concern on his youthful face. His name was Scott Crofton.


  “Sir, there’s an elderly couple here who say they’re the grandparents of the dead girls,” Scott said. “They want to know what’s happening. They’re very insistent.”


  Dantzler looked at the couple. Ted and Emily Warner, both dressed in pajamas, robe, and slippers, were desperately seeking information from Scott’s partner. Dantzler had met them on several occasions, but really only knew them by reputation. The Warners were an extremely wealthy, influential, highly visible couple within the Lexington community. Ted Warner, after returning from World War Two, started a small lumber business that quickly evolved into a large construction company. He was the classic American success story, a self-made millionaire, one who never forgot his humble beginnings, a man who gave away millions to charity. A man universally admired and respected.


  In the late 1970s, his son Ken took the helm, and under his guidance the business blossomed into a major empire. When Ken died, Ted, along with help from daughter-in-law Marsha, kept the empire on a successful path.


  And now this.


  The horror. The horror.


  Dantzler looked at the old couple as they pleaded for information. God, he hated what he was about to do. How do you tell two decent, by-the-book citizens, two people who’ve probably never knowingly broken a law in their life, and who lost their only son to cancer less than a year ago, that now their daughter-in-law and two grandchildren had been murdered? And that the whereabouts of the third granddaughter was unknown at this time?


  Being the messenger of death, Dantzler felt, was but one step removed from being the angel of death himself. Both delivered pain, sadness, and infinite loss. Both changed lives forever, usually for the worse. Both were reviled, and rightfully so.


  Dantzler looked around, then tapped Scott on the arm. “Did Captain Bird come back?” he asked.


  “Not that I’m aware of, sir. I think he said he was going back down to headquarters.”


  “Okay, Scott, bring the Warners over there.” Dantzler pointed to his Forester. “But not until you see me there first.”


  “Yes, sir.” Scott started to walk away but hesitated. “What do I tell them, sir?”


  “Nothing.”


  Dantzler went back inside the house, found Laurie, and pulled her away from the crime scene. He wanted her with him when he delivered the terrible news to the Warners. In particular, she might help comfort Emily Warner, although he knew in his heart of hearts that that was little more than wishful thinking. A legion of friends and counselors wouldn’t be able to comfort these people once they learned what happened.


  Three minutes later, standing next to the Forester, Dantzler and Laurie watched as Scott escorted Ted and Emily Warner toward what was certain to be the single-most devastating moment in their lives. Even worse—much worse—than losing a son to cancer.


  “Tell us what has happened,” Emily Warner said, still a good fifteen feet away from Dantzler and Laurie. Like her husband, Emily had snow-white hair, was thin, tan, and much younger looking than most people in their late seventies.


  Dantzler decided to wait until they were closer before answering. However, before he could speak, Ted Warner answered his wife’s question. His words were heavy with that sense of hopelessness and dread people have in moments when they suspect something bad has happened but don’t know for certain. “They’re all dead, aren’t they, Detective?” he said.


  “No, no, that’s not right, Ted,” Emily said, shaking her head. “He’s wrong, isn’t he, Detective?”


  “Marsha, Kathy, and Cindy are gone,” Dantzler whispered. “I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am for your loss.”


  “No, no, no. . .” Emily said, backing away, her hand covering her mouth. “No, no, no. . . it can’t be true.”


  Ted Warner and Laurie reached for her at the same time, but she stepped away, not letting either of them touch her. She shook her head and repeated her no, no, no mantra. Finally, she looked straight into Laurie’s eyes, then collapsed into her arms and began crying uncontrollably.


  “Were they murdered, Detective?” Ted asked.


  “Yes. And I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am.” Dantzler put his hand on the old man’s shoulder. “I know this isn’t a good time, but I need to ask you a couple of questions. Are you up to it?”


  Ted Warner nodded.


  Dantzler said, “Was Marsha having problems with anyone you know of? At work, maybe?”


  “No. Everyone thought the world of Marsha. She was extremely well-respected, as a woman and as a business person.”


  “And the business—it’s doing well?”


  “Better than well. Last year was our best, and this year, we’re on target to do even better. And that was all because of Marsha’s leadership and managerial skills.”


  “What about her personal life? How were things at home?”


  “Between work and raising the three girls, she stayed on the go all the time. But she always made time for the girls. No matter what else was going on in her life, those girls always came first. She was a wonderful mother. Just the best.”


  Ted put his head down, fighting back tears. When he raised his head, his eyes came alive, as if a light had suddenly been switched on. “And Ellen—what about her?” he said.


  “We don’t know,” Dantzler answered. “Right now, she’s missing.”


  “But still alive,” Ted said, more as a statement than a question.


  “We just aren’t sure at this point, Mr. Warner.” Dantzler said. “But there’s no reason to believe that she’s dead. She may even have been the one who called this in.”


  “Then there’s hope, yes?” Emily said, raising her head from Laurie’s shoulder.


  Laurie nodded. “Yes, she very well may be alive. And if she is, we’ll find her.”


  Emily Warner seemed to take great comfort in those words. She nodded, even managed a slight smile, and gave Laurie a hug.


  “Mr. Warner,” Dantzler said, “do you know if Ellen might’ve gone out tonight? Maybe with friends? A date?”


  Ted Warner shook his head. “I really don’t know. Do you, Emily?”


  Emily thought about it for a second, then said, “Yes, yes, Marsha told me that Ellen was going out tonight. To a movie. She told me that when we spoke this afternoon.”


  “What time was that?” Laurie asked.


  “Just after lunch. Around one-fifteen.”


  “Do you know who Ellen went to the movie with?” Dantzler said.


  “I’m sure she went with the Greene kid. They’ve been dating for almost a year now.”


  “Chad Greene?”


  “Yes. A wonderful young man. Do you know him, Detective?”


  “I do. . . yes.”


  “He treated Ellen very well,” Emily said, “especially after Ken died. Chad lost his father to cancer about three years ago, so he knew what she was going through. He was a great comfort to her.”


  “How did Marsha sound when you spoke with her?”


  “Perfectly fine. She was. . . upbeat, happy.” Emily lowered her head. “I can’t believe this is happening. It doesn’t seem real.”


  “When will we be able to go inside the house?” Ted Warner said. “We’ll need to get things for the funerals. Also, there are important papers, legal documents, that I’ll need to go through.”


  “There’s a lot yet to be done, so it probably won’t be until sometime this afternoon,” Dantzler answered. “But I’ll make sure you get everything you need.”


  Emily Warner choked back a sob. “Right now, we need to find Ellen. To make sure she’s safe.”


  “We’ll find her,” Dantzler said.


  “I want you to find the person responsible for this,” Ted Warner commanded. “Do you hear me, Detective? I want this maniac found, tried, and put to death. I want no mercy showed to the bastard who murdered my loved ones. Do you understand me, Detective Dantzler?”


  Dantzler was stunned by the cold intensity of Ted Warner’s demand. He nodded and said, “We’ll do everything possible to find and apprehend the person or persons who did this to your family. We’ll use every available resource.”


  Emily Warner brushed past Laurie and came straight toward Dantzler. Her reddened eyes, now overflowing with pain and anger, locked onto his. “I want your promise, your word, that you won’t stop looking for the killer until he has been found. Do I have it?”


  Dantzler nodded.


  “I want to hear you say it, Detective. I want to hear the words come out of your mouth. Do you promise that you will find the person who did this horrible deed?”


  Dantzler looked into her eyes, pleading, begging for his answer. “I promise,” he whispered.


  CHAPTER 3


  Dantzler spent another two hours at the Warner house, overseeing—some would say micromanaging—the crime scene personnel. Although he had a reputation for occasionally playing fast and loose with the law—especially in the areas of surveillance and interrogation—he was a stickler when it came to evidence collecting. A case might be tossed out of court because he overlooked certain technicalities or stepped outside the legal boundaries, but never because the CSU folks did. That he could never live with.


  At three, satisfied that all evidence had been properly tagged and bagged, Dantzler headed home. He managed to get in three hours of restless sleep, then he was up again. He showered, dressed, and went to the office, stopping along the way to buy a dozen donuts at Magee’s bakery.


  Dantzler was at his desk when Milt Costello walked in. Costello pulled up a chair, sat, and dug into the bag, extracting a chocolate-covered donut. “You buy these?” he said, taking a bite.


  “Yeah. Figured we could all use some early morning energy.”


  “And the excess tonnage.”


  “What the hell? It’ll give Dr. Phil something to talk about. Help him sell another million books.”


  “What do you think about all this low-carb talk?” Costello reached into the bag and came out with another donut. “Me. . . I think it’s all BS. A fad. A racket. Hell, it may be harder to lose weight than it is to stop smoking or kick a drug addiction, but there sure ain’t no mystery to it. Burn off more calories than you take in. Simple as that.”


  “Pure mathematics, right?”


  “Right. But judging by the number of fat fucks in this country, I’d say a lot of folks haven’t learned the math.” Costello took another bite. “Know what I think? I think we should reinstate the draft. That’d shape up a bunch of these young kids. Knock off some excess weight.”


  “Never happen.”


  “Might, sometime down the road. Especially if this terrorist situation doesn’t get straightened out and we keep asking middle-aged National Guard reserves to jump back into the thick of things. That shit just ain’t right, you ask me.”


  “I’m not even sure it would happen then. I mean, what politician is gonna have the courage to do it? That would require someone with serious leadership skills. And the way I see it, leadership has been sacrificed on the altar of re-election.”


  “Leadership has been sacrificed on the altar of re-election. Damn, Jack, that’s one fucking great line. Yours, or did you borrow it?”


  Dantzler bowed at the waist. “Mine, thank you.”


  “Nice to know all the dough you spent studying philosophy didn’t go to waste.”


  “College didn’t cost me all that much, Milt. Tennis scholarship, remember?”


  “Oh, yeah, I forgot that you were once the king of the court.”


  “What’s with this once stuff? I still reign supreme.”


  “You rain bullshit, that’s what you rain.”


  Both men laughed out loud. Dan Matthews, who had just walked in, came over, shaking his head. His expression was anything but lighthearted. “Little early in the morning for such jocularity, isn’t it, fellows?” He picked up a donut, eyed it like it was a piece of plutonium, then dropped it back in the bag. “I never laugh before eleven o’clock. Goes against my religion.”


  “Exactly what religion are you?” Dantzler said. “I’ve always wanted to know.”


  “A Matthew-ite.”


  “Explain.”


  “I only follow the Gospel of Matthew. He was a relative, you know?”


  “Just skip right over Mark, Luke, and John, right?”


  “Right. What’d those bums know, anyway? Nothing. You see who got top billing, don’t you? Good ole Matthew. My namesake. They don’t put you first unless you’re the best.”


  “Or unless they go in reverse alphabetical order,” Dantzler said.


  “Hey, that’s right,” Costello chimed in. “John, Luke, Mark, Matthew—that’d be alphabetically correct. Maybe they did go in reverse order. Probably felt sorry for old Matthew.”


  “And you know, Milt, Hebrew is written right to left,” Dantzler said.


  “I think we’re on to something, Jack,” Milt said.


  “Say what you want, fellows,” Matthews snarled. “But the fact is, my guy kicks off the entire New Testament. That makes him the top dog. Case closed.”


  



  Within an hour, Laurie, Gamble, and Richard Bird had arrived at the office, a dozen donuts were gone and no one was laughing. Bird sat at the head of the rectangular table in the “War Room,” flanked on both sides by the other five homicide detectives. “Dynamite” Darleen McCormack, Bird’s longtime secretary, had just handed him a Dunbar High School yearbook, which he quickly passed on to Dantzler. Dantzler thumbed through the glossy pages until he found Chad Greene’s photo in the junior class. He turned the book around so the others could see.


  “That’s Chad Greene. We need to find him.”


  Richard Bird leaned forward. “I just got off the phone with his mother. He didn’t come home last night, and he hasn’t called. She phoned several of his friends—they haven’t seen him or heard from him. No one has a clue where he is.”


  “Or where Ellen Warner is,” Matthews said.


  “Or if they were even together last night,” Costello said.


  “Or if either or both of them is still alive,” Eric added, almost as if it were required.


  “Jack, you knew these kids,” Bird said. “Give us some insight into what they were like.”


  Dantzler looked at the others. “First thing you need to understand is that I didn’t know any of them all that well. So what I say now is really based on casual observation mostly. I may be half-right or all wrong. I don’t know.”


  “Anything you can give us is more than we have now,” Matthews said. “Even the tiniest scrap of info can only help.”


  Dantzler nodded. “I met Ellen first—she was maybe nine or ten at the time—at the Tennis Center. I was playing David Bloom, and I noticed this pretty little dark-haired girl sitting on the sidelines watching my every move. She was intense, focused, really locked in. After we finished playing, she came up to me, brave as a battle-hardened Marine, and asked if I would teach her how to hit a backhand topspin. I remember the way she said backhand topspin, as if she were attaching some secret mystery to it. So I did. I worked with her for half an hour or so, teaching her the proper grip to use, footwork, racket preparation. . . just the basics. Right about the time we finished, Ken Warner came onto the court with Kathy and Cindy. He asked me if I might be interested in giving the girls a few lessons. I agreed.”


  “How long did you work with them?” Laurie asked.


  “Year, maybe a little longer. Once a week, usually. Ellen was the only one who really took it seriously, although she wasn’t the most talented. Kathy was. But Kathy wasn’t really interested in sports. I think she just did it to please her dad. At that time, Kathy had other interests that were more important to her. Boys, computers, social activities.”


  “What about Cindy?” Eric said.


  “A born clown, always using humor to gain attention. Typical of a youngest child, I suppose. Cindy probably would’ve gone on to become an actor. She was a natural performer, always on stage.”


  “How well did you get to know the parents?” Costello said.


  “We would speak when they dropped off or picked up the girls. It was usually Marsha who did that, so I got to know her a little better than I did Ken. And since we only live a few blocks from each other, I would occasionally see them around the neighborhood. We’d say hello, chat for a few minutes, that kind of thing. But we certainly didn’t navigate in the same social circles, that’s for sure. Once you cross that bridge, you’re in another world.”


  “You told Ted and Emily Warner that you knew Chad Greene,” Laurie said. “How’d you meet him?”


  “I gave him a few lessons when he was pretty young. He was maybe nine or ten. Just for a couple of months.”


  “Must be nice being a legitimate tennis whiz,” Eric said. “All-state, all-conference, pro potential—hell, man, you should quit this gig and just give lessons.”


  “Don’t think that doesn’t occasionally cross my mind, especially at times like this.”


  “Well, put it out of your mind,” Bird said. “I need you here, especially at times like this.” He laughed, but it lacked conviction. “Okay. . .”


  Bird was interrupted when Dynamite charged into the room. Her weathered face was creased by an ear-to-ear smile.


  “They just found Ellen Warner,” Dynamite blurted out. “Alive and safe. They’re bringing her here now.”


  CHAPTER 4


  Ellen Warner entered police headquarters accompanied by two uniformed officers, one male, one female. Her clothes were slightly rumpled, like she’d slept in them for several days, and her ponytail had come undone, but overall she appeared to be unharmed. At least physically. Mentally, emotionally—who could even begin to guess how damaged she was? She was extremely pale, and her eyes were glassy and unfocused. If she wasn’t already in shock, she was close to it.


  She had been found by a truck driver making an early morning delivery to Kroger’s. Ellen was sitting in her car, which was parked by the unloading dock behind the store. The truck driver was alarmed by her disheveled appearance, and by the flat, catatonic expression on her face. When he approached her, she began screaming hysterically. That’s when he got on his cell phone and called nine-one-one.


  Laurie went over to Ellen and put an arm around her. Ellen looked at her with vacant eyes, then lowered her head and began to cry. Eric took a box of tissues from one of the desk drawers and handed it to Ellen.


  Laurie looked at Dantzler. “Where should we take her, Jack?” she said, then added, “Ellen, this is Detective Dantzler. I think you know him.”


  Hearing Dantzler’s name sparked something in Ellen’s eyes. She looked at him, and it was a look that contained both recognition and confusion. She’d forgotten that he was a detective.


  “Let’s take her to Dynamite’s office,” he said. “It’s probably the most comfortable place here.” He turned to Eric. “Call Ted and Emily Warner. Tell them to get down here.”


  Eric nodded and left.


  Dantzler stepped closer to Ellen and took her hand. “Your grandparents will be here in a few minutes,” he said. “But before they get here, I really need to ask you some questions. It’ll be difficult for you, and if you can’t do it, that’s okay. We can talk later, when you’re feeling more up to it. But. . . do you think you can give it a try?”


  Ellen nodded but said nothing.


  Dantzler gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Good.”


  Dynamite’s office was Dantzler’s first choice because it had an ancient but comfortable Italian leather couch. It wasn’t pretty but it was softer than a feather. Ellen sat at one end, Dantzler at the other, notepad in hand. Laurie was the only other person in the room. She sat behind Dynamite’s desk. On the desk, out of Ellen’s view, was a small tape recorder.


  “Are you hungry?” Dantzler asked.


  Ellen shook her head.


  “Thirsty? Would you like something to drink?”


  Again, Ellen shook her head.


  Dantzler put his notepad down and gently took Ellen’s wrist. He looked at his watch for a few seconds, then let her arm go. At least her pulse was normal. But she needed to be checked thoroughly by a physician. And soon. He was convinced she was on the verge of going into shock.


  “Okay, Ellen—”


  “I forgot you were a police officer,” she said, her voice barely audible. “I thought you were just a tennis coach.”


  “No, I’m a cop, a detective. And I’m going to find out who did this. Okay?”


  Ellen nodded.


  “Did you go inside the house last night?” Dantzler asked, although he already knew the answer to his question.


  “Yes.” Ellen began to shake. “And it was sick, Jack, so sick. There was blood everywhere. I. . . I—”


  She started to cry. Dantzler drew her close to him and held her. “It’s okay,” he whispered in her ear. “Take all the time you need.”


  Ellen straightened, wiped her nose with the tissue, and said, “They were all going out for dinner, but I had a date with Chad, so I didn’t go with them. We ate at Wendy’s, then went to a movie.”


  “Your mom, Kathy and Cindy went out—”


  “And Charles Adams. He went with them.”


  “Who is Charles Adams?” Dantzler said, scribbling the name into his notepad.


  “Mom’s friend.”


  “Was he the man we found in the den?”


  Ellen nodded.


  “Was your mom dating him?”


  “No, no, it was nothing like that. They were just friends.”


  “Is Charles Adams from Lexington?”


  “No, he’s from New York City.”


  “New York? When did your mom meet him?”


  “A couple of months ago, Mom went up there for a visit. She lost a close friend in the September 11 attack and she wanted to see Ground Zero. While she was in New York, that’s when she met Mr. Adams. Since then, he has been to our house three or four times. He was. . . very funny.”


  “What did this Charles Adams do for a living?”


  “Don’t know. I never heard him say.”


  Ellen looked down at her hands, which had begun to tremble. “He wasn’t at all like that other man who came to our house.”


  “What other man?”


  “Johnny Keno.”


  “Johnny Keno? Are you sure about that name?”


  Ellen nodded. “I remember thinking how odd it was to have the same name as a card game.” She paused for a few seconds, then said, “That’s who I was hiding from.”


  “Why were you hiding from him?”


  “Because I think he’s probably a really mean person. I didn’t like him. Kathy and Cindy didn’t either. And Chad thought he was creepy.”


  “Was he also a friend of your mother?”


  “No, he was Mr. Adams’s friend.”


  “How many times did Johnny Keno come to your house?”


  “Once. . . no, twice. He just stayed a few minutes, spoke to Mr. Adams, then left.”


  “Was he there yesterday?”


  “I don’t think so. At least, I didn’t see him.”


  “Can you describe him?”


  “He’s very tall, even taller than you. And he has black eyes, really black. They look like small black buttons.”


  “Did he happen to mention where he was from?”


  “I never heard him speak at all. He’d just whisper things into Mr. Adams’s ear.”


  Dantzler looked at Laurie, then back at Ellen. “What time did you and Chad get to your house last night?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure exactly. Sometime after eleven.”


  “Where is Chad? Is he safe?”


  “At my grandfather’s cabin on Willow Lake.” She looked up at Dantzler. “Do we have to talk about this now? I want to see granddad and grandmother.”


  Dantzler had one last question he had to ask. He hated having to ask it. “Did you see the TV? The name on it?”


  Ellen nodded.


  “Do you know anyone named Sam?”


  “I have a girlfriend at school. Her name is Samantha Rittner. We call her Sam.”


  Dantzler closed his notepad and put it in his coat pocket. “You did good, Ellen. You’re a very brave young lady. This will help us a lot.”


  “Thanks.”


  Dantzler looked at this beautiful young girl, young woman really, and realized that in one warm, cruel evening she had lost virtually everyone she loved. He wanted to say something to make it all right for her, to hold her and tell her things were going to be fine, to do something, anything, to ease her hurt. But he couldn’t. He had nothing to offer. No one did. Nothing, not even time, could heal a wound this deep. He knew that from his own personal experience. Time can never run fast enough to overtake a pain this great.


  He helped Ellen to her feet and led her out into the hallway. Emily Warner, who had just arrived with her husband, raced toward Ellen and hugged her with all the strength she could muster. Moments later, Ted Warner joined them, hovering over his wife and only living grandchild like a protective blanket.


  “Can we take her home now?” Ted Warner said to Dantzler.


  “Yes. But call your family doctor. Have him check her out.”


  “Yes, yes, we’ll go by his office on the way home.”


  “What about Chad Greene?” Emily asked.


  “He’s fine. I’m going to get him now.”


  CHAPTER 5


  Willow Lake rested at the center of a resort area located on the northern-most tip of the county. Back in the forties and fifties, the two main buildings at the edge of the lake had been used as a hunting lodge and a boat marina. But in the early sixties, when interest waned and many of the old-timers died off, Ted Warner purchased the land and all properties, which, at the time, consisted of the two main buildings and seven small cabins scattered around the lake. Ted immediately converted the larger building into a fine restaurant specializing in seafood and steaks, and completely refurbished the smaller building, which continued to rent small boats, canoes, and sell fishing supplies. He also sold the surrounding land to a few of his wealthy friends, who tore down the old cabins and replaced them with bigger, finer ones, some directly on the lake, others hidden deep within the woods.


  Thanks to Ted Warner, Willow Lake had become a popular weekend getaway retreat, especially during the warm summer months. Boaters, swimmers, fishermen, hikers, and sun worshippers flocked to Willow Lake, turning the once-isolated area into the perfect escape from the grind and pressures of the weekday rat race.


  Dantzler drove north, the speedometer resting comfortably on sixty-five. With traffic virtually non-existent, he made the trip from headquarters to the restaurant in less than thirty minutes. Now came the hard part—finding Ted Warner’s cabin. It was one of the least accessible of all the cabins, nestled at the end of a twisting narrow dirt road that wound its way through a dense wooded section of the forest. No doubt, Ted meant to make it difficult to find. The rich usually do.


  Dantzler studied the map Ted Warner had drawn before leaving to take Ellen to the doctor. Ted had drawn it up quickly and with a shaking hand, and the result was predictable—a scribble. Dantzler couldn’t begin to decipher the details. He might as well have been studying hieroglyphics on a cave wall. What he could decipher was that he needed to continue driving north around the lake. He drove slowly, and after traveling several miles, he saw the brown wooden mailbox belonging to Ted and Emily Warner. Turning onto the lane, he made the short but difficult drive to the cabin. As he did, he noticed fresh tire tracks in the dry dirt.


  Dantzler parked the Forester directly in front of the cabin and got out. There was no sign of life inside and no sign of another vehicle. Dantzler was unnerved by the silence—even the birds and crickets had clammed up. He unsnapped the holster for his Glock 9mm, then called out Chad’s name. The only answer he got was a fading echo carried through the trees on a warm, whistling wind.


  He went to the front door and peered through the curtains. He saw nothing inside, no Chad Greene, nor any indication that anyone had been here for quite some time. Backing off the porch, he walked around behind the cabin and looked inside the small garage. It was empty, except for the usual junk that tends to find a final resting place in such cramped, dingy quarters.


  As Dantzler moved away from the garage, he thought he saw movement on the back porch. Initially, he thought it was a shadow. Or perhaps the wind had blown the screen door open. But when he saw more movement, he knew someone was there.


  Dantzler took out his Glock and held it behind his back. “Chad, is that you?” he yelled.


  Silence.


  “Chad, it’s Jack Dantzler. If you’re there, please come out. We need to talk.”


  After several more seconds of silence, the screen door slowly opened. Chad Greene stepped out into the light holding a double barrel shotgun in his trembling hands. He squinted at the sun that was hitting him directly in the face.
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