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The day Jordan Wheatley last ran free was clear and bright, like her sixteenth birthday. Like her wedding day. Like 9/11.

She’d overdressed that afternoon in sweatpants and a long-sleeved T-shirt, and she came off the trail with her face dripping and her ponytail saturated. She reached into her car for a tall bottle of water, guzzled most of it down, and poured the few remaining ounces over her head. Jordan checked the timer on her watch. Ninety-seven minutes. That extra two miles was going to make her late getting home, and Ethan would be in a sulk. She needed to hurry.

First, though, she tipped her head back to gaze at the sky and took a moment to just be. The late-afternoon sun touched her cheeks. She inhaled the crisp fall breeze, tinged with cedar. The runner’s high thrummed in her veins and her muscles felt loose. She could do anything. Everything. She could run the whole course all over again, right this minute if she wanted to.

But Ethan was waiting. She checked her watch again and tossed the empty bottle into the car.

“Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have a phone, would you?”

Jordan turned around and saw a young man standing beside a green minivan several spaces away. She glanced over her shoulder to see if he was talking to someone else.

“It’s the battery again.” He smiled. “My wife’s going to kill me this time—she told me to get it changed.” When Jordan hesitated, his expression turned wary. “But looks like you’re in a hurry. You probably don’t have time to play Good Samaritan, do you?”

She stepped forward. “No, it’s all right.” Then she remembered what he’d asked for and reached back into her car. Her cell phone was locked in the glove compartment, and she dug it out.

“You want me to call Triple A or . . . ?”

He sauntered over. “Thanks, but I’ll do it.”

She surveyed him more carefully now, feeling odd about handing over her phone to a complete stranger, even a nice-looking one. He was tall, dark-haired, and had wire-rimmed glasses. He wore faded jeans and a Rice University sweatshirt with the familiar blue crest on the front.

Jordan passed him the phone.

“I’ve actually got a favorite mechanic, if you can believe it. He specializes in German cars, but he owes me a favor, so . . .” He dialed a number with his thumb and pressed the phone to his ear, and Jordan turned around, pretending not to eavesdrop. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her arm. In the distance she heard a pair of high-pitched barks as some dogs encountered each other on the trail.

“No answer. Damn. You have any jumper cables?” He smiled hopefully.

“’Fraid not.”

He sighed and looked around at the surrounding scenery—canyons, hills, and scrub brush as far as the eye could see. “So, what do you think the odds are we’ll be able to get a tow truck out here by sundown?” He glanced at the sky. “Not good, I’m guessing. I probably better call the wife.”

Relieved for some reason, she turned away to give him privacy as he made the call.

A weight slammed into her. Air exploded from her lungs with an oomf! and her face plowed into the gravel. She shrieked. The sound was cut off as her head was yanked back and then smashed forward. Pain lanced through her skull.

“Don’t make a sound,” he growled in her ear.

Jordan’s pulse pounded. Her mind reeled. She squirmed and struggled to breathe as his knee dug into her spine.

“You hear me?” He yanked her ponytail again, and her head snapped back. She gazed up at the blue sky and smelled her own terror, ripe and pungent.

This isn’t happening. But it was. Tears burned her eyes and her neck arched painfully. Her heart thundered inside her too-tight chest. For the first time in her life, she felt a fear so complete it replaced every sensation in her body.

Jordan bucked. She kicked and twisted, throwing elbows and knees. The weight slipped off and she scrambled to her feet. Fire shot down her leg as he clawed her skin.

She lunged for her car. He was right behind. He tackled her and she was on the ground again. A fist smashed into her cheek and a bright burst of pain exploded behind her eyes. Blood filled her mouth. She felt a tooth sliding around on her tongue.

He yanked her head back, and through the daze she felt him shift on top of her. She tried to scream, but his weight was on her and it came out like a wisp of air. A hand clamped hard over her mouth. He hauled her to her feet and dragged her across the gravel, and through tear-blurred vision she saw her car.

This isn’t happening. No, no, no!

Jordan writhed and struggled. Pain radiated down her right arm, but she used it anyway, reaching back, desperately trying to gouge his eyes. He gripped her harder. In the corner of her eye, she saw the side of the van. She kicked viciously, trying to break his hold. A muffled curse. He flung her against something hard, making her brain rattle against her skull. Nausea washed over her as his arms tightened once more. The pain was consuming. She felt it taking over, swallowing up her will to resist. All of her limbs quivered.

“There’s no point in fighting.” His breath was hot against her neck. “Just be quiet and I won’t have to hurt you.”

Jordan knew he was lying. From deep inside her came a primal scream.



CHAPTER 2
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Detective Allison Doyle knew better than to expect the whole night off. The way things were going, she figured she had a nine-out-of-ten chance of being back on the job before her pizza even came out of the oven. But she was an optimist at heart—and she was hungry—so she pulled into the parking lot of Sal’s Quick Stop savoring the idea of a hot Meat Lover’s Supreme. Before she even cut the engine, her phone buzzed. She heaved a sigh.

“Doyle.”

“Where’s the Borman file?”

Ric Santos. At least it wasn’t her boss calling her back in.

“No idea. Why?”

“You remember who posted his bail?”

“I want to say his girlfriend, but I couldn’t swear to it.” Allison got out of her truck and headed into the store. “Might have been his sister. She had a different last name.”

“You remember it?”

She made a beeline for the freezer section. It was six months ago, but Allison never forgot a name. “Trautman, Leslie. It’s in the computer. What do you need the file for?”

“Our system’s down again.” His voice echoed, and she pictured him in the stairwell at the station house. He was on his way out, and he sounded in a hurry.

“You need a hand with something?”

“Nah, got it covered. Enjoy your night off.”

First in weeks, she wanted to remind him, but he already knew. Everyone in the department had been working round the clock. Allison’s reward was going to be a junk-food dinner and a mindless night in front of the tube. She pulled open the freezer and selected a sausage-and-double-pepperoni pizza with extra-thick crust. She made a quick detour through the dry-goods section for cat food, and approached the register.

The store owner’s gaze darted to her. His tense expression morphed into relief.

Allison’s skin prickled. Her attention snapped to the customer at the counter with his back to her. Greasy brown hair, oversize leather jacket, shoulders hunched up around his ears. His body moved back and forth with the agitated tic of a tweeker.

Holdup.

The news flash was accompanied by a kick of dread as she realized that both her hands were full.

Always keep your gun hand free. Allison knew that. She’d had it drilled into her by every firearms instructor she’d ever met, and yet here she stood with an armed assailant, encumbered by a frozen pizza and a bag of kitten chow, her service weapon tucked neatly beneath her jacket. Panic threatened, but she tamped it down as she scrounged for a plan. If she dropped her groceries, she’d startle him—

The man whirled around, and she cursed her hesitation. She looked at his pistol and widened her eyes in fake surprise.

“Step back!” He jabbed the gun at her with a shaking hand, then spun back to Sal.

Allison scanned her surroundings. No other customers, thank God. Two cars in front, including hers. No getaway driver in the other vehicle, but the headlights glowed, hinting at a running engine. Why hadn’t she noticed it? She was 0-for-3 here, and her marathon workweek had now culminated in a string of potentially deadly mistakes.

The situation worsened as another car turned into the lot, pulling up to a gas pump. She hoped they were paying outside.

The perp spun toward her, panicked. White male, five-ten, one-forty. Dilated pupils. The tremor in his gun hand extended to his whole body; he was clearly jacked up. Bad news for everyone. So was the fact that he’d made no effort to disguise himself and seemed oblivious to the security camera mounted behind the cash register. Even from ten feet away, Allison could smell the desperation on him.

“I said back, bitch!”

She stepped back obediently and tried to look meek.

He turned to the register. “The money!”

Sal reached for the cash drawer. It slid open with a ping, and Allison watched the store owner, noting all the details she’d missed at first glance. He didn’t just look tense, he looked frightened. But it was a fierce frightened, like a cornered animal. Sweat beaded at his temples as he glared at the man aiming the gun at him.

Allison eased forward. Sal glanced at her, and his defiant look had her pulse racing. She knew exactly what he thought of this two-bit meth fiend trying to rip off his business, and she hoped he wasn’t rash enough to do anything stupid before she got this under control.

Allison slid a glance at the gunman. His attention bounced nervously between Sal and her, and she prayed he wouldn’t notice the bulge beneath her blazer. She needed to get her hands free.

Sal took out another stack of bills, his eyes imploring her to do something. The perp caught the look and thrust his gun at her.

“You! Over there!” He waved the pistol at the soft-drink station.

Damn it, she needed to get closer, not farther away. Her best chance was to disarm him at close range.

“Now, bitch!”

She took a baby step back.

“Now!” A burst of spittle accompanied the command.

Allison took several steps back, looking deep into those desperate eyes. It was the desperation that concerned her. Those wild eyes told her he’d shoot her as soon as look at her, and the knowledge made her chest squeeze. She’d thought about being shot in the line of duty, but she’d never envisioned having her life ended by some tweeker with rotten teeth.

He turned and grabbed the bills with his free hand as Sal stacked them on the counter.

“Faster!”

A flutter of movement in the convex mirror near the ceiling caught her eye. She tried not to call attention to it, but she glanced up to see someone slipping from the corridor at the back of the store into the aisle closest to the door, which led straight to the register. Tall and dark-haired, the man wore a charcoal suit and looked remarkably like the defense attorney Allison had gone to war with in court just last week. But it wasn’t the attorney. This man was leaner and broad-shouldered and made a lot less noise.

“That’s it? That’s all you got?” Meth Man snatched up the pile of twenties and waved them at Sal. “I want all of it!”

Sal grumbled a response as Allison cut a glance to her left. The businessman hunched low now behind a beer display. His gaze locked with hers, and his hard expression commanded her to stay put.

Crap, just her luck. Don’t try to be a hero, she tried to tell him with her eyes, but his focus was on the confrontation now.

“Hand it over!” The perp was bobbing up and down on the balls of his feet—shrill and angry, but distracted.

Now was her chance.

She flung the pizza away like a Frisbee. In the next instant of confusion, she whipped out her gun and lunged for the man’s weapon.

His pistol tracked her far too closely. She registered the black barrel pointed at her face as a shoe came up and the gun cartwheeled out of the perp’s hand.

Allison thrust a heel into the side of his knee. He howled and crumpled to the floor. The man who’d kicked the gun away shoved Allison aside and flipped the robber onto his stomach. A Glock appeared from nowhere, and he jabbed it against the perp’s neck.

“Don’t move!”

Allison’s mouth fell open. The man turned and gave her a blistering look.

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded.

“You plan to arrest this guy?”

Her shock lasted maybe a second, and then she sprang into action, jerking a pair of handcuffs from her belt and elbowing the suit out of the way. “I got it,” she said, taking control of the prisoner with her knee on his back.

The robber squirmed and spewed obscenities as she yanked his wrists behind him and slapped on the cuffs. Allison’s back felt damp. She took a steadying breath and tried to regain her composure as she conducted the pat-down.

“You’re under arrest,” she said, with much more bravado than she felt at the moment. Her lips were dry, her hands clammy. She glanced up at Sal, who was on the phone with the 911 dispatcher. “Tell them to send a cage car,” she told him.

Sal nodded.

“You got any other weapons on you?” she asked the perp. “Knives, needles, drug paraphernalia?”

He didn’t answer and she checked his pockets. When she was satisfied, she started to climb off him.

He exploded in a blur of movement. Pain stung her cheek as she caught an elbow, and she had to sit on his butt to make him stop thrashing. The man in the suit pressed a shiny black wing tip between the prisoner’s shoulders as Allison struggled with his legs. At eye level was a shelf of fishing supplies, and she grabbed a roll of twine. She ripped open the package with her teeth and lashed the binding around his ankles. The prisoner cursed and squirmed for a while, but eventually the fight went out of him. He was trussed like a turkey now, and she knew she was going to catch all kinds of S&M jokes from the guys at work.

Allison glanced up at the man now leaning against the checkout counter. His palms rested casually on the Formica, and the Glock had disappeared beneath his suit jacket. He hadn’t even broken a sweat.

He lifted a brow at her. “Not bad, Officer.”

Okay, he was definitely a cop. DEA? Immigration? FBI? And suddenly it hit her. She knew exactly who he was and why he was here.

The corner of his mouth curved up, and she felt a surge of annoyance.

“You have a permit to carry a concealed handgun?” she asked, although she knew the answer.

He sighed and reached into his jacket. He pulled out a leather folio and flipped it open.

“Special Agent Mark Wolfe, FBI.”

•  •  •

Allison sat in the interview room, running through the surveillance video for the fourth time. It didn’t get any less embarrassing with each viewing.

Distracted police detective walks into a store, failing to notice the car parked out front with its engine running. Detective shops for groceries. Detective interrupts robbery-in-progress armed with kitten chow instead of a gun.

She watched the surveillance cam bird’s-eye view once again, as Mark Wolfe burst out from behind the beer display to kick the gun from the perp’s hand the instant before it could have gone off.

She shuddered. A fraction of a second later and she might not be sitting here, all because she’d neglected to follow her most basic training. She watched herself cuff the perp, and even the grainy recording didn’t hide her shaking hands.

Disgusted, Allison ejected the disk from the player and slipped it into an evidence bag. She dropped it into a brown accordion file already fat with paperwork. She’d spent two tedious hours booking Steven P. Irby, thirty-three, for aggravated robbery and resisting arrest, and another two completing the reports. Now she was exhausted, cranky, and in dire need of a hot shower.

Allison went back to her desk, where she locked her case file in a drawer for tomorrow. The bullpen was empty, but she spotted a fellow detective from the Crimes Against Persons squad coming out of the break room.

“Heard about Sal’s,” Jonah Macon said. “You all right?”

“Fine.”

He glanced at her cheek, and his frown told her she had a bruise where Irby’s elbow had landed. “The fed already left, I take it?”

“Slipped out right after Sean took his statement,” she told him.

“That was fast.”

“Said he had a plane to catch.”

“Bet he missed it.”

Allison pictured Mark Wolfe leaning against the patrol car as he gave his statement. Cool. Composed. He’d watched her from across the parking lot with those brown-black eyes, and she hadn’t been able to read his opinion of her. But she could guess. He had an arrogance about him that indicated what he thought about their small-town police department.

Jonah was still staring at her. He had something on his mind.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“No, really. What’s your take on him?”

“Don’t have one. He talked to Reynolds.” Jonah moved for the door, and she knew she was getting the brush-off. “Go home, Doyle. Get some sleep. Looks like you need it.”

Allison watched him leave, unsettled by what he’d told her. Not your case, she reminded herself. And anyway, she had enough to worry about. She made her way downstairs and once again took off for the night. She hitched herself behind the wheel of her dinged Chevy pickup and coaxed the engine to life. Then she pulled out of the parking lot and headed for home.

Alone in her truck, she took what felt like her first deep breath in hours. She tugged the elastic band from her ponytail and buzzed the windows down to let the cold air whip through her hair. But her mind wouldn’t clear. She kept picturing that gun.

All those years, all that training, and still she’d ended up on the wrong side of a loaded weapon. It was a blow to her reputation, and worse, her confidence. And although no one had said anything directly, she knew her sloppiness hadn’t gone unnoticed by her coworkers.

The night was blustery. Discarded candy wrappers tumbled down the street and huddled together against curbs and tree trunks. Sagging jack-o’-lanterns sat in doorways, gazing out with empty eyes. The costumed kids who had scampered up and down the sidewalk only a few nights before were now safely in bed where they belonged.

The street’s small brick houses gave way to cookie-cutter apartment buildings where young professionals enjoyed workout rooms and greenbelt views. At least some of them did. Allison hardly ever opened her blinds. And when she had time to work out—which she hadn’t lately—she either went for a run or hit the no-frills gym at the YMCA near the police station.

Allison parked and gathered the pet food off the seat, along with the frozen pizza Sal had given her as a thank-you when she’d left his store. She collected her mail before unlocking her door. Silence greeted her. She stood still for a moment and listened to it. It sounded different tonight. Lonelier.

Or maybe she was just in a mood.

She dumped the mail on the counter and shrugged out of her blazer. Then she removed her holster and boots. She filled a cereal bowl with cat food and stepped onto her patio, where a striped tabby was waiting impatiently beside the railing. She set the food down for him and scratched his ears.

The air outside smelled of burning wood. The temperature had dipped, and it was the first night cold enough for fireplaces. Allison leaned against the railing and gazed out at the trees. The thicket looked dark and foreboding—probably because a woman had been killed there recently. The discovery of her remains had sent a shock wave through town and put the entire San Marcos police force on high alert. And though everyone was working to maintain a calm front, the department was reeling. Crimes like that just didn’t happen in this community. Drug busts, yes. Convenience store robberies, yes. Last summer they’d even had a school shooting.

But women being murdered and left to rot in the woods? That sort of thing didn’t happen here.

Except it had.

Allison wasn’t even on the case—yet—but still she felt connected to it. It wasn’t just the brutal nature of the crime or that it had happened only steps away from her home. As one of the few female cops in this town, Allison felt particularly responsible for the women here, and she was determined to see justice done.

Back inside, she turned the shower to scalding and tossed her wilted shirt onto the floor. She thought of that gun barrel again and suddenly she really, really didn’t want to be alone tonight.

She showered and pulled on jeans and a fresh top, then stood before the mirror in the hallway—critiquing, debating, and critiquing some more.

Don’t be a wuss, she told herself.

She took a deep breath and reached for her keys.

•  •  •

Mark prowled the chat room, searching for any trace of Death Raven or one of his aliases. He hadn’t found him yet, but it was still early, and many of these men were nocturnal.

Mark surfed. He analyzed. He scrolled through page after page of blather, scanning for a familiar handle or turn of phrase. As he entered his second hour of searching, the sites started to blend together and the words became a blur. Only this and nothing more. The phrase echoed through his head. Tapping at my chamber door. His brain spooled. His temples throbbed. He rubbed his eyes. Tap-tap.

Mark looked up.

Tap-tap-tap.

He crossed the room and checked the peephole, even though he already had a good idea who he’d see standing on the other side.

He paused for a moment. Then he pulled open the door.

“Detective Doyle.”

She nodded. “Special Agent.”

For a few seconds they stared at each other.

“You need something?” It came out harsher than he’d intended, but she didn’t seem put off.

“I do, actually. You busy?”

“Yes.”

She leaned a palm against the door frame and looked him squarely in the eye. She wasn’t intimidated by his federal badge or his height or the hard stare he used on vicious criminals. His being busy didn’t seem to matter much, either, and he knew why she’d come to see him.

She stepped past him into the room and glanced around. His laptop sat open on the rumpled bedspread, and he’d forgotten to clear the screen.

She turned and folded her arms over her chest. With the leather jacket and the attitude, she looked more like a biker chick than an officer of the law.

Mark steeled himself. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

“You can talk,” she said. “I want to hear about Stephanie Snow.”



CHAPTER 3

[image: image]

They went to Randy’s Pool Hall, which she claimed had lousy food but was one of the few hangouts in town not overrun with college students. The bar was dim and crowded. Doyle drew looks from some of the cowboys and truckers as she made her way to a small table in the corner, as far away from the noise as it was possible to get.

Mark eyed her tiny waist as she draped her jacket over the back of a chair and sank into it. He glanced around the bar and felt himself being scrutinized from beneath the brims of baseball caps. The women were much less subtle.

“I’m starving,” Doyle said as he pulled out the chair across from her. “You hungry?”

“Had a sandwich in my room.”

A waitress came over. She surveyed his Brooks Brothers shirt with suspicion, and he was glad he’d left the coat and tie behind.

After they’d given their orders, Mark leaned back and looked at the woman who’d brought him here. She’d left her dark hair loose around her shoulders and added makeup to her hazel eyes—nothing flashy, but enough to announce her femininity to anyone who might be wondering. Female cops took a lot of crap.

“How’d you know where I was staying?”

“Small town.” She shrugged. “Not a lot of options.”

True, but he could have found something near the airport. That was in Austin, though, and he’d wanted to spend the night here, closer to the crime scene. Any extra time in a place gave him more data points to work with.

“You ever been here before?” she asked.

“Not until today.”

“And what do you think of our fine little town?” She glanced toward the bar, then back at him. She had the cop habit of scanning the room while she talked, checking out faces, looking for trouble.

“It’s not so little, really.”

“Depends how long you stay,” she said. “You stick around awhile, it feels small.”

The waitress delivered their beers and moved on to another table to clear empties. She had that efficiency of motion of people who worked on their feet all day.

“You know, you don’t look like a profiler.” Allison picked up her beer.

“What does a profiler look like?”

“I don’t know. Thin. Nerdy. Maybe wire-rimmed spectacles.”

“You’re describing Scott Glenn in Silence of the Lambs.”

“You look more like a jock.”

He couldn’t suppress a wry smile. It had been years since anyone had accused him of being a jock.

“At my age, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“What age is that, exactly?” She looked him over as she tipped back the bottle. Her tone was neutral, but he sensed an agenda behind the question.

“Forty-three.”

If the number bothered her, she didn’t show it. It bothered him—considering he was sitting in a bar with a twenty-seven year old.

Mark had looked up Allison Doyle. She’d joined the San Marcos police force right out of college and made detective at the tender age of twenty-five. Small-town politics? Token woman? He didn’t know, but he had a feeling he’d get his balls handed to him if he suggested either.

Her beef-vegetable soup arrived, and she dug in. He watched her eat, enjoying her gusto.

“Sure you don’t want anything?” she asked between spoonfuls. “It’s actually not half bad.”

“I’m good.”

“So, you were here meeting with Lieutenant Reynolds, I take it. How did it go?”

“Probably how you’d expect.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “You mean he didn’t welcome you with open arms and thank you for your thoughtful insights?”

“Not so much.”

“He doesn’t like outsiders butting in. Particularly federal ones.”

“I caught that.”

“And he likes our suspect—Joshua Bender.”

“Stephanie Snow’s ex-boyfriend.”

She nodded. “He’s got a sheet and she called the cops on him a few months ago, said he was harassing her.”

This was news to Mark. In typical small-town fashion, Lieutenant Reynolds had been territorial, defensive, and stingy with information.

“Define harassing,” Mark said.

“Showing up at her house. Following her out on dates. Calling her cell phone at all hours.”

“The ex who won’t let go,” Mark said. “We see it a lot.”

“But in this case you think there’s more.”

“I know there is.”

She pushed her bowl away and leaned back. “I’m listening.”

He studied her face. She was the only female detective on her squad, one of only four women on the entire police force. Just the fact that she was here said she didn’t mind going against the grain.

“This crime’s different,” he said.

“How?”

He weighed how much to tell her. It wasn’t her case, yet she was interested—interested enough to come looking for him after an unusually difficult day in order to pump him for information. He could tell she was smart. Plus, she was young, which could mean open-minded. Maybe she’d listen.

Or maybe talking to her was going to put the freeze on his already cool relationship with the local police lieutenant overseeing the case—a guy who probably didn’t want one of his people talking to the FBI behind his back.

But what the hell did he care about politics? He’d be on a plane in the morning, and he hadn’t managed to convince anyone who mattered to consider his theory.

Mark took a sip of his beer. He looked at her for a long moment.

“I work for the Bureau’s Behavioral Analysis Unit—BAU. You know what that does?”

“Profiling?”

“That’s what gets the most attention. We cover a lot of bases—counterterrorism, white-color crime, crimes against children, kidnappings. Sometimes we get pulled in on homicide cases if the local police think they’re dealing with a serial killer.”

She looked at him expectantly.

“In the fall of 2000, I got a call about a murder out in Shasta County, California.”

“That’s north of Sacramento, right?”

He nodded. “This was near Redding. The year before, a woman went hiking in a park on October thirtieth, never came home. Her boyfriend reported her missing that same night. Her remains were discovered in a shallow creek east of the park a week later.”

“Cause of death?”

“Sharp force trauma—her throat had been slashed.”

“Sexual assault?”

“Too much water damage to know for sure.”

“And lemme guess—boyfriend had an alibi?”

“Airtight,” he confirmed. “Then November nineteenth that same year, another woman went missing, this time from a dog park. Same county. Her remains were discovered in a ravine six months later.”

“Not a lot to work with by that point.”

“You’d be surprised. A forensic anthropologist examined what was recovered. Marks on the bone indicated another throat cutting.”

“So now the boyfriend’s off the hook and you’re looking for a serial killer.”

“I wasn’t looking for anything yet. They didn’t call me in until that next fall. Another missing woman, another body dumped in a remote area. Dara Langford. Twenty-three. She’d just graduated from college and found a job in Redding.” He visualized Dara’s smiling young face on all the fliers he’d seen tacked to lampposts and stoplights throughout the area. “She was living with her parents at the time. They reported her missing when she didn’t come home from a jog on October thirtieth.”

Allison tipped her head to the side. “So it’s the dates that match up, not just the MO?”

“Looks that way. That same year, we had another disappearance on November nineteenth. Sheryl Fanning, thirty-five-year-old mother of two. And another woman the following fall, Jillian Webb.”

“October thirtieth?”

“Yes.”

Her brow furrowed. “What do the dates mean?”

“Good question. I wish I knew.”

“Maybe some kind of Halloween connection? Day of the Dead, that sort of thing?”

“We looked into that. Came up with zip. Which isn’t to say it isn’t a factor; we just don’t know how it fits.” Mark gazed down at his beer and swallowed his frustration. He’d worked hundreds of cases, but this one stuck. For years he’d studied it, and still he hadn’t put all the pieces together.

He glanced up. She was watching him closely, as she had been all evening. He doubted she missed much, which meant she’d sensed this was personal.

“So five women.” Her eyes had turned somber.

“That we know of.”

“Were all of them found?”

“Sheryl Fanning—the mother of two toddlers—was never recovered. Some search dogs found her running shoe near the path, but that was it. They combed the area repeatedly, so we’re thinking she might have been taken someplace else.”

Allison gazed away, looking pensive. “Stephanie Snow went missing October thirtieth.”

She didn’t recite the rest. Many of the details—too many of them—had appeared in the local paper. Mark had read the articles online after catching a news snippet on CNN. Most murders didn’t get a mention in the national media unless there was something sensational about them. Stephanie Snow had been a swimming star at the University of Texas. She was a hometown hero.

The media hadn’t connected Stephanie to the killings in California yet. Maybe they never would. Maybe nobody would, and Mark was spinning his wheels here.

But he didn’t believe that. From the way Lieutenant Reynolds had reacted in their meeting today, he could tell there were some holes in the case against Stephanie’s ex-boyfriend.

And besides that, Mark had a hunch. This murder felt connected, and his hunches about cases often turned out to be right—mainly because they weren’t hunches, but predictions based on dozens of different factors, all viewed together through the lens of experience.

“So,” Allison said. “Three years in a row you get these close-together murders in Northern California, and the dates match up.”

“Also, the MO. The crimes are remarkably similar.”

“How?”

“You haven’t seen the case file?”

“It’s not my case.”

“Maybe it should be.”

She looked uncomfortable now, and he could tell he was touching on something that was going to make her life complicated.

But she didn’t mind complicated, or she wouldn’t be here, wearing a snug-fitting black shirt and drinking a beer with him.

“So, then what?” she asked.

“Then nothing. He’s been inactive, as far as we know, for a decade. Now this.”

Allison leaned forward on her elbows. “You’re the expert, not me. But I didn’t think serial killers worked like that. That they just stopped.”

“They don’t, usually. After about five years without anything similar popping up in ViCAP—that’s the database we use to track violent crimes—”

“I know what it is,” she cut in, defensive. He often had that effect on local investigators.

“After five years with no hits, we began to think he might be dead or in prison. By ten years, we were sure of it.”

“But now he’s at it again.”

“Maybe. Depends who you want to believe—me or your lieutenant.”

She eyed him silently, and could see the gravity of the situation sinking in. November 19 was two weeks away.

“I’d much rather believe Reynolds,” she said. “I just don’t think I do.”

 

Allison drove him back to the motel without talking. Her mind was tied up with Stephanie Snow and the smiling graduation photo she’d seen in the paper the other day. Allison hadn’t looked at the crime-scene pictures. Hadn’t wanted to. She’d been content to let more experienced investigators handle this one—until today.

Until she’d met Mark Wolfe.

She pulled into the pitted parking lot and slid into an empty spot beside his burgundy sedan. The rental car, the suit, the laptop. He was a fellow law enforcement officer, but in terms of lifestyle, they were worlds apart.

“You should put some ice on that welt,” he told her.

His eyes were almost black in the dimness, and the lights of the motel made the angles of his face stand out. A day’s worth of stubble darkened his jaw, and she thought he looked tired. He didn’t look old, though, as he’d hinted back at the bar. He looked experienced. Confident. Smart. It was a combination she found attractive, even though the confidence bordered on arrogance.

He reached for the door handle. “Don’t beat yourself up about today.”

She scoffed.

“You did fine.”

“It’s embarrassing. I walked right in on it, didn’t even realize it was happening.” She looked at him. “What was your tip-off?”

“Saw the car running out front.”

She’d heard the rest. He’d parked in back and quietly slipped in the door Sal had left unlocked after his smoke break.

“Bet you realized it before you think,” he said.

“What, you mean when he pointed the gun at me? Snaps for me.”

“You knew it before that. Think, Allison.”

It was the first time he’d used her name. She turned away and gazed out the window at the parking lot. She visualized the scene again.

“I guess, yeah,” she said, “I knew something was up.”

“Something felt off in the store.”

“It was Sal. He had this look on his face. Tight.” She glanced at him. “And then when he saw me, suddenly it was pure relief.”

“You’re a regular there. He knew you’d be armed.”

“And then there was the guy . . . I don’t know. Even from the back, I could tell he was a tweeker. His movements, his hygiene, everything.”

“All those silent cues you pick up on without even noticing. Your mind pulls them together and sends you a warning.”

Holdup. She remembered thinking it even before she saw the gun. Maybe she wasn’t as oblivious as she thought.

She looked at Mark again and tried to read his expression. His tall, athletic build filled up her passenger seat. Her gaze settled on his long-fingered hands. No ring, but he hadn’t wanted to talk about that. She could tell she made him uneasy, which was okay. She liked to keep men off balance.

He pushed open the door and got out. “Thanks for the beer.”

“Thanks for saving my life.” She said it as though it was nothing, but they both knew she was serious.

He leaned a forearm on the door and ducked down to peer inside the pickup. “Get your lieutenant to listen to you about Stephanie Snow.”

“It’s not my case.”

He just looked at her. Something in his expression put the responsibility on her shoulders.

“It belongs to Jonah Macon,” she said. “He’s a good cop.”

“Then, how come you’re here and he’s not?”

She couldn’t answer that without being disloyal to her squad. Mark Wolfe was the outsider, and Jonah really did care. But he liked the suspect they’d already developed.

“Read the ME’s report,” he said. “Reynolds wouldn’t let me see it, but maybe you’ll have better luck.” He looked at her gravely. “And do it soon. November nineteenth isn’t far away.”

He started to slam the door, but she leaned across the seat. “Wait.” She looked up at him in the bluish light of the motel sign. It panicked her a bit for him to throw all this information at her and then leave. “What am I looking for?”

“You’ll know it when you see it,” he said. “Pay attention to the hair.”

•  •  •

Allison kicked off her morning with a domestic and a purse snatching. By ten a.m. she had two men in custody and a caffeine headache, not to mention a boatload of reports to write.

She spotted Jonah in the bullpen.

“Glad I caught you,” she said, cornering him at his desk, where he was logging off of his computer and collecting his car keys.

“You been talking to the fed.” He stood and shrugged into his blazer.

“What, am I under surveillance now?”

“Sean saw you at the pool hall.” He gave her a look that was part big brother, part local cop defending his turf. “Guess you got your second wind last night, huh?”

“Guess so.” She sat on the side of his desk and peeked inside the white paper bag. “Such a cliché,” she said, and helped herself to a glazed doughnut.

“He tell you his theory?” Jonah asked.

“No, his favorite sexual position.”

His face hardened. “You want to be careful here, Doyle. Bender’s already got a lawyer involved. If you start circulating some new case theory and he hears about it—”

“No one’s circulating anything.” She chomped into the doughnut. The icing melted on her tongue and made the roof of her mouth sticky. “I just want to see what we’ve got.”

Jonah gazed down at her, and she was reminded of Mark Wolfe. Both men towered over her, but Jonah was bulky while Mark was just big. Maybe he’d played basketball at one time. He definitely had the build for it.

Jonah sighed and shook his head. He reached for a thick brown file in his in-box.

“Murder book’s in Reynolds’s office,” he said, referring to the official receptacle of all info in a homicide case. “This has the highlights—copy of the autopsy, initial police report, first round of interviews. You want to see the book, you’re going to have to go through Reynolds.”

“Why all the secrecy?”

“Just being careful. Like I said, the ex-boyfriend’s got a lawyer. A good one. We don’t need any screw-ups.”

Allison sucked the sugar off her fingertips before taking the file. It was heavier than it looked.

She glanced up at Jonah, who happened to be one of the best detectives she’d ever met. “What makes you so sure about the boyfriend?”

He waited a beat. “This hasn’t been in the news yet—”

“And you think I’m going to leak it? Thanks.”

He ignored the jab. “Stephanie Snow took out a restraining order on her ex the day before her disappearance. I interviewed the guy who served the papers, too, and Bender was pissed.”

“Timing’s pretty incriminating.”

“Tell me about it. I’ve worked more than a few cases where the restraining order was found at the scene of the crime.”

“Some men don’t take rejection well.”

“No shit.”

“But I’d still like to see where we are.”

“Have at it. You got anything to add, go talk to Reynolds. He’s holding on tight to this one.” Jonah looked at his watch. “I got a deposition in twenty. Put that back when you’re done.”

Jonah took off, and Allison carried the file into the same interview room where she’d viewed the convenience store video last night. As unpleasant as that had been, this was going to be worse by a factor of a thousand.

Her thoughts went to Mark Wolfe. Why was he so convinced this case was connected to the ones in California? You’ll know it when you see it, he’d said, and she hoped he was right. She took a deep breath and opened the file.

The police report was on top, stapled to a sketch of the crime scene. Everything was stamped COPY. She flipped through the paperwork. No crime-scene photos, which made her both relieved and annoyed. She’d have to look harder for details about the hair. Allison found the ME’s report tucked beneath an interview with the dog walker who had found the body. The report had a coffee ring on the top page and was already smudged with fingerprints. Someone had spent time with this. Probably Jonah. And if Allison knew her colleague, he’d shown the report to Ric Santos for a second opinion. The two detectives weren’t the oldest on the squad, but they were the best, and they always sought each other’s input.

Allison had noticed because they so rarely sought hers. Not that she was bitter or anything—she hadn’t given them a reason to. She hadn’t proven herself. She had only one homicide case under her belt, and that was as a member of a task force. She was well aware that some people—particularly the older guys—thought she’d only been promoted to detective because she was a woman. It was possible they were right. But she’d worked her ass off, too. She’d put in a lot of long hours and she’d aced her detective’s exam, and now she was determined to show she could handle the job as well as any man.

She thought again of Mark. When she’d first met him, he’d been cool and detached, but at the bar last night he’d loosened up. She pictured him across the table from her with his sleeves rolled up, his hand settled comfortably around his beer. He’d looked relaxed as she’d shared what little she knew about the case, but she got the impression that really, he wasn’t relaxed at all.

Allison skimmed through the ME’s findings. He described an arc-shaped cut from the victim’s left ear to her right. Sharp force trauma was listed as the cause of death. Manner of death, homicide. Scratches on the inner thighs. Signs of sexual assault. A rape kit had been collected, but the results weren’t included in the report. Probably not back from the lab yet, if the kit had even been sent. She’d check the status with Jonah. No mention of her hair.

Allison flipped to the next page and looked at the sketch. The ME, or maybe his assistant, had drawn little lines out from various wounds on the body and scrawled notes in the margins: abrasion, lower left forearm. Missing, upper right incisor. Contusion, right temple. Allison frowned. Bruises would mean her attack had been prolonged. Allison read one of the notes scrawled beside the head: Cut.

That was it.

She flipped through the remaining pages in the stack. She reached the end and found a Polaroid clipped to the final page. Not an official crime-scene photo, but something taken indoors, with Stephanie Snow lying atop a steel table, her sightless eyes staring up into space. A bright rectangular light—in the autopsy suite, presumably—was reflected in both of her irises.

Allison picked up the picture and examined it. A chill skittered down her spine as she studied the jagged angle of Stephanie’s brunette locks. She’d been wearing a ponytail when she died.

The killer had cut off her hair.

 

The 7:50 to Washington Dulles was full, but the 9:15 wasn’t and Mark was able to get a row to himself. Now he sat in 26C with his computer balanced on his lap and his knees crushed against the seat in front of him. The seat beside him was occupied by a stack of files containing photos and descriptions that would have caused even the most seasoned homicide detectives to look away. Not yet noon and Mark had been through them twice already. He’d studied the pictures coolly and objectively, looking beyond the brutalized bodies for clues he might have missed all those years ago when he’d first joined the investigation. He’d gained experience since then, and he hoped something important would jump out at him now, but nothing had, so he’d set the photos aside and turned to his computer.

Alone in his room last night, Mark had gone through the old files and transferred his key case notes to his current laptop. It had been something to do to keep his mind off his insomnia. And his wife, who wasn’t his wife anymore. And a slender brunette who drove a pickup truck older than she was.

Mark scrolled through the document entitled UNSUB CA-39. He’d originally named the file DEATH RAVEN, but then thought better of it. It was the sort of moniker that would look good in a headline if some reporter should ever get wind of it. Better to keep it private.

The dread that had been building for days now settled heavily in his stomach as he reviewed the notes. He wished he was wrong, but he knew that he wasn’t. And he wished he’d managed to convince a provincial Texas police lieutenant to take him seriously, but he knew that he hadn’t.

Mark had failed to accomplish his objective yesterday, and now it would probably take the death of yet another innocent woman to get anyone to believe that the unidentified subject who had been the focus of so much attention ten years ago was back. The UNSUB was on the hunt again, which meant Mark was hunting, too.

“Bloody Mary?”

The flight attendant smiled down at him, and he glanced at his empty plastic cup.

“Just the mix,” he said. “I’ll take the whole can.”

She handed over a can of spicy tomato juice and a fresh cup of ice. Another liquid lunch. High in vitamins, high in sodium. Kind of a win-lose, but he needed the fuel. After thirteen years living in airplanes and motel rooms, he’d learned to get his nutrients wherever he could find them.

Mark glanced at the woman in 25D. Blond, barely twenty, probably an undergrad. She had a chemistry textbook tucked into the seat pocket in front of her, but for most of the flight she’d been listening to her iPod. Now the little wires had disappeared, and the man next to her seemed to have spotted his opening.

“Run out of battery on you? Mine does that, too.”

The woman responded, and Mark knew he was about to get a lesson in Predatory Tactics 101.

“Name’s Jason.”

Pause. “Isabella,” she said.

“You from Washington?”

“Austin.”

“Me, too. Nice town. Taking a little vacation, though. Just hope I can get a cab.” His dark head moved closer. “It’s gonna be hell getting a taxi on a Friday like this. Business travelers and all that.”

Isabella’s hands fidgeted with the iPod, as if she wanted to put it on again. But she was in the conversation now, and she probably didn’t want to seem rude.

“You visiting family?” he asked.

“Friends.”

“Me, too. ’Course, they aren’t expecting me until tomorrow, so I’m cabbing it. Pretzels?”

“No, thank you.”

“I don’t blame you. Taste like cardboard. That’s what we get for flying roach class, huh?”

She laughed politely.

“This your first time in Washington?”

“It is, actually.” She tucked the iPod into the pocket with the book. “I was supposed to be on the eleven o’clock, but I was so early, and they had a seat on this one, so . . .” She sighed. “Then I found out my friend—she’s at Georgetown?—she couldn’t meet me because she has a midterm at one. I told her I’d take a taxi. You think I’ll have to wait?”

“I know you will,” he said with authority. Ice cubes rattled as he sipped his drink.

Jason had been on Mark’s radar since the boarding area. New blue jeans. Old tattoos. Sinewy build. No luggage. Mark had taken one look at him and made him as an ex-con—a very recent one.

Isabella managed to stuff the earbuds into her ears for the rest of the flight, but Jason chatted her up on the way off the plane until she smiled and bid him good-bye.

Mark caught up with her in the baggage claim area, even though he made a point never to check bags when he traveled for business.

“Excuse me, Miss?”

She kept walking.

“Miss?”

She turned around, startled, and gave him a “who, me?” look.

“Do you have a moment, please?” He was careful not to stand too close to her, but she looked suspicious anyway, which he thought was ironic.
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