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DISTURBANCE





ONE


Some people claim to be able to feel trouble coming, the way they might feel a storm approaching from a long way off. They sense a disturbance in the atmosphere, something stirs the hairs along the backs of their necks or makes them wary when old, slumbering injuries awaken and ache. My own sense of such things is not entirely reliable. Just as I am more likely to be caught in a downpour than I am to be the only one with an umbrella, trouble has blindsided me more often than it has announced its approach.


Hindsight being so sharp-sighted, when I look back on that June afternoon, I can say that my sixth sense, if it was working at all, was fully occupied by the distinct possibility that I would be out of a job within a few months. That didn’t make me different from ninety-nine out of a hundred of the country’s newspaper reporters.


So as I sat at my desk in the newsroom of the Las Piernas News Express, rewriting a city council story that wasn’t likely to excite anyone, my thoughts were taken up with trying to find a better angle on it. What I felt, when the phone on my desk rang, was not fear but irritation at the distraction.


“Kelly,” I answered, using my headset.


“Irene? Aaron Mikelson.”


Mikelson used to work for the Express, but he had moved up north to Sacramento several years ago. He covers California state government for a news service there, reporting on everything from the legislature to the prison system, and putting up with all the jokes about the inhabitants of both being similar.


“You hear about Nick Parrish?” he asked.


“No,” I said, and my next, exhilarating thought was He’s dead.


“You know he regained the ability to speak, right?”


“Yes.” During the first months after Nick Parrish had sustained head and spinal injuries, he had gradually recovered speech and movement in his hands and feet, though he wasn’t walking. The speech impairment had cleared up as the swelling from the head injury was reduced. That he had fully recovered his speech wasn’t news to me, and Mikelson knew that—he was the one who had let me know Parrish was asking about me at the time.


“You haven’t talked to him?”


“Nothing has changed in the last few years,” I said. “I have no interest whatsoever in talking to him or in hearing what he has to say.”


“He tried to sue you, right?”


For a stunned moment, I wondered if Mikelson could possibly believe that my only complaint about Nick Parrish was a frivolous lawsuit. Aloud I said, “Tried. The courts rejected the suits he filed against me and the paper, so after that … well, that was more than enough of hearing from him.”


“Understood. He’s one sick bastard.”


“Yes,” I said, thinking that “sick bastard” didn’t come close to describing Parrish. Mere words couldn’t draw a line around him and hold the monster he was within.


“You know about the Moths?”


I sighed. “His online fan club? Yes. Almost too predictable that some group like that would form, right? If the Internet has given us anything, it’s some idea of how much psychosis goes undiagnosed.”


“Amen.”


“Look, Aaron, you cover a prison beat, so you know how this goes. Parrish has doubtless had a dozen marriage proposals, too.”


“That’s true. I don’t claim to understand it. I don’t know if I’ll ever figure out why anyone would want to marry a serial killer. How could anyone ignore what he did to those women before he killed them? And not just women, right?”


Images I’d rather not recall started flashing through my mind.


Body parts scattered over a rain-drenched field.


Parrish shoving my face into the mud, nearly suffocating me.


Photos of one of his victims found in the grave he had forced her to dig.


I could hardly concentrate on what was going on around me. As if from a great distance, I heard Mikelson’s voice in the headset. I was vaguely aware that he was saying something more about the women who wanted to marry Parrish. Asking me if I had read anything on the Moths’ blog or social networking pages lately.


I swiveled my chair, stood up, and looked out across the newsroom.


A normal Monday afternoon. Everyone else bent over their keyboards or on the phone, working toward deadline. Far fewer reporters than I would have seen even a year ago, but a normal day for these times. I took a deep breath.


As the rush of memories faded, my brain kicked into gear. Mikelson had news about Parrish, and Parrish wasn’t dead, or he would have told me that right off the bat. He wasn’t speaking of him in the past tense.


I thought about hanging up, letting voicemail catch the call if he called back, leaving my colleagues to wonder why I ran out of the building looking as if I had the devil on my tail.


I let the breath out, told myself to get a grip. I sat down again, turned to face the computer.


“Anyway,” Mikelson was saying, “you may not know this, but when he was first injured, the doctors didn’t realize he had something called central cord syndrome—they thought he’d be tetraplegic. But then some spine specialists were called in, and they started treating it differently. They stabilized his neck. He was on anti-inflammation drugs, and they did several surgeries. Then there was a long process of rehab.”


“Look, Aaron, I really don’t—”


“He’s walking.”


“Walking?”


“Yes. On his own. And not just walking—he’s got full use of his limbs, with very few limitations. Apparently the type of injury he had is one of the few that have such a good prognosis. His doctor says that, for his age, he was unusually fit. And he was incredibly determined, really worked hard. I guess the trickiest thing was this last surgery on his neck. They’ve kept his progress under wraps, waiting to see how he did after the surgeries, and with the rehab.”


“Oh?” I managed to say.


I looked down at my hands. My fingers were shaking. I pressed them against my cheeks. It was like sticking my face in a bowl of ice.


“Yes. His docs say he’s doing much better than most patients his age.”


I stayed silent. This time, Mikelson noticed it.


“You okay?”


“No,” I said. I tried again to marshal my thoughts. “Um—this isn’t an interview, is it, Aaron?”


“Jesus, Kelly. No. Just a friend calling a friend.”


I apologized.


He said not to worry about it, then added, “Listen, later, if you’d be willing—”


I bit back a few choice phrases. “I’ll have to talk to my editor about it.” But the anger was good. It drove off some of the panic.


“Sure. Sure.” He paused. “Look, Parrish isn’t going anywhere, even if he can walk—now that he’s finished rehab, he’ll be transferred out of the prison hospital and into maximum security.”


“Of course,” I said.


“I keep thinking about that guy who lost his leg because of him. The forensic anthropologist—what was his name?”


“Ben. Ben Sheridan.” God. I’d have to tell Ben.


“Yeah, that’s right. I mean, how ironic is it that he’s not walking and Parrish is?”


“Ben walks just fine,” I said, unable to keep the anger out of my voice. “He lost part of one leg below the knee, but he’s got a prosthesis. He leads an active life. In fact, he’s still helping to put away assholes like Nick Parrish.”


Mikelson paused just long enough to let me know my reaction had surprised him, then said a little too brightly, “That’s great. Glad to hear it—I mean that. So he’s doing okay. Maybe I’ll try to give him a call.”


I shut up again, thinking of how unhappy Ben was going to be with me if Mikelson called him. Aaron could have looked up the information he needed anyway, but I had made his work a little easier, and I wasn’t happy with myself for that.


“There was a partner, right?” Aaron asked. “The original Moth. Parrish’s partner is still in the slammer, right?”


“Yes.” I left it at that, my resentment rising a notch. He knew damned well that Parrish’s accomplice, who had helped him escape and lured victims into his grasp, was serving an LWOP sentence—life without possibility of parole.


Aaron isn’t stupid. He knew he needed to stop pushing if he wanted my cooperation down the road. So he changed the subject and asked me about mutual friends and former Express employees, and caught me up on news of a couple of people I knew at the Sacramento Bee. Eventually, he said, “Sorry if I upset you about Parrish. Just thought you should know. And you’ll let me know first if John cuts you loose to talk to other media?”


“Sure. Thanks for the heads-up.”


I called Ben Sheridan’s cell but got his voice mail. The outgoing message said he was away and out of cell phone range but would be returning late Tuesday. Leave a message.


I decided I couldn’t leave this news of Parrish as voice mail, so I simply asked Ben to give me a call when he got back to town. I hung up, wondering if Mikelson was already in the process of tracking him down.


Calling Ben had forced me to collect my thoughts. My blood might be running cold, but I still had enough ink in my veins to realize that this was a breaking story, and one the Express needed to cover. Mark Baker, our crime beat reporter, was at his desk, so I got his attention and filled him in. He’s known me a long time and quickly figured out that overt sympathy was probably going to make me lose it, so we mutually pretended this news wasn’t personal.


He called the prison hospital and confirmed the details. At that point, we got together with our editor, John Walters, and the city editor, Lydia Ames. A few more meetings were held, and plans for the front page changed.


I didn’t really want to be writing about Parrish or reminding the public—or myself—of his crimes. But under current conditions, every day with a job at a newspaper felt like a stay of execution, so I didn’t shy away from the work, however much it amplified my fears.


Rumors were at a fever pitch at the Express. No one had any doubt that the paper was in financial trouble. If a buyer wasn’t found soon, we’d close. Bets were being laid on whether our publisher, Winston Wrigley III, was going to resign or be canned before the place shut down entirely. Some said he stayed on because he had nothing else to do with his life, others that he seemed to believe the captain ought to go down with the ship. Most of us felt that this particular captain should have been thrown overboard a long time ago.


But the general state of the industry wasn’t his fault, and as much as I disliked him, I couldn’t help but find him a pitiful creature now. His shame surrounded him like a force field, repelling his critics even as it protected him from our anger. His grandfather had founded the newspaper, his father had built it into one of the most powerful businesses in the city. Yet the newspaper business was one the next son had never understood, and now it punished him for his ignorance. Although his father had seen Winston III’s weaknesses and had been smart enough to set things up so that he answered to a board, too many family members were on that board, and they often protected sonny boy. Luckily for us, these days he avoided his employees—Winston III spent most workdays wandering aimlessly through the many parts of the building that were now all but empty.


For the staff, morale was at an all-time low. We stomached the group “good-bye parties,” fought against the pressure put on senior staff to retire early, and went to too many funerals—the heart attack rate among our oldest male reporters and retirees should have triggered a study by the CDC. Admittedly, these were the guys who, in their salad days, had never touched a salad, and I’m sure the high-pressure work, the years of hard drinking, and the once smoke-filled workplace took their toll. But it was hard not to believe that loss of dignity was the final nail in their coffins.


Old newspapermen were dying. The rest of us had to listen to people who believed all in-depth professional reporting could be replaced by text messages. The saying might have to change to “Don’t believe everything you read … on your cell phone.”


It wasn’t just the Express that was being measured for a coffin, of course. The whole profession had been hearing eulogies while it was still on life support.


That afternoon, though, the newsroom was stirring to life in a way it hadn’t in some weeks. Stories about Parrish, our local monster, sold papers. We could provide the kind of detail that wasn’t going to be available on television. I had doubts that anyone living in the city needed a recap, but I dutifully told them of that time when Parrish—manacled and heavily guarded—pledged to help us find the body of one of his victims. It was part of a plea bargain, in exchange for which he would receive a life sentence rather than the death penalty. At the request of the victim’s family, I accompanied the group that journeyed into the Sierra Nevada to recover her remains. We walked into a trap. I was one of the few lucky ones—I lived.


Parrish escaped and continued to terrorize Las Piernas and other cities while he was on the loose. When he was finally captured, he was injured and almost completely paralyzed. Between that and his conviction and imprisonment on additional murder charges, the good citizens of Las Piernas breathed a sigh of relief. They were safe.


Those of us who had been in the mountains with him never felt completely safe again.


By the end of the day, I was a wreck. When I came home, I told myself I was glad that my husband, Frank, was away on a camping trip with our next-door neighbor, Jack. Glad that they had taken our two dogs with them. Frank needed the break, and the dogs loved going to the mountains. Maybe by the time they got back, I’d have calmed down.


Except for the company of my elderly cat, Cody, I was alone.


Not for the first time, I reminded myself. After all, when you’re married to a homicide detective, there are plenty of nights when he’s not home. Although the dogs were usually with me, this wasn’t the first time Jack—who is in many ways as much their owner as we are—had taken them camping.


Nick Parrish was in prison. He might be able to walk, but he wasn’t going anywhere. I made dinner for one and watched television. Avoided all crime programming, which turned out to be about half of what was on. Other channels I flipped because I didn’t want to shop from my TV or watch someone cook. I still found enough to stay amused. The distraction worked for a time.


I was safe, wasn’t I?


By the time I went to bed, though, I could believe that for only a few minutes at a time. I tried to sleep. After an hour of tossing and turning, I switched on the light and grabbed a book of crossword puzzles. I was still awake when the alarm went off.


I kept telling myself I had nothing to fear.


I was wrong.





TWO


Kai Loudon pointed the Smith & Wesson at the blurred photo on the computer screen. Not a great photo of her face. Just one of those small, low-res images from the newspaper’s Web site. The same one appeared next to all of her stories. Irene Kelly.


He took aim between her blue eyes.


He made a popping sound with his lips as he clicked the mouse in his other hand, setting the computer to sleep mode. The image disappeared as the screen blanked.


He sighed and set the gun down on his desk. Not even close to the real thing. She was alive.


Kai seldom used guns anyway. They were good to have on hand for unexpected trouble, or to let someone know you meant business, but he thought them an unsatisfying way to kill. He had never actually shot anyone. He would rather use his own body to demonstrate his power over others. He was young and strong.


He stood and began to move restlessly around the basement. He paced past the bookcase, distractedly running his long fingers lightly over the spines of one row of books. He paused before a second set of shelves and touched various little mementos displayed there. Most weren’t biological, but the few items that had once been parts of living things were the most exciting to him.


He picked up a lock of hair and inhaled. The shampoo scent had faded in all but his memory, where it came back to him now as clearly as the night he had captured the dark, silky curl. The woman who had been sitting in front of him in the theater hadn’t even known he’d taken it.


At least, not at first.


He carefully replaced this small treasure and kept walking until he reached the computer again. He stared at his reflection in the darkened monitor.


He had been using the Internet to search for more details on the big story. The newspaper and television reports hadn’t told him much. If you entered “Nicholas Parrish” in any news search engine, you got thousands of hits. Since this morning, when the story came out in the Express, the number had increased.


The recent stories started with the predictable phrases. “Convicted serial killer … perhaps as many as fifty victims, including six members of the Las Piernas Police Department …”


He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, forced himself to relax. He glanced at his watch. His mother was upstairs, waiting for him to make dinner. She would have to wait a little longer.


He smiled to himself, savoring his rebelliousness.


Others had always seen his mother as a docile creature, but he knew that she had a way of getting what she wanted. His very conception had epitomized her acts of passive aggression. She used to be fond of telling him that it was a miracle she had not miscarried after the beating his father gave her on learning of the pregnancy. One of these days he would ask his father and find out if that story was true. He was inclined to believe it. To him, the story was just another indicator of her ability to endure hardship in order to get what she wanted.


He did not consider this trait to be heroic in any way.


He paused, wondering if she had what she wanted, these days. She couldn’t make it down the stairs now, which made him savor his hours in the basement all the more. Still, it was time to have dinner. He locked the room and slid the false wall back into place.


He climbed the stairs with some anticipation, but not for the meal, which would be something he would prepare without real effort, and would be exactly like the meal he had prepared the previous day, and the day before that.


His anticipation came from the knowledge that today’s issue of the Express would be upstairs. His mother had been a subscriber for years. He didn’t usually read it, but this morning he had noticed the name Parrish in the headline, and instead of his usual routine of putting the paper straight into the recycling bin, rubber band and all, he took it to the kitchen and opened it carefully, with something approaching reverence.


This regard was not for the newspaper itself, of course. Not the reporting, not the photos, not the layout. It was the subject of the article that entranced him: Nicholas Parrish.


The story had changed his whole day.


Kai grinned and took the stairs two at a time. He went to the freezer, removed a frozen dinner, and put it in the microwave. He grabbed a can of a nutritional shake from the refrigerator and fitted it with a straw. The evening meal would be the usual silent affair. Afterward, he would read the story about Nicholas Parrish aloud to his mother. Her current state of health would force her to listen to it, like it or not. She would not. For him, this would be as good as dessert.


He stood in the kitchen, listening to the hum of the microwave. The air began to smell of steaming broccoli, melting cheese, and warming plastic.


He felt contentment as he looked out the window and watched dusk fall. It would be dark soon. As pleasant as his dinner plans were, he didn’t expect to spend an evening at home. He had a game to begin.


He got a hard-on just thinking about it.





THREE


I dozed off just before the six o’clock news came on. I had caught about fifteen minutes of sleep before Nick Parrish’s name was mentioned by a talking head—that woke me up enough to do some math. Fifteen minutes of sleep in the last thirty-eight hours.


Not good.


I listened to Parrish’s surgeon, full of pride in his medical accomplishment. Parrish had jokingly told him he wanted to run a marathon. “Other than his incarceration, there is really no reason why he couldn’t do so one day,” the doctor said. He pointed to a diagram of a spine and indicated sites of injury, talked about the repair rate of nerves, and quoted statistics on central cord syndrome. I couldn’t stop myself from wishing that he had found some other—any other—paralyzed individual to be his miracle man.


The newscast changed focus to the patient’s notoriety, and Nick Parrish’s face filled the screen. I aimed the remote at him and sent him off into television oblivion. If only it were so easy to ship him off to real oblivion.


But in real life, Nick Parrish clearly wasn’t ready to sign off.
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Despite my lack of sleep on Monday, I was at my desk by eight Tuesday morning. The room was buzzing—apparently someone on the Moths’ blog had said that I’d soon be hearing from the friends of Nick Parrish, and that I’d recognize the message when I got it. The phone started ringing with interview requests. John asked me to write a follow-up exclusive for the Express but promised other outlets I’d be available the next day at a press conference. The paper had its own need for publicity. But at least I’d be spared one day of repeating empty phrases:


“Yes, I heard his doctor say that Parrish wants to train for a marathon.”


“No, I know he’s not getting out anytime soon.”


“No, I don’t know what the Moths have in mind, and I’m really not too anxious to find out.”


“No, I don’t think I would feel better talking it over, but thanks all the same.”


I understood why John wanted the story and why I had to write it. What would have been a small item in other papers, one more bizarre note in the bizarre life of Nicholas Parrish, would take up most of the A section of the Express. Parrish had taken his victims from a number of communities, including several in other states, but no city had suffered as much horror at his hands as Las Piernas.


Writing the story brought back more memories, of course. Of being hunted by Nick Parrish. Of bodies. Of bones. Of betrayals.


It took me all day—most of that time spent staring at a blank computer screen, or fending off overly protective colleagues. After about the tenth “Are you okay?” I picked up my laptop and scouted the building. I found an empty desk in a place full of empty desks—our now almost vacant features department. But it was a sunny, airy room where I could hide out while I wrote, so I finished the story there.


Just before I left, Lydia Ames offered to come over that evening. But Lydia was recently engaged, and I knew her life was crammed with wedding plans. My mood wasn’t exactly going to be a good match to hers in any case, so I told her not to worry. On the way home, I tried calling my therapist, the one who had helped me deal with my PTSD after my first experience with Parrish.


She was on vacation. “Is this an emergency?” her answering service asked.


“No,” I said quickly.


Not yet.


I could handle this.


After forsaking the news, I distracted myself by watching old Marx Brothers films. When I’d reached my limit with that, I thought about playing games on my computer but knew that would only keep me wired. So instead I went through the newspapers in our recycling pile, pulled out the crossword puzzles, and took them to bed with me. Before long, I grew drowsy and dozed off.


At one in the morning, I awoke again. I had heard a sound—a dull thump.


I turned the lights on, checked the locks again. Twenty minutes later I was back in bed in the darkness, berating myself for being a spineless wimp and wondering if I could hope to fall back to sleep.


I did, but a little after two my slumber was disturbed again. This time, the sound was continuous. Not what had roused me earlier but something different. Not unfamiliar but out of place.


It took me a moment to recognize it—water running through the pipes. Not at high volume but enough to make me certain that was indeed what I was hearing.


I swore, stumbled out of bed, and went into the bathroom, expecting to discover that the toilet was running. I jiggled the handle, then woke up enough to realize that wasn’t where the sound was coming from. The shower, the sink—those faucets were off.


Southern California was in the middle of one of its too frequent droughts, and residents of Las Piernas were on mandatory rationing—overusage of water was illegal and expensive. Hell of a time to spring a leak as big as the one I was hearing.


I pulled on a robe and turned on some lights.


Kitchen faucet was off, too.


No problem with the dishwasher.


I went out into the garage, half expecting to find a flood.


The sound was louder here, but to my relief, everything was dry. Including the washing machine.


I stood still and listened. The backyard sprinkler system controls and a faucet were just on the other side of the garage wall. The sprinklers had been off for weeks. But was the sound coming from a hose that had been left on?


I made my way to the door leading to the backyard, reached for the dead-bolt lock, and hesitated.


I hadn’t been in the yard at all that day. There was no way on earth that I had been the one to leave the water on. Staying inside, I flipped on all the outdoor lights.


The water sound stopped.


I swallowed hard. How strong was the dead bolt?


I waited, standing still, straining to hear any sound from the yard. I heard nothing.


I tried to work up enough nerve to open the door, couldn’t. I ran back inside the house and relocked the door between the house and the garage. I stood inside the kitchen, unsure of what to do next. I saw my cell phone on the counter, reached for it, and sent a text message to Ben Sheridan:


Are you awake?


The phone rang less than a minute later.


“Hi,” I answered. “Things are going bump in the night and I’m scared shitless. Would you be willing to bring the dogs over?”


“Okay if Ethan and his dog come along, too?”


This is what I love about Ben. Call him after two in the morning and his only question is not “Are you nuts?” but “How about reinforcements?”





FOUR


I felt better after making the call, better yet when they arrived. At different times, Ben Sheridan and Ethan Shire had each lived in our home. In many ways, they were the brothers I’d never had. Ben, a forensic anthropologist, also handled search dogs. Ethan, currently his roommate, worked at the paper with me.


I received a warm greeting from their shepherds, Altair and Bingle, and from Bool, the bloodhound. Cody leaped from a counter to the top of the refrigerator and gave me a look that had the accusation “traitor” written all over it.


The dogs seemed puzzled when they realized our own mutts weren’t present, but the moment Ben and Ethan took out Bingle’s and Altair’s working harnesses, their focus changed and they were all business. Ben gave me the bloodhound’s leash—Bool wasn’t being put to work yet, but there was always the chance they’d need him later. Or maybe Ben knew I’d feel a little better going outside with a big dog next to me. Bool is as friendly and harmless as they come, but whoever was out there wouldn’t know that.


“Let’s have a look around,” Ben said, unlocking the sliding door that leads to our patio.


I walked a few yards behind Ethan and Ben. We soon discovered that my garden hose was stretched over to the house next door—not Jack’s house but the one on the other side, the one just north of mine.


“What assholes,” Ethan said. “Stealing your water! Let’s go have a word with them.”


“We wouldn’t get far,” I said. “That house has been empty for just over a month. It’s in foreclosure.”


We broke off conversation because it was clear the dogs were interested in a scent. We hurried with them as they made their way down the street, away from the beach. They came to a halt at something one doesn’t find too often on a June night on a Las Piernas beach street—an empty parking space.


“Don’t suppose you remember what kind of vehicle was parked here earlier?” Ben asked.


“No, sorry.”


He looked back toward the house. “I think the …” He made a motion with his hand, as if stirring the air would help him find the word he wanted.


“Hosers,” Ethan supplied.


Ben rolled his eyes. “Whoever is trying to play tricks on you—they were probably parked here.”


“More than one?” I asked.


“No way to really be sure. From the behavior of the dogs—just a guess, mind you—I suspect just one. But that’s a guess. It could have been however many could fit in the missing car.”


“Wouldn’t take more than one to stretch a hose over a fence,” I said.


“No. But it might take more than one to work up the nerve to play a prank.”


“The Moths … you know who I mean?”


“The idiots who blog about Parrish?”


“Yes. They posted something saying I’d get a message from them. Do you think this is it?”


“Could be,” Ben said, “but what the hell is the message?”


We ignored Ethan’s various attempts to find a humorous interpretation and walked back down the street, looking for footprints or other signs of the prankster—or pranksters—but didn’t find any.


Back at the house, I thanked them for coming over and said I’d be fine. Ben wasn’t fooled. “Ethan, you can take the guest room. I’m taking the couch.” He looked at me. “You, try to get a little sleep.”


I started to protest, but Ethan interrupted to say they had brought overnight gear. “Including stuff for the dogs. Ben’s even brought what he needs for his classes tomorrow.”


“And you?”


“My classes are all online.”


“You know what I meant.”


“I’m going to ride in with you in the morning.”


“And who’s going to take you home at the end of the day?” I asked.


“You. We’re staying here until Frank gets back.”


“He’ll be back tomorrow night.”


“Okay, we’ll be here at least until then.”


I wasn’t sure I liked all these decisions being made without my input, but I couldn’t deny a sense of relief. Still …


Seeing my hesitation, Ben said quietly, “I got a call from an Aaron Mikelson today.”


“Shit. I did not give him your number.”


“I know you didn’t. I can imagine how you felt about getting that call yourself.”


I looked at him, saw what I hadn’t registered before—he hadn’t been sleeping, either.


Ben and I were among the few who could say we’d survived an attack by Nick Parrish. It was an extremely small club. The dues were damned high.


Ethan and I had been through a separate hell. Once a hard drinker, he had caused a scandal at the paper that alienated his fellow reporters—I was one of the few who stood by him when he returned from rehab. He returned the favor when we were taken captive one night—he saved my life, although he suffered a near-fatal gunshot wound in the process. So there was a bond of survival with him, too. He was the slightly pesky younger brother, I suppose. The one who shared my ability for finding trouble.


I wouldn’t trade either of them for the world.


“Well, we’re staying here,” Ethan said.


“Thanks,” I said.


I felt safe. Until the first body showed up.





FIVE


Donovan Cotter checked the locks on the door to the studio and stepped carefully on the paving stones that led back to the house. His boots stayed dry, but he wiped their soles on the rough mat all the same. He moved inside, sliding the glass door shut behind him. He locked it and listened for a moment.


The house was quiet.


He liked that so much.


It had not been quiet when his second wife lived with him. She had been unhappy, and what she would not say to him directly she expressed by loading and unloading the dishwasher in a noisy way, by banging pots and pans on the stovetop, by starting the vacuum cleaner when he would lie down for a nap.


When Donovan refused to acknowledge these acts for what they were, she escalated her attempts to get a combination of revenge on him and his attention. If, in the evening, she felt displeased with him—and near the end of the marriage, she so often was—she would set her alarm to go off the next morning with loud music and a buzzer an hour before the time for which his own was set. He would try to fall back to sleep, but she would pour cereal in a bowl and eat in a manner that he thought worthy of a chimpanzee annoyed with its keepers—she would cause the bowl to ring in a maddening arrhythmic staccato as she tapped her spoon against its sides.


When this failed to get a response, she prolonged her morning campaign. After breakfast, she would enter the bathroom off the master bedroom. She would flush the toilet, sing off-key in the shower, and just when the water was off and he thought he might get a minute of peace, she would turn on her blow dryer.


Once Donovan was up, she would wait until he was in the shower to run the washing machine and the dishwasher, so that the hot water was gone within seconds.


Donovan let her get away with it for a while. One morning, he rose from the bed and strode naked into the kitchen, took the bowl of cereal from her, and calmly dumped it down the sink. He said, “You should stop this little warfare. You don’t know who you are up against.”


He had not raised his voice, or lifted a hand to her, but there must have been something in his face or his stance that conveyed a little of his real nature to her, because she shrank back from him. He could not suppress—or hide, in his state of undress—his arousal when her eyes widened, her lower lip quivered, her breath quickened in fear.


Disgusted with himself, he left the kitchen and took a shower.


When he emerged from it, she had left the house.


The first thing he had noticed was the quiet.


She filed for divorce, did not ask for anything from him—he had bought the house before he met her, but she might have had a go at his military pension—and she never came back to retrieve so much as an article of clothing. He did not fight it, attempt to reconcile, or seek a new partner. He had already decided that marriage was not the answer he had hoped it would be.


He had tried it twice. The first experiment had failed mostly because of mutual immaturity, but over time, he was sure, the result would have been the same. She had protested when he went into the service, claiming she couldn’t stand knowing he was in so much danger. Shortly after he shipped out, she filed for divorce. Ironically, getting on the freeways in L.A. proved to be more dangerous to her than his military duties were to him—after the divorce was final, and long before he returned home, her mother wrote to tell him that she had died in a car accident.


He turned his thoughts away from her, back to the quiet.


No, marriage was not for him. If he ever changed his mind about that, he knew he would have no difficulty finding a woman willing to be his wife. Without entirely understanding why, Donovan knew he was considered to be attractive. He did understand, because he worked at it, that he was in excellent physical condition. He had a good job, and knew how to be personable. But he didn’t want to think about any woman in the way he had started to think about his most recent ex-wife, so he would probably stay unmarried.


Donovan’s ex thought he didn’t know where she lived now. She was wrong about that.


So far, he had been able to control his impulses in that direction.


Self-mastery meant you didn’t have to become what certain people predicted you would become. Self-mastery meant you, yourself—and not your past—defined you. Self-mastery was the key to his happiness.


It was time to leave the house and earn his wages. He did not like to look in mirrors, but neatness was important to him, so he compromised by studying the uniform carefully and merely glancing at his own face in the reflection.


He savored the quiet of the house for another moment, then it was time to go out into the noisy world.


No sooner was he out the door than his personal cell phone rang. Caller ID blocked.


He took the call but didn’t speak.


“I love that you’re so cautious,” a man’s voice said.


When he still didn’t speak, the man laughed.


“Did you see the television interview with his doctor?”


“No,” Donovan said and considered hanging up. He knew he wouldn’t. He was angry with himself for his curiosity. It made him weak. It kept him listening.


“I didn’t think so. The doctor spoke the code phrase—innocently, of course. He mentioned the marathon.”


“Coincidence.” He would hang up. He would hang up now …


“You don’t believe that any more than I do. It’s time to begin.”


Donovan stayed silent. He felt a little queasy. He wasn’t ready for this, even though the news about Nicholas Parrish being up and walking had left him expecting it.


“Don’t let it upset you—we are what we are.”


He winced, thinking, I’m not what you are, but said, “I’m not upset.”


“Good. I’m going to contact the other one.”


“That might not be wise. What if it isn’t really starting?”


“Cold feet?”


It would not do to let the caller play these games.


“Call me again when you really have something to say,” Donovan said quietly and hung up on him.





SIX


I first heard about Marilyn Foster as a missing person case.


Marilyn Foster’s husband managed the swing shift at a manufacturing plant forty miles from Las Piernas. Dwayne Foster routinely arrived at home well after midnight, ate the light meal his wife left waiting for him, took a shower downstairs, and wound down with a beer or two while he watched TV with a headset on before going up to bed.


He got caught up in an old movie in the early hours of Wednesday, so it was about three in the morning when he went upstairs. To his surprise, the bed was empty. He called his wife’s name, wandered through the house looking for her, feeling a mixture of annoyance and fear. He went into the garage. Her car was missing.


He tried calling her cell phone. He heard it ringing and discovered her purse still in the kitchen.


He called the police.


“It’s not a crime to be missing,” I once heard an old cop say.


“It’s not a crime to be dead, either,” I replied, “but you still investigate when someone calls to report a body.”


What he had said, though, is true—as far as it goes—and he was only expressing the frustration that many in law enforcement feel when it comes to missing persons cases. All too often they use their time, energy, and resources trying find a missing adult, only to discover they’re not looking into a crime. As it turns out, many adults who go missing just want to escape whatever they’ve gotten themselves into—debts, bad relationships, boredom, overbearing families, abuse, you name it. The police run into that so often, it leads to a kind of cynicism that in turn leads to a lack of investigative effort.


In recent years, Las Piernas has taken missing persons cases more seriously. The Express has always given those cases special attention, which has brought some pressure to bear on law enforcement. Nick Parrish, I suppose, brought a different kind of pressure to solve missing persons cases.


So the Las Piernas Police Department called a news conference late Wednesday morning. Mark Baker was on the road, sent up north to cover the Parrish stories, so John sent me out to it and asked me to try to get an interview with Dwayne Foster.


The public information officer for the LPPD handed out several photos of a thin thirty-eight-year-old woman with short, dark hair and blue eyes. Although there were no signs of struggle at her home, they believed she might be in danger. Their press release included photos of her blue Chevy Malibu, gave a plate number for the car, and mentioned a fact that made me understand why they might have been quicker to move on this case than on some others.


Marilyn Foster was a type 1 diabetic. She was dependent on insulin, and had not taken her insulin supply with her.


If Dwayne Foster was suspected of doing away with his wife, the police weren’t giving any indication of that. They might be keeping an eye on him, or have information I didn’t, but from everything I could see, Dwayne Foster was devoted to his wife, genuinely worried about her, and hadn’t a clue where she might be.


He agreed to my request to meet at his house and tell me more about Marilyn, hoping my story would increase interest in her case.


Dwayne had known Marilyn since high school, although they hadn’t dated then. “She was kind of wild back then,” he said. “I think because she had to take insulin and all, she wanted to prove something. She used to drink a lot, which was really dangerous for her. I don’t know, she wanted to show everybody that she could be just like any other teenager, I guess. Wanted people to like her. Every kid does, right? Anyway, she got pregnant by this older guy, dropped out, and went to one of those places where girls get cared for if they agree to give the baby up for adoption. I guess because of the diabetes, the whole thing was even harder on her.” He paused. “Later, when we tried, she kept having miscarriages. Last one damned near killed her, and we decided maybe we’d adopt but never actually took the steps to do it. She kind of has funny feelings about adoption. I know she still regrets giving the baby away.” He paused. “She always feels sad on his birthday. He’d be twenty-two now. She’s tried to locate him and joined a couple of online groups that help people connect up with their adopted kids.” He wiped at his eyes. “That’s another reason I know she didn’t run away! She’s waiting for that kid to show up here. If he shows up now, what do I tell him?”


The question caught me off guard, especially because apparently it wasn’t rhetorical—he seemed sincerely to want an answer. “Tell him what you told me,” I said.


After a moment, he nodded. “I’ll welcome him. I’ll see if he’ll stay here until she’s found. I think his birth father was probably an A-number-one Asshole, but that doesn’t mean he is. Shit, my own dad was a real piece of work. Nothing dooms you, you know?”


“I agree. Any chance Marilyn’s old flame is still around?”


“No. He wasn’t a flame really, just a one-night stand from what she told me. I mean, the dude had to know she was underage. But she’d never tell anyone who he was. Her parents tried really hard to get that out of her, but she always said she’d been drunk and didn’t know who he was. She knew, though. Once I joked that if she found the kid, she might end up reconnecting with his dad. She told me there was no chance of that, and not just because the kid’s dad was in prison for life but because she had wised up since then, and I was the only one for her. I asked her how she could know he was in prison, but she got all upset and said she never wanted to talk about it. Ever.”


He grinned ruefully. “When Marilyn says something in that tone, you don’t argue. Besides, I didn’t want her to think I thought less of her. I never have. Never. She’s the only one for me, too.”


“So, she hasn’t been acting strange in any way lately? No tension, no odd behavior?”


“No. Not at all.” He looked me square in the eye and said, “She’s not cheating on me.”


“I’m not suggesting that,” I said and meant it. Although I’d known plenty of people who had been surprised by the devilry of supposed spousal saints, most of them had deliberately closed their eyes before the moment of revelation. Nothing about Dwayne said he had his eyes closed. And the more he told me about his wife, the less it seemed likely that she had been looking for an escape. I’d have to check that out with other people who knew her, though. For now, I asked, “Any new acquaintances? Strangers approaching her? People hanging around the neighborhood who haven’t been around before?”


“Not that I know of. And we talk. She’d tell me. Police asked about that, too.”


“So life has just gone on as usual lately? Nothing out of the ordinary?”


He hesitated.


“What?” I coaxed.


He shook his head. “It’s so stupid. It doesn’t have anything to do with her being gone.”


“Tell me anyway.”


He seemed embarrassed. “Hell, she’s going to kill me for telling you as much as I have already.”


I waited.


“The other night,” he said. “Not the night she went missing, but the night before? She did do something that’s not like her. But it was just forgetfulness, that’s all. I didn’t even mention it to her.”


“What?” I asked again.


“You know, when she’s upstairs asleep, she turns the fan on—makes white noise, so she probably didn’t hear anything, or it wouldn’t have happened. But I came home, usual time, and here’s the garden hose, turned on and running. Like we’re building a pond in the backyard. Please don’t print that in the paper, okay?”





SEVEN


I talked to Marilyn Foster’s co-workers at the dentist’s office where she was employed as a receptionist. She was a reliable worker. The dentist and his wife, who was a hygienist in his office, looked upon Marilyn almost as a daughter. They were sure she would have confided any troubles to them, and had no indications of unhappiness in her marriage. She was the last person, they said, who would ever simply disappear.


I talked to her mother and sister, who lived in the San Fernando Valley. Again, no sign that her life was troubled, that she had a secret romance going, that she was feeling restless or wanted a change of scenery.


The contacts I had at the police department didn’t have a lot to say beyond what had been said at the press conference—no leads, hoping that any publicity the Express could give the case would help to generate those. It was clear they didn’t think this was a voluntary disappearance.


I wrote up the story and tried to pull myself together for a completely different kind of press conference—the one Wrigley had arranged for late that afternoon. As I walked downstairs with John Walters, he glanced at me and said, “You look like a cold slice of hell on stale toast.”


“Always so kind,” I said.


That made him laugh, not something he was doing very often these days, so I had a smile on my face when we went into the room Wrigley had designated for the event—a large space that had once been used for staff meetings. That was in the days before you could fit the staff into a phone booth and still have room to dance.


I was relieved to see that while the turnout wasn’t embarrassingly low—local television, a few local papers, two radio stations, and a couple of online news outlets—the room wasn’t crowded enough to cause me to panic. All the same, the subject wasn’t one I wanted to talk about. I prefer being one of the people asking the questions in these situations.


Wrigley gave the introduction, putting on that public persona that actually makes him appear serious and competent. Anyone who looked hard enough could see that he was enjoying himself.


I wasn’t too surprised to notice that Ethan had left his desk in the newsroom and managed to slip into a chair in the back row, where he alternately tried to signal me with an occasional thumbs-up and glared ferociously at anyone who asked a question that he deemed out of line. It was enough to amuse me into remaining calm.


After the Q & A ended, Wrigley stayed behind to chat up some of those who lingered. John, Ethan, and I headed back upstairs. I heard someone rushing down the stairwell just as John was asking Ethan if he had enjoyed making an ass out of himself for the entertainment of the competition. Lydia came to a halt on the landing above us. “They found her,” she said, looking shaken.


“Who?” Ethan asked.


“Marilyn Foster.”


“Alive?” I asked, knowing the answer even before Lydia shook her head.


“In an abandoned warehouse, near the harbor.”


“What aren’t you telling us?” I asked, knowing that no one who works as a city editor would be looking like she did over a garden-variety homicide.


“She was tortured.” Lydia shuddered. “The killer drew things on her in some kind of indelible ink. Moths.”


I went to work on a rewrite. Ethan was sent to talk to the police—he had to borrow my car. Now that it was a homicide investigation, John was hesitant to send me, even though it wasn’t going to be Frank’s case. Before Ethan left, I took him aside and said, “This may sound strange, but mention the hose to them. A couple of nights ago, someone pulled the same trick on Marilyn Foster.”


His eyes widened.


“Yes, it scares me. No, I won’t try to find another way home. I’ll wait until you get back and can stay with me.”


“Good,” he said. “What time does Frank get back?”


“Depends on traffic,” I said. “Probably late this evening.”


“Call him.”


“He’s probably out of range of a signal.”


Ethan looked skeptical.


“And I really, really don’t want to fuck up his time off,” I quickly added. He started to leave, but I had seen the mischievous gleam in his eyes, and I caught his sleeve. “Ethan, don’t you call him, either!”


“I make no promises,” he said, freeing his shirt from my grip.


“Ethan!”


But he was out the door.


If John thought I looked bad before the press conference, he should have seen me after I called Dwayne Foster.


Sometimes families of victims take out their understandable rage and feelings of helplessness on the press—they can afford to alienate us but not the police who are investigating their loved ones’ deaths, so we get the force of their reactions. But I soon discovered that Foster wasn’t hostile, he was just bereft, lost in that numb state of denial and pain where a person tries to deal with every intruding thought that isn’t the essential one. I was someone who had listened to him when few others had paid attention, and he needed a listener now, however disjointed his conversation might be.


“I don’t know what to do,” he said several times.


I asked him if there was anyone in his family, or a friend, who might come to stay with him. He told me that his brother was on the way from Santa Monica.


“They haven’t found her car yet. I was thinking about driving around, looking for the car. If he’s in it—”


“Do you think that’s a good idea?”


“No,” he said, defeated. “No. But—moths. Why moths?”


From the moment Lydia had told me about the decorations on Marilyn Foster’s body, my thoughts had gone to the warning on the Moths’ blog. Had this woman been killed as a warning to me? The idea that the Moths might go to that extreme horrified me.
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Irene Kelly fights for her life
in this blood-chilling sequel to the
Edgar Award-winning smash hit

Bones.

Despite her reporter’s nose for trouble, Irene Kelly's
life has almost returned to normal—the Las Piernas
Netws Express wobbles along in defiance of its finan-
cial wocs, and with the help of her husband, Frank,
and a good therapist, she’s recovered from the debili-
tating post-traumatic stress disorder that haunted
her after her near-fatal encounter with notorious
serial killer Nick Parrish. Until she receives some
unwelcome news: Parrish, once thought perma-
nently paralyzed by the injuries he sustained flecing
recapture, is walking again. And the rumor among
the Moths, Parrish’s onlinc fan club, is that he’s
comingafier Irene.

Suddenly Irene is on the other end of the micro-
phone, being hounded by the media for interviews

and plied with questions she’d hoped never to have to

fe from

answer again. She trics to believe that she i
Parrish, who is imprisoned in a maximum sceurity
facility, and chat the growing stream of threats from
the Moths is all just talk. But an unnerving prank
soon lets her know that someone, at least, wants her to
be afraid. And when a young woman’s body turns up
in the crunk of a car near her home—naked, frozen
solid, and decorated from head to toe in claboratcly
painted moths—it becomes clear that Irenc will once
again find herself pitted againsta brutal murderer. She
knows the twisted hunter who is stalking her all too
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