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LAS VEGAS, NEVADA


LATE JUNE


SATURDAY AFTERNOON


Missy Devereaux, whose real name was Mary Ann Duff, fluffed her hair as she pretended to look in the store window, scanning behind her, wondering if he’d followed her to Las Vegas. And then she saw him, across the street, ducking behind an old gray Volvo in the thick Las Vegas Strip traffic. He looked thin in his baggy jeans and his loose-hanging dark blue shirt. She couldn’t see his face—he wore dark sunglasses and a Giants baseball cap.


It wasn’t fair. She’d just landed a six-month stint here at the Mandalay in a Beatles musical retrospective, hoping for half a year of peace and calm without a stalker to tie her stomach in knots, but here he was, after only four days. She’d been so careful when the taxi picked her up at her cottage in Malibu nearly a week before—had the driver drop her off at LAX, a terminal away from the airline she’d booked—but still he was here, watching her, following her. All she’d wanted was her life to return to normal. She’d done everything she could. She’d gone to the cops to see if they could stop him. Movie star stalkers were old hat to the Calabasas Sheriff’s Department, responsible for handling all the criminal problems in Malibu. They had a protocol in place, a pleasant older cop had told her four months before, they would talk to him if she would point him out. What, she’d asked, would her stalker do when he got tired of following her around? Attack her? The friendly older cop only shook his head, avoided answering that question. That same day, Missy bought a Becker Ka-Bar knife, a fixed blade three and a quarter inches long, with a three-inch handle. It was made of Cro-Van steel, the salesman had told her, and was favored by sailors going back nearly to the ark. She liked the sound of that, carrying something badass enough for the marines. She liked the feel of the Ka-Bar, too, solid, and ready to go in its sheath hooked onto her waistband.


The cops hadn’t caught the stalker, even following their protocol.


She kept fluffing, touched on some lip gloss, and continued to stare into the window. She didn’t see him now, but she knew he was there, watching. She was so used to feeling acid burning her gut, so used to the overwhelming urge to run as fast as she could, that she didn’t at first recognize the bolt of rage that splashed through her. She felt her adrenaline spike, felt her blood pumping hard and fast, the mad mix making her shake. For the first time she let the heat of anger wash over her, and she saw clearly who and what he was—nothing. She wasn’t going to let him destroy her life. Not anymore. She turned on her heel and worked her way through the gridlock traffic on the Strip, not even aware of the horns honking, the tourists jostling her or the wolf whistles. All her focus was on that miserable little man who probably spent his nights licking her publicity photos.


She saw him straighten, stare at her, then draw back when she started running toward him, not away, her Ka-Bar in her hand.


She heard growling, realized it was from her, and yelled, “You miserable little worm! I’m going to carve out your tonsils!” He sprinted away, Missy after him, running fast and strong. She’d been a blimp in high school, but all that had changed when she’d turned twenty. Six years later, she was in top-flight shape, ran three miles every single day, worked out at Sam’s Muscle Bar, in L.A. Catch him? Not a problem. He wove through crowds of tourists on the sidewalk, knocking some out of his way, going around others, and Missy followed in his wake, closing in on him. He ran past the Venetian hotel with its Grand Canal and gondolas floating past, knocking two people aside, leaving them cursing after him. When the crush of tourists became too thick, she ran in the street, close to the sidewalk, and gained on him more. When he turned right, toward the Wynn hotel and looked back over his shoulder, she saw it clear as day—fear. He’s afraid of me! It was heady to see that look after so many months of aggravation and, yes, fear. Now it was his turn. She felt fierce, unstoppable. She amped up her speed.


He was tiring fast as he ran into the huge hotel garage, nearly empty this time of day, Missy on his heels. She lost him for a moment in the shadows, then spotted him running across to the far side of the garage that opened onto the gardens of the Wynn. She was nearly on him now. Without hesitating, Missy took a flying leap and landed on his back, wrapping her arms around his neck. He fell forward under her weight, half on the grass, half on the concrete garage floor.


“You move, and I’ll slice off your ear!” She pricked his neck with her Ka-Bar, enough to draw a drop of blood, to show him she was serious. He became still as a stone. So he wasn’t a complete moron. She jerked off his ball cap, grabbed a tangle of brown hair, and pulled his head back. She elbowed off his sunglasses and looked down into a thin, good-looking face, marred by some acne scars on his forehead, and pale brown eyes filled with fear. Of her. Of her Ka-Bar digging into his neck. He didn’t outweigh her by more than twenty pounds. She felt triumphant; she’d brought him down, and not a cop in sight. Missy leaned close, thought about biting him but didn’t. She whispered in his ear, “You’re the one who’s scared now, aren’t you, you creep? Who are you? Why have you been stalking me?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I never saw you before in my life. You started ch-chasing me and I-I saw the knife. I ran.” His voice was high, twitchy, with a bit of a stutter that pleased her immensely.


“You puking little liar!” She jerked up his head by the hair, dug the knife a bit deeper. He groaned, music to her ears.


A man’s deep voice from just above her said quietly, easily, “Please don’t carve him up here, ma’am. Mr. Wynn wouldn’t be pleased. I’m Del Conroy, head of security.”


Missy stilled, craned her neck to look up into a hard face, at odds with that smooth cowboy voice. He was older, with iron-gray hair cut short, a white shirt and slacks. “Please don’t stop me, Mr. Conroy. I’m Missy. Missy Devereaux. I want to carve him up, but I won’t if he tells me why he’s been stalking me.”


“A stalker? And you brought him down. Well done.” He squatted down beside her. “Nice to meet you, Missy. And what’s your name, sir?”


“I didn’t do anything. She attacked me!”


Conroy studied the young man’s face, spotted the midwestern accent, stood. “Up you go, Missy, I’ve got this now, if you don’t mind.” And he scooped her up beneath her armpits and set her on her feet. Both of them stared down at the man, who was rubbing his neck. Missy saw the smear of blood from her Ka-Bar and smiled.


Conroy said in the same calm, soothing voice, “I suggest you don’t move or I’ll let her cut your ears off.” He turned back to Missy, who was still breathing fast and hard, not from all the running, but from the adrenaline rush. “Talk to me.”


Missy’s foot was raised to slam down on his back if he moved. The urge to kick him was nearly overpowering.


“Talk to me,” Conroy said again.


“Phew, well, okay. Like I said, this out-of-shape worm is a stalker, been lurking around corners for months, even followed me here from L.A.” And Missy couldn’t stop herself, she kicked him, not very hard at all, really, since she wasn’t in her boots, only sneakers.


He lurched to the side, hugging himself, and yelled, “You saw what she did. I’m going to have her arrested; I’m going to press charges. I didn’t do anything. I was walking down the Strip, minding my own, and she starts screaming at me and waving that knife! I want you to call the police.”


Del Conroy, a retired cop himself and head of security at the Wynn for three years now, knew that very probably nothing was going to happen to this guy, and hated it. He said politely, “Sir, again, what is your name?”


“Blinker—well, that’s my nickname—I’m John Bayley. I have a good job. I’m a fine citizen.”


“Why does anyone call you Blinker?”


“I’m a bond trader. I’m fast, I can make a trade in the blink of an eye.”


A bond trader who was a stalker? That was a new one, even to Conroy. He said, “Please give me your wallet, Mr. Bayley.”


The man pulled out a butt-flat alligator wallet, good quality, Conroy saw, and handed it to him. A California driver’s license, three credit cards, an AAA card, a gym membership for Fit Bods in Santa Monica, a couple of hundred-dollar bills. “You want to tell me what you’re doing here in Las Vegas, Mr. Bayley?”


“Just like the other hundred thousand mutts wandering the streets out there, I’m here to unwind from the high-stress job I’ve got—see shows, play some machines—until this crazy girl came after me with a knife.”


“You’re thirty-two.”


“Yeah. Let me up.”


Conroy memorized the address in Santa Monica and gave Mr. Bayley back his wallet. “Get up, Mr. Bayley. We’ll go back to my office and call the police.” Del Conroy prayed the guy had prior charges, or he’d get off without a doubt.


Missy became vaguely aware of people’s hushed voices and looked up to see a good dozen bystanders watching the little drama. She slipped the knife back into her pocket, tossed her head until her beautiful hair swirled and danced, and gave them a huge wave. “Come see me sing at the Mandalay tonight! I’m in The Beatles Retrospective.” She turned, shook Del Conroy’s hand. “Thank you for keeping me from sticking my knife in this pervert’s neck. But I wanted to, I really did.”


“I know, but you didn’t. You did good.”


“I didn’t do anything! It’s you who’s going to jail!”


“Be quiet, Mr. Bayley,” Del Conroy said. He turned to Missy. “Keep that Ka-Bar in its sheath, Ms. Devereaux. You don’t want the cops to see it. How’d you get it through airport security?”


“I bought it here, at Larry’s Pawn Shop. Why would the cops care? I was defending myself.”


“Better to play it smart. With Mr. Bayley ranting how you sliced him up, they’ll probably take it anyway.”


Well, that didn’t sound right. Missy eyed her stalker. “It’s over now, anyway, you pervert. I know who you are and I’ll soon be free of you. You’re going to leave me alone or you’ll be going to jail for a good long time. And me? I’ll be normal again.” She felt so very fine she started to sing her favorite song, “Twist and Shout.”
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LAS VEGAS, NEVADA


SATURDAY NIGHT


Marty Sallas moved quiet as a thief, which he was, to one of the side windows of the small pastel-blue house, his glass cutter in his hand. It was a good fifteen minutes from the Strip, in a quiet middling residential neighborhood. Perfect, really, for what he had planned. He’d kept his eyes on his princess—called Legs by everyone in the cast of The Beatles Retrospective—for the past two days, ever since he’d noticed a rich guy coming on to her. Last night he’d seen the dude give her an expensive emerald-and-diamond bracelet from Laszlo’s, a not-so-subtle inducement to hit the sheets. Tonight the rich guy wasn’t with her, he was playing high-stakes poker again at the Mandalay, where he’d seen her singing and dancing in her show. Molly Harbinger was her name, but to Marty, she was his princess who would give him her crowned jewels. He looked at his watch, lit a cigarette. Of course he’d stick the butt in his pocket. Soon now, Molly should fall into bed, exhausted after her three-hour workout in the show.


Marty used the time to think about how he’d spend the money he’d get from this job. He was considering the San Juan Islands off the coast of Seattle, perfect weather this time of year, not like this hellhole, and who cared there’d be no hot girls hanging out drinking beers? He’d buy himself a wet suit and swim in Puget Sound. He had to pay off Alf, a security guard at Laszlo’s, who’d texted him about the bracelet. The rich dude had shelled out fifteen big ones. So one thousand to Alf. It always paid to keep his boys happy.


Marty froze when the kitchen light came on at the rear of the house. He moved around so he could see into the kitchen. Why wasn’t she in bed, getting her beauty sleep? He’d seen her caress the rich guy’s hand just that afternoon, over two glasses of chardonnay, the bracelet sparkling in the dim bar light, and heard her thank him again, tell him she had two shows tomorrow, and she needed to get to bed early, but—lovely pause—she was off Monday. The guy had bowed out gracefully, no doubt he’d wet-dream his night away. Marty hoped he would win big at poker and give her more bling. The princess deserved that.


It was after midnight and there she stood, wearing pink pajama boxers and a tank top, drinking water over the kitchen sink. Back to bed, princess, back to bed, time’s a-wastin’. Come on, honey, it don’t pay to hang around in one place too long.


He heard a man’s wheedling voice but couldn’t make out the words, then the princess yelled, “I told you to get out of here, Tommy! What you did this time tears it. You gambled away all the money I’ve saved. Get out now, you loser, I don’t want to see your stupid face again.”


Marty had thought she’d already drop-kicked Tommy, a car salesman she’d been seeing over on Marian Avenue. No loss, the jerk. The fact is, he’d believed she was alone. Where was Tommy’s car? Marty didn’t like this, didn’t like it at all. He had to be more careful.


Whatever, boot the jerk out, princess. Get your beautiful self back into bed and into dreamland, and I’ll give you something to guarantee a good night’s sleep.


Marty eased back toward the front of the house and hid himself in a mess of red bougainvillea. He was waiting patiently for Tommy to come trooping out the front door, when he heard a motorcycle coming down the quiet street. It was moving slow, as if the driver was looking for an address. At this hour? What was wrong with people? Even in Las Vegas regular people slept at night. It was only delusional brainless yahoos flying in here from who-knew-where who stayed up all night.


The motorcycle stopped in front of the house, idled. What was this crap? Had Tommy called a friend to pick him up? Or was it someone else sniffing on Marty’s turf? Nah, another thief wouldn’t be cruising around on a loud-ass motorcycle. He’d be hiding, like Marty, biding his time. Marty cursed low. All he wanted was to get in, lay a chloroform mask over his princess’s nose, watch her snap awake, then breathe in and pass out, three seconds, tops. He’d find that bracelet and get out with no one the wiser, but no, he couldn’t catch a break. First a boyfriend and now this motorcycle, and who was this guy? He heard the front door slam. So Tommy had called a buddy to come get him. Everything was all right. Tommy climbed aboard and the motorcycle revved and rocketed down the street. No more drama. Neither idiot was wearing a helmet.


Marty would give her another twenty minutes at least. If she was mad at the boyfriend, it’d take her longer to calm herself and float off to dreamland. He waited, listening, and now there was only the sounds of crickets, a coyote in the distance, but nothing else except a light desert breeze.


Finally Marty pulled the glass cutter out of his pocket and walked quietly toward the second-bedroom window.


Then he heard something, like a door opening real quiet, like someone sneaking around who didn’t want to be heard. No, impossible, it couldn’t have come from the princess’s house. She was alone. But his heart still pounded. Maybe he was getting too old for the business. He waited, the glass cutter poised in his hand.


Marty pressed the button on the side of his watch, lit up the face. Nine minutes after one o’clock now. He hadn’t survived this long by being stupid. He waited another five minutes. Nothing, no light, no sound. Everything was as it should be. The neighbors were all tucked in, pets snoozing, Tommy and his motorcycle buddy watching a late movie, guzzling beer.


Marty carefully carved a small circle in the glass, gently lifted it out with tape, and stuck his hand through the opening to unlock the window. He hoisted himself up and carefully eased inside the second bedroom, more an office, he thought, seeing the small desk, the laptop, a chair. He quietly closed the window, no sense taking a chance that a sudden noise outside would awaken her. He stood a moment in the darkness, listening, then pulled out the cloth wrapped around a small bottle of chloroform from his jacket pocket, and soaked it good. He walked silently to the door, opened it, looked out into the darkened hallway. There wasn’t a sound, not even an air conditioner, and that was good, it meant the princess was fast asleep. Would she have the bracelet on the nightstand next to her? That would make things easy. In his line of work, though, Marty had learned early on that something that easy happened maybe once in a decade.


He crept toward her bedroom, at the end of the hall, his sneakers soundless against the wood floor. The bedroom door was open. He slowly looked around the edge of the door.


And nearly fainted. He managed to keep his shriek in his throat, but the figure bending over his princess sensed his presence, turned, and Marty saw his face in the shaft of moonlight coming in through the bedroom window. He was wearing goggles smeared with blood and had a bloody knife in his hand. As the man jerked away from the bed, Marty saw his princess covered with blood, saw her head bent at an impossible angle, saw blood still oozing from her neck, all in a millisecond. And he could smell the blood, thick and hot and coppery. Marty ran back down the hall, threw a bookshelf down behind him. He heard the killer’s shoes hitting the wood floor in the hall behind him as he ran back into the small office. Marty dove out the closed window headfirst, cutting his hand on his way through, but he didn’t slow. He rolled to his feet, clutched his hand to his chest, and ran to where his car was parked three streets away. Only when he was driving away did he look back. He didn’t see anyone. Had the man seen his face? Would he be able to find him?


Marty’s heart pounded and he was still panting from his run and from stark terror. He’d never been so afraid in his life. He felt the pain in his cut hand only then, smelled his own blood, only not nearly as thick and fetid as the smell in the princess’s bedroom.


It wasn’t until later, after his hand had been stitched in the ER across town, and he was cruising on morphine, did he feel rage at what the monster had done. He’d stuck that knife into the princess—his princess—he’d slit her throat. And then he’d come after Marty.
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CRIMINAL APPREHENSION UNIT


HOOVER BUILDING


WASHINGTON, D.C.


MONDAY MORNING


FBI Special Agent Dillon Savich looked up at the light tap on his open door to see Special Agent Cam Wittier looking ready to jump out of her skin. What had her boss, Criminal Division Unit Chief Duke Morgan, told her? Savich waved her in. Before he tapped the key that darkened MAX’s computer screen, he knew she’d seen the grisly murder scene photo. He said matter-of-factly, “That’s one of the crime scenes from a particularly nasty set of tourist murders in Bar Harbor, Maine. People expect to enjoy themselves there, not get knifed to death in their motel rooms.


“Five dead as of yesterday. The police chief called me early this morning, asking for help. But enough of that. Come on in, Agent Wittier. Sit down.”


Cam settled herself, crossed her legs, and smiled at the man she’d always thought was as sexy as a Wild West sheriff at high noon. She’d pictured how he’d look moseying around in a long yellow duster and a pair of black boots with spurs, of course, when she’d first met him at a computer-coding class he’d given at Quantico. It was a bummer he was married to Sherlock, a good friend and kickboxing partner, and had to stay a fantasy, a no-go forever. Life, Cam sometimes thought, looking at Dillon Savich, was out of sync for her.


Savich said, “Duke told me about those crooks in suits in Philadelphia—two bankers and three of their lawyers, was it?—you took down for fraud and embezzlement. And recovered twenty million dollars they’d stashed offshore. Congratulations. He told me he did a punk-rock duet with you as your reward.”


“Thank you, sir. It was a lovely reward, since Duke likes to dance when he celebrates. The only problem is he had no idea how to dance to punk rock, but that small detail didn’t slow him down. Quite a sight.


“He told me I was to be on special assignment with you, sir. But he didn’t tell me what it was about.”


“Call me Savich or Dillon.”


She tried it out. “Dillon. Please call me Cam, not Camilla, as in Prince Charles’s longtime love. My dad named me after her, said she had more guts than the queen.” She shut up, seeing his smile was distracted. It was understandable. Here she was being a motormouth, since she was still flying high over bagging those overdressed scum in her fraud case. After seeing the huge smile on the federal prosecutor’s face, she knew she had an “in,” that Duke might give her another plum assignment. Who knew Dillon Savich would request her?


“Cam, I asked for you because you’re a good boots-on-the-ground investigator. Your boss tells me you can see connections others don’t, and you’re a pretty good interviewer, gifted at getting people to trust you. Let me add that Sherlock recommended you. She was very impressed when you tied your legs around her neck at the gym. To be honest, though, the biggest plus you have for this assignment are your L.A. connections. Even Mr. Maitland believes you’ll be a perfect fit for this particular case. Let me add you’re a lifesaver, since the unit is swamped.”


She basked in his words. “Sir— Dillon, what would you like me to do for you?”


“We have a Serial out of Los Angeles who broke pattern and jumped state lines. He killed an actress in Las Vegas Saturday night, and that makes the whole business federal. We’d like you to go to L.A. and coordinate with all the various sheriff’s departments and the LAPD and catch this guy.”


She held back from jumping out of her chair and pumping her fist, but her eyes were shining. “My mom’s been keeping me up to date on those murders. She called me when the murder in Las Vegas hit the news yesterday, said she’d worked with that young woman who was killed, Molly Harbinger, last year. Mom thought she was talented, could really sing and dance, and she was still wide-eyed and sweet, not to mention gorgeous. Same M.O., killed in her own bed like the other four? About midnight?”


He nodded.


“Mom’s neighbors are really on edge since the third serial murder. It was in the Colony, you know, in Malibu, and a lot of people knew the murdered girl, Constance Morrissey. She was always nice, Mom said, probably sleeping with Theodore Markham, the influential producer who was renting her his house, not that anyone cared. And then that fourth actress was murdered in North Hollywood. My parents had never worked with her, didn’t know her.”


Savich nodded. “We don’t have much of anything on the four murders in L.A., but in Las Vegas—I think we’ve caught ourselves a break. I spoke to Police Chief Moody, who knew all about the Serial and was happy to hand it off to the FBI. There are anomalies in the murder Saturday night.”


She was sitting so far forward in her chair, Savich was afraid she might tip over onto his desk.


“The Serial’s M.O. is cutting the alarm wires, then coming in through the back door. But in this case, however, a glass cutter was used to cut a circle out of a window in the second bedroom to open the lock. Chief Moody tells me he’s convinced there was a burglar in the victim’s house that night as well as the Serial. The burglar saw the Serial or the murder scene and ran for his life. He threw himself back through the window to escape, left big jagged shards of glass outside and he cut himself. Forensics found blood drops leading away from the house. The shape of the blood splatter showed the wounded man was moving fast, probably running all out.


“Believe it or not, the same man ended up in the Valley ER early Sunday morning to get his hand stitched. He used a phony name and address, paid cash. We have him on video at the hospital. He was wearing a hoodie, so the cameras didn’t get enough of his face to identify, but the blood means DNA for us. If he’s in CODIS, we’ll have a name right away. The chief put a rush on it.”


“Going to a local ER wasn’t especially bright,” Cam said. “If he’d been thinking straight, he’d have wrapped it up and driven a hundred miles to another town.”


“Agreed. A sketch artist is working with the doctor who stitched him up. We should be hearing soon from Agent Poker in Las Vegas.”


Her eyes lit up. “His name is Agent Poker? Is that a joke?”


Savich grinned. “Special Agent Aaron Poker requested Las Vegas, said he knew he’d fit right in, and evidently he does. I’m thinking it’s his own little joke. He’s been there four years now, and has a good close record. I spoke to Aaron this morning, and needless to say, he’s pumped, and all over this.”


Cam said, “So another criminal—a burglar—might identify the Serial. Now there’s irony for you.”


“If he pans out, and talks, I’ll personally offer to clean his slate, buy him a beer and a pizza.


“You’ll have a lot of politics to untangle in L.A.” Savich looked at MAX’s screen. “The first murder was February 26th a twenty-four-year-old actress, Davina Morgan, from Lubbock, Texas. That was in Van Nuys, LAPD jurisdiction. The second was April 2nd, in San Dimas, which is a sheriff’s jurisdiction. Her name was Melodie Anders, twenty-six, from San Diego. Constance Morrissey, your parents’ neighbor, was murdered May 3rd in Malibu, again a local sheriff’s jurisdiction. The fourth victim was Heather Burnside, twenty-eight, from Atlanta, Georgia. She was killed in North Hollywood, LAPD, June 2nd. For whatever reason, the Serial then traveled from there to Las Vegas in order to murder Molly Harbinger this past Saturday.


“Cam, I told you one of the reasons we selected you is because of your L.A. connections. You were born and grew up in Malibu, and as you know, Connie Morrissey’s murder happened in the Colony, in Malibu, not far from your parents’ house. Your folks are actors. They’re still active, aren’t they?”


“Oh yes. I guess you could say acting is their life. They play stock characters now, mostly. Movies, TV, anything they can get. They enjoy working as much as Michael Caine, Dad told me, only for a lot less money.” She gave him a fat smile, showing nice white teeth and a dimple in her left cheek. “I do know the alligators in this particular swamp and they’re a special breed. Their brains, well, they don’t work quite like ours do.”


“You mean normal, like cops?”


She laughed. “My folks think an alien deposited me in the hospital nursery, since I’ve never had any interest in the business. Thank you for asking for me, Agent Savich— Dillon.”


He smiled at her. “Try to remember that only bad guys call me Agent Savich.”


“When you have them in a half nelson, right?”


“Sometimes. With the murder in Las Vegas, we have five dead movie stars, all young women, in four different jurisdictions. The Serial’s M.O. is always the same. He cuts the alarm wires, comes in through the back door, cuts their throats during the night when they’re in bed, asleep. There’s never been any signs of a struggle. Then he’s gone. Clean, fast, silent. Now, something that’s been kept out of the news: he takes their tablets or laptops and their cell phones.”


Cam sat forward. “Any idea why? You think he’s afraid there’s something to connect them to him?”


“We don’t know yet, but we know they’re important to him. This past Saturday night in Las Vegas, not even the burglar surprising the Serial was enough to rattle him. Even when he couldn’t catch the burglar, he didn’t panic. He went back and took the victim’s Toshiba and her cell phone that she’d left charging on her night table. Very cool, very together.


“Molly Harbinger had a boyfriend, name’s Tommy Krug, a car salesman. Agent Poker said the guy wouldn’t stop crying, admitted he was there until sometime after midnight. A buddy picked him up on a motorcycle. The buddy is a blackjack dealer at the Mirage casino, verifies Tommy’s alibi. The two of them went to Tommy’s place and played cards.”


Savich gave her Agent Poker’s email and cell phone. “If you have questions, or as Aaron gets more information, he’ll call you or you’ll call him.


“But you’re not going to Las Vegas, Cam, you’re going to the Lost Hills Sheriff’s Station in Calabasas, to work with a Detective Daniel Montoya. He’s the lead on Connie Morrissey’s murder. He was also the first to realize we had a Serial. He’s been working the case, and he’ll be the one to brief you.”


“Why won’t I be working with the LAPD? The last murder was in North Hollywood and they have more resources. Why a sheriff’s detective?”


“First let me tell you about Montoya. He’s thirty-one years old, a year out of Army Intelligence, and fairly new to the job. He was bright enough and experienced enough to get promoted into a newly retired detective’s slot. He’s got the background for it.


“As I told you, he was the first to figure out we were dealing with a Serial and alerted all the law enforcement agencies in the L.A. area. It took Montoya and three murders to get that far, even though the first two victims were both young actresses who had their throats slashed and their computers and cell phones taken. And why is that? I wonder.” He arched an eyebrow at her.


Hallelujah, Cam knew something about that. “So many young people in L.A. are would-be actresses. On the Hollywood food chain, the victims were still guppies. They were all hoping to luck into that one glowing role that would put them on the red carpet, but hardly any of them ever walk it. My parents told me these women were a very long way from being household names. So, to the detectives, at the beginning at least, they’d simply be individual cases.”


Score one for Wittier. “So that’s one question you’ve answered. Another you’ll have to address is how and why the Serial picked them.


“We don’t want you staying at your parents’ house while you’re on the job, it could get complicated. You’ll be staying at the Pinkerton Inn in Malibu. As you know, the Calabasas sheriff’s station handles Malibu. The sheriff—”


“—Dreyfus Murray. I know him, Dillon. My mom dated him before she met my dad. Way back in the day.”


And with those few words, she knew she’d proved her value to him. Of course, she would bet her next paycheck he already knew all about Dreyfus Murray.


“That should assure your cooperation with that office, unless your mother broke his heart and he hasn’t gotten over it.”


“Nah, he’s been married twenty years. Mom said they’re good friends, wife, too.”


“Mr. Maitland spoke to the LAPD chief of police Martin Crowder. They’ve known each other a very long time, he told me, and he could speak frankly.” He paused, raised a brow.


“I’m sorry, I don’t know him.”


“That’s okay. Chief Crowder is a bit peeved that his people won’t be running the case, but he’s resigned to it. He informed Mr. Maitland that the LAPD would have tagged the Serial by now if two of the murders hadn’t happened in outlying sheriffs’ districts. David Elman, head of their Homicide Special Section, had already spoken to the sheriffs’ people. Mr. Maitland asked him to arrange a meeting at LAPD headquarters tomorrow with all the sheriffs’ detectives and LAPD detectives who’ve been working the case, get everyone together, face-to-face, with Montoya. Make it perfectly clear you’re in charge, Cam, that it’s you who will decide what directions to take them.


“I’ll download all the separate murder books to your iPad so you can review them on your flight to L.A. this afternoon—autopsy reports, crime scene reports, bios of all the detectives working the cases.


“You’ll have to start by not shooting any of them at the meeting tomorrow. I doubt the sheriff’s department detectives will give you any trouble, but you never know. Sherlock told me you deal well with male egos at the gym.”


An eyebrow went up. “Me? I marvel at her skill at that, Dillon. There’s never any bloodshed.”


Since he did as well, he couldn’t disagree.
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Savich watched Cam Wittier stroll through his unit, taking her time because there were eight agents to touch base with, and, of course, there was Shirley the unit secretary. Cam had her smiling and talking—about her health, her family’s health, about all her pets’ health. That was smart. Any agent with a brain knew the unit secretaries ran the FBI universe. Shirley was grinning from ear to ear when she handed Cam her airline tickets and itinerary.


He’d picked the right agent to work with the local cops in L.A. It wouldn’t be easy with all those territorial egos vibrating when a federale walked through the door. There was something about Special Agent Cam Wittier, something shining and vital. Energy seemed to pulse in the air around her. She could draw people in like a magnet, maybe even some of those suspicious L.A. cops who would think she was there to bigfoot them. Yes, he’d picked right. If an outsider had a chance of navigating the alligator-infested waters of L.A. without undue carnage, it was Wittier.


Sherlock appeared in his doorway. “She’ll knock ’em dead, Dillon. The way she reads people, not to mention that brain of hers—it’s all good. I’ve come to haul you off to lunch. I’m thinking maybe some Chinese—”


His cell belted out Jessie J’s Bang Bang.


He answered and heard a whispery voice, thin as old parchment. “Dillon?”


“Venus? Is that you? What’s wrong?”


“Yes, Dillon, it’s Venus. I daren’t speak louder. Someone might hear me, the wrong someone.”


“Venus, I can hear you fine. What’s going on? What’s wrong?”


“Dillon, someone’s trying to kill me.” Dillon stared at his cell. Kill Venus Rasmussen? Was she losing it? No, not Venus. At eighty-six she still had her shark brain, still ran Rasmussen Industries with an iron fist. He’d spoken to her a couple of weeks before, and she’d been fine.


“Talk to me, Venus.”


Her voice sounded a bit stronger now, but still muffled. Was she hiding in a closet, a handkerchief over the phone, so no one would hear her? “Last night we were celebrating Alexander’s acquisition of some quite-valuable Japanese watercolors from the Fukami collection for the Smithsonian. Well, of course I did some groundwork for him, helped him convince Mrs. Fukami to donate the watercolors, but he pulled it all together, well, mostly. We had champagne after dinner and I only drank enough for two toasts. An hour later, after I was in bed, I began shaking, my stomach cramping, and I threw up. Veronica—you know Veronica, my companion—she called my doctor and he was there in fifteen minutes. He said it was an old lady’s stomach, sensitive to food I’m not used to. That’s what he said the first time, too.” She snorted. “Dillon, the thing is, the first time wasn’t bad, but then it happened a second time, and then a third time. And I keep getting ‘old lady’s stomach’ tripe from him. Dillon, I know it wasn’t because I’m a sensitive old lady. This time it was really bad, much worse than before. I felt ill for three hours. I told Dr. Filbert I wasn’t allergic to anything—he already knows that, of course—that it had to be something else. I reminded him I’m eighty-six years old and after all these years I know my body. This wasn’t old lady’s stomach; this is something else entirely. I told him I believed I was being poisoned. He didn’t laugh, smart man, even said I could go to the hospital and be tested, but I wasn’t about to do that. You know what the media would do if they got hold of a tidbit like that.”


He heard her draw in a deep breath. “I looked up some poisons on the Internet by myself. Dillon, I think it may be arsenic. And whoever is feeding it to me came close to killing me this time.”


He couldn’t get his brain around what he was hearing. He knew Venus wasn’t an alarmist. She was solid as a rock, and sharper than his dad’s hunting knife. “Have you told anyone in the household of your suspicions?”


“Of course not. I’m old, but I’m not a moron.”


Good, that was the Venus he knew, tough and no-nonsense.


“Dillon, I’ll admit it, I’m frightened, but more than that, I’m angry. Someone close to me, someone in my household, is trying to kill me. I mean, it’s not like I’m tight-fisted with Guthrie or Alexander. For goodness’ sake, Alexander is my heir apparent. He will eventually run Rasmussen Industries after I step down. Or I’m dead. As you know, both Alexander and his father live with me, so neither of them have any big expenses to deal with. They both have all the money they need. And Hildi, I’d bet my last dime she’s happy, painting to her heart’s content. Years ago I settled a lot of money on her, hired a manager to see to both her and little Glynis. Well Glynis isn’t so little now, is she?”


“We’ll talk about all that when we get there. Twenty minutes, Venus.”


“Thank you. I’ll tell Veronica and Isabel that you’re coming for lunch. I don’t want anyone to know why you’re really here.” She paused, then she spoke through her pain, loud and clear, “I can’t bear it, Dillon. What if it’s one of my family? Could any of them hate me so much they want me dead?”


After he punched off, Savich told a puzzled Sherlock exactly what was going on as they walked to the garage. Neither of them wanted to accept it. If it was true, if Venus was being poisoned, it was a betrayal they couldn’t imagine.


Sherlock said as she fastened her seat belt, “Your plate’s full, Dillon, but there’s no way you can say no to your grandmother’s best friend. Do you remember that article about her in the Washington Post a couple of months back? They called her a local treasure.”


“That fits her well,” Savich said as he pulled the Porsche out into traffic. “Can you imagine how she feels thinking one of her own family wants to murder her? I know Guthrie and Alexander are both, well, not exactly selfless, loving human beings, and I know there’s resentment there on Alexander’s part. I’m afraid what this would do to her if it turns out to be poison and one of the family is responsible.”


“Venus is tough, one of the toughest people I’ve ever met. Whatever happens, she’ll deal with it, she always does. Don’t worry, Dillon. We’ll help her figure this out. We won’t let anything happen to Venus.”
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The Porsche was impatient to move out on such a bright warm day in June, but Savich couldn’t let his baby roar, not in the city. When he turned onto 19th Street NW, Sherlock said, “Venus may be wrong, Dillon, about the arsenic. Her symptoms weren’t very specific, and you know how easy it is to get misled about medical problems on the Internet.”


“You’re right, for most people. But remember I told you Venus regularly beats my mom at Scrabble? And Mom’s a whiz. I have to doubt Venus would ever be misled. We’ll have Dr. Amick in the forensics lab test her for all the toxins and poisons he might think could have been used.” And Savich made the call, got the ball rolling.


Five minutes later, he pulled the Porsche to the curb in front of what Realtors everywhere called the Grand Chateau, Venus Rasmussen’s home for more than fifty years, the A-list Washington property.


Sherlock always loved visiting this house. Venus had told her a famous architect, Andre Pellier, had built the three-story pale yellow brick French chateau in 1911. He’d been lavish with terra-cotta and limestone floors, a sweeping staircase, a mansard roof, and tall dormer windows. Full-grown oak trees were thick around the house, their leaves shading all but the double front doors. Several embassies had asked to purchase the house over the years, but it was always a nonstarter.


Venus had remodeled the mansion in grand style in 2006, and now she shared it with her eldest son, Guthrie, and his son Alexander, as well as her long-time companion, Veronica Lake. Together they occupied only four of the eight large bedroom suites.


“I wonder exactly how large this place is, Dillon.”


“Around fourteen thousand square feet, if I remember correctly.” He came around and opened her door, as was his habit.


Sherlock said, “I hope Alexander isn’t here. He’d blow his stack if he believed we suspected him.”


“We won’t have to deal with Alexander today. Venus only wanted the three of us. Also, neither Alexander nor Guthrie know about this yet.”


She sighed. “To want to kill your own grandmother? I don’t see even Alexander doing that. Still, if it is arsenic, and it is one of the family, my money’s on him. But it would break Venus’s heart if it were any of them for that matter. I sure hope she’s mistaken about the arsenic.”


“If she’s not, it could be someone outside the family, who, for whatever reason, wants her dead.”


Isabel Grant, Venus’s housekeeper since Moses, Isabel would say and laugh, opened the door, welcomed them in. Isabel was tall and thin, her salt-and-pepper hair worn in a severe chignon, showing very pretty ears with diamond studs. She was dressed as she usually was in a plain dark dress and sensible shoes. Sherlock remembered Isabel had once told her the original thirteen fireplaces still worked, but now they were seldom used, what with central heating installed in the sixties.


Isabel shoved her glasses back. “Agent Savich. Agent Sherlock. I’m so glad you could come so quickly. Ms. Venus is very upset, why, she won’t tell me. I do know she was ill last night. If you’re here, it’s something bad, isn’t it? No, no, I can tell it’s not for my ears yet.” She eyed both of them. “You two look very professional and very dangerous.”


Sherlock blinked and patted her arm. “That’s good to hear. Isabel, how are your daughter and the twins?”


Isabel smiled so widely they saw her gold molar, so pleased she was to be a grandmother. “Yvette called me last night, said she was so tired, she’d fall asleep in the babies’ bathtub if she’d fit. But she’s happy as can be. Follow me. Ms. Venus is in the living room waiting for you. Whatever is wrong, I know you will fix it.”


They followed her through the large terra-cotta foyer and turned right into the grand living room. Venus was alone, holding what looked to be a glass of iced tea in her hand. Where was her companion, Veronica? Venus didn’t rise. It looked to Savich as if she’d been crying. That shook him. He’d seen her cry only two times—at his grandmother’s funeral, and when he’d been a small boy, at the funeral for her husband, Everett Rasmussen.


Savich had known her all his life for the simple reason that Venus and Savich’s grandmother Sarah Elliott had been girlhood friends. He remembered Venus breaking down at his grandmother’s grave site, and he’d held her, swallowing his own tears.


Savich and Sherlock each leaned down and hugged her. Sherlock looked closely into her eyes for signs of lingering discomfort. Thankfully, she didn’t see any. Sherlock sat beside her, Savich on the chair facing them.


“It’s nice to have you both together with me again, under your grandmother’s painting, Dillon. I wish the circumstances were different.”


He looked up at the large painting by his very famous grandmother that hung over the fireplace. “I remember as a boy looking up at that windswept coastline of Brittany, wondering what it would be like to be right there, the seawater cold and wet against my legs, the wind tearing at my shirt, and bowing the trees—” He broke off the familiar poignant memories.


“Half a dozen museums have come around to woo me, buy me outrageous gifts, to get me to bequeath that painting to them. But no, Sarah’s painting will remain in the family. She gave it to me after Everett died, to help me feel again ‘the boundless energy of life,’ as she put it.” It was Venus’s turn to fall silent, and then she said, “I miss her, Dillon, every day when I look at that painting, I think of her and her immense talent, and everything we shared throughout the years—the laughter, triumphs, the tragedies. I suppose she told you stories of our time in Paris back in the bad old days?”


“Yes, she did, but I always thought she edited out the good parts.”


Her sharp green eyes turned bright. “I certainly hope so. I’ve always believed that’s why we’re all young once, to do stupid, wicked things that will amuse us until we die.”


In her younger years, after her husband had died in an industrial accident in one of his steel plants in Pittsburgh, she had overcome the shock and grief and filled the breach and taken over his kingdom. She’d earned the title of Queen Rasmussen, and soon no one doubted she was in charge. She made all her business decisions without sentiment. One made enemies wielding that much power. For decades she was an undisputed mover and shaker in Washington. Now, at eighty-six, she was an icon.


Savich said, “Venus, our forensics lab is sending over a tech within the hour to take a sample of your blood and hair. Dr. Amick requested a urine sample as well. We’ll know very soon if indeed someone is trying to poison you. But I want to proceed on the assumption that you’re right. So tell Sherlock and me about the first time you got ill. Where you were and who you were with, and when.”


Venus opened up a small black notebook, thumbed to the first page. “Guthrie, Alexander, and I were at the Ambassador Club on K Street three weeks ago, Wednesday. No celebration, only a simple dinner out. I ordered the lobster chasseé, a specialty of the chef there who invented it. I do remember it was a bit too spicy for my taste, but their champagne cocktails were divine. I drank two, but spread out over two hours, then I had a cup of decaf coffee.”


Savich leaned toward her. “At the club, did anyone come by, stay any length of time to visit?”


“When I’m out in public there are always people who want to schmooze. Check to see if I’m senile yet, I suspect.”


Savich laughed. “Not much chance of that. Did any of them get near your food?”


“Frank Zapp—you know him, Dillon, he’s been one of my accountants for a dozen years or so—he stopped by, and I asked him to have a seat. He had a cocktail with us. I asked after his wife, and he told me she was leaving him. Not much to say to that except to commiserate, and he soon left. I believe two others came by—a city councilman I met at the mayor’s office and a member of the board of regents at the Smithsonian whom I’ve worked with, but the visits were short, too short for any of them to slip poison into my lobster.”


Sherlock said, “When did you get ill, Venus? What were your symptoms?”


“We got home about ten o’clock. Veronica helped me to bed, but I had a lot on my mind. There’s a merger we’re working on with a family-owned company outside Boston. They’re not happy, but they need our money desperately and they’re having trouble understanding the consequences. I got a sudden terrible headache that made my head spin, an upset stomach with cramping pain. And I felt nauseated. The worst of it lasted about thirty minutes. I didn’t even buzz Veronica, simply took some antacid and some Tylenol. Then everything was fine again. I called my personal physician, Dr. Filbert, in the morning, and he told me it was probably from the lobster chasseé, too much for my eighty-six-year-old stomach. It made sense. I hated it, but I accepted it.”


“Did you tell anyone you were ill?”


“Certainly. I mentioned it to Guthrie and Alexander. I was concerned they’d gotten ill as well, but they hadn’t. Veronica agreed with the doctor. I believe she phoned the chef at the Ambassador’s Club, asked if the lobster had made anyone else ill. But no one else had called.”


“Tell us about the second time.”


“That was last Friday evening. I was with Guthrie and Alexander again. Hildi and Glynis should have been there, but Glynis wasn’t feeling well and her mother stayed with her. We had dinner at the Wallingford Bistro over in Foggy Bottom. I had some consommé and a house salad, basically a Cobb with some roasted pine nuts artfully scattered on top. Nothing at all iffy, not after my experience with the lobster.


“I started feeling nauseated and shaky when we arrived home. I had some terrible abdominal pains and an upset stomach. The room was spinning. This time, Veronica wanted to call an ambulance to go to the emergency room. I called Dr. Filbert instead, and he thought it was my old lady’s stomach again—but to cover himself, he wanted to order a hundred tests, all of them unpleasant and undignified. I told him I’d think about it, see if the symptoms passed. Guthrie and Alexander were at home with me. Like Veronica, both of them wanted to call an ambulance, but I was feeling better by then. They both seemed satisfied with what Dr. Filbert said.”


“My daughter, Hildi, called the next day when she found out, but she wasn’t too worried, said I was an iron horse. As for Glynis, her headache was gone and she was out shopping.”


Savich knew Venus’s granddaughter, Glynis, was the jet-setter in the family. She never seemed to be happy, no direction in her life, always racing to fill her time with buying designer clothes and globe-trotting to the latest “in” spots. She’d been divorced twice, had no children. Had she really been ill? Who knew.


And Hildi, her mother. Savich remembered his grandmother grinning and shaking her head over Hildi. “Venus never imagined birthing a hippie artist, yet she did, all the way down to her tie-dye and Birkenstocks.” He also remembered his grandmother telling him that Venus had paid off a man she called a “creep,” who’d married Hildi for her money after getting her pregnant with Glynis, to disappear from the Rasmussens’ lives without so much as a by-your-leave. How had Hildi felt about that?


Venus paused a moment. “Do you know, Dillon, Hildi turned fifty last month? Can you imagine? My own child turning fifty! Of course, Guthrie’s fifty-eight, but people of my generation never really think of men as getting old—they simply fall over of a heart attack at some point.” She fell silent, looking down at the rich nap of the Persian rug beneath her feet.


She looked up finally. “A lot of politicos have dinner at the Wallingford, so we spent most of our time meeting and greeting, which is why I rarely go out to a restaurant anymore. It’s exhausting, but Guthrie urged me to go, said he really liked the chef’s way with artichoke risotto. No, none of our visitors from the first time at the Ambassador Club were there, as I recall.” She raised eyes drawn with strain to Savich’s face. “And then this last time. Last night. It was horrible, much worse. I was here, at home, with Guthrie and Alexander. Hildi and Glynis dropped by. Mr. Paul served us coffee and apple pie. It happened fast—after ten minutes, I could hardly stand, the room was spinning so. And I noticed my urine was dark, almost black. And that’s when I researched poisons on the Internet and found my symptoms perfectly fit arsenic poisoning. Then I knew someone, maybe someone in my family, someone of my blood who lives with me, and claims to love me, is trying to kill me.”
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Sherlock said, “Venus, let’s take one step at a time.”


Isabel appeared in the doorway. “Agent Savich, there’s a Bill Carlson from the FBI here.”


“Good. He’s arrived earlier than I thought. He’ll draw your blood, Venus, take a couple of strands of your hair and the urine sample Dr. Amick from our forensics lab requested. We may know in a couple of hours what we’re dealing with.”


“I do hate needles,” Venus said. “Always have. Still, it’s better than an ambulance ride.”


“That’s the truth,” Savich said, and patted her hand. As he spoke, he studied her elegant face, saw she was in control again. She was looking back at him, her eyes sharp, determined and intelligent. He knew she had to be focusing on her son and grandson, Guthrie and Alexander, as the ones trying to murder her, impossible for her not to since they’d been there with her on all three occasions. However horrible such a betrayal might be for her, he saw she would pull through this. She would go on.


Savich rose. “Come on in, Bill. We’re ready here.”


The blood draw was quickly over. Bill was good with a needle and stuck her vein on the first try with hardly an intake of breath from Venus. “Beautiful veins you have, ma’am,” Bill Carlson said as he patted down a cotton ball over the puncture site and pressed on it. “Now, a couple strands of your hair. You press on the cotton pad and it’ll be over in a flash.” And it was. “Now we need a urine sample.” He handed her a small plastic container, her name written on it in Magic Marker.


Venus took the container, nodded to Savich and Sherlock, and left the living room. She returned a few minutes later with a small paper bag, handed it to Bill Carlson.


“Thank you, ma’am. Agent Savich, I’ll put a rush on this and call you as soon as I know.”


They heard Isabel speaking to him in the entrance hall, heard the front door open and close.


Sherlock said, “With your permission, Venus, another team will arrive later to pick up the ingredients from your dinner and to go through the kitchen and pantry. If there’s anything questionable there, they’ll find it.”


Venus laughed. “I can only imagine the look on Mr. Paul’s face.”


Savich pictured Mr. Paul’s aesthete’s face, his mouth pinched, and a manic gleam in his black eyes. “It can’t be helped. From now on I’d like all your meals to be prepared outside the house and delivered here until we get a better handle on this. Isabel can do the ordering. Don’t eat anything except what’s delivered, all right? That also includes from Veronica. She’s not here because you haven’t spoken to her about this, correct?”


Venus looked both miserable and angry. “No, I’ve only spoken to you. I sent her out to run some errands for me.”


Savich said matter-of-factly, “I think we should call Isabel in now, only Isabel, no one else. I’m sure you realize, Venus, if Sherlock and I are going to be of help to you and keep you safe, we can’t keep what we’re doing a secret from your family. If the tests show any kind of poison, we’ll need to have you examined to make sure you’re all right, and then we’ll need to talk to your family, all of them.”


“I’m sure my family will want to help, at least that is my profound wish.”





Venus called in Isabel and recounted the story she’d told Savich and Sherlock. Isabel was speechless at first, then furious that such a thing might be possible in the Rasmussen household. “Isabel, we’re not even certain yet of any of this, you understand,” Venus said. “And please keep this discreetly held.”


Isabel nodded, her eyes brimming with tears.


“It will be all right,” Venus said, and hugged her close. “You and I have dealt with many things in our years together, we’ll manage this as well. Don’t worry.”


Isabel pulled back to look at Venus. “Of course I’ll worry! What’s happening, it’s not right. It’s evil. But it can’t be one of the family, oh no.”
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