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Untold innocent children whose names we will never read in any headlines continue to be saved from the horrors of child abduction through the tireless efforts of Maureen Kanka, John Walsh, Brenda van Dam, Mark and Cindy Sconce, Kim Swartz and so many others. May the good they do for our society bring peace to their lives.
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PROLOGUE

Livie tilted her head toward the late-afternoon sky and frowned, wrapping her arms around her stomach. “Missy, pul-eeze. I wanna go home. It’s gonna rain.”

“You want to go home because it’s going to rain,” Missy said without looking up from her book.

Just because she was in fourth grade and had straight A’s and was on the honor roll, Missy always corrected her words. Livie hated it, but her sister was going to be a teacher, after all, and needed to practice.

The wind came down in a gust before tapering off to a tickling breeze. “Missy, I’m cold.”

Her sister rolled her eyes and breathed that loud sigh she had when Livie was annoying her. It meant Livie was being a pest.

“Ten minutes, okay? I want to finish this chapter.”

“Fine.” Livie pouted.

She picked up her shovel again and absently played in the sand, digging and watching as the grains fell slowly to the ground. She loved the park, but not when they were the only kids there.

The swings were her favorite. Livie always pumped her legs faster and harder to see if she could go all the way around the top, but she hadn’t made it yet. Her daddy called her fearless. Missy said she was stupid. And her mother told her she’d break a leg one day and learn her lesson.

Tomorrow was Halloween. Livie was no scaredy-cat, but last week she’d watched a movie about ghosts and she didn’t want to be outside after dark. The rule was they had to be in the house five minutes after the streetlights came on, but Livie wanted to go home now. The sun had already dipped below the Pattersons’ two-story house with its pretty pink trim.

“Missy,” Livie begged.

Her sister ignored her and Livie threw down her shovel. She stood and walked over to the swings at the far side of the playground. She didn’t feel like flying today, so she swung back and forth without effort, her arms pimpled with goosebumps as the wind gusted in bursts of anger. Red, orange, and brown leaves skittered across the ground as the wind drove them away.

Livie liked spring better, when everything was green and bright and sunny. When the fog didn’t dampen every morning, sometimes not going away until lunchtime. But spring was a whole six months from now. Livie would be six next spring. She counted the months in her head. May, June, July, August, September, October . . . she was five and a half! Yesterday she’d turned five and a half!

She jumped off the swing and turned to run back to Missy to tell her what she had just figured out. She stopped.

Missy wasn’t alone.

A man was talking to her. He was really tall, although not as tall as Daddy, and not as old as Daddy either. He wore no coat. Didn’t he know you could catch a death of a cold in this weather if you went outside without your jacket? And he’d colored on his arm with blue marker.

Livie started toward them, a tickle in her stomach that didn’t feel quite right. Missy didn’t seem scared, but then she hadn’t watched the ghost movie last week. Livie bit her lip. She didn’t want to be a crybaby, but she wanted to go home. Right now. And if she had to cry to get her way, then she’d do it. Missy gave in when she cried.

“Missy?” she called.

The man turned and looked at her and his eyes did something funny, squinty-like. He grabbed Missy’s arm. “Come on.”

“No!” Missy shouted and tried to pull away.

Livie ran toward them. “Let my sister go! Let go!”

The man picked Missy up just as Livie reached them. She didn’t know what she was going to do, but she knew strangers weren’t always nice and this man with the blue bird on his arm was holding Missy over his shoulder.

Before Livie could grab Missy, the man hit her. Livie fell to the ground and couldn’t catch her breath. Her mouth tasted funny, like when she’d lost her first tooth that summer. She tried to scream, but gagged on her spit.

She stumbled as she got up, tears blurring her vision. The man had Missy and he was running across the grass to the street. “Daddy!” Livie yelled through her sobs. “Help! Help!”

The bad man pulled open the door of a black truck and threw Missy in. When she tried to get out, he hit her with something that looked like a big stick, then ran to the driver’s side and drove off.

Missy didn’t try to get out again.

Livie cried as she ran all the way home.

“Daddy! Daddy!”

Her father yanked open the door, his face full of worry. “Olivia! What’s wrong? Where’s Melissa?”

“A m-man took her!”

Mommy screamed and Daddy grabbed Livie’s arm and pulled her into the house. He pushed her at her mommy and started running out the door. “Call the police!” he shouted as Livie sank into her mommy’s safe arms.

The brief hug ended.

It was the last hug she would ever receive from her mother.




CHAPTER

1

The day Olivia St. Martin’s life turned upside down for the second time began like any other.

She inserted two slides onto the glass plate of the microscope and bent over the lens, adjusting the magnification until the minute carpet threads became clear. She recognized a match immediately, but went through all the points of commonality for her report and indicated them on the lab sheet. When she was done, she used the microscope’s built-in camera to photograph the matched fibers, removed the evidence with latex-covered hands, and preserved it in a sealed case to prevent contamination.

She signed the report, then reviewed the file to make sure her team had finished processing all evidence in the Camero murder. Everything appeared in order, though DNA hadn’t reported in yet. A foreign pubic hair had been retrieved from the victim and sent to the CODIS unit to be analyzed and run through the database. Contrary to what was implied on popular television, DNA matching was a slow, laborious process largely dependent on staff and resources.

Olivia loved her job and had been well rewarded: last year, she’d been promoted to director of Trace Evidence and Materials Analysis at the FBI’s Virginia-based laboratory.

The door opened and Olivia glanced up as Dr. Greg van Buren walked in. Her ex-husband’s grim expression surprised her: Greg was generally either amused or thoughtful, rarely depressed.

She arched her eyebrow as she closed the file folder.

“Olivia.” Greg cleared his throat. Beneath his wire-rimmed glasses, his clear blue eyes narrowed with concern. He shifted uneasily and glanced down. Something was wrong.

Her chest tightened. “What is it?”

“Let’s go for a walk.”

“Tell me.”

“C’mon, Olivia.”

Her legs weren’t completely steady when she stood, but she kept her head up as she walked down the hall with Greg. They were on the top floor of the three-story building, but took the stairs rather than the elevator to the main level.

Outside, a wave of hot, humid air washed over Olivia. She scrunched her nose. The cotton lining of her skirt instantly stuck to her legs and she resisted the urge to adjust it. She’d never get used to these sticky East Coast summers. She’d thought once Labor Day had passed, the weather would cool; no such luck. She never thought she’d miss the San Francisco peninsula’s gray mornings, but she’d trade humidity for fog any day.

She studied Greg’s demeanor and posture—something was very wrong. Her stomach flipped. She was impatient for him to tell her, yet it might well be something she didn’t want to know.

They walked past the stone plaque in front of the FBI laboratory, erected when the new facility opened in 2003.

BEHIND EVERY CASE IS A VICTIM—MAN, WOMAN, OR CHILD—AND THE PEOPLE WHO CARE FOR THEM. WE DEDICATE OUR EFFORTS AND THE NEW FBI LABORATORY BUILDING TO THOSE VICTIMS.

Olivia rarely allowed her emotions to surface, in public or private, but the sign never failed to move her, reminding her there was always more than one victim in every crime. That the dead left behind people who loved them. Family, friends, and often whole communities mourned, sometimes so deeply they resembled an empty shell, gutted. All the survivors had left was their hope that the guilty would be punished for their crimes.

“Liv, I don’t know how to tell you this.”

Greg stopped walking and they stood in the shade of the building. Two smokers loitered in the designated smoking area a few dozen feet away. A faint trail of stale cigarette smoke hung in the still air.

“I don’t understand why they don’t move the smoking area farther away,” Olivia said, delaying the conversation.

Greg frowned. “Olivia, this is important.”

His tone set Olivia’s entire body on edge. She turned and stared at his aristocratic profile. His long face, chiseled nose, deep-set eyes. Greg van Buren—a distant relative of the former president—was attractive in a quiet, preppy way. He was familiar, soothing.

“All right, so tell me.” She tried to disguise her tension under an air of disinterest.

Pain clouded in his eyes. And worry. “Hamilton Craig called me today.”

“Why in the world would Hamilton call you?” She had seen the district attorney just three months before, when her sister’s killer was up for parole, which had rightfully been denied.

Craig was growing old and had announced he’d be retiring at the end of his current term. Olivia now asked, “Is something wrong? Is he okay?”

“He’s fine,” Greg said. “It’s about Hall.”

Olivia closed her eyes. She couldn’t think about Brian Harrison Hall without conflicting emotions. Pain. Sorrow. Victory. Emptiness. Satisfaction that he was in prison, where he belonged. Rage that he hadn’t been put to death. Her sister was dead because of him; he should have met the same fate. But the California Supreme Court tossed out the death penalty shortly after his conviction, so every three to five years he went up for parole.

She hadn’t missed even one of Hall’s six parole hearings. She would do anything to keep him behind bars.

“What?” Outwardly, she was calm. Composed. Professional. Inside, her nerves vibrated at an uncomfortable pitch.

“His attorney petitioned for a DNA test. The police had preserved evidence including pubic hair samples. So there was something to compare Hall’s DNA with. The court granted the request last month. The California state lab issued their report this morning.” He paused, running a hand through his short-cropped hair. “I don’t know how to say this except flat out. No match.”

Olivia was certain she hadn’t heard Greg accurately. “I don’t understand,” she said slowly. “No match to what?”

“Hall’s DNA does not match the pubic hair found on your sister’s body.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Her voice was reasonable. Her words were not, but she didn’t care. There had to have been a mistake.

Evidence doesn’t lie.

“Hall’s being released tomorrow.”

“No. No,” she said, shaking her head. “It can’t be. He killed Missy. He killed her. I saw him.”

She spoke matter-of-factly. She had seen him. She remembered the black truck. The blue eagle tattoo. The tattoo still on his arm. His blond hair. The truck was his—the evidence had proved it.

She hadn’t known anything about the investigation when it happened thirty-four years ago. But she’d read the reports multiple times since. Memorized them. Olivia knew every grisly detail of what Brian Harrison Hall had done to her sister. Fibers from the floor mats of his truck were found on Missy’s body. Her blood was found on his front seat.

The murdering bastard.

“Hamilton faxed me the report. I read it carefully. I called the California state crime lab and talked to the technician who ran the comparison. There’s no mistake, Liv.”

“No. NO!”

Her shout startled both of them. She never shouted. She never raised her voice. Greg reached to touch her arm.  

“Olivia, let me help—”

She jerked away. “I want to see the report.”

Before Greg could dissuade her, she stormed off toward the side doors, slapping her ID card on the keypad to regain access to the building. She heard his footfall behind her as she yanked open the door to the stairwell and raced up to the third floor.

There had to be a mistake. Hall’s new attorney had switched the evidence. It was corrupted. Not enough to match. The sample degenerated over time. There was a reason for this lie. There was always a reason. Hall was guilty. He killed Missy. He killed her, dammit!

With every step up, Olivia’s fear and rage grew. Rage that justice had not been served. That Hall would be getting out on a technicality instead of rotting in prison. That he was playing the system, his miserable defense lawyer trying to make a name for himself as an advocate for murderers.

Then came fear. Deep, bone numbing fear jolted something deep inside Olivia, fear that Hall was innocent. That Missy’s killer was still at large. That he was still killing girls. Destroying families. Breaking hearts.

And it was all her fault.

She faltered in her brisk stride and reached out for support, her hand shaking as it touched the wall.

Greg caught up with her in the corridor outside the DNA laboratory. “Olivia, stop.”

She couldn’t look at him, fearful that her eyes would expose her raw soul.

“I’m okay.”

“No you’re not.”

“I just need to see the evidence.” She spoke each word carefully, clearly, her jaw clenched.

“You’re shaking.”

“Show me the damn report!”

She took a deep breath and bit the inside of her cheek to control her emotions. With every ounce of willpower, she composed herself and turned a blank face to her ex-husband.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That was uncalled for. I shouldn’t take out my frustration on you.”

She would not break down in front of Greg. Olivia St. Martin would not break down in front of anyone.

Even herself.

He opened his mouth to say something and Olivia steeled herself to defend her position professionally. She was a professional after all, able to look objectively at evidence. To see the truth in the facts, and present those facts clearly, concisely, to her peers or the court.

She could do it now.

He closed his mouth and used his passkey to unlock the lab door.

“The report is on my desk.”




CHAPTER

2

Detective Zack Travis pinched the bridge of his nose as if fighting back tears. But those who knew him stepped aside. The vivid pulse in his neck bespoke barely contained rage, anger simmering beneath the surface, a tangible force radiating from Zack’s hard body.

Nothing was worse than the murder of a child.

The scene had been secured before his arrival. He looked everywhere but at the ground and the bright blue tarp with the small bump beneath.

The body had been dumped in a garbage-strewn, light industrial area north of Interstate 90, near Quest Field, where weathered cinder-block and steel buildings stood sentry, dark and forbidding at night. During the day their wear and disrepair was a sad reminder that this area of town wasn’t going to recover anytime soon, city council platitudes, promises, and redevelopment funds notwithstanding. With clean, modern business parks popping up in recently developed neighborhoods, the dilapidated areas failed to attract new business. Half of the warehouse storefronts within Zack’s sight had FOR LEASE signs.

The sparse security lighting in front of each door turned the fog a sickly yellow. The illumination ended at five feet. The fog hung low tonight, this close to the water, the glow from the flashlights creating a dry-ice effect in the wide alley.

When Zack worked Vice, they had raided several of these warehouses over his three-year tenure. Desperate hookers foolishly strayed this far from the relatively safer streets north; Zack’s first month as a homicide detective, he’d found two prostitutes dead of an overdose, walking distance from where the current victim lay.

Breathing deeply, he squatted, knowing there was no way to truly prepare himself for what he was about to see. He pulled back the tarp.

No child should die, especially in a squalid alley in a decaying section of town. But Zack immediately determined nine-year-old Jenny Benedict hadn’t been killed here. There was little blood. And from the number of stab wounds, there would have been plenty.

He didn’t look long. He’d face her again in the autopsy, but right now he needed to focus on finding the bastard who killed her.

“Coroner?” he asked his partner.

“On his way,” Nelson Boyd said.

Zack sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. Boyd was a rookie, Zack’s responsibility, and he didn’t like it one bit. He’d never wanted to be a field training officer, but when Rucker up and retired, Zack had been stuck with Boyd.

The kid was as green as they came, right down to his sparkly blue eyes. Zack would be surprised if he shaved daily. But Boyd had spent five years in uniform in quiet suburbia, and now that he had his shield, he’d been transferred to the big city. The chief had assigned Boyd to him, no doubt as revenge because his ex-squeeze had hit on Zack at the Guns and Hoses football game. The chief knew how much Zack hated being an FTO.

“What next, sir?”

“Can the sir,” Zack mumbled. Boyd made him feel ancient, reminding him that his fortieth birthday was only months away. Not that he cared about the number, but his body was beginning to protest his vigorous morning workouts.

He pushed his frustrations aside and asked, “Where’re the damn crime techs?”

“On their way,” Boyd said, bouncing. Yes, bouncing on his heels. His fidgeting drove Zack crazy, and they’d only been partnered up for two weeks. How the hell was he going to last six months?

“Where’s the guy who found her?”

“Officer Paul has him on ice inside the electronics company next door.”

Zack raised an eyebrow. On ice?

“I want to talk to him. Stay here and keep everyone away until the crime techs arrive.” He frowned. The fog and subpar lighting would make searching for evidence next to impossible, even if they brought in high-watt industrial lamps. They’d have to stay on scene until well after sunrise. But if this was a body dump like Zack suspected, there’d be little to find.

The witness, a young skinny guy with a long face, sat at a secretary’s desk inside the nondescript building. Zack looked around. This could be any business in the lot, the same dirty chairs, stained industrial-grade carpeting, beat-up metal desks worse than Zack’s back at the station. But the computers in the cubicles lining one wall looked state-of-the-art, and Zack noted a high-tech security system by the door.

“Travis,” Officer Tim Paul acknowledged and crossed over to the door, out of the witness’s earshot.

“Who do you have?”

“Reggie Richman, twenty, employee of Swanson and Clark Electronics. Said he was coming to run computer backups, does it twice a month after close of business. Checks out. I called his boss, verified his employment and his story. He’s been with the company two years, goes to Seattle Central Community College part time.”

Zack nodded, observing Reggie Richman, who looked down at his constantly moving hands. Drumming fingers, tapping pencils, flipping through papers without reading them. Nervous energy? Or guilt?

“What’d he say?”

“He almost rode his bike over her.”

“A motorcycle?”

“No, the kind you pedal.” Paul cracked a small smile, then grew serious again. “He lives in a walk-up a mile away, halfway between here and the college, doesn’t have a driver’s license though does have a Washington State ID. Says he went to class after work, grabbed a burger, and returned here, probably about 9:30. He didn’t see her until she was only feet in front of him. He came in the building, called 911. The call came in at 9:42. Urbanski and I arrived on scene at 9:55. We called it in and secured the scene.”

Zack glanced at his watch. Ten thirty-five. “Thanks. I’ll take it from here, but I’d appreciate you covering the door.”

“No problem.”

Reggie glanced up as Zack approached. “Can I go?”

“Not yet.” Zack sat in the metal-legged chair in front of the desk. The chair creaked, showing its age, and Zack hoped it held him. He wasn’t overweight, but he was a big guy. He leaned forward more to balance in the flimsy chair than to intimidate the kid, but he was pleased with the secondary effect. He’d get the truth.

“Reggie?”

“Yes?” The kid broke a pencil in half and stared wide-eyed at the two pieces, then dropped them like they burned. He crossed his hands in front of him. “Sorry.”

This kid didn’t look like a killer, but Zack didn’t have much faith in appearances.

“I’m Detective Zack Travis, Homicide. My officers tell me you found the body and called it in.”

“Y-yes. I did.”

“Could you go over what happened? When you got here, what you saw, when you called?”

“Um, sure. I told him.” He motioned toward Officer Paul standing by the door a dozen feet away.

“I need to hear from you how you found the body.”

“Oh. Okay.” He took a deep breath and started playing with a box of paper clips. “I knew she was dead, so I didn’t like, um, touch her. I wasn’t supposed to, was I? I wasn’t supposed to do mouth-to-mouth, was I?”

“You did fine. You say you knew she was dead.”

“Yeah. Her eyes were open and they didn’t look—you know, like they were alive.”

“I know what you mean.”

“I, um, I was riding my bike and—”

“Maybe it would be easier if you started from when you left work today. What’s the deal? Why’d you come back tonight?”

“I left at four, like always. I have classes Monday, Wednesday, and Friday: Computer Engineering at five o’clock and Advanced Database Programming at 7:15. That gets over at 8:45, and I went to McDonald’s after.”

“What’d you eat?”

“Um, two Big Macs and a chocolate shake.” He turned away.

This kid wasn’t a killer. Zack felt it in his gut. He’d passed the remnants of a McDonald’s meal on his way into the building. The kid must have puked at the sight of the body. Zack was glad he’d managed to get away from the crime scene before he lost it.

“Then where’d you go? Home?”

“Naw, I came here. It was getting foggier by the minute, and I wanted to finish the backup and get home before cars couldn’t see me even with my light. Cars don’t care much about bikes on the road. I’ve been hit twice.”

Zack nodded. “I hear you.” Most cars didn’t respect motorcycles, either.

“So, I was riding down the alleyway and there she was, right in the middle. I would have hit her, but I swerved. I went back and looked and—well, that’s when I knew she was dead. I came in here and called 911. And that officer came to the door and I let him in. I, um, kept it locked because I didn’t know what was going on, you know?”

“You did the right thing, Reggie. You left here at four today. When do people normally leave?”

“It’s Friday, people cut out early, but the boss usually stays until six. I can check if you want; the last person who leaves sets the alarm.”

“It was on when you came in?”

“Yes. I can print out a report.”

Zack knew he was getting into the area where he might need a warrant, but the kid had offered him the reports—Tim Paul was here to witness that, so he decided to let him.

“Great, get me the report.”

The kid sighed, obviously relaxing, and his fingers whizzed over the keyboard. A couple of minutes later, the printer kicked into life and Reggie spun around, pulling a page as it came out.

He explained it to Zack. “This shows that employee 109—that’s Marge, this is her desk—entered and turned off the alarm at 7:04 this morning. And here—see, Mr. Swanson set the alarm at 4:45, but he didn’t leave.”

“How can you tell?”

“He only turned on the outside doors. Full alarm is both internal and external sensors. He left at 6:10 and set full alarms. And this is me, employee 116, coming in at 9:40 tonight.”

“What does the company do?” Zack looked around, couldn’t see a business name.

“Refurbish printers. We buy them on the cheap from governments, schools, whatever, in big blocks, clean them up, replace worn or broken parts, then sell them to a wholesaler.”

“And your job?”

“I’m the IT Department. I make sure everyone’s computers are working, the network, run reports, things like that.”

Everything Reggie said made sense. He was just the unlucky guy to come across a dead body.

“Did you see anyone? On foot or in a car? Did you see a vehicle, either moving or parked?”

Reggie shook his head. “This place is dead at night.”  He reddened. “Uh, I didn’t mean anything by that.”

“I know.” Damn. The body couldn’t have been here more than a couple of hours.

There was a lot of work to be done. It was Friday; few people would be working tomorrow. They’d have to track down the owners over the weekend, see what they could learn about schedules, anyone who was working after six tonight. It would be much better to interview people tomorrow, but there was no way they could track down the hundred or so employees who worked on this side of the industrial park over the weekend. Any leads one of them might have would be cold by Monday.

Swanson, Reggie’s boss, would be the first, though. Then the buildings closest to where the body was dumped.

“Thanks for your time, Reggie. I’m going to ask that you hang out here a little while longer. The crime techs might have some questions for you once they inspect the scene.”

“Yes, sir.”

Why did everyone under thirty call him sir? “Thanks for your help.”

The crime scene, about forty feet from the main door of the printer refurbishing business, now glowed with light, the fog casting a ghostly shimmer. The crime techs had arrived. Zack noted Doug Cohn, the head of the unit, had come out himself.

He approached Cohn as the tech directed his team of three to check the perimeter of the lights first. Fifty and almost completely bald, Cohn had a youthful face and calm disposition. “Thanks for taking it yourself,” Zack told him.

Cohn shrugged it off. “Sleep’s overrated.” He paused. “I heard it’s the missing kid.”

“No positive ID yet, but yeah, it’s her.” Zack swallowed thickly. Jenny Benedict had been missing for three days, abducted late Tuesday afternoon while playing with friends in a neighborhood park.

Zack knew where he would be going when he left the scene. It was one stop he didn’t want to make, but couldn’t avoid.

“Witness?”

“A computer tech almost literally stumbled across the body while riding his bike.”

“At night?”

“Running backup reports or something.”

“What do you think?”

“Of the witness? He had nothing to do with it. But I had him stick around. He swears he didn’t touch her, but I thought you should check him out.”

“Will do as soon as I’m done with her.” Cohn frowned as he pulled on gloves, knelt next to the tarp, and lifted it. “Sweet Jesus.”

Under the lighting, the girl’s skin looked far whiter than it should, the deep red stab wounds attesting to her death. Cohn’s assistant took photographs, then Cohn inspected the body.

“She’s been dead at least twelve hours, I’m guessing even longer. Maybe as long as twenty. We can probably get a more precise time frame from the autopsy. Appears that she bled to death, looks like one went directly into her heart chamber. Gil can give you an exact accounting of the wounds.” Gil Sparks was the coroner.

Cohn lifted her skirt. She wore no panties. “External evidence of sexual assault.”

He turned her head to the side. “What’s this?” he said, almost to himself.

“What?” Against his will, Zack leaned closer.

“It appears that a section of her hair has been cut. A good inch, right up against the scalp, with scissors.”

“He took her hair?” Zack’s gut clenched. Sick bastard. And sick bastards didn’t stop with one victim.

“Looks like it, unless her parents have something else to say. Maybe she cut it herself, or a friend did it . . . “ Cohn’s voice trailed off. He didn’t believe what he was saying any more than Zack did.

“Shit,” Zack said, rubbing a hand over his face. He was about to ask another question when Cohn mumbled, “What’s this?”

“What?” Zack asked, thankful that Cohn had closed the girl’s eyes. Rest in peace.

“See these marks?”

Cohn was pointing to the girl’s forearm. At first, Zack couldn’t see anything. Then a few small dots, like odd-shaped commas, became evident under the light. “I have no idea what made these marks,” Cohn said. “I’ll talk to Gil about it. There’s at least a dozen small punctures, but they were definitely made postmortem. Perhaps from something used to transport her, but I’m only guessing.”

At least it was something that could tie the killer to his victim.

“Anything else you can tell me before I go see her parents?”

“Only what you’re thinking.”

Serial killer. One victim, and already Zack feared the worst. But it was the manner of display, the stab wounds, and the missing hair that told him the killer would strike again. “I hope we’re wrong.”

“We’re not.”

Zack walked away from the scene, leaving the victim in Doug Cohn’s sensitive and capable hands.

Nine-year-old Jenny Benedict had been missing for three days and her mother had feared her ex-husband had taken her. They’d found Paul Benedict yesterday, working in a steel mill in Pennsylvania, unaware that his daughter was even missing. He’d been avoiding his wife’s calls because he was late on his child support.

Zack called for a counselor to meet him at the Benedict house. A kid was dead. He thought it couldn’t get worse.

He was wrong.

Three weeks later another blonde girl went missing, and Zack knew for certain he had a serial killer on his hands.




CHAPTER

3

Freedom. At last. His idiot lawyer, Miles Bledsoe, actually did what he said he was going to do, and Brian was now a free man.

Brian Harrison Hall—shit, he hated his middle name, but that’s what the dumb-asses in the press repeated in every article about him. And the judge at his sentencing.

Brian Harrison Hall, you’ve been found guilty by a jury of your peers and are sentenced to death in the electric chair, pursuant to . . . some stupid law.

He thought he’d never feel as good as he did three months after he was locked up. Because three months after he went in, the California court ruled the death penalty unconstitutional. Fucking cruel and unusual punishment. Damn straight. Especially since he was innocent.

Innocent, dammit!

But no one believed him. They believed that little bitch, that little girl who said she saw him.

And that fascist cop, the one who came to each of his parole hearings and went over how he “found” the evidence in his truck. Bull-fucking-shit. The cop couldn’t have found anything in his truck unless he put it there himself. Brian hadn’t killed that girl.

Brian had been at home when the girl was killed. He had nothing to do with it. And now the bitch who squealed and the cop who lied were being shown for the fucking hypocrite liars they were.

It felt so damn good to breathe free air.

Then why did his heart hammer so hard? Why did his hands tremble? He felt light-headed, and he didn’t like it one bit. Something was wrong.

“Hey, Miles, I don’t feel so good.”

They were standing outside Folsom Prison. Miles Bledsoe, the latest in a long line of public defenders, had been yapping at him about something inane, which Brian ignored. He was good at that. He’d had to ignore the stupid fucks on his cell block yapping all the time, the sisters screwing each other in the dark. Blocking out the bullshit became second nature.

Miles frowned at him. “You look pale. But it’s probably just relief at being out of prison after thirty-four years. I was saying the state rented you an apartment for six months. Enough time to get you back on track, time to find a job.The standard reimbursement for wrongful imprisonment is $100 a day, which I calculated to be just over $1.2 million. It’ll take six to eight weeks to process the claim, then the Legislature has to approve it before they can disperse funds.”

“Speak English, college boy.” Brian shook his head, trying to clear the uneasy feeling that clung to him. Everything was too bright, almost like he was detached from his body and watching the exchange with his attorney. He wasn’t sick. It was something . . . else.

“You’ll get $1.2 million, but it might take some time,” his attorney said.

“Holy shit.” A million dollars? He’d be set for life.

“The only problem,” Miles continued, “is you did lie to the police when you were arrested, and your truck—”

“Who cares? I didn’t kill that girl.”

“But the district attorney can still file charges if—”

“Look, Miles, just do your job and let me do mine. The D.A. won’t file charges because I’m innocent. I didn’t kill that girl; I didn’t kill anyone. Where’s my pad?”

Miles blinked, then handed Brian the notebook he held.

Brian threw it to the ground. “Shit, Miles. My pad. My apartment.”

“Oh.” He blinked again and Brian wanted to bitch-slap him. He didn’t, of course. Miles was his ticket to a million bucks.

A million bucks would set him up for life and help him find that bitch who put him here.

And the cop.

And that old fucking prosecutor who stared at him with such contempt in the courtroom. This man raped and killed a child. Bull-fucking-shit. He didn’t touch children like that. Only disgusting, sick perverts got their kicks from kids.

Payback. A million dollars would go a long way toward payback.

But somehow, it didn’t seem enough for thirty-four years of his life.

*                           *                           *

DNA EVIDENCE FREES CONVICTED MURDERER

Brian Harrison Hall once faced death penalty; now exonerated.

Incredible. Harry was out of prison.

He’d read the article twice to make sure he had the facts straight. Truth be told, he was surprised Harry had ever been convicted in the first place. The evidence was circumstantial at best. But Harry—being the stupid dumb-shit he was—had lied to the police.

Served the blowhard right. In his fifty-five years, he’d rarely met a blowhard, lazy-ass jerk like Brian “Harry” Hall.

“Hey, dude, come to the Bay Area with me and we’ll score.” By “score,” Harry had meant find a couple of women to take two Vietnam vets under their wing. Console them and give them blow jobs whenever they wanted.

Harry had no comprehension of women. Just like he had no understanding of discipline. Cleanliness. Order.

But Harry did have a job lined up and promised to get him in. So he had joined him in California.

Neatly, he folded the newspaper along the creases and placed it at the corner of the small, glass-top table in the cottage he’d been renting on Vashon Island for the past year. He didn’t need to look at the clock to know it was time to leave. The sun crested over the Sound, a lush, vivid sight of which he never tired.

He could retire here.

But he wouldn’t. Settling would be foolish; moving was the only way to truly cover his tracks.

He’d be moving again soon.

For now, he had a job to do.

The cottage didn’t have a dishwasher, but he didn’t mind. He took care to wash his coffee mug, plate, utensils, and the single pan in which he’d prepared his bacon and eggs. He dried them completely and put them where they belonged. He folded the damp towel and hung it precisely on the rack he’d installed on the wall next to the sink. His chair was pushed in just so; the crumbs on his place mat carefully shaken into the garbage; then the garbage—only a quarter full—taken out to the trash can by the side of the house.

The thought of letting garbage rot in his house all day made him ill.

Another quick glance at the newspaper got him thinking again about Harry as he locked up the cottage and walked to his job at the beachside restaurant. 

Stealing Harry’s truck that long-ago night had been a spontaneous act. He hadn’t known exactly what he was doing, just a vague idea. Then he saw her and knew. She’d been sent to him, to replace the Angel he’d lost. He had quickly formed a plan, and it had been almost perfect. He frowned, thinking of the spunky little brat who had tried to stop him. Then he returned the truck before Harry had even noticed its absence.

What he hadn’t expected was the police finding the truck, but that discovery ended up being a blessing.

He’d learned many important lessons after Harry was convicted of murder.

Be careful. Don’t leave any evidence of yourself anywhere.

Keep moving. Be patient. Don’t rush. Let the sweet anticipation build, but control it. Don’t let the need control you. Be smarter than the cops. Know when to move on.

It was all a matter of discipline. Something he’d been taught well.

One niggling mistake soured the otherwise pleasant day. Harry had been released because of DNA evidence, which meant the authorities had his DNA.

He would have to be doubly careful from now on.
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Olivia grabbed the paper as it slid off the laser printer, her eyes scanning the information, her heart beating fast as her theory solidified.

Patterns.

Missy’s killer had left Redwood City after her murder, probably because Brian Hall had been arrested and was going to take the fall for Missy’s death. He lay low for a couple years before resurfacing in New York, where he raped and killed four blonde girls in the Albany suburbs before disappearing.

Then two in Lawrence, Kansas. A known sex offender was arrested, tried, and convicted and was now sitting on death row for those murders. But Olivia was ninety-nine percent sure that man was innocent of those particular crimes.

Four more girls killed in Atlanta.

Four in Nashville.

The list went on. Years separated his crimes, but Olivia had uncovered twenty-nine murders in thirty-four years that fit the same pattern.

Blonde girls between the ages of nine and twelve.

Sexually assaulted. Underpants taken.

Dumped facedown in a relatively public location, usually a rest stop off a sparsely traveled road, or an industrial park at night.

The reports she had access to were sparse. She wished she could view the autopsy reports and the lab notes, but most were not computerized. The older the crimes, the less information she had. But the key commonality, the factor that convinced Olivia she had found the link, was the missing lock of hair. The killer had been taking “souvenirs” from his victims, a piece of his victims he could see or touch to relive his crimes.

“What are you doing?”

Olivia jumped, her hand to her chest. “Greg! You startled me.”

“You were deep in thought. So deep you missed the senior staff meeting.”

She glanced at the clock. Noon already? How did the time escape her? “I’m sorry, I was working on . . .” She bit her cheek. She couldn’t think of a convincing lie, especially on the fly.

Greg frowned and pulled the document from her hand. His scowl deepened as he opened the file folder on her desk and realized what she’d spent the last two weeks doing.

“I can explain,” she began, though she had no idea what to say.

“You don’t need to explain to me, Olivia. I understand you need to find out who killed your sister. But why didn’t you talk to me first?”

“I don’t know. It’s kind of personal.” More than personal; guilt sat like a lead weight on her shoulders. Her testimony against Brian Hall had enabled an evil predator to go free.

“Personal?” He sat down across from her and ran his hands through his hair. “We were married for three years, we’ve been friends for ten more, and you couldn’t share this with me?”

Hurting Greg was the last thing she wanted to do. “At first, I just looked at Missy’s case. At the evidence, the DNA reports, the interviews. I thought, well, I don’t know what I was thinking, except that maybe I’d see something that could put Brian Hall back in prison.” She laughed, a hollow, sad sound.

She continued. “Then I thought, what if? What if he had a partner? There was never any indication that he worked with anyone, but he’s not all that bright—if he did have an accomplice, Hall probably would have turned on him to avoid the death penalty. But what if Hall did have a partner who he was protecting for some reason? We know he didn’t rape Missy, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t somehow involved. But then I thought, what if Hall is really innocent?”

“So you started researching similar crimes,” Greg said, holding up the paper he’d taken from her hands.

“Yes. And, well, things started falling into place. I flounder when I don’t have hard science to back me up, but now—I really think I’m on to something. Will you take a look and tell me if we have enough to go to Rick?”

Rick Stockton was their boss, director of FBI Laboratory Services. He was also a friend, and Olivia wasn’t afraid to capitalize on that friendship if it meant finding Missy’s killer.

Greg took the folder and Olivia sighed in relief. She found herself wringing her hands as she tried to avoid staring at him while he read her compiled reports.

“I don’t understand—in Kansas and Kentucky someone was convicted of the murders. In Kansas, the guy was a known sex offender. I don’t see where they fit into your pattern.”

“The hair,” she said. “Look at the autopsy reports.”

“I saw that, but—”

“Isolated, it doesn’t mean anything,” Olivia interrupted, anticipating Greg’s objections, “but coupled with all the other similarities, my theory holds together. This guy has killed more than two dozen girls. He can wait years between attacks, but then kills two, three, four girls in a short period of time before leaving the area. Why? I don’t know. Maybe he’s satisfied for a time. He shows excellent self-control and discipline. Maybe the police get too close for his comfort. Or in some cases they arrest another man and our guy leaves quietly. Like Hall.”

“I see your point.” Greg stared at the ceiling as if reading the tiles, but his expression was familiar. Olivia grew excited—he was seriously considering her theory. Looking at it from every angle. She held her breath. Having Greg on her side would help her with Rick—not only were Greg and Rick friends, but Greg was also assistant director of CODIS, one of the largest departments in the FBI laboratory, and well respected in the building.

He finally looked at her. “What can Rick do?”

She handed him a report. “Two girls in Seattle who fit the profile are dead, one discovered just this morning. We need to get the Seattle bureau involved. Get the local cops on our page. Profile this guy—he’s disciplined, methodical, and patient. But what else? His job? His family life? If we can trace his steps from Redwood City thirty-four years ago to now, we can learn his identity. Stop him before another girl dies.”

“It’s circumstantial, Olivia,” Greg began.

“But—”

He put his hand up. “But I’ll go with you to talk to Rick. I agree, it’s worth pursuing.”

         

“Olivia, Greg, come in.”

Rick Stockton glanced at his designer watch, then opened his door wide and motioned for them to enter. “I have a lunch meeting in twenty minutes, but I can be late.”

“Thank you.” Olivia glanced at Greg, who nodded. It helped having him on her side, even if he wasn’t completely convinced.

Rick closed the door behind them, then walked to his desk, sitting on the corner rather than behind it. He smiled wide, a warm smile that brightened his eyes. Rick Stockton was the talk of most of the women in the building: good-looking, sexy, and smart. Olivia didn’t pay attention to the talk—she had more important things to do than ogle men—but she had to admit that her female colleagues were right about his sex appeal.

“Sit,” he told them and she did, clutching her file like a lifeline. Greg stood behind her, his hand resting on the back of her chair. “What can I do for you?”

She bit the inside of her cheek. She and Greg had talked out how to approach Rick, but all her best-laid plans disappeared and she said, “I believe my sister’s killer is in Seattle right now. There have been two like-crimes over the last three weeks.”

Rick’s left eyebrow rose as he glanced at Greg, but that was his only reaction. “How did you come to this conclusion?”

“I followed the evidence. What little there is,” she admitted. “When Brian Harrison Hall was released two weeks ago, I ran a search—on my own time—for similar crimes throughout the country. I found a total of twenty-nine murders in ten states, including Missy’s. I believe she may have been his first.”

Rick frowned. “Ten states? And no one saw a pattern?”

“He is surprisingly patient between attacks, up to six years in one case. He goes into a community, generally a suburb of a large city, and kills up to four blonde girls before disappearing. The only time he kills fewer than four girls is when someone is arrested for the crime.” She paused, handed him her folder. “It’s all here.”

Rick took the folder and flipped through it. “You were thorough. But what about common evidence? DNA? Witness testimony?”

“Two cases had a witness mention a tattoo on the abductor. Nashville and most recently Seattle. There has been no DNA logged in any of the cases into CODIS, except the new results from the California lab on Missy’s case. But I was hoping we could offer assistance to help in the older, cold cases.”

“You want me to take over cold-case files in local jurisdictions?”

Greg interjected. “If a DNA sample was preserved, or any other hard evidence, perhaps we can connect them and prove that the same man was responsible for all these crimes.”

“To what end?”

Olivia blinked. “To capture him, of course.”

Rick flipped through the file in silence. “You have three cases here where someone was convicted. They got the killer.”

“I believe they were wrongfully convicted. The release of Hall proves it in that case.”

“You want me to call the district attorney in those states and tell them they put an innocent man in jail? One of these guys is on death row.” Rick shook his head. “I can see the headlines now. We have a bad enough reputation with local police that we don’t need to criticize the way their criminal justice system works.”

“I never thought of you as one to back down from a challenge.” Olivia bit her lip. She couldn’t believe she’d said that. “I—I didn’t mean . . . I’m sorry.”

Rick’s eyes flashed first with anger, then compassion. “Olivia, I know Hall’s release has been difficult for you.”

“This has nothing to do with Hall.”

“Doesn’t it?” He held up the file. “This must have taken you a hundred hours to compile. You’ve found a couple of interesting threads, but it’s circumstantial and these cases are old. We have a backlog of work here, and I’m sure the local authorities won’t want to dig up cold cases. We have no jurisdiction, no authority to go in and take charge. There’s nothing we can do at this point.”

“Yes, we can!” she pleaded. “You can contact the Seattle bureau chief and have him take over the case. Or work with the local detectives.” She hoped she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt.

“In Seattle?”

She nodded. Rick was interested, she could tell. She leaned forward in her seat. “Two girls have been murdered there. Jennifer Benedict three weeks ago, and Michelle Davidson’s body was found this morning. It was the Benedict child that told me it’s the same killer. A witness identified a tattoo on her abductor’s arm.

“That’s two girls,” she continued. “If he follows his pattern, he’ll kill two more before he moves on. This is our chance to catch him.”

“Olivia.” Rick stood, walked behind his desk, and looked out the window. “I’d like to help you put your sister’s murder behind you, but this isn’t the way. I can’t tell Seattle to take over a local investigation. We are spread so thin now we can barely cover our urgent cases.”

“But it’s the same guy!”

Rick turned to her, a quizzical look on his face. “I can see you’re passionate about this. But there is no hard evidence in this file. While the information on the surface connects the crimes, and could prove helpful when the police find a suspect, nothing leads to an individual. It’s less than circumstantial. You have my permission to monitor what’s going on in Seattle. If they find a suspect, I’ll contact the local bureau and give them what we have. But right now we have neither the time nor the money to pursue cold cases.”

“But if we use our resources to test the evidence, take apart the carpet fibers—look here.” She stood and flipped the folder open to the middle, her hands shaking. “Carpet fibers from a different truck were found on virtually every victim. I think he steals the trucks, or maybe he works in a place with access to different vehicles. I didn’t have time to run auto theft reports, and because they’re not in a federal database I don’t have immediate access, but I can write up a memo for local authorities to compare theft reports to the vehicles the killer used, and then we can—”

“Stop.”

Olivia blinked. Rick’s voice was quiet, but commanding.

He walked over to her and took her hand. She was still shaking. She resisted the urge to pull away. “Please, Rick,” she said. “I know there’s something here if we just look deeper.”

“There’s nothing we can do until the local authorities ask us to get involved.”

“But—”

He squeezed her hand. “Your research is a good start, but it doesn’t give us anything to find this guy. I’m sorry, but we just don’t have the resources for an investigation of this magnitude without being asked.” He paused. “I need you here, on my team, working for victims who are just as important as those two poor girls in Seattle. You know I care about them. In a perfect world we would have the money and staff to pursue every investigation, cold or not. But we don’t have the time, resources, or personnel to tackle this. Leave it to Seattle. If they need us, if they want us, they’ll ask.”

She looked down, afraid to meet Rick’s eyes. He’d said no. “I understand.” She did, professionally. But her heart told her to do something, anything, to find this guy.

“Thank you for hearing us out,” Greg said. “I appreciate it.”

“I’ll keep my ears open. If I hear anything from Seattle, I’ll bend over backward to help them,” Rick said. “But until then—” He threw up his hands.

“I understand,” she repeated and stood. “Thank you.”

“Olivia, do you want to take a little time off? A week, go on vacation. You haven’t had a vacation in years.”

“I just came back from Montana.”

“You stopped at your friend’s wedding on your way to Hall’s parole hearing months ago. I don’t consider that a vacation.”

“I can’t. I need to work.” Working helped focus her on seeking justice by doing what she could for crime victims. Or it used to, anyway. Now, she didn’t know. She couldn’t stop thinking about the two girls in Seattle. She’d followed each case in the press. Seen their pictures. Olivia had looked into their eyes.

“Thanks again, Rick,” Greg said as they walked out.

It was the middle of the lunch hour and the building was quiet. Olivia closed her office door and collapsed into her chair, burying her face in her arms.

How could she live with herself? Missy’s killer had walked free for thirty-four years because Olivia had helped convict the wrong man. Now, she’d found evidence linking twenty-nine murders—twenty-nine!—and she could do nothing about it.

Missy’s killer was in Seattle. She was as certain of that as she was of the sun rising tomorrow. And he would kill again.

What could she do to stop him? She wasn’t a field agent, at least not anymore. She was a scientist. She needed more information. She needed to talk to the Seattle detective in charge and find out if there was a DNA sample. Expedite the analysis. Figure out how and when the killer steals the trucks so that they could focus on auto thefts and perhaps catch him that way.

She couldn’t do anything more from her desk three thousand miles away from the crime scene.

“Olivia, are you going to be okay?”

Greg stood in the doorway. She was definitely not okay, but she couldn’t tell him that.

“I’ll be fine.”

Vacation.

An idea crept into her brain. It wasn’t ideal, but it was the only thing she could think of that might work.

But she needed Greg’s help. “Greg, I want to go to Seattle.”

“What?”

She put up her hand, palm out. “Hear me out, please?”

He sat in the chair across from her desk and crossed his arms in silence, his face unreadable.

“Okay.” She took a deep breath. “You agree that the information I pulled together is solid, right?”

He shrugged. “It’s promising.”

“Greg, please.”

“It’s good circumstantial evidence, but without opening up those cases we can’t get the information we need.”

“Right. I understand that. And without that information, we can’t open the cases.”

“Catch-22.”

“But if I go to Seattle, with my experience and my access and my reports, I can help focus the investigation. I know what they’re doing—all the right things to track a standard killer—but by the time they see the connection, he’s going to be gone. They need to see the big picture. I can give them that edge.”

“Rick said to stay out of it.”

“I know, but—”

“Olivia.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

“Unofficially. I’ll take a week’s vacation. Go to Seattle and offer my help—unofficially,” she repeated, “and we’ll go from there.”

“They’ll never go for it. Most local cops would rather drink acid than call in the Feds. They’ll laugh you right out of the police station.”

“Don’t underestimate my ability to persuade them.”

Greg frowned and readjusted his glasses. “No, when you set your mind on something, you usually win.”

“This isn’t a game.”

“I know.”

“Well?”

He sighed, and she knew she’d won him over, at least a bit. “What do you want me to do?”

“Be my boss.”

“Your boss?”

“Call ahead to Seattle and tell them I’m coming.”

“I don’t understand—oh, no.” He stood and started pacing. “No, I won’t let you put your job on the line chasing a theory. You’re not an agent anymore. You gave it up nine years ago to work here. I’m not an agent, either. I can’t just assign you to a case. No.”

“This is important, Greg. I may not be an agent, but I know how to do the job and more important, I know evidence. I know this case better than anyone else.”

She came from behind her desk, rested her hand on Greg’s arm, imploring him with her eyes. “Please, Greg. I’ll be careful. But I have to do anything I can to stop this killer. Please.”

Greg stared at her hand. She’d surprised herself: she didn’t like touching people. It had been a sore point in their marriage. She’d often jumped when Greg reached for her.

She loved him, in many ways.
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