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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The
homeless man clutched his threadbare jacket tighter against the chill, bowing
his head, which was wrapped in a tattered scarf. Stepping around a puddle, he
tugged at the handle of his makeshift cart, rattling along behind him on uneven
wheels.


Even
for January, tonight was unseasonably cold. The earlier rain shower had cleared
the last of the crowds that usually thronged Hollywood Boulevard. Now, at two
a.m., the roads were empty, the sidewalk deserted as he approached the Walk of
Fame.


He’d
seen nobody else for a few minutes now.  


Earlier,
as he and his cart had shuffled under a bridge, he'd passed another man sheltering
from the elements, wrapped in blankets. The blanket-swathed man had given him a
suspicious glance, protective of his territory, wary of a roamer he hadn't seen
before.


The
glance had reassured the homeless man. The suspicious gaze told him that the man
under the bridge had believed who he was.


The
authorities would, too, and he knew that presented a risk in this area.
Homeless folk needed to keep their heads down, pretend they were invisible, and
keep away from where they were especially unwelcome. He'd be seen on cameras,
but hopefully, at this hour, he would be left alone, the authorities ignoring a
harmless wayfarer who was passing through.


Nearly there! You’re nearly there!


The
voice in his mind, surprisingly gleeful, contrasted with his downtrodden
demeanor as it urged him on.


He
glanced at the stars on the Walk of Fame that ran parallel to the street. From
here, he couldn’t see them closely, but he remembered some of the names on this
block. Nicole Kidman. Halle Berry. Steven Spielberg. Icons of the cinema.
Masters of their art. Legends, whose names were part of Hollywood lore, whose
talents had captivated audiences over the decades. Harrison Ford’s name was on
this block, too. Keanu Reeves – even the famous Anthony Hopkins. His depiction
of a remorseless psychopath had been one of the most compelling performances
that the homeless man had ever seen.


He'd
believed Hopkins in the role of Hannibal Lecter. 


But
now, he hated them all, with a dark ferocity that seethed inside him. 


He
despised them, but that didn’t matter, because he was about to deliver a
performance better than any of theirs.


As
he tugged his lopsided, swaying cart behind him, he knew this was the chance
for him to nail his role. 


Coming
up, a few yards ahead, was a cross-street that he’d previously noted was one of
the few without cameras.


He
stopped his cart. Moving to it, he removed the crumpled tarp that people would
assume covered his meager possessions.


His
downtrodden air fell away. The slow hopelessness with which he’d moved vanished.
A sense of purpose filled his actions as he removed the first of two
plastic-wrapped parcels that occupied the cart’s homemade interior, ripping it
off with his gloved hands.


He
stared down at unseeing eyes in a sheet-white face, dark hair tangled like a
veil. The deep slashes at the corners of the mouth created the brutal parody of
a smile. Gripping its shoulders, he lifted the prepared torso out – severed at
the hips, drained of blood, cleansed and ready. He placed it down, memorizing
the exact pose in his mind, the scene he needed to recreate, paying homage to a
brutal killer whose name nobody had ever known.


He
positioned the torso. Crossed the arms over the face – with difficulty, because
they were cold, and not limp. Rigor mortis was already setting in. Then, he
pulled out the other bag, working quickly now, his breath puffing out into the
cool, damp air, and his heart pounding hard. Memories of what it had taken to
achieve this result surged in his mind and he pushed them away. Not because
they were unwanted, but rather, a distraction at this time.


The
bottom half of the corpse hit the ground and he moved it, legs spread, exactly
a foot away from the torso. Details were important. Every great artist knew
that.


He
took a moment to stare at his masterpiece. A perfect recreation, each detail
faithful, the satisfying end result of his own work, which had involved a mix
of patience and brutality. 


A
scene that would change this part of the world forever. 


He
imagined the screams, the horror, when his masterpiece was seen.


The
Walk of Fame would never be the same. It deserved to be tainted, and now it
would be. Those deluges of tourists who came to ooh and aah and photograph the
stars would now uneasily avoid the site where Hollywood history had repeated
itself, and a gruesome murder scene had been discovered.


The
murder would be the new star. People would talk about it, point to the
scene, discuss what had been found there. Already, he was immortalized. 


“Lights.
Camera. Action,” he whispered to himself, with a short, breathless laugh.


Enough
time admiring his creation. If there was anyone watching, they'd be on the
lookout for him to move, watching for the homeless man to disappear from one
surveillance screen and reappear on the next.


He
stuffed the plastic back into his cart. Pulled the scarf low over his face
again, tugged the tarp into place and grabbed the handle; as he did so, he
assumed the role he’d been playing before. 


Downtrodden,
tired, an exile from society, making only a brief appearance in the glamorous
tourist stretch, before moving into the city’s shadows again.


He
shambled on, the voice in his mind still guiding him.


"Your cart is lighter now, but pull it as if
it's still heavy. Every detail counts. Don't let anyone suspect you now – keep
in character until you're a couple of miles away and out of camera range."


Tugging
the cart as if it carried the heaviness of the world on its rickety wheels, the
homeless man stumbled down the street, leaving Hollywood Boulevard and the Walk
of Fame behind him.











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The
opponent facing her down was angry. 


Maggie
Flight saw that, as she watched him through narrowed eyes. Her fists were
bunched inside her boxing gloves. A lock of hair, dark red and soaking wet, had
escaped from her headband to flop over her face. She ignored it. All her focus
was on her opponent as they circled the battered floor of the gymnasium.


She’d
seen the dismissive arrogance in his demeanor before they’d begun sparring.
He’d surveyed her five-five frame, glanced at the pale blue sports bra
underneath her gray handlebar vest, and thought he’d take her down in a couple
of rounds. He’d failed. Dancing around him on her scuffed trainers, she’d been
fast and tough enough to evade his attacks, while getting in a couple of body
blows of her own. But she was tiring. He was, too. This was heading toward a
stalemate.


Now,
breathlessly, her squat, strongly muscled opponent was resorting to insults.
Trying to trigger her, to force her into a clumsy, off-balance attack.


“Shouldn’t
you be heading to work now? I guess you’re a waitress or something, right?” His
voice was taunting, his tone derogatory.


His
guess was wrong. Silently, she kept her distance, kept her guard up, planned
her attack. If he carried on talking this way, he was going to distract
himself. 


Maggie
heard sniggers from a couple of his supporters. Also, a few knowing laughs from
those who knew more about her.


“And
what’s that tattoo on your arm? Cole? Is that the word?” He lunged forward,
attempting to break through her defenses. Breath puffing out of her lips, she
blocked him, ducked, twisted away. She got in a hit of her own, but not as good
as she’d hoped, and she left an opening for him. His fist thudded against her
shoulder. Although she tried to ride the blow, leaping back as the impact
jarred her muscles, she had to admit, it hurt. She hurt. 


Her
legs were aching. Her arms were burning from this sparring contest, but pain
made you stronger. That was her motto, anyway. It had originally been Cole’s
motto, long ago, in the days when both of them had been gangly teens, and he’d
gotten the idea of doing pushups to get bigger. She’d taken on that obsession
with training and made it hers.


“Who’s
Cole? Your boyfriend? Poor guy. Best guess is he’s your ex,” the man gasped out.



That
hit home. Maggie felt a flash of anger, nearly lashing out recklessly as it
surged through her.


Just
in time, she managed to control herself, tightening the leash on her emotions,
hoping he hadn’t seen how deep that taunt had cut.


She
could retaliate. She was good at getting into people’s minds – it was what she
did. If she found the right insult, she could most likely distract him, push
him into reckless action, deflect his focus. She could do that far better than
he could. 


Even
if she didn’t want to start getting personal, she could throw out a comment or
two that contained some offbeat humor, which would make the spectators all
start laughing, and throw him seriously off balance.


Nope.
She wasn't going to misuse her abilities outside of the ring while she was
here, inside the ropes. She was the one who’d agreed to go up against an
opponent beyond her weight category, in a reckless moment, and because she
wanted to participate in this round of informal fights. She couldn’t resort to
underhanded tactics if he started winning, not if she wanted a fair fight.


Besides,
what she lacked in weight, she made up for in stamina. That was the only reason
she was still standing up to him now, but she knew that it was nearing its
limits.


He
came in again, arms flailing in a blundering attack that sought to overcome her
by sheer power along with his additional forty pounds of body weight. He’d have
done it, maybe, except he was too slow for just a moment, and he left an
opening. 


Digging
deep, bracing her legs, Maggie swerved and ducked and lunged, and got through,
her fist slamming into the side of his head, hard enough that he staggered. He
went down. Down on his knee, down on his side, sprawling onto the gymnasium
floor. 


Bending
forward, dropping her gloved hands to rest them on her knees, Maggie gulped in
air.


She
waited, feeling utterly spent. If he got up, the fight would continue. There
were two rounds to go, and she’d have to dredge up the strength somehow. But he
wasn’t getting up; he was staying on the floor, as the referee ended his
countdown.


“…Eight.
Nine. Ten.”


Staring
down at him, as he finally raised his head and pushed himself up onto his arm,
Maggie muttered, “Cole’s my brother. Or, he was.”


She
didn’t know if her opponent heard her words over the scattering of applause
from the watchers. She was the winner of this unofficial match, nothing more
than a series of amateur games between their gymnasium and a few others in
central San Jose. Off the record. The winner got nothing but praise, the loser
nothing but bruises.


Her
opponent scrambled heavily to his knees. She stretched out a hand to help him
to his feet, not knowing if he’d take it or refuse the offer. 


He
took her hand. She helped him up, pulling off her gloves, and they shook hands
before climbing out of the roped-off ring.


There
were a couple of shoulder slaps from the guys who knew her, who trained with
her at the gym in a downtown basement with basic equipment. Mainly weights.
Nothing fancy. It always smelled of damp and sweat, and she was one of the few
women who were members.


Someone
gave her a bottle of water as she headed over to the bench, and she took it
with a nod of thanks. 


Her
opponent was heading off to the change rooms. Or rather, room. There was one,
and it was unisex. When she had to use it, she shut herself in a shower cubicle
and changed there if anyone else was around. 


“Good
fight, Maggie. Good win,” the owner of the gym said from behind the counter
near the door, nodding in approval, rubbing a hand over the graying goatee that
softened his square jaw. 


“Thanks,
Zane,” she said, finally allowing herself to grin in acceptance of a hard
fight, and a deserved victory. “Your coaching paid off. And the weight classes
helped.”


She
twisted the top off the water and took a long, cool gulp. Zane took out a box
of protein bars and placed them on the counter. 


“A
gift for you,” he said. “Wish there were some proper prizes for the win.”


Cookie
dough, her favorite flavor. To the victor go the spoils. 


“Couldn’t
ask for a better reward,” she said.


“I
know you really want a donut.”


“You
got a donut?” she quipped.


He
thought her obsession with carbs was a joke, chuckling at the mention of it,
even though she knew it was serious. She could inhale a jam donut right
now. In fact, she often joked to her colleagues at work that her body
composition was ninety percent pepperoni pizza and ten percent donuts.


She’d
been genetically fortunate with her slim, strong build that had withstood her
food choices so far, and of course, boxing competitions and daily runs helped,
too.


“Are
you working today? Waiting tables?” Zane asked with a wry smile.


“That
guy meant it as an insult.” She jerked a thumb in his direction. 


“He
did,” Zane agreed.


“I
took it as a compliment,” she told him. “Nice of him to think I have the
patience for that job.” He chuckled as she added, “And no. I’m not working this
weekend. Not unless there’s a serious crime or an emergency.”


The
weekend felt like blank time ahead of her, an enforced gap in the rigorous, but
fulfilling, schedule of work. She'd moved to San Jose a few months ago, leaving
Los Angeles, where she'd spent the first thirty years of her life. 


Her
boss at the LAPD had suggested that she apply for the job of special agent and
criminal profiler at the California Bureau of Investigation – or, as it was now
officially known, the Bureau of Investigation and Intelligence. 


“Go
on, Maggie,” he’d encouraged her. “You’ve got the experience. You’ve spent
years getting your psychology degree part-time. And you have the skills. You
can get into a criminal’s head in a way I’ve never seen before.”


After
applying, she’d been offered the job, quit the LAPD, moved to San Jose, and
taken up the challenge of a new career, all at breathtaking speed.


But
somehow, she hadn’t yet put down roots in San Jose. She still felt like a
stranger here, as if she didn’t really belong. 


“I
might go volunteer at the local animal shelter,” she said. “Take a couple of
dogs for walks.”


“That’s
kind of you,” Zane said. “You ever think of adopting one of them?”


"All
the time," she admitted. "But I travel so much. I never know when I'm
going to be away or for how long. It wouldn't be fair."


She
didn't want a dog to feel as if it had been abandoned when she packed her
overnight bag and headed out at strange hours. A shelter dog deserved better
than that. She knew what it was like, when you had someone in your life that
you loved and relied on, and then they suddenly disappeared. She didn’t want to
put an animal through that.


Nodding
in understanding, Zane pushed the box of protein bars toward her.


Taking
the box, Maggie put it in her gym bag, together with her sweaty, scuffed boxing
gloves. Peeling the headband off her forehead, she put it in there, too. Then,
she took her jacket from the bench, slung it over her shoulders, and headed
out. Her apartment was within walking distance, and it was a fine, cold
morning. 


She
didn’t get more than a few hundred yards before her phone rang. Digging in her
pocket for it, feeling her shoulder ache from the movement, she saw it was her
boss on the line, Director Ellen Simmons.


Maybe
she wouldn’t need to make plans for the weekend, after all.


“Must
be a new case,” she muttered to herself, stopping on the sidewalk to take the
call, because she might sound out of breath after that fight.


“Director?”
she said.


"Maggie,
we have an emergency." Never one for small talk, Director Simmons's voice
was as terse as Maggie had ever heard it. She could imagine her boss's narrow
face, taut and unsmiling, her platinum bobbed hair as neat and severe as her
black power suit. "There's been a murder victim found on Hollywood
Boulevard. This is an extremely high-profile case. There's massive media
attention, and it's created a furor of panic." Maggie blinked, because
Simmons was usually a master of understatement. If she was saying this, it
meant all hell had broken loose. "We've been asked to send a team, and I'd
like you to go."


“Me?”
she echoed in surprise. She knew she had crime investigation experience, but
she was still relatively junior in the CBI.


“They
have requested a profiler,” Simmons told her, the words knocking the breath out
of Maggie. “Consider this the biggest test of your abilities yet. And get to
the airport as fast as you can.” 











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


With
her hair still damp from the shower and dragged back into a messy ponytail,
jacket slung over one shoulder and her overnight bag containing her laptop over
the other, Maggie rushed to the departure gate. The office had gotten her a
last-minute seat on a flight about to leave. She'd detoured to security to
check in her weapon, scrawling her way through the paperwork.


Her
legs were aching as she joined the last stragglers in the queue, and she still
hadn't had a chance to read up on this case. But, as she'd hustled her way
through the airport, she'd caught glimpses and snippets of the horror on
people's phone screens and on the TV screens displayed along the way.


From
what she’d heard, it sounded seriously horrific. 


“Displayed naked…”


“Body cut in two halves…”


“Dumped on a cross street along the Walk of Fame…”


“Copycat killing, a new Black Dahlia.”


While
she’d been boxing in a basement gym, oblivious to the news, this case had
erupted, capturing the horrified attention of the country world. Her profiling
skills would be put to the test like never before. The Black Dahlia case rang a
bell. Although she didn't recall all the details, she'd read about it in her
case history. It was a famous cold case, one of the most brutal, devastating,
unsolved murders in the Los Angeles area.


She
showed her boarding pass, then headed along the walkway, wanting to get to her
seat, access her own phone, and find out what the hell was going on in LA. 


Walking
onto the airplane, she glanced again at her pass, confirming her seat number.
Director Simmons had somehow gotten her a seat up front. That was good. She
could get off the plane fast. By then, hopefully, she'd know who was picking
her up and what the next step would be. All she had to do was get up to speed
on the news.


This
was her seat. She lifted her carry-on with arms still weak from the fight, and
the bag nearly slipped out of her grasp as she maneuvered it into the overhead
locker.


A
man’s hand, strong and tanned, grabbed it from behind her and lifted it in. 


“Got
it,” a familiar voice said.


Maggie
turned around in surprise to find herself staring into the dark brown eyes of
agent Jamie Rodriguez, one of her CBI colleagues.


He
had been with the Bureau for a year, after what she understood was a stellar
policing career in San Francisco; although she hadn’t worked with him much,
she’d found him to be focused, almost too serious, and vaguely intimidating. He
wouldn’t have been her choice of partner.


Being
over six feet tall, it was easy for him to shove the bag into the locker as she
scrambled into her window seat. Less easy for him to sit down next to her, his
long legs awkwardly splayed in the constricted space.


“You’re
also on this case?” she asked. Maybe there was a bigger team heading to LA. 


He
nodded. “It’s the two of us. You and me.”


She
stared at him, forehead creasing in concern. “Where are all the others, then?” 


Surely
they needed more manpower, heading into such a high profile case.


Jamie
shrugged. “Involved in a lot of cases statewide that can’t be abandoned at
short notice. There was a double murder in San Diego last night. Armed robbery
with a fatality in Emeryville, which looks like a repeat crime. Oakland has
those drug-related crimes we've been asked to help on, and so has San
Bernardino." He paused. "Don't you watch the news?"


“Not
if I can help it,” Maggie admitted. That wasn’t true. Sometimes, she watched
the news. She went through phases where she tracked the news reports
obsessively, searching for what she hoped and dreaded to find. Then, when she
couldn’t take the rollercoaster ride anymore, she switched off again.


“Do
you read your emails?” he asked, his questions starting to make her feel
like she was being unfairly targeted. “Because Director Simmons did say we were
the only two on the case.”


“I
haven’t had a chance to read anything. I was walking home from the gym when she
called,” Maggie said. 


“Gym?
First thing on a Saturday morning?” His tone held a note of surprise. Perhaps a
note of respect, too, at last.


She
wondered what he’d been doing. Maybe he had managed to make more of a life for
himself in San Jose than she had yet.


“Yes,”
she told him. “I ran back home, threw my things into a bag, and hustled to the
airport as fast as I could.”


Jamie
nodded. “You used to live in Los Angeles, didn’t you?” he asked.


“I
grew up in Compton,” she admitted.


“Tough
neighborhood?” He raised his eyebrows.


Maggie
nodded. It had been tough. Not only outside the peeling, battered walls of her
tumbledown home, but inside, too. 


Memories
flooded into her mind. The empty vodka bottle, curving through the air to
shatter on the wall. Her mother’s voice, rising in a scream, as furious as it
was slurred. Gritting her teeth, Maggie forced the images away, not wanting the
demons of the past to intrude.


“I
moved away after school, joined the police in the Central Community police
station. And you? You were in San Francisco?” 


He
nodded. “I was there for eight years.” He frowned, as if troubled by the
mention of that time. She sensed he didn’t want to talk about it.


The
plane was taxiing for takeoff, so Maggie checked her emails, seeing that the
information which Simmons had sent had downloaded.


“They’re
calling it the Black Dahlia copycat,” she said.


She
didn’t even have to check her emails for that. It was right there on her
phone’s homepage, breaking news. 


The
email contained more details, ones that the press hadn’t seen. She glanced
down, pressing her lips together as the crime scene shots flashed up. This was
a ghastly sight. How had this woman’s body been placed there in such a busy
part of Los Angeles? How had the killer avoided the cameras?


And
it seemed as if he or she had faithfully recreated the original murder scene,
though in a more public place. The shots of the original crime were seared in
her mind from the research she’d done. Something she couldn’t unsee. Now, she
was seeing it again in an impossible location.


“Black
Dahlia?” Jamie sounded curious.


"The
murder was back in 1947, I think," Maggie said, hoping her guess at the
year was correct, because Rodriguez was clearly a detail oriented person. He
looked every inch the sharp, savvy CBI agent in his dark suit and pale blue
button-down shirt, though he wasn't wearing a tie. Business casual was the
dress code in their department. Maggie always erred more toward 'casual'
herself. 


"It's
one of the most famous unsolved crimes in the state," she said, seeing
that he looked interested and clearly wasn't going to argue about the date.
"The victim's face was mutilated, her body cut in two, the sections laid
out in exactly the way that's been done here. The details are – well,
sickening. It was ritualistic, the way she was displayed. The worst of it, for
me, was knowing he was never caught, and that he spent the rest of his life in
society."


“He
clearly didn’t kill again?” Jamie asked. "What happened to him? Do you
think he died? Arrested for a different crime? Or gave up on murder?"


Maggie
shrugged. “There are all sorts of theories. Some think she rejected her
killer’s amorous advances, and he took revenge. Others think people were trying
to silence her after she found out about their criminal activities. Of course,
there’s always another, even scarier theory, which is that she was targeted by
a serial killer, and that after killing her and leaving her body out in public,
he took others who were never found.”


“Would
that be possible?” he asked.


“Women
disappeared then, just the same way they do now. Especially in Los Angeles, the
city of dreams, where people uprooted themselves from their hometowns and
traveled there in the hope of achieving fame and fortune.”


“Now
you’re making me shiver,” Jamie said.


She
made a rueful face. “I’m a profiler. That’s my job. To consider all
eventualities and motives. To get into the killer’s mind, and the victim’s
mind, too.”


“That’s
a scary place to be,” he said. “I’d rather stick to my specialty, working with
evidence, analyzing data.”


Hopefully,
they'd both complement the other in terms of their skills. And they'd need all
the skills they had. That, she was certain of. With the plane now taking off,
she returned her focus to the notes, hoping that the hour-and-a-half flight
would give her time to gain insight into the catastrophic crime scene that had
tainted the Walk of Fame. 


The
killer’s mind would be a dark place, but understanding it was going to be
critical in tracking him down.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


“We’ll
go directly to the scene. It’s chaos there, but forensics is still on site, and
the coroner has just wrapped up. We asked him to wait, in case you have any
questions.”


The
harassed words were spoken by LAPD Detective Barrett, in charge of the case,
who’d met Maggie and Jamie at the airport. As they shook hands and introduced
themselves, Maggie had noted the frown lines that seemed etched into his heavy
brow, and the expression of worry that drew his full mouth down into a glum
expression, like a grumpy bulldog.


“What
do we know so far?” she asked, as they all strode through the airport, heading
for the drop-off zone outside. There, his police cruiser waited.


“The
victim’s been IDed. Her name’s Sarah Thompson.”


That
was new. By the time the airplane took off, the severed victim had still been a
Jane Doe. As they got into the police car, Barrett recited details that must
have just come in. “Age twenty-three, and she was an actress. At any rate, she
wanted to be one. Hadn’t landed any big roles as yet.”


The
words made Maggie shiver, because this was so close to the original Black
Dahlia murder. That victim, Elizabeth Short, had also been an aspiring actress.


“Any
information on when she died, how she was taken?”


"Apparently,
she shares an apartment with another woman, neighbors say, but the roommate was
out of town last night. Only flying back later this morning. When she arrives,
I’m going to go and speak to her. You want to come along?”


“Yes,”
Maggie said, with a glance at Jamie. It wasn’t great that the roommate had been
away, because they might not get a clear idea of the time Sarah had been taken,
but they should be able to get other valuable information. There were questions
Maggie wanted to ask – like if Sarah had any toxic exes in her life, who she’d
been hanging out with, and whether she’d had any trouble with anyone in the
days before her death.


“Any
update on who dumped the body?” Jamie asked.


“They’ve
pulled footage from all the nearby cameras, and they’re checking it right now.
Should have an update on that in a couple of hours.”


Barrett’s
driving reflected his mindset – jerky and stressed, accelerating abruptly,
braking hard, and activating his lights as soon as he was on the main road. His
driving was accompanied by the crackle of the radio, terse conversations
playing out in different parts of the city as the police rushed to join the
hunt.


Maggie
hadn’t been back to Los Angeles since she’d taken up the new job, even though
she’d been tempted to come back on her free weekends. When she’d worked here,
she often used her spare time to discreetly ask about her brother, picking a
different place each weekend. Sometimes, a halfway house for paroled criminals,
sometimes an area where homeless people lived, sometimes one of the inner city
apartment buildings that were known crime hotspots,


She
forced herself not to think of Cole. That was impossible, of course. Back in
LA, her brother’s presence was everywhere, interwoven with the memories of the
city. His irrepressible smile, the grin that lit up his face. His eyes, which
were green, just like hers.


Wrenching
her focus back to her surroundings, Maggie realized that the drive had passed
faster than she’d expected.


They
were approaching a roadblock. The officer manning it waved them through, and
Barrett joined Hollywood Boulevard, driving another few blocks before pulling
over. There was another cordon ahead. Four police cars blocked the road,
together with several officers. A crowd had gathered a few feet away. Not only
spectators, but press. Television cameras, long lens photography cameras, and
everyone who wasn’t media had their phones in their hands.


“It’s
on the next block,” Barrett said. 


They
climbed out, Maggie noticing the air was slightly warmer here than the winter
temperature she’d left behind. And it was filled with shouts from the crowd.


“What’s
happening? Have you found the killer?”


“Is
it true that the victim was cut in half?”


“Is
this a Black Dahlia copycat?”


Raising
his head, squaring his bulky shoulders, Barrett turned to address the crowd. 


“We’ll
have an update at the media conference this evening,” he said. “For now, all
available resources are being allocated. This is a top priority, and we’ve got
a hotline number open for any members of the public to call if they have any
information.”


As
another chorus of questions rang out, the policeman at the cordon waved Maggie
and Jamie through. She headed in that direction, feeling a pang of sympathy for
Barrett, who was now facing a barrage of questions to which there were no
answers.


Maggie
felt a sense of unreality as she walked along the road, looking at the cluster
of police and forensic officers on the cross-street ahead. This was in the
tourist epicenter, now the scene of a violent crime. The sheer audacity of the killer’s
actions took her breath away.


It
seemed as if the forensic officers on the scene were wrapping up. Looking tired
and discouraged, two officers were peeling off their gloves.


Deciding
that she’d better take action herself, since Barrett was fielding questions
from the public, Maggie headed over to them.


“Agent
Flight, from the Bureau of Investigation,” she introduced herself. “My partner
and I have just flown in from San Jose. Here to help with profiling and crime
scene analysis.”


“Glad
to have you on the scene, Agent,” the forensic officer replied. “We’ve been
working here for hours, and it’s lacking in trace evidence. Nothing here that
can lead us directly to the killer.”


The
words chilled her. “Nothing at all?” she confirmed, as he shook his head. 


“We
found traces of rubber on the road near where the body was dumped, which was
there.” He pointed to a spot a few yards away. Maggie could still see darker
stains on the paving. “We’re checking the camera footage to see if it’s
related. We think it probably is, as it looks fresh.”


“Maybe
he transported the victim that way?” she asked, wondering what had played out.
Another question was also on her mind. “Who found her?”


“A
group of walkers and a street cleaner all converged on the scene at about the
same time, just before six a.m. They called the police, and we’ve been managing
the scene since then. The scene wasn’t interfered with.” His voice was grim.
“Once people realized what was there, they all stayed back. We’ve interviewed
them. They didn’t see anyone within a block or two, and the coroner confirmed
that the body was probably placed there a few hours earlier.”


Maggie
glanced at the sidewalk, with the shiny paving and gleaming stars. By now, on a
Saturday, this street would be swarming with activity. Instead, the crackle of
radios, shouts of the police, and distant chorus of sirens were the only
sounds.


Why
here?


Standing
at the scene of the horror, she tried to tune into the killer’s thinking. 


He’d
clearly committed the murder elsewhere. But then, just as the Black Dahlia
killer had done, he’d felt the urge to show off, to take a huge risk, to
display his brutal work to the world. What had made him do such a thing? What
message was he sending to the world?


Was
it a need to be seen? Was he glorying in the media attention and following the
news with a feeling of elation that he'd been the one to create the fear and
horror?


Was
it a message that he was sending out, an insult to the police, showing them
that he was smarter than they were, and that he was so far ahead they would
never catch up?


All
of these were ideas she’d need to keep in her mind, to combine with others as
more information came in. 


She
took some more time, staring around, noting the traces of rubber that forensics
had identified and trying to assess how the killer would have approached.


“One
of the smears is thicker than the other,” she said to Jamie, seeing that he was
also staring at them intently. “What would cause that?”


“They’re
possibly rubberized wheels of different thicknesses, or else unbalanced,
carrying an uneven load,” he said. “I’m guessing there were four wheels on
whatever it was.”


“Any
idea what it was?”


He
shook his head. “These are narrower than a motorcycle tire, way narrower than a
car tire.”


“A
pram?”


“Either
that, or some sort of homemade cart,” Jamie said thoughtfully. 


"Agents!"
The voice was Barrett's. He'd finally finished up with the inundation of
questions and was heading their way, looking even more stressed. "Let's
go. The footage has been collated, and they've got it available at the police
station a few blocks to the south. That's where our operations center is being
set up."


First,
the footage.


Then,
hopefully, the roommate would be back in town and ready to be questioned.


Feeling
as if their efforts were starting to gain traction, Maggie headed his way. 


The
footage would have to give them answers, because the killer couldn’t have been
invisible. In one direction or the other, on the cameras, they would now catch
their first glimpse of him.


 


*


 


The
small conference room at the local police station was crowded. Maggie was
squashed up, shoulder to shoulder, with Jamie on one side and the area
commander on the other. A room that usually could have sat six or eight around
a table now had forty-plus officers and detectives sitting inside.


On
the big screen, the footage was playing, with Barrett at the table in front,
organizing the feed via his laptop.


“We’ve
collated all camera movement from midnight through five a.m. However, we’re
focusing more on the two a.m. to four a.m. time, because of the coroner’s
findings. So we’ll play those hours first, and then, if we find nothing, we’ll
widen the timeframe. Be aware that there’s a small dead zone in between these
two feeds.”


Dead
zone. An apt term for the area out of camera range where the body was dumped.


Why
had he – or she – avoided the cameras when dumping this body, Maggie wondered.
Her best guess was that it had provided privacy and secrecy at a time when the
killer would have been moving, lifting, and exposed. If they’d caught this
moment on camera, it might be easier to see the killer’s identity. But maybe
the rest of the footage would give some insight.


The
focus in the room intensified as the footage began playing, the screen bisected
into two different camera feeds.


There
was someone on the screen at the two a.m. mark. A couple, in fact, looking
festively drunk as they headed down the road, arm in arm. The casualness of
their demeanor clued Maggie that there was no dead body. Carefree, unaware that
a corpse would soon be lying directly where they'd passed, they wandered out of
the frame. After a pause, they wandered into the next one, and then out of
sight.


Then,
a homeless man. Downtrodden and forlorn, he walked into the camera’s range,
head down, a grubby scarf wrapped around his head, clutching a cart with what
looked like ancient gardening gloves.


“Those
could be the rubber tracks?” Maggie whispered to Jamie. He gave a small nod,
his eyes fixed on the screen. 


The
cart wavered and wobbled. It looked heavy, Maggie saw, as the man jerked it up
over an uneven section of paving. Heavy enough to carry a body?


They
waited as the cart disappeared from sight in the first screen. A couple of
minutes later, it was visible on the second. With his feet dragging, he shuffled
out of the screen.


“Could
he be –” someone said, then immediately added, “No. Surely not”


Silently,
Maggie watched the screen as a few murmurs of agreement sounded from around the
room.


And
then, she heard a collective gasp, a drawing of breath, as a car moved into the
frame.


Not
just a car. A panel van. It cruised into the footage, and as it reached the
blank point between the two screens, it slowed.


Slowing,
at that precise point? Why? Was he preparing to stop in the dead zone? Maggie
watched intently as the van inched along.


“Get
the plate? Can you see the plate?” a voice from the back row said.


“There
is no plate. Not on the front, anyway,” another voice replied.


The
tension in the room tautened. She stared at the outline of the driver, who was
in the car alone. His head was angled in the direction of the passenger seat.
He slowed still further as he approached the dead zone.


And
then, the footage paused for a few tense moments. All she heard was breathing
from around the room, and the occasional scrape of chairs. Everyone was focused
on the screen. 


One
minute passed, two minutes, and only then did the van ease into view.


A
collective expectancy filled the room as the rear bumper finally reached the
camera.


And
there was a license plate. Muddied, scuffed, and old. But visible, mostly. Only
the last couple of letters were unreadable, smeared by dirt, and warped by the
fact that the holder was askew.


“We
need to follow up that plate.”


The
rest of the footage played, fast-forwarded, but for the next hour, only the
occasional flash of headlights showed a vehicle speeding past.


They
had what they needed. The energy in the room told her that.


Everyone
stood, with a scraping of chairs. 


“We
can trace that plate, from the numbers we have. Other cameras might show it
better,” Barrett said, as the cops headed out.


Tracing
the plate now took priority, and it was clear that this was the next official
move for the majority of the people in the room.


“Are
you going to come along?” Jamie asked Maggie, his voice now sounding eager and
hopeful. “They could probably use some extra help, and we don’t have anything
else to do until the roommate is available.”


Maggie
hesitated, knowing that what she was going to say wasn't going to make her
popular and wouldn't be well received. But she’d been asked to form part of the
team because of her profiling skills, and those skills were guiding her in a
different direction.


“I
don’t think it was the van driver,” she said, as Jamie’s eyes widened. “I think
the homeless man was the killer.”











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


Maggie
waited, watching Jamie’s face change, from tense and focused to perplexed.


“The
homeless man?”


“Yes.
The person pretending to be a homeless man, anyway,” she said. 


“Why?
Why not the person in the van?”


“Because
he intended to get away with this crime. That’s very clear. It’s been carefully
thought through by someone who’s smart as well as brutal. That’s why he dumped
the body in the small hours of the morning, in an area between two camera
feeds. He intended to leave it and disappear. He wanted to be invisible. And
it’s far easier for a homeless man to be invisible. A van will be traced.
Somewhere down the line, people will find it, but a cart can get out of camera
range faster, and it can just be dismantled. Rip it apart, toss the pieces into
trash bins, and it’s gone.”


"But
– in that cart?" Jamie shook his head. "It looked the same, in both
the camera feeds. I was wondering whether it might look lighter in the second
one if he'd offloaded a body. But it looked identical. Heavy in both."


Maggie
shook her head. “If this killer has gone to the trouble of dressing as a
homeless man, building a cart, and transporting the body that way so he’d be
off the radar, he’s thought of everything. He would have pulled it the same
way. Made it look heavy.”


“Surely
the man in the van would have seen a body dumped on the side of the road? He
clearly didn’t, and he appeared in the footage after the homeless man had
gone.”


“He
wasn’t looking in that direction,” Maggie said. The meeting room had nearly
emptied out now, all the police filing in the direction of the back office,
where she guessed they were going to get onto software and start searching for
the readable portion of the plate. “He was looking toward the passenger side.”


Jamie
tipped his head to the side, folded his arms, and regarded her with a
challenging expression.


“And
what would you say that means?”


“I
think he had his phone in a holder or else he had his phone synced to the
display screen. One of the two. That’s where he was looking. He was either
lost, or he was checking his next drop-off address, or he was – I don’t know,
maybe texting his friends, or reading his social media, or doing something that
he shouldn’t have been doing behind the wheel. There are so many explanations
for him glancing that way. And all of them are a reason why he wouldn’t have
seen a body by the roadside.”


“But
the homeless man? Why do you think it was him?”


“If
I was looking for a way of dumping a body without being seen, I wouldn’t choose
a van with a license plate, even if it was dirty. Besides, that cart did
lose weight when it reached the crime scene.”


“We’ve
just been through that. How can you tell?” Jamie challenged.


"Because
of the rubber marks," Maggie said. "Those marks were all on the side
of the approach, in the footage. His cart was heavier before it reached the
point where the body was dumped, and that's why it left rubber streaks on the
tarmac, that forensics picked up. There were none of those on the other side. I
looked when we were at the scene. That's because the cart was lighter. Not so
much weight on the wheels."


There
was silence for a few beats as Jamie stared at her. Maggie thought he looked
stunned.


“That
makes logical sense,” he admitted.


“I
try to use logic,” she said with a shrug.


“I’m
the one who’s supposed to be the evidence expert here, and I didn’t see that.”


“There
are plenty of times I haven’t picked things up at crime scenes,” Maggie said.
That was, after all, why Director Simmons had chosen the two of them. Two
different perspectives, two sets of eyes, two different types of intelligence.


She
just happened to have thought of this and noticed it. It didn't mean it was
right. But it meant they should keep pursuing it.


Jamie
nodded. “Let’s go tell them that this needs following up. Maybe there are other
cameras that he appears on. And the police could ask other homeless people if
they’ve seen this man before, with that distinctive cart.”


The
two of them headed together, shoulder to shoulder, to the back office, which
was now filled with a murmur of conversation. Three screens were alive, and
Maggie knew they’d be collecting data on that van. A few of the officers were
clustered around the coffee machine, in for the long haul and getting a shot of
caffeine to see them through.


She
went up to the technician who was operating the cameras.


“Special
agents Flight and Rodriguez from the Bureau,” she said. “Would it be possible
to get the footage of the homeless man, too? We’ve discussed it, and feel it’s
more likely to be him than the van driver, and it shouldn’t be delayed in favor
of looking at the driver.”


“You
think so?” The tech’s eyebrows rose, and he glanced at Barrett.


Barrett
also looked surprised.


“The
van seems more likely,” he said. “Would someone really drag a homemade cart all
that way, to dump a body?”


Maggie
nodded. “Why they dumped a body there at all is a question we never thought
we’d have to answer,” she said.


Both
men nodded reluctantly.


“We
can’t use our logic in dealing with a killer whose mind is this twisted. We
have to try to use his logic.”


“That
cart looked just as heavy on the way out,” the tech said.


Jamie
cleared his throat. “Actually, I thought so, too, until Agent Flight pointed
out that all the rubber marks on the blacktop are on the side before the body
was dumped. Not after. Indicating that it was lighter as it left, even if he
didn’t make it look that way.”


Now,
they both stared at Maggie again, and she saw acknowledgment and respect in
their eyes.


“Good
point,” Barrett said.


“We’ll
get that footage for you and piece it together, as far back and forward as we
can,” the tech agreed.


“And
thanks for your input, Agent Flight,” Barrett said, again giving her a
surprised glance.


Glad
that she’d made a contribution by noticing a small but significant detail,
Maggie accepted that surveying the rest of the footage wouldn’t happen fast.
Collecting more information from the camera feeds would probably take another
few hours. But in the meantime, Barrett checked his phone, and turned to them.


“I’ve
just got confirmation that the roommate’s airplane has landed,” he said. “She’s
at the airport now. There’s an officer waiting at LAX, and he’s going to bring
her straight here. Her name’s Jacqui Laine, and hopefully, she knows something
about Sarah’s recent past. Flight and Rodriguez, will you do the initial
interview?”


 


*


 


Jacqui
Laine was wide-eyed, wild-haired, and Maggie guessed that, in better times,
she’d be a whirl of energy. She gave that impression. Now, the tall, lean woman
exuded frantic concern as she perched on a sofa in the small room that the
police station had set aside for counseling victims of crime.


“I
can’t believe it was Sarah,” she said. She stared from Maggie to Jamie, taking
them both in, but in a way that clued Maggie she was too shocked to be paying
much attention to anything. Her focus was inward, on the shocking news that was
now consuming her mind.


“I
heard about this terrible murder,” she added, fingers twisting at the fabric of
her pink floral jacket. “Everyone on the airplane was talking about it, but I
never, ever thought it would be Sarah. I can’t believe it. Why her?”


She
exhaled deeply, blinking fast, re-crossing her legs, and glancing at the door,
as if she was wishing she could simply walk out and escape this horrific
reality.


“It
must be so difficult for you, and you must be traumatized. But this is an
urgent case, and we need to find out why Sarah was targeted,” Maggie said in
gentle tones. When it came to speaking to shocked, bereaved people, she had
empathy and was able to get onto their wavelength. Usually, that helped calm
them down and settle them. She hoped it would be the case here. 


The
sooner Jacqui could come down from her peak of shock and start thinking more
clearly, the more information she'd be able to give them. 


“When
was the last time you saw her?”


"I
saw her before I left. I went on the business trip yesterday. I work in
marketing for a cosmetics company. It was an overnight trip for a work function
in San Diego," Jacqui said.


“So
you saw her yesterday morning?” Maggie clarified. 


“Yes.
That’s right. I mean, everything was normal. It was like a normal day. I had no
clue that she’d be murdered, and I don’t know what could have happened.”


Again,
Maggie waited. Slow meant fast, when it came to interviewing an emotional
witness.


“Absolutely,”
she sympathized. “It was a shock.” Glancing at the tray on the table, she said,
“Coffee? Tea? You need something. You must be beside yourself at the moment.”


It
wasn’t difficult to be kind in a situation like this – it came naturally to
Maggie. In fact, every time she showed kindness to a connection with a victim –
or a criminal – it felt as if she was healing her own scars.


“Coffee,”
Jacqui said.


Maggie
poured it, and as she did, her own situation came back to her; she remembered
the suspicious eyes of the police, their harsh questions.


“Where did your brother go? When did you last see
him? Has he been involved in criminal activity? Did he tell you what his plans
were? Ms. Flight, you know that holding information back from the police is a
crime?”


At
that moment, she’d felt guilty and defiant, small and afraid, furious and
rebellious, all rolled together. Their words had been knives, their accusing
stares lasers, and she’d hated them for thinking that she was part of this,
when all she’d wanted was to know where Cole had gone.


That
police interview had pushed her into a career in law enforcement.


Because
the police hadn’t done it right. They hadn’t found him. And she wanted to learn
how the system worked, so that she could do it better.


Time
to continue questioning, now that Jacqui had a steaming cup of coffee in front
of her.


“Did
Sarah have a boyfriend?” she asked. “Or was there anyone who wanted to date
her, but she wasn’t so keen?”


Jacqui
shook her head. “She had a boyfriend back home. She came from New Mexico, you
know? I think he was cheating on her, there were issues there, and it was
partly why she decided to move away. She didn’t have anyone here; I think she
didn’t trust men.”


“Understandable,”
Maggie sympathized, causing Jamie to blink.


“She
didn’t have anyone who was, like, stalking her, or anything like that. She had
a few acquaintances, mostly people who she met at castings and auditions. Out
of work actors, previous stars, washed up celebrities, that’s what she said,
anyway. I think she was becoming cynical. She had a couple of jobs as a
promotional artist, a hostess at launches, that sort of thing. Mostly, she went
out to see friends, just because our apartment was so small and it was always
messy. Neither of us were very neat people,” Jacqui acknowledged, and Maggie
saw she was getting tearful at the memory again.


“So
anybody that you felt raised red flags? Anybody who harassed her?” Jamie asked.


“No.
Nobody like that.”


“Any
fights with her friends?” Maggie said.


Maggie
looked closely at Jacqui as she asked the question. She thought she saw a
slight hesitation before she replied.


“No
fights. She never mentioned any problems with any friends.”


There
had been an issue, though. Maggie saw that hesitation, which was
uncharacteristic. Jacqui had hesitated in a thoughtful way, as if something had
come to her mind but she’d dismissed it.


Was
that because she was fearful? Or just because, in her state of turmoil, she
hadn’t thought it was important?


She
needed to dig deeper and find out.


“Was
she angry at all over the past couple of weeks, for any reason?” she tried,
keeping it gentle.


“Isn’t
everyone angry sometimes?” Jacqui responded, cradling her hands around the cup
as she lifted it to her mouth. Maggie hadn’t filled it too full, and that was
good because her hands were trembling, the cup unsteady, the coffee slopping
against the sides.


"It's
important for us to know exactly why Sarah was angry and what was bothering
her," Maggie emphasized. "It might not be the direct fault of the
person she was angry with. But we need to rule it out, or else take a step
further and find out what happened next."


“I
don’t want to get into trouble,” Jacqui said.


“You
won’t get into trouble. This interview is confidential. We won’t mention your
name if we do end up talking to someone else.”


“Are
you sure about that?”


“Yes.
I am sure,” Maggie said.


Jacqui
sighed. “Because you see, it’s a small industry, and everyone knows each other.
So I don’t want any trouble. I know it seems selfish, but it’s so hard, and if
people talk, I don’t want to miss out on any modeling jobs or other work.”


Maggie
saw where this was going, and again, she did her best to reassure the young
woman.


“We’ll
keep your name out of it, and that’s a promise.” 


“Okay
then.” Finally gaining the confidence to continue, Jacqui said, “She was mad at
her agent the other day.”


“Why
was that?” Jamie asked.


“She’d
been trying so hard to break into the movie scene, you know. It’s difficult,
very tough. She was discouraged, and she felt the agent wasn’t doing his best
for her, that he had other priorities apart from her. She ended up having a
huge fight with him. I believe she stormed out of his office after saying that
she was ending the agreement she had with him. She might even have thrown
something. It sounded as if she had.”


“Is
that so?” Maggie asked. She made sure to keep her own voice calm, even though
she was feeling a sense of excitement. This might represent a lead.


“And
to be honest with you, I never liked him,” Jacqui acknowledged. “I always thought
he was a creepy guy, and that maybe he had other intentions, and wasn’t that
interested in landing roles for her at all.”











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


He’d
done it. He’d set the scene, he’d completed his role. Perfectly.


Standing
in the shade of a building a couple of blocks away from the scene, he could
still hear the commotion. Elation and triumph surged, overshadowing the fury
that always simmered.


If
only he could run down the street, telling the world that this was his doing,
his perfect work, an act that would never be forgotten.


How
he wanted to scream, and cackle, and brag. But nobody must see or suspect. To
the world, he must still be invisible.


“Be
cool. Be calm.” Getting a cigarette out of the pack in his pocket, he lit up,
drawing the smoke in deeply, exhaling with a sigh of satisfaction.


He’d
worked for his rewards.


He’d
considered everything carefully when setting the scene to recreate the murder
that he considered one of the most perfectly gruesome in Hollywood’s checkered
history.


It
had exposed Hollywood for what it really was – a dark, ugly, uncaring, and
sordid world where evil lurked, and where nobody was as they seemed. Especially
him.


Gritting
his teeth, nearly crushing the filter of the cigarette in a pincer grasp, he
thought about how much he hated this place, how deep his loathing ran, and how
well deserved this punishment was.


Now,
everyone would have their perspective tainted. They’d all see the rosy world
through his darkened, scratched lenses. They wouldn’t be able to fool
themselves any longer that Hollywood was some kind of utopia.


Letting
a plume of smoke escape his lips, he stared at the bright glow of the cigarette
before raising it to his mouth again.


“You
got a light?” 


The
voice startled him, and he looked around.


A
heavyset man with dark hair was standing near the wall, a cigarette in his own
hand. Wearing an ill-fitting business suit whose buttons were challenged to
breaking point by the curve of his stomach, he was flicking his own lighter,
producing no more than an ineffectual spark. 


“Sure,”
he said.


He
flicked his own lighter and carefully angled the flame to the tip of the
cigarette. Gratefully, the heavyset man breathed it in.


“Thank
you,” he said. “Been a tough day.”


“Why’s
that?” he asked.


The
heavyset man puffed out a smoky sigh. “Well, traffic, for a start. With all of
this murder business happening nearby, I was late for work, got called into a
disciplinary because it’s my second time this week. It’s going to be difficult
to get to my meeting, too. It’s a tough industry I’m in, you know, hospitality
promotions.”


“That
must be very competitive,” he sympathized, concealing his glee. People would
never forget this, and it served them right.


"It
is. And it doesn't help when a murder's committed just a couple of hundred
yards away from one of our leading hotels."


“That’s
a terrible blow. I hope it’ll recover in time.”


Inwardly,
he was guffawing at the damage he’d done, a teasing voice chanting, “You
deserved this, you deserved this,” as he offered the consolation, knowing
that he was anonymous, even though his actions had brought him fame.


There
wasn’t a trace of recognition in the heavyset man’s face as he stared at him,
with a grateful expression.


“I
appreciate that,” the heavyset man said.


He
felt consumed by a feeling of power. A feeling that in this world, as a
faceless person, unseen and unrecognized, he could do anything he wanted.


How
many people would commit a traceless murder if they could?


Given
the chance to kill without any repercussions, who wouldn’t take it? Especially
when there was so much need for revenge.


The
witness reports from the people he’d watched on the news, those poor women
who’d found the victim, and the street cleaner, shedding tears as they spoke,
had comforted him in a darkly satisfying way. So had the shocked faces of the
news reporters. The grim resignation of the lead cop, with his bulldog jowls.
The shots of the crowds. Hordes of people flocking to the scene – or as close
as they could get to it.


The
crime he’d seamlessly committed had achieved a level of infamy that would sear
society for decades to come.


The
problem was that he didn’t feel comforted enough. He knew he hadn’t yet
achieved what he needed.


He
didn’t have to drill down very far inside himself before the anger he felt
erupted once more, sizzling and white-hot, in a rush. All that first kill had
done was suppress it. It hadn’t extinguished it.


Throwing
his cigarette butt to the ground and stamping on it, crushing out the light,
grinding it with the sole of his boot, he knew there was still work to do
before he made his peace with the world.


It
was time to move ahead. Because he hated Tinseltown. If he had his way,
he would obliterate it from the map. Seeing that wasn’t possible, he’d taint
the map with crimson stains of terror and death. And it would serve them right.











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


The
talent agent’s name was Kevin Ungerer, and as she stared up at the dilapidated
building where he had his offices, Maggie had to admit she shared Jacqui’s
fears. While she wasn’t usually one to judge by appearances, in the glittering
world of film, they mattered. And this didn’t seem like a reputable place.


It
was in a rundown suburb sandwiched in between downtown high-rises and an
industrial area beyond. A straggling section of housing and offices divided the
two bigger areas. Ungerer Talent was located on the upper floor of a double-story
office block, with an adult store occupying the first floor. As she stopped,
the tires bumped into a pothole, rustling a piece of trash that had been
nestling there.


“Right.
Let’s go see what Mr. Ungerer has to say about this fight with Sarah,” she said
to Jamie.


Before
she opened the car, she glanced down at the picture of him that Jamie had found
while on the drive. It showed a man with a narrow face and dark, slicked back
hair, and a sideways smile that she thought looked creepy. 


As
Maggie climbed out of the borrowed police cruiser that she and Jamie were
using, a customer headed out of the adult store with a brown paper bag in his
hand. Giving the cruiser a sidelong glance that was deeply suspicious, he slunk
off down the street, pulling the baseball cap lower onto his head.


“That
must be the entrance, there.” Only when Jamie had pointed out the black painted
door to the right of the adult store, did Maggie see the notice. “Ungerer
Talent.”


She
headed over to the door and tried it. It opened, revealing a small, empty lobby
with dingy dark-green carpeting and a flight of stairs.


The
first thing Maggie did was listen. She wanted to know what she was walking
into. Could she hear anything? Were there raised voices upstairs, and was this
dodgy agent with another wannabe actor?


She
heard a voice, faintly, resonating down the stairway. A man’s voice, with a
light, intense timbre to it. The tone was stressed, although she couldn’t make
out the words. 


Listening
for a few more moments, she couldn’t hear anyone else speaking. It seemed that
Mr. Ungerer was either on the phone or else engaged in a lengthy monologue.


Taking
the lead, she headed up the stairs with Jamie behind her, their feet tramping
over the creaky treads. At the top was a closed door. Behind it, the voice was
louder now, although she still couldn’t make out the words.


The
voice sounded angry, though, as if Mr. Ungerer was now engaged in an argument.
There was a vicious tone to it. 


Then,
silence. Presumably, he’d hung up.


Glancing
at Jamie, Maggie turned to the door, and knocked.


“Who’s
there?”


Did
the voice now have an undertone of worry?


Grabbing
the handle, Maggie opened it and walked in. She had her badge on a lanyard
around her neck, and she held it out so that the agent could be sure to see it.


Now
that she was looking at him in real life, instead of the photoshopped image on
his poor quality website, she saw that his cheeks were pitted with acne and
that his face had a predatory look to it. He was sitting behind a desk piled
high with folders that she guessed belonged to the talent he was representing.
There were photos on the wall of movie scenes and modeling shows. She didn't
know whether the musty smell was from damp, or simply from the accumulated
folders and papers that she could also see stacked on the cabinet in the
corner.


It
looked like a legitimate office, but Maggie reminded herself that whoever this
killer was, he'd stepped outside of society's boundaries for the purpose of the
kill. He could be back to playing his role as a normal person and doing it
well.


“Special
agents Flight and Rodriguez from the Department of Justice,” she introduced
them. 


He
stared, curling his lip incredulously as he looked from one of them to the
other.


“What’s
the Department of Justice doing here? I’ve done nothing wrong,” he proclaimed. 


“We’re
following up on a crime,” Maggie said. She decided not to say too much until
she’d seen what his reaction was. What did he know, and what would he reveal?
That was important for her to see now.


He
looked even shiftier than he had when they’d first entered. His lips pressed
together, his hands clamped tightly, showing an onyx ring on his thumb, he
shook his head. That slicked back hair didn’t move, clearly held in place with
powerful gel.


“I
have no involvement in any crimes. I run a legitimate business here. There’s no
reason for you to be poking your noses into it,” he said. 


That
was deliberately rude. It didn’t matter. 


You’d
have to try harder than that to offend me, Maggie thought with a flicker of
humor. What it did was tell her more about the man they were facing. Ungerer
didn’t have respect for people. Not for law enforcement, and she would guess
that the same lack of respect applied to his actors and models, too. 


“We’re
here to talk about someone you represent,” she said.


"Who's
that? Has someone been telling lies about me? You know, I deal with a lot of
young people, and most of the time, they have inflated ideas of their own
worth, their own ability. I'm the one who has to give them the reality check
and manage their expectations. They all cope with that in different ways, you
know. Some of them get really mad. Others? They try blaming me. I'm the bad
guy. I've even had people spread rumors that I've put my hands on them
inappropriately. That's not true, either. What happens, often, is that these
young women throw themselves at me, because they think that if they do me a
favor, I'll do them one, and land them that dream role."


He
unclasped his hands and spread them wide.


Maggie
had never met a suspect quite so talkative at first acquaintance, or one who
spoke so much utter nonsense. She didn't doubt that everything he was
proclaiming himself innocent of was at least partially true, but there wasn't
time to dig deeper into that topic.


Time
to cut to the chase, and she glanced at Jamie. 


She
was hoping that he’d take up the rhythm and continue with the questioning,
giving a change of voice and approach, but he just glanced back at her, looking
unsure. 


Meanwhile,
Ungerer was ranting on.


"Are
you going to tell me why you're here? Or are you just bothering me for no
reason? I'm a busy man, and my time is precious. I could throw you out right
now because you don't have a warrant. There's no reason for you to be harassing
me this way. I'm an honest, hardworking agent, despite all the abuse I get from
the talent who mess up their own lives and careers. Look, here I am, working on
a Saturday."


Now,
finally, Jamie picked up the reins, speaking harshly.


“We’re
working on a murder case.”


"Murder?
That's unfortunate, but why are you here? I don't represent any killers, I'll
be honest with you. Yes, I know I have some troubled clients on my books, some
dissatisfied people who've had their struggles in life, but all I do is help
these people look for roles. Whether they've got talent or ambition, I have to
try to do my best for them. And let me tell you what, I do often succeed.”
Ungerer gestured to the side wall where more photos were displayed. Following
his gaze, Maggie took in the faces of the actors and actresses on the back
wall. Did she even know any of them? 


She
recognized one redheaded woman who had a small role in a sitcom she’d
occasionally watched. What was her name? Roberta somebody. There was an older
man there, Clifford Max, who’d starred in a few action movies and series,
usually as the villain’s assistant. She liked watching him on screen. He had
talent. And this child with an angelic looking face, she recognized as a
previous star. He’d been the young hero of a series of family comedies, which
had done very well, although she hadn’t seen him on screen since then. Now, she
couldn’t even remember his name. Ethan somebody? Ethan Winters, that was it.
That photo was from at least a decade ago, probably longer.


At
any rate, there were no white-hot stars there. No A-listers. Probably no
B-listers either, and she’d had enough of his evasion.


"Sarah
Thompson. You represent her. She was found murdered. Her body was dumped on
Hollywood Boulevard early this morning."


As
she spoke the words, Maggie let her voice lash out.


It
was as if she’d actually whipped the agent with it. Ungerer looked astonished.
His mouth fell open, his eyes widened, and what little color was in his sallow
face, drained out.


“No.
You mean – one of my actors was murdered? Her? That can’t be. I heard about
that, and thought it was some gang related killing. It can’t be Sarah. How can
it be? She was – she can’t be there, on the street?”


As
she watched him process her words, she saw his chest rise and fall heavily.


Was
this shock because his client had been the victim, or shock because the police
had found him out?


“When
was the last time you saw Ms. Thompson?” she asked.


“Last
– last week.” He snapped out the words, his voice defensive. 


“And
was there any trouble between you at the time?” Maggie asked. She made her
voice a little too innocent. She wanted him to hear that intentional tone,
because it would hint to him that she knew more than she was saying.


That
might encourage him to speak up. Time would tell. She waited.


Now,
a deep red flush appeared on his cheeks.


"Look,
as I said when you walked in, the talent I represent, my actors, they don't
always get success. It's a tough industry out there. Even established stars, they
can hit the skids, you know. Suddenly, there's a long dry spell, and people
forget them, and there's no work available. And it's even more difficult for
those who are trying to get their first big break." He glanced at the wall
that Maggie had noticed. "It's tough for some of them, especially if
they've had their reputation smeared in the past. I do my best for them; I make
sure we have weekly update appointments. I even organize parties and cocktail
evenings here, networking events. It doesn’t stop some people being angry and
looking to blame and shame. The industry is tough, that’s all.”


“Are
you saying that Sarah Thompson was angry with you?” Jamie asked.


"Yes,
she was angry," he capitulated, sounding as if he was at the end of his
fuse himself. "She was angry for no reason other than her own frustration.
We had a fallout. She wanted to get a new agent, and I told her – well, good
luck with that. Good luck with it. Even finding someone to represent you here
in Tinseltown is difficult. You can’t just sign up with someone randomly and
expect that they’re going to try their heart out for you. You know, I’m one of
the few agents who doesn’t actually charge an upfront fee? The things that go
on – they’re unethical.”


And
he was off again. He was certainly giving her an insight into the harsh reality
of the world Sarah had inhabited.


“Did
she go to any castings recently?” Maggie asked. 


“Her
last casting was two weeks ago,” he said. “She wasn’t what they wanted. She
didn’t even get as far as a screen test. I know she was doing other work, a few
events, some hostess jobs, but that wasn’t through my agency. You know what
these women are like. They see ads online, or on street poles, or someone in a
bar tells them about something. I imagine she had a few of those jobs, but not
through me, and there would be no way to track them. These folk who need
temporary workers often pay cash, off the books.” He was gabbling out the
words, his mouth running ahead of his brain, but Maggie decided to give him the
benefit of the doubt, as he was clearly thrown by what had happened. 


“So,
did she actually fire you in the end?”


“Fire
me?” He shook his head. “I’m still in shock she’s a murder victim. How do you
expect me to answer these questions? I need some time to process all of this.
We terminated our agreement, if that’s what you mean.”


“Were
you angry about it?”


“Me?”
He thumped himself on his chest. “I’m a man with endless patience. Endless.
It’s how I’ve built my reputation. I have to be the calm one, because the
actors and actresses, they’re sensitive, highly strung, whimsical. She got mad.
I remained calm. I told her she was welcome to go.”


There
was a self-pitying note to his voice now that Maggie had expected. In no
universe, this or a parallel one, was Ungerer going to be anything except the
hero of his own life.


But
now that she’d spent some time in his presence, and listened to him rant, she
was getting a better picture of who he was. 


She
didn’t think he was a killer, because she’d picked up a note of sincere truth
in his voice when he spoke about the highly strung nature of the actors on his
books. She could imagine that he had shouldered a lot of abuse over the years.
He’d developed a thick skin that she could tell from the way he spoke about it.
One angry woman wasn’t going to slice through his veneer, not deeply enough to
hurt. 


Unfortunately,
having an unsuccessful actress leave his agency was more Sarah’s loss than his.



Even
so, she wanted to see if Ungerer could account for his time.


“What
were your movements last night?” she asked.


“Last
night? I was at a function. I attend a lot of events, you know. I have to be
out there, be seen, promote my people, celebrate my own hard work. I’m
tireless, really I am.”


“What
event?” Maggie asked patiently, thinking to herself that he was very good at
promoting himself. If he was as good at promoting his actors, they might
land more roles.


"It
was a black tie event at the Beverly Hills Hilton hotel. It was actually the
launch of a new movie, and I managed to place a couple of the smaller roles. I
was there, with my two actors who are playing the neighbor's housemaid and the
attendant at the car wash. We got there at about seven-thirty, and it wrapped
up at about eleven. Then, a couple of us headed on to the club next door for drinks.
I guess I got home at about two-thirty a.m. It was a long night, with some
heavy partying, but I'm used to it. Friday nights, you don't expect to get to
bed before three."


“How
did you get home?” Jamie asked.


He
gave Jamie an aggrieved glance. “You think I drove drunk? Are you really here
to try to take me down on any small detail you can? I took a cab, of course.
I’m a responsible citizen.”


“Prove
it by showing us the proof of the event, and the cab receipt,” Maggie said in a
matter of fact tone. 


She
was getting very tired of listening to the sound of Ungerer’s voice, even
though she did appreciate that he didn’t have an easy job.


He
opened his phone, scrolled through, and showed her the evidence. Maggie checked
it carefully, and then gave a nod.


“Okay.
Thank you for your cooperation.”


She
turned to go, but his voice called her back.


“Agents,
will you – will you let me know if you have any news? This is shocking, really
shocking. And I’m sure my other actors and actresses will be afraid.”


“I
will,” Maggie said, feeling her first flicker of sympathy for the vulnerability
she now saw under his bombastic exterior.


They
headed out, neither of them speaking as they walked down the stairs. Maggie was
disappointed that a strong connection to a person Sarah had fought with hadn't
proved to be a link to the killer. She knew they'd need to think more widely
now, look at different scenarios, and explore Sarah's connections in more
detail.


All
of that was on her mind as she headed to the car.


But
then, her phone rang. Picking up, she saw it was Barrett calling.


“Agent
Flight,” she said, ready to give him a quick update on their unsuccessful
outing. “Unfortunately, our lead didn’t pan out. Ungerer has an alibi.”


Despite
the bad news, Barrett’s voice sounded excited.


“You
need to get back to the station,” he said. “One of our team has picked up a
strong suspect, and we’d like you two to be here for the interview.”











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


The
lobby of the police station headquarters was crowded when Maggie rushed back
in, with Jamie right behind her. She’d sped back from the talent agent’s
office, lights on, weaving her way through traffic, impatient to find out more
about the suspect who’d been arrested.


Outside,
a few reporters and one camera crew were standing by, clearly awaiting any
breaking news from the police.


Inside,
there was a long line of people waiting to be served. Maggie guessed they were
short on resources, thanks to the serious crime that had demanded such a big
investigation team. The phones in the police station's front office were
ringing nonstop. They'd assigned a dedicated person to handle the information
hotline, and a lot of the calls were being transferred there as soon as the
officer on duty picked them up.


Maggie
made her way through the police station, heading for the access door at the
side. She went through it, and almost bumped into Detective Barrett.


“You’re
here. Come through. We’re having a pre-briefing before the questioning.”


He
turned, leading the way into the same meeting room that they'd been in earlier.
This time, it was emptier, with only four other detectives inside. Varying in
age from a young woman in her twenties to a man in his early sixties, the team
looked resolute. 


"These
are agents Flight and Rodriguez," Barrett introduced them. "This is
the team from the Beverly Hills precinct who arrested the suspect
earlier."


“What’s
the background?” Maggie asked.


The
officer in his sixties was the one to answer that question, shuffling a pile of
papers on the desk in front of him.


“The
suspect, Greg Pointer, is a podcast host who runs a series of broadcasts
entitled ‘Hollywood’s Doomsday.’”


“What?”
Jamie asked, surprised. “Doomsday?”


The
gray-haired officer nodded, rubbing a hand over his neatly trimmed mustache.
"Yes. He believes that Hollywood is a den of sin, and a pit of evil, and
that retribution from on high – he never refers to any specific deity – will be
coming soon."


“That
sounds deranged,” Jamie mumbled.


“As
is our killer,” Barrett agreed, to murmurs of approval.


The
officer continued. “Pointer has been a person of interest to the department for
a while, as we’ve suspected him of staging a number of the scenes that he’s
conveniently been the first to report on. Making sure that his doomsday
predictions come true.”


“Such
as?” Maggie asked.


“Last
year, there was a massive fire in a props warehouse. It destroyed over a
million dollars’ worth of equipment, and it was clearly arson, but the
perpetrator was never found.”


“You
think it was Pointer?” Jamie asked.


“He
was the first to report on it,” the officer said. “He published a podcast, ‘Burning
for their Crimes,’ within a couple of hours of the fire starting. And on his
website, he had some very clear photos of the building ablaze.”


“And
nothing traced back to him?” Maggie asked.


The
gray-haired officer shook his head. "He claimed to have been passing by.
We didn't find any trace of any gasoline or other flammable substance in his
car or his house. He was able to provide a sketchy alibi for the time of the
fire. So we had insufficient proof."


“And
then there was the issue with the flooding,” another of the officers said.
“That was also something we suspected him of. It happened in the fall, just a
couple of months ago. One of the buildings in central Hollywood was being used
as a movie set. It had been locked up for the night. A window was broken, a
pipe inside was sabotaged, and the entire building filled up with water,
throughout the basement, throughout the first floor. Luckily, there were no
fatalities, but that was by chance. The caretaker should have been in the
basement, but he was out that night, visiting family. It was also expensive and
disastrous. The building is still undergoing structural repairs."


“And
the blog post reflected this?” Maggie asked.


Barrett
nodded. “By midday, Pointer had an article on how the misdoings in Hollywood
were causing the city itself to wreak revenge.”


The
gray-haired cop continued. “Again, we brought him in, and this time he was mad.
He was screaming, swearing, and threatening us that if we went ahead with the
charges, he was going to make sure we suffered the consequences. We interviewed
him all the same, and once again, he had a flimsy alibi, and we had a lack of
evidence. We couldn’t charge him.”


One
of the other cops said, “It was clear he was off the rails. No question about
it. He was mad, and he was threatening payback, but without concrete proof, we
had to let him walk free.”


Staring
at their serious faces, Maggie knew she would have felt the same frustration.
It sounded as if this man was a disaster waiting to happen. He’d threatened
payback – and now, perhaps, he’d found the opportunity to get it.


“Did
Pointer publish an article this time?” she asked.


“It’s
already up. And it’s detailed,” Barrett said.


There
was a note in his voice that prompted Maggie to ask another question. “How
detailed? Are we talking detailed enough to include information he shouldn’t
have known?”


Barrett’s
nod confirmed it.


“Pointer
spoke about the angle in which the body was posed. We didn’t release those
photos, and I doubt those details could have been leaked. Yes, people know it’s
gruesome. They are aware the body was severed. But nobody knows the alignment
of the body. This podcast refers to the exact alignment.”


There
was disgust in Barrett’s voice, but also excitement, as if finally, an evil man
had made a fatal error.


At
that moment, there was a knock on the door.


“He’s
ready for you,” a voice called. “We’re taking him through to the interview room
now.”


Barrett
stared at the others. “Kilpatrick and Flight, I’d like you two to question
him.”


All
eyes turned to her.


It
wasn’t the first time Maggie would face down a suspect who’d lied, who was
ready to twist the truth again to save himself, and whose crimes had escalated.


But
without a doubt, this was the most pressured case so far.


She
had to do what the police had failed to do so far and prove him guilty.











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


Pointer
was a spare looking shrimp of man, with hunched shoulders, a mullet hairstyle,
and a complexion whose paleness spoke of long hours in his studio, and not much
time outside.


His
hunched posture made Maggie think of the homeless man. Could it have been him?


He
wasn’t cuffed. His hands were resting on the desk in front of him. No sign that
he’d been nervously fidgeting. That was a pity, Maggie thought, as she sat down
next to Kilpatrick.


Her
tactic was to keep quiet for the start. Let Kilpatrick and Pointer get to grips
with each other. That would allow her to analyze the weak spots, if there were
any, in Pointer’s arguments.


Kilpatrick
let the silence stretch out, which Maggie liked. That meant Pointer was the
first to speak.


His
voice was surprisingly deep and gravelly, and from the moment he spoke, Maggie
could pick up the threat in the words.


“You
and I made a deal, the last time I was in here,” he said, his eyes fixed on
Kilpatrick. They were so pale blue, Maggie thought, they looked almost empty.


“Deal?
I don’t remember making a deal with you. The only deal I made was with myself,
and it was this: If you came in here again, you wouldn’t walk out.”
Kilpatrick’s voice was hard.


“I
remember it well, even if you don’t. I said that if you brought me here again
on false charges, I’d make sure there was payback.”


“Those
are tough words, coming from someone who claims to be an innocent producer of
podcasts,” Kilpatrick replied.


Pointer
didn’t react to the statement immediately. His gaze rested on Maggie again,
curious and probing, his eyes looking her up and down in a way that made her
feel uneasy. There was something knowing about it.


"I
am an innocent producer of podcasts. But I expose the evil and the rot. No
matter which side it comes from. You think your police are all perfect
citizens? That they conduct themselves with decorum?" A disparaging laugh
barked out of him, the smile brief and not reaching his eyes. "You must
hear the stories people tell me when they reach out. I see the truth. I talk to
people who work in the city's underworld. Who commit crimes against society, in
your book, anyway. I believe them to be restoring justice. I keep their secrets
if they’re honorable. But disaster, annihilation, the results of greed? That’s
what I expose.” He rubbed his hands together.


“You’ve
been fortuitously in the right place at the right time once too often,”
Kilpatrick retorted. “We know what you do. You’ve been lucky so far. You create
scenarios to boost your listener numbers. That’s why people follow you. Because
you’re a source for the trouble and the drama. Literally.”


“My
lawyer could sue you for defamation,” Pointer said. The accusations hadn’t
troubled him at all, and Maggie had the sense that he was ready to spend hours
verbally fencing. It was a battle that Kilpatrick might lose. Time for her to
intervene.


“Mr.
Pointer, why were you able to report on that crime so quickly?” she said, her
voice slicing through the silence that had followed Pointer’s statement. “Your
story was out on the podcast within a couple of hours. You knew details that
weren’t available to the public. That’s why you’re sitting in here. Because it
was impossible that you should know what you reported on.”


His
eyes narrowed, his gaze becoming thoughtful as he looked at her again.


She
guessed he was planning his next attack, figuring out how to talk his way out
of the more direct accusations that she’d flung at him.


But
instead, he tilted his head sideways.


“You
know,” he said, “you remind me of someone. I just can’t think who. There’s a
definite resemblance I’m seeing. A family resemblance, maybe?”


Maggie
couldn’t help it. That statement knocked the breath out of her, as surely as a
fist in the solar plexus. Desperately, she fought for control. It was probably
just a random statement, she told herself, he was probably just throwing it out
there in the hope of hitting a nerve.


But
here, in Los Angeles, talking to a man who was well connected with the
underworld?


“What
do you mean?” The question burst out of her, and Pointer replied with one of
his own.


“What’s
your name?” he asked.


“That’s
of no importance,” Kilpatrick barked out, but Maggie couldn’t let that
statement rest. 


“I’m
Special Agent Flight,” she said. Glancing at Kilpatrick, she added, “I believe
our suspect has a right to know.”


Her
mouth felt dry. Pointer’s gaze pinned her as she turned to him again. She’d
walked into this interview believing she was equipped to deal with it, and now
one comment – just one targeted comment – had thrown her totally off course. 


“Flight?”
he repeated.


Did
he know something? Her heart was hammering. It would be easier for her to have
ignored that comment he’d made if he hadn’t talked about being involved in the
underworld, and having connections to people who had committed crimes.


“That’s
my name.” Her voice sounded hoarse. She took a breath to say something else,
and let it out again, temporarily indecisive, nerves twisting her stomach.


The
way he’d looked at her when she’d walked into the room – it was as if he knew
her. As if he recognized her – almost.


She
and Cole were twins.


Cole
shared her distinctive dark red hair coloring, her rangy, slim build, her bone
structure and cheekbones, although her face was slightly more oval, his
squarer. They’d laughed about the light dusting of freckles they both had on
their noses and cheeks, darkening an otherwise porcelain skin.


Cole.
Was this going to be a lead to him?


Right
then, Maggie felt her world turn upside down. Kilpatrick was looking at her
curiously, and she knew that even though her need was desperate, she couldn’t
take this further.


Now
was not the time to find out more.


Sitting
in this chilly interview room, with the bright window covered by blinds, her
focus needed to be on the crime that had been committed. And she was running
out of time. Kilpatrick was starting to frown, and she knew he was beginning to
doubt the wisdom of her being chosen as his interview partner.


Never
mind the people watching from behind the one-way mirror. What were they
thinking? Did they also see how badly that question had thrown her? Her
reaction could compromise her career. Jamie was seeing it. Barrett was noting
it. The whole damn fiasco was being recorded for posterity.


As
for Pointer, he’d use it against her. She told herself that firmly. But the
need to negotiate, to discuss what he knew, to ask him as one human being to
another if he knew anything about her twin, clamored within her.


“Agent
Flight,” Kilpatrick said impatiently, and Maggie knew, with a twist of her
stomach, that she’d let this go too far already. If she mentioned Cole, she
would be jeopardizing the case and her job. Already, her astonished reactions
to Pointer's words were being noticed.


With
an effort of will, she tried to regroup, knowing it might be too little, too
late.











CHAPTER TEN


 


 


Taking
a deep breath, Maggie composed her features, and turned her wrist to check her
watch, an unnecessary action that gave her the chance to get control of the
inadvertent trembling in her hands.


“Just
allowing the suspect some time,” she said smoothly. “Do I need to repeat my
question, Mr. Pointer?”


“Our
conversation took a different turn,” Pointer said drily. “Made me remember an
old acquaintance.” His voice was filled with meaning, and again, her stomach
churned. “What question was that, Agent Flight?”


Berating
herself for having slipped up so badly, Maggie reminded herself that it was due
to the utter shock of his statement.


She
was the one who could usually tie her suspects in verbal knots if she chose to,
walk them into unseen traps, and force them to stumble over their own words so
that they sprawled down into the truth.


Best
she become that person again, if she had a hope of reclaiming control of the
interview, or finding out about Cole.


Maybe,
both could be done. If she could pull herself together in time.


Pressing
her lips together, Maggie forced the interview back on track.


"The
timing of your podcast. So soon after Sarah Thompson's body was dumped on
Hollywood Boulevard. The way you knew how she'd been aligned. How did you
know?"


Now,
he was looking uneasy. “I know because people trust me. They tell me the truth
because they trust me, that’s all.”


“Oh,
please.” She injected a derogatory tone into her voice. “Are you really saying
that someone trusted you to the extent they told you about that detail? That’s
a very significant piece of information. Very precise. You do know, Mr.
Pointer, that confessing to a detail like that could take you down? Shall we
talk about what a jury might think?”


He
was looking shocked now, as if a bug that he'd thought had been squashed
underfoot had just wriggled back up and stung him.


“We
won’t talk about that,” he said. “Or about my sources.”


He
was claiming sources. Her insistence that he was guilty was making him talk
more freely about those sources than he might otherwise have done. He’d thought
he had her trapped and confused, but she’d managed to regroup, and that had
left him at a disadvantage.


“You’re
going to need to think twice about revealing those sources if they’re the only
thing that’s standing between you and life imprisonment,” she said. “Or is this
just talk, and you’re trying to deflect from what you really did?”


“You
think I’d kill someone in that way? I expose the reasons for this violence. The
rotten core of Hollywood. That’s what I do.”


“And
what are the reasons?” 


His
gaze was fixed on her now, and to her relief, if he had known about Cole, he
was now too distracted to challenge her on that.


"The
reasons are greed," he said. "Greed is poisoning our society. Greed
is the reason this poor woman was here. She was an outsider, not from Los
Angeles. Here, with hopes and dreams of wealth and fame. Like everyone else.
And they're used by the remorseless machine that chews them up and spits them
out."


He
had a way with words, she had to admit. He used them powerfully. She could
imagine his podcasts, with their doomsday scenarios, being compelling to
listeners whose worldview resonated with his.


But
without realizing it, he’d released another nugget of information.


An
outsider? That fact hadn’t been publicized. Since the police had only informed
Sarah’s next of kin in the past hour, having tracked the family down in New
Mexico, the name had been withheld from the public domain. 


Nobody
could know she was an outsider unless they knew more about her than they were
telling.


With
a glance at Kilpatrick, raising her eyebrows, she saw that he’d picked up on
this information, and was going to run with it. The determination in his face
told her that.


“You
committed this crime, didn’t you?” Kilpatrick asked the question angrily, and
Maggie was glad to take a backseat and regroup.


“I
did not!”


“Do
you have an alibi for the small hours of this morning? Say, from midnight through
to four a.m. If you do, you’d better be able to prove it.”


“At
midnight, I was answering comments on an earlier blog. I was busy with that for
about two, three hours. I can show you the time stamps of all the comments. The
last one must have been close to three a.m.”


There
was a note of panic in his voice now that she hadn’t heard before. His
resistance was starting to crumble.


"You'll
need to show us those comments," Kilpatrick said. "And they're a thin
alibi. You could have been answering them anywhere. Even while you drove to the
murder site to place the body in the alignment you bragged about knowing."


It
was unlikely, Maggie acknowledged. That would have taken multitasking to the
next level. The fact that the killer had gotten away with this crime unobserved
told her that it had been carefully planned.


If
he’d used a van, there would be some record of it. Either borrowed, hired, or
even stolen. And if he’d been the homeless man, then he’d have been walking for
at least an hour. Walking, pulling a body in a cart, wouldn’t give him the
chance to answer blog post comments.


She
had another question, then, assuming he was innocent of the actual crime. Maybe
it was better to cut to the chase in a new direction.


“Who’s
your informant?” she asked.


“I
don’t have an informant.”


"We're
going to find out who that person is, if it wasn't you committing the crimes.
What you've said now is enough for us to justify holding you overnight and
issuing a search warrant. There isn't a judge in the state who'd refuse us that
warrant. An innocent young woman died, and you know things about her you should
never have known." Maggie made sure to offer her strong argument in a
sweetly reasonable tone, all the better to drive her point home.


Now,
Pointer was looking shifty. He was showing signs of tension, his shoulders were
stiff, his mouth twitching, and that relaxed confidence had vanished from his
demeanor. 


“I’m
a news source. I can’t help it if people tell me things,” he admitted.


“You
were in contact with the killer. Weren’t you?” Maggie pressed him.


He
was gritting his teeth. The tension in his jaw was obvious. Probably, even to
the viewers behind the mirror.


“I
can’t help it if people get in touch with me,” he admitted. It clearly took an
effort for him to speak the words.


Maggie
was beginning to piece together what she thought had happened.


She
didn’t think this man was the killer. Even if he’d staged the scenes in the
past, breaking a water pipe or even setting a fire was different from murdering
in cold blood. Crimes weren’t all equal before the law. Someone who’d
cheerfully hurl a rock through a window might be horrified, repelled, by the
idea of using that rock to crush a person’s skull.


She’d
gained an impression of Pointer through the words he used, the bravado he’d shown,
and through the facts that he’d let slip. Her impression was that this man
wasn’t a killer.


And
meant one thing, she realized.


He
was afraid. 


The
killer had contacted him, and he’d publicized the crime. She was sure it had
worked for both of them. Listeners had flocked to his podcast. And the killer
had gained the fame and the widespread recognition that she now saw he, or she,
desired.


“You’ve
been threatened, haven’t you?” she asked.


Staring
at him, she saw the fear darken his face, and she knew that she’d found the
weakness that the killer had exploited.


“I
refuse to say anything else,” Pointer blustered, his face now blazing, and a
sheen of sweat springing out on his forehead, despite the coolness of the room.
“I want my lawyer.”


“You
have the right to a lawyer, and you’ll get one. You need one,” Maggie said.
“But more than that, you need help. Our help. A lawyer can’t protect you from certain
consequences.”


Breathing
hard, he stared at her, and Maggie knew, from the look in his eyes, that she’d
guessed right. He was still resisting her, though.


“How
dare you say that? Now, you’re accusing me of being in league with the killer?
That we had some sort of arrangement? That’s not the case.”


But
she knew what she was hearing now were the protests of a desperate man. 


“Nobody’s
accusing you of being in league with a criminal. This time, anyway.”


“Well,
then, let me go. I know nothing, I’m innocent, I made a few lucky guesses. Stop
framing me.”


“Maybe
you received a note, a call, an anonymous email? On condition that you didn’t
tell the cops? But that didn’t work out for you, did it? Because here you are,
and if this killer is monitoring what’s happening, he or she will know you got
brought in. Does that worry you? Maybe the killer will conclude something that
isn’t true. They might figure out you’re doing a deal with the cops. You’re
going to be in danger if we release you. Do you realize that?”


She
knew he understood. She could see that knowledge in his face. 


“I
realize it,” he admitted.


“Right
now, you don’t need to be arguing, but cooperating. Especially if you’re not
sure who your source is.”


Maggie
couldn’t tell if Pointer was protecting someone he knew, or an anonymous
source. Right now, he wasn’t ready to say. But at least, he was giving them the
first step of what they needed.


“I
need help,” he acknowledged, and she could hear the fear in his tone.


This
man was cooperating with them. She’d managed to redeem herself, and they might
now get some vital information on the killer.


But
she needed something, too – the information that Pointer knew about Cole. 











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


Back
in the meeting room, Maggie joined Jamie, Barrett, and Kilpatrick around the
circular table that had been reinstalled there. The extra chairs that had been
used by the big group earlier had been packed up and taken back to the
storeroom and offices they’d come from. 


The
meeting felt like a council of war.


“We
need to protect Pointer. A holding cell is the best place for that,” Maggie
argued. She tried to suppress the thought that in a holding cell, she’d also be
able to visit him. Perhaps when nobody else was around, she could ask him more
questions about why he thought he’d recognized her.


“We
could release him under police guard?” Kilpatrick suggested.


“That’s
putting two people at risk,” Jamie argued.


Maggie
could see that Kilpatrick was all out of patience with Pointer, and that his
safety was a low priority. Given that Pointer had probably been involved in
malicious crimes involving property, she couldn't blame him. But they had no
idea what this killer was capable of. She didn't want a police officer hurt or
killed as collateral damage.


The
nods around the table showed that their argument was winning. But then, the
detective in charge spoke.


"Having
a suspect in custody is going to increase the media pressure," Barrett
said, offering a different and grimmer perspective. "People are going to
want to know his name and why he's being held. It might offer false hope that
the crime has been solved."


“And
it’s going to spread a massive lack of confidence if we release him, and we’ve
got nobody else in his place,” Kilpatrick added.


“Even
so, we can’t risk any other option. We shouldn’t fully trust his version until
we’ve checked this source,” Maggie said. 


He
could be faking it. He could have written the anonymous tip-off himself.


Having
spent that intensive half hour with him, she didn’t think Pointer was capable
of all that. But she was firmly convinced that keeping him in a holding cell
was the right thing to do.


“Okay.”
Sighing, Barrett confirmed their plan of action. “We announce we have a suspect
in custody. We don’t give any further information out. Pointer stays in the
holding cell, and we send a team to search his house, seize all his devices. He
helps us unlock them and shows us where this damned message is.”


Nods
all around. Finally, they had a way forward. 


As
they all stood up, Barrett said, "Flight and Rodriguez, we've had a
message to say that the coroner's report is ready. While we wait for the
information on Pointer's devices, I'd like you two to meet with him and see if
the results offer any new information."


“Will
do,” Maggie said immediately.


She
was wishing they hadn't been assigned this particular task. She'd rather have
been sent to search Pointer's place and route through his grimy possessions.
Right now, though, with the pressure they were under, every job needed the same
focus.


“We’ll
head there now,” she said, as they followed him to his office, where he opened
the topmost file, and took out a photocopied page.


“Coroner’s
name, and the address of the office,” he said. “Get back here as soon as
possible. We don’t know how long forensics will take.”


 


*


 


Maggie
and Jamie were heading back in the general direction of the industrial area
they’d bypassed on the way to the agent’s office, and for a few minutes, there
was an uneasy silence in the car. 


“What
happened there?” Jamie asked eventually.


“Where?”
Maggie shot back, knowing she sounded defensive. There was only so long she
could keep a handle on her emotions. Her control was exhausted after that time
in the interview room.


“There,
with that suspect. With Pointer. It was like he knew you. Have you done
undercover work before?”


Jamie
had the wrong end of the stick, and now wasn’t the time to explain. Maggie
didn’t want to compromise her position here on this team. That had almost
happened already.


She
didn't want to lie to her partner. They needed to trust each other. How could
she protect herself without jeopardizing their relationship?


“I’m
not sure what he meant by that. It was strange,” she said. “He was trying to
put me off my stride.”


"I
thought it worked for a while." Jamie didn't sound accusing, though. He
sounded more concerned.


Maggie
wished she could tell him everything. It would feel like a burden off her shoulders.
But she didn’t trust him. She was new in the department. Her last employer, the
LAPD, had never known about Cole. He hadn’t been on their radar. What if he
was, now? What if it impacted her career?


She
wished she knew where her twin was. If he was anywhere, if he was still alive.


She’d
tried to find him, over the years, while in LA. Tried different approaches,
different methods. She had a whole dossier of her useless efforts, tucked away
in a top cupboard in her apartment, under a pile of blankets. Sometimes, she
thought she should just burn the whole damned thing, because it was useless,
and it reminded her of all the anxiety she’d felt at the time.


Of
course, she wouldn't burn it.


“I
guess it did work,” she said. “It was high pressure in there. I didn’t know
what was going through his mind, some of the time, until I tuned into him.”


“Hmm,”
Jamie said, clearly not convinced. Maggie focused on her driving, and not on
the sidelong glance he was giving her. Her partner wasn’t a profiler, but he
was sure as hell trying to profile her. He was too smart to be fooled, and that
meant she had a difficult decision to make.


Not
now. Soon.


“Where
are we headed?” She got the conversation back on track.


“Turn
right here. It’s further south than we were earlier today. You know the area?”


“Fairly
well. We policed it quite often,” she said. She’d been deployed to an inner
city precinct, but the jurisdiction had occasionally overlapped to other areas.
Some of the detectives on this investigation team she knew by sight.


“San
Francisco,” she said thoughtfully, an earlier fragment of instinct coming back
to her as she remembered his response. “What was that like?”


“Nice
city.” 


She
glanced at him as she stopped at a red light.


He’d
shut down. From being all over her situation, peppering her with questions, he
was suddenly tight-lipped, frowning, not interested in communicating at all.


“The
job, I mean?”


“Policing
is policing. Isn’t it?” 


“Oh,
come on, Jamie. It isn’t. There’s a hundred different facets. I’m just
interested to know, that’s all.”


“Well,
I’m not interested in chit-chat. We need to focus on the case. I don’t want to
be distracted.”


Defensiveness
resonated from his voice as he turned to her. For a moment, he’d sounded as
worked up as Pointer had in the interview room.


At
least this line of questioning had deflected his attention from what, exactly,
she’d been reacting to in that small, chilly room.


But
it also piqued Maggie’s interest. Something had definitely happened back in San
Francisco. And when he thought of it, Jamie turned into a very different person
from the man she’d known so far.


She
wondered what it was.


Something
to find out about when they didn't have a pressured case on the go.


“Here
we are,” she said, pulling up outside the low, brick building which was
situated next to a hulking concrete factory block, with steam issuing from the
chimney. The discreet sign at the gate, and the security guard outside, were
the only evidence of this building’s function.


The
guard checked their ID before allowing them in. Now that she was here, Maggie
was determined that they were going to find something they needed.


She’d
never had a problem with autopsies. She wasn’t squeamish by nature, and had
been able to dissociate herself enough to find the details fascinating, rather
than repellent. But she felt sad about this particular autopsy. More than that,
she felt a flicker of dread as they approached the gray-painted door.


Digging
down into her own mind to examine the reasons, Maggie realized it was because
of the suffering.


That
was one of the reasons that the Black Dahlia case was etched so vividly into
her memory. Because of the way that the victim had suffered and the tortures
that her killer had inflicted upon her. She was fearful of learning that the
same had happened to Sarah Thompson, who'd arrived in LA with her hopes and
dreams, vulnerable and full of life.


At
least, if she’d disappeared sometime during the day her roommate had been gone,
there would have been less time for her to suffer. Only a few hours, perhaps,
while the Black Dahlia victim had been held for a few days.


That
was cold comfort, as Maggie pushed the door open, and walked into the office’s
chilly interior, hoping to learn the hidden secrets of Sarah Thompson’s death.











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


“Special
agents?” The pathologist glanced over his shoulder as Maggie pushed open the
door to the autopsy room where she and Jamie had been directed. 


“I’m
Maggie Flight,” she replied.


“Jamie
Rodriguez.” 


Maggie
had wondered how Jamie would react to the autopsy room environment. He seemed
icily calm. Maybe too calm? She didn’t know him well enough to be sure.


“I’m
Dr. Hilton,” he said. From behind the mask, all Maggie could see was the bridge
of his nose, and a pair of hazel eyes, surrounded by suntanned lines. When he
wasn’t in the autopsy room, this doctor seemed like an outdoors person. At any
rate, the small piece of him she could see from between the mask and his head
cover made her think so.


They
were both wearing masks, too, but Maggie had to admit, it didn’t help. She
could still smell the faint undertone of decay that lurked in the air, hiding
from behind the strong chemical reek. She was okay with it. Was it her
imagination, or did Jamie’s chest hitch slightly?


"I
did the autopsy this morning," he said in a matter-of-fact way. Maggie
heard Jamie gulp. She had to admit, even her strong stomach twisted at the
thought of him probing the horror of that bisected corpse.


“What
were your findings?” she asked, swallowing, because her mouth felt suddenly
dry. 


“Briefly,
I’ll give you some news that might help to reassure you,” he said. “We rushed
through a series of tests, using the remainder of the victim’s blood. There was
a high concentration of sedative chemicals in it. Without a doubt, the victim
was sedated, probably with an intramuscular injection, and was then killed with
an intravenous injection of drugs.”


“So
she didn’t know a thing about this?”


“Everything
that was done to her was done postmortem,” the doctor confirmed. 


A
knot of tension that Maggie didn’t even know she’d been holding, released
inside her. Thank goodness this poor woman hadn’t suffered the agony that she’d
worried about.


Bad
enough that she’d lost her life, though.


“Before
death, all I found were the two needle marks. There are a few bruises and
scuffs that I imagine must have been made when transporting her. Then, the
bigger incisions.”


Maggie
braced herself again. Time to learn about how she’d been cut in two. Had the
killer had any medical knowledge? Had this been done with a surgical tool?


“My
guess is that this was done in water,” the doctor said. “For the severing of
the body into two parts, a heavy duty saw was probably used, while submerged in
water. It’s been done in a rudimentary way, with the tool handled roughly.
There’s no surgical precision. No neatness. I would estimate that the two cuts
at the corners of her mouth were done subsequent to that. The corpse must have
been removed from the water, wrapped in plastic, and then transported.”


“Water?”
Maggie said thoughtfully. “Like a bathtub, or more like a pond or a river?”


"A
river or a pond, for sure," the pathologist said. "Wielding a
powerful, heavy saw like that would have been difficult in a tub. There are
also traces of mud and grit in the wound, which would indicate muddy shallows.
I've managed to get a sample and sent it off already for specialist analysis in
case it gives us any specific information on the location from the soil type.
But that will take a couple of weeks, most likely." His words were matter
of fact and controlled. 


Maggie
didn’t want to think of the details, but she had to. This was a huge insight.
They now knew something about the killer that they hadn’t before. He wasn’t a
medical expert, he had access only to the most brutal of tools. To contain the
amount of damage, he’d used the tool in water. That would also have helped to
remove the evidence, the blood, the trace.


So,
they were not looking for a medical expert. The opposite. They were looking for
a brutal, determined amateur, who was copying the earlier murder without the
gruesome finesse that had set the Black Dahlia kill apart.


“Anything
else?” she asked. “Any clearer idea of the time of death? Have you narrowed it
down?” Was she asking all the questions here? Why was Jamie so quiet?


Dr.
Hilton shook his head. “Maybe a few hours before she was dumped. I can’t be
more specific than that. This is a highly unusual case, and I don’t want to
resort to guesswork. I would rather say I don’t know.”


“And
any signs of a struggle?”


“The
victim has a broken nail, but there’s only dirt underneath it. That makes me
think it was done after death, not before. No other sign of a struggle. The
bumps and scrapes are all postmortem. Unfortunately, there’s no evidence of how
she was transported. No fibers, no hairs, nothing that could point to the
killer. I think he was careful all the way down the line, and probably wrapped
her in heavy duty plastic immediately.”


Maggie
glanced again at Jamie. He was looking very pale. He was almost the same color
as the blue-white masks they’d been issued on their way in. And his skin was
naturally tan. She didn’t think there was any point in staying here.


“Thank
you,” she said.


They
headed out, and Maggie took off her mask, breathing deeply, even though the air
inside the lab was still cold and chemical-tinged. It was better than the
autopsy room smell.


“It’s
a relief to know –” she began, and stopped.


Jamie
was no longer walking a step behind her. He'd vanished. Looking and listening,
Maggie picked up a fast set of retreating footsteps down the corridor that led
to the restrooms.


"Hmm,"
she said, just the same way Jamie had done earlier in the car. He wasn't there
to hear her, of course. She said it anyway.


Then,
she headed outside, standing near the car, pretending to keep herself busy by watching
the traffic, and the darkening evening, and not waiting for her absentee
partner at all.


She
counted a minute, and then another.


Then,
Jamie appeared. He looked pale green now, and also embarrassed.


“Sorry
about that,” he said.


“No
problem,” Maggie replied, in a casual tone, as if she hadn’t even noticed his
absence.


“It’s
never been my strong suit,” he then explained.


“I
don’t think it’s anybody’s,” she said. “And that was particularly tough.”


They
got into the car and headed back the way they’d come. Under the circumstances,
Maggie decided, it was better not to discuss their findings along the way.


And
nor did Jamie touch on the subject of her interview with Pointer. All in all,
it was a very silent drive. In fact, by the time they reached the police
station, Maggie felt ready for some conversation.


It
was now fully dark. There were still media camping outside the door, she saw,
but they looked tired. The cameraman was sitting in the driver’s seat, with his
seat tilted back and his head tipped up to the car’s roof. One of the cameramen
was eating a packet of fries, and the other, wrapped in a jacket, was texting
on his phone.


In
the corridor, Detective Barrett met them.


"There's
pizza in the back room," he said. "Forensics have done an initial
sweep of the place and picked up three laptops and devices. There's also his
phone, which he had on him at the time he was arrested. We're going to get all
the devices opened, and then, hopefully, Pointer will cooperate with us, and
give us the passwords."


Maggie
wanted so badly to volunteer to be the one who met with him, but she knew it
wouldn’t be for the right reasons. It felt like an effort to keep herself
quiet.


She
and Jamie headed through to the back room. Immediately, the aroma of her very
favorite food staple flooded her nose. 


Pepperoni.
Her favorite. She'd have grabbed a whole box if she hadn't thought it would
make her look greedy. Plus, the other officers were already decimating the
array of boxes, clearly as hungry as she was.


“Mind
if my partner and I have some?” she asked.


“Go
ahead. They’re for everyone.” The closest officer replied to her, in tones that
were not exactly friendly. They weren’t totally unfriendly either, but she
definitely felt like the outsider.


She
knew she’d need to prove herself in order to be accepted by the team. There was
nobody here from her old precinct. This team had been drawn from the police
stations that served the wealthier areas of the city. Some of the officers she
knew by sight, from her time in LA, but she’d never worked with any of them
before.


At
least they’d received the go-ahead to share in the food.


Jamie,
though, still looked too nauseous to eat. He picked a Coke from the selection
of sodas available, and snapped the can open, heading outside to drink it.


Maggie
took two pieces of pepperoni pizza and headed over to a seat at the desk. 


Biting
into the perfectly crunchy crust, feeling spicy cheese ooze into her mouth,
Maggie felt a brief moment of sheer contentment.


She
munched on the pizza, keeping quiet, listening to the friendly banter of the
officers as they took some downtime. She’d always been more of a listener than
a talker. 


In
the house where she’d grown up, it had been safer to listen than to talk. 


She
never knew what mood her mother would be in or how she'd react to anything.
Stressed, careworn Mrs. Flight's mood usually hinged on the number of empty
bottles of cheap wine that were lined up along the kitchen's back wall, next to
the trash can.


One
bottle usually meant a good mood, generally agreeable and balanced.


Two
or more bottles meant a very unpredictable mood, sometimes with violence
included, sometimes with slurring, lack of coordination, and mean outbursts.


No
bottles? Don’t even go there. You didn’t talk to Mom unless she had a drink
inside of her.


It
had made for a stressful childhood. She’d learned how to stay invisible, how to
keep out of the way, and she thought she’d gained the ability early on in life
to assess people’s mood from the way they sounded. A snippet of conversation
could tell her whether her mother’s mindset was safe, dangerous, or somewhere
in between. That had been good training for a profiler, she supposed.


With
the two slices of pizza gone, she took a third. It might be a long night. And
the remaining quantities were dwindling fast. She was in the company of other
carb lovers, that was for sure.


When
she had her slice safely on a plate, she put another slice on a second plate
and headed outside to find Jamie.


He
was standing near the balcony, looking out at the quiet back street, and as she
approached, he drained his Coke.


Turning,
he looked in surprise at Maggie.


“Hey,
that’s real kind of you,” he said. “I’m not really hungry, though.”


Feeling
like his mother, Maggie insisted, “It’s been a long day. Might be a long night.
And the rate those pizzas are being eaten inside, there aren’t going to be many
spare slices left at midnight, when you’re starving.”


She
held out the plate.


He
looked at it dubiously. “Pizza?” he said, in a tone that conveyed that if this
was the last food group on the planet, he still wouldn’t be that excited about
it.


“It’s
like a health food,” she encouraged. “Cheese is protein. Tomato is full of
nutrition. I’m sure pepperoni is a superfood. And carbs will settle your
stomach, if you’re feeling a bit – a bit unsettled.” She didn’t want to be
insensitive in mentioning what had happened earlier.


Probably,
her argument had no scientific basis whatsoever, apart from the protein content
in the cheese, but at least she could hopefully persuade him to eat something,
and his mouth did quirk upward at her heartfelt argument.


He
hesitated, then took it. “Thanks,” he said.


“No
problem,” Maggie said.


Standing
with their backs against the balcony, they ate the pizza. She could see that
Jamie’s appetite was returning. He started out picking at the slice, but ended
up wolfing it down. 


She
was going to suggest another, but before she could, she heard louder voices and
activity inside. 


Heading
back in, Maggie knew that dinner break was over. Forensics was back, and
hopefully, the devices were open.


Now
to find out if they could access the killer’s message – and if it held any
clues to who he was.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Walking
into the office, putting her plate down on the table, Maggie saw that the
forensic tech looked irritated. 


The
shaved-headed man, who had his sleeves rolled back revealing a tattoo that
reached to his elbow, was moving from one machine to the other. 


“We
got them open. He gave us the passwords. But then, he got difficult. Started
saying he didn’t remember where the message was. I think he panicked. And I
didn’t want to let him access any of the devices, in case he erased what was
there, or communicated with the killer,” the tech said, in frustrated tones.


Maggie
sympathized. Both of those were likely scenarios. She guessed it was too much
to hope for that Pointer would have been actually cooperative. 


“Let’s
each take a device, and have a look through?” she said.


There
was an older laptop, a newer laptop, an iPad, and the phone. 


They
divided themselves up, and Maggie and Jamie found themselves with the iPad.


“Okay,”
she muttered, taking stock of what was on it. “I can see emails on here. But it
doesn’t look as if he wrote many replies on this device.”


“Would
be easier to reply to emails on a laptop,” Jamie agreed. “Seeing there are
emails on both the laptops, let’s leave that check until last. I’m more
interested in this folder.”


Maggie’s
tech knowledge wasn’t her strongest suit. She looked at it as Jamie clicked it
open. 


“It’s
a backup of messages from his podcast. All the communications from the various
podcasts are in this file.”


“That
could be useful,” Maggie said. Perhaps the killer had sent his message in
response to an earlier podcast.


“Prepare
yourself,” Jamie said, giving her a world-weary glance before accessing the
first of the message archives.


Maggie
glanced back at him, uncomprehendingly, not sure what he meant.


Then,
as she stared down at the first of the messages, she nodded in understanding.


“Okay,”
she said. “I see what you mean.”


These
messages were off the scale loopy. Reading the first one, Maggie felt her
incredulous frown deepen. 


“The Hollywood area is a Place of Evil. It’s Ruled
by Greed. Both Past and Present, the Current Residents and the Spirits of Those
Gone, Compete for What is There. Your Podcast needs to Focus on the
Supernatural Presence of those who Linger in Sorrow.”


Maggie
put a hand to her head, to ease a sudden, throbbing headache as she started
with the next one, which was little more than a manic scrawl of repetitive words
bemoaning the decay of Hollywood and the rise of Rampant Sin. The next one was
in a similar vein, only with worse spelling.


“This
is going to be a long night,” she whispered.


“See
what I mean?” Jamie gave her a quick, conspiratorial grin. He was back to
normal now, and they felt like a team. Suddenly, between the two of them, she
felt a camaraderie. 


"I
guess we have to read through all of them because the killer's message could be
difficult to decipher."


“Yup,”
Jamie agreed. “Could start off like one of these, as a disguise, and then
suddenly veer into a threat.”


Reading
through the messages, Maggie did her best to try to understand the writers. Odd
as the messages were, and strange as the writers’ worldviews were, these people
were not wrong in their beliefs and fears about sin and evil.


Right
now, the police were battling the result of exactly that. These people might be
incoherent, but actually, they had a damned point. One which it was up to
Maggie and the team to solve.


“How
about this one?”


As
she started reading the next message in the batch, she noticed a change in the
tone. This one started off in a more calculated way. Less rambling, more
concise. And more articulate.


“Here’s a tip-off,” the message read. “Sometime
after midnight tonight, a beautiful visitor to the city will die. She will be
placed on Hollywood Boulevard naked, her body severed, her life over. She'll
give the Walk of Fame a whole new meaning. People will understand the darkness
behind those stars and the greed that Hollywood is rooted in. Her head will
face the north sidewalk, her feet will face south. She'll remind everyone of a
famous unsolved murder."


Maggie
raised her head from the screen, taking in what she’d read. This had to be the
killer’s message. There was no doubt about it. The details were accurate and
precise. 


And
he’d sent it before he’d dumped her.


That
was cold.


Daring,
bold, supremely confident, and icy cold. 


He
must have known that Pointer wouldn’t call the police. Well, given the tone of
his podcasts, and the amount of distrust in the police that the people voiced
in the comments, that wasn’t difficult to predict. All the same, it was daring.


She
was revising her profile of him now, based on this new information. 


It
was the action of someone who wanted instant fame for what they’d done. Why was
that? Did he crave fame? Was he enjoying the thrill of leaving clues?


It
definitely showed that he wanted interaction with the public. He was invisible
– but maybe in a way, he didn’t want to be. There were two opposite sides to
this killer, and she wondered what had created this split.


Having
adjusted her picture of him, she read on.


“Tell nobody I sent you this message. If you do,
there will be consequences. Know what I am capable of. But tell the world what
I have done.”


And
then, right at the end, a shiver went through Maggie as she read the final
words.


“This is just the beginning. There will be more.”


She
drew in a sharp breath. Shock flooded through her as she read the words.


This
wasn’t just one violent act. It wasn’t like the Black Dahlia at all. That had
been one lone unsolved murder, even though Maggie’s imagination had run wild,
as she’d wondered and worried if the killer might have taken others.


But
this?


No
wonder Pointer had been terrified. No wonder he’d kept quiet.


This
wasn’t a threat, but a promise. A serial killer had announced his spree.


That
was the end of the message. There was nothing further, no more details, not the
tiniest hint.


With
her heart now pounding, Maggie looked at the sender. The name was an anonymous
jumble of letters, meaningless to her, as if someone had run their fingers over
their keyboard and jokingly used the result.


The
message wasn’t a joke, though. It was deadly serious.


Cold
dread congealed inside her as she realized the implications. This was her worst
nightmare come true. It was the sequel to the original Black Dahlia case, the
scenario she’d dreaded and feared and had nightmares about when she’d first
researched that case. That the killer hadn’t stopped, and that his lust for
blood had intensified.


“Barrett?”
she said. “We need to get police out there. As many as possible. And a public
warning. This message is clear. This is just the start, and unless we can stop
him, he’s going to kill again.”
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The
security guard felt his breathing speed up, his hands dampen with sweat, his
heart race. 


Nerves
boiled in him as he prepared for his next performance, as if he was waiting for
the cameras to run again.


He
had to do it; he wasn’t going to back down. Let them try to catch him. 


The
public were afraid. There hadn't been the normal crowds on Hollywood Boulevard
or the surrounding roads. People were staying away, or else the police were
keeping them away.


As
for the police? He hated them. Society’s scourge, who had access to technology
that could stop his efforts in their tracks. 


Perhaps
by now, they knew he'd dressed as a homeless man. He didn't know how fast they
would have picked up on that disguise. He had no way of knowing what had
happened after he left the scene, shambling off with his cart behind him.


But
he was pleased with the role he was going to be playing now. He had thought
about it carefully, planned meticulously, managing to set aside the rage and
the need for revenge that kept looming in his mind and swamping his focus. 


He’d
learned his lines. The actions he needed to follow were etched into his mind.


He
was walking to his next rendezvous, and he looked every inch the part.


The
uniform he was wearing had been specially sourced, after days of hanging around
a warehouse, and a carefully timed foray into the back storage room which was
secure, but not secure enough. He’d gotten what he needed. Free and clear.


The
uniform felt heavy, bulky, and official, with its dark, long sleeved jacket and
gold badge on the breast pocket. He was wearing shoes – the wrong size, too
large, but he’d considered all precautions. If the police managed to figure out
his shoe size, it would mislead them.


He
grinned, imagining the police – he had a picture in his head of them, stupid
yet cunning – and their confusion as this small detail caused them to be wrong.


He’d
thought of all the details. His hat was pulled down low over his forehead. With
a dark wig and a faint mustache, even he couldn’t recognize his own face.
Mirrored shades completed his look, and a canvas pack on his hip was a hint
that he was carrying the tools of his trade with him.


And,
of course, he wasn't choosing Hollywood Boulevard this time. There were plenty
of tourist hotspots in the city. The police could not monitor them all,
although he was sure they would try. Of course, they would try. They already
might know more than he had expected them to. 


The
police might have taken Pointer in, and he hoped his threats would hold up.


They
weren’t just threats. He was ready to do what he’d promised. Hopefully Pointer
would be scared. 


Pushing
thoughts of revenge away as he got into character, he noticed two women
hurrying along near him, side by side, talking in hushed voices. Talking about him.
That brought him a flash of glee.


“We
need to be careful,” one of them whispered.


“Yes,
we should probably check in with Rob when we get there,” the other replied.


“The
police haven’t found him yet, have they?”


“No,
I’ve been checking the reports. Nothing so far. There aren’t even any police
around here.”


At
that moment, one of the two noticed him, and her demeanor changed.


“At
least there’s some private security,” she said in a louder voice, pitched so
that he could hear.


How
perfect! They thought he was a real guard. How amusing that these two fearful
young women, who might be waitresses finishing off a shift, or bar staff, or
hostesses, were being so misled.


“Private
security is looking to fill in the gaps, ma’am.” He tried to inject a hint of a
Southern accent into his voice, just to keep in character.


“Oh,
that’s great. That is comforting to know. I guess a lot more people and
businesses will be hiring guards now.”


"There's
been a spike in demand for our services as of yesterday," he said.


“Well,
it’s good to know you’re out here, helping,” the closest woman said. She
glanced down a cross street nervously.


“I’ve
got a few minutes before I’m due on shift. Would you like me to walk with you a
while longer?” Courtesy filled his voice as he played the role of the
responsible security guard as convincingly as he could. How hilarious that if
he wanted to, he could drag them into a side street and kill them before they
had the chance to scream. They were lucky to be spared.


“We’re
almost there. I’m sure we’ll be okay now. Won’t we?” She exchanged a glance
with her friend.


“I’m
sure we’ll be fine,” the friend reiterated bravely.


He
nodded, wished them a good evening, and then turned, striding along the side
street.


What
fear he was creating. It was the key ingredient in his recipe for Hollywood’s
destruction, and he could see how the dark terror was spreading.


The
entire city was afraid. Of him. His actions were being discussed. His influence
was being respected. They might not know his name, they might not note his
appearance, but even though he was invisible, they would never forget him.


And
after what he was about to do, he might end up shutting the whole city down.


That
would teach them all.


With
his mouth curving into a smile under the bristly and unfamiliar mustache, he
headed to the doorway where his next victim was going to have her date with
destiny.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


Maggie
couldn’t stop the sense of dread she felt, the icy certainty that at any
moment, the news would break that the worst had happened. 


Never
mind a war zone. That was the thought she’d had earlier. Now, she thought the
police station resembled more of a disaster zone.


A
wall of screens had been assembled in the meeting room, and the techs were
currently on site, connecting all the camera feeds in the city center and
Hollywood areas, so that they could be monitored from this central control
point.


As
the first few feeds appeared, Maggie stared at the footage. It varied from
screen to screen. Some feeds were clearer than others. Some were blurry,
looking as if the cameras were older and out of date. Some weren’t working at
all, as the techs battled to get the technology cooperating.


Barrett
was pacing up and down. He had been on his phone almost continually, and Maggie
saw the stress was showing clearly in his face. His eyes were hooded, the
corners of his mouth folded down in harsh lines, his skin looking grainy under
the bright overhead lights.


“We
need this to happen more quickly,” he urged the techs.


“Working
on it, Detective,” the closest of the two techs reassured him, before turning
back to wrestling with a stubborn plug. The tone of his voice didn’t exactly
fill Maggie with confidence. Nor did the fact that after another exasperated
examination of the plug, he got out a screwdriver and began taking it apart.
Meanwhile, Barrett got on his phone again.


“Is
there any news from the IT department on the address of that message? Any way
of tracing it?”


He
waited and listened, with Maggie holding her breath as she prayed for positive
news.


Barrett’s
first action had been to hand over the entire iPad to the forensic techs, with
instructions to get whatever information they could from it, and as fast as
possible.


However,
in Maggie’s experience, it took longer than twenty minutes for even the most
seasoned IT tech to get results on something like that.


“Nothing
yet, sir,” the resigned voice said on the other side of the phone.


“What’s
your timeframe?” Barrett pressured him.


“I
don’t know if we have a timeframe at all, sir. This is going to be an
anonymized login address, the username makes that clear,” the tech replied,
with a touch of defensiveness in his tone. “If it’s from an email service
provider outside of the States, we won’t be able to get the info at all. And
there’s no way of checking the IP address from a randomized comment on a
podcast.”


“There
must be,” Barrett insisted, his voice thrumming with stress. “Widen the net.
Look for other comments. Search for that same username elsewhere. Surely
there’s something? Find me something!”


“We’ll
do our best, sir,” the tech promised.


Hanging
up, Barrett turned back to the others, inhaling deeply and wiping away a stream
of sweat on his temple.


“In
the meantime, let’s get everyone available out on the roads. Have you worked on
that map?”


Barrett
barked out the question to one of his team, a young officer who had been
perched at his desk and working frantically on his laptop.


“I’ve
just gotten it done, sir,” he said.


“Right,
then. Share it with the team, and we’ll get out and start patrolling.” Barrett
turned to Maggie and Jamie. “You two, I want you to take the southwest sector.
That includes Rodeo Drive, all the way down to Venice Beach. Check all the side
streets. Question anyone suspicious, and keep an eye out for any homeless
people – or people who are dressed in that way. If in doubt, call for backup,
and we’ll get some to you somehow. And take a look to see if there’s anything
unusual near any of the stores. They should all be closed up by now.”


He
turned to the next team and began issuing their orders, but Maggie knew there
was no need to wait around to hear those. They had a job to do, and the sooner
they could get started, the better.


She
rushed outside to the parking lot, and they jumped into their unmarked.


Rodeo
Drive brought back memories. Memories that she didn’t want to think of, but
that now came streaming back into her head as she started up the car and swung
out onto the street.


She
remembered the rattle of the door, late at night, in their tiny house.


She’d
been focused on her schoolwork, with final exams due in just a few days. With
her mother passed out upstairs, Maggie had been using the battered dining room
table to study. She’d been wondering and worrying where Cole was, and had felt
a flare of relief when the front door had rattled.


“Hey!
Where have you been? It’s nearly midnight,” she’d said.


When
he hadn’t greeted her, or replied instantly, she had turned, feeling concerned.
And she’d gasped in shock. His head was streaming blood, she saw, as he lowered
the black hood of his jacket, and there was a bloody gash under his eye.


Leaping
up, she’d rocked the table so hard that her pen had clattered to the floor.


“Cole!
What happened? Were you attacked, mugged? Were you in an accident? This looks
bad. We need to take you to the emergency room.”


“No!”
He’d flashed the word straight back at her, and she’d stopped in her tracks,
shocked by the sharpness and aggression in his tone.


“Why
not? I’ll pay if there’s money needed. I got paid for the English coaching I
did last month.”


"No
emergency room." Cole had repeated through gritted teeth as blood streamed
down his cheek.


When
he got in a mood like this, Cole was the most stubborn person she knew. Even
more stubborn than she could be, and she knew she came in a close second. So
without knowing the reasons, but sensing his trauma and absolute denial of the
offer, she’d shunted her bleeding brother through to the bathroom, and done her
best with the meager supplies they’d had in the cabinet.


“Where
have you been? Will you tell me that, at least?” she’d pleaded as she ran warm
water into a bowl.


Reluctantly,
as if he hadn’t wanted to tell her, but felt he had to answer to acknowledge
her help, he’d muttered, “Out with a couple of the guys on Rodeo Drive. But
keep that quiet.”


There
was a strange note in her brother’s voice, an aggressive edge she’d never heard
there before. Hearing it, she’d gone quiet, and simply helped him clean and
tape the wounds.


The
next day, she’d seen the headlines.


“Botched Robbery on Rodeo Drive – One Injured Two
Thieves, Store Owner Says.”


Maggie
had never felt a fear like the one that had lanced through her as she realized
what Cole might have been doing, how he’d gotten hurt, and why he’d refused
point blank to go to the emergency room.


Now,
they turned onto the luxury shopping street, lined with elegant buildings and
palm trees, and home to some of the most exclusive stores in the city.


Part
of the road was even referred to as the Walk of Style, Maggie remembered, that
similarity causing her to shiver.


“What
are you thinking about?”


Jamie’s
question jerked Maggie back to her circumstances. For a few moments, she’d been
completely wrapped up in her memories.


He
was perceptive, she had to admit. He had a knack for knowing when she was
thinking about something troubling. She wasn’t going to tell him, of course.
She could never talk about Cole.


“Just
revising what we know so far,” she said, and that was clearly enough, because
he nodded.


“This
killer is sneaky. We need to keep our eyes open. If he’s posed as a homeless
person before now, he could have a new disguise ready to go.”


Maggie
slowed her speed, going easy on the gas now on this almost deserted stretch of
road. The stores were all closed. A few lights were on, but none of the shops
they passed were brilliantly lit.


No
sign of anything unusual, but as the car eased its way down the street, Maggie
found herself growing more apprehensive, not less. It felt as if they were
heading to a showdown, and the fact it hadn't happened yet only increased the
chances that it was going to happen.


“What’s
that?” Jamie’s voice got her head turning sharply, staring at the sidewalk
where he was pointing.


"I
think it's just someone heading home," she said. But the glimpse of that
dark-clad, scurrying figure had gotten her adrenaline pumping.


They
were past the main fashion stretch now, with Ralph Lauren and Armani, Chanel
and Ferragamo, all behind them.


What
was that ahead, though, so brightly lit?


It
was a small patisserie, Maggie saw, as she slowed all the way down, staring
through the windows. There were still a few pastries displayed there, glowing
and glossy and colorful, but she couldn’t see anyone behind the counter.


Maybe
they’d left the lights on for the night?


Indecisive,
she agonized for a moment, wondering what the best use of their time would be.
Should they press on, weaving along their prescribed route, hoping to catch the
killer or prevent the crime if it was happening closer to Venice Beach? Or
should they stop and investigate?


Words
of wisdom came back to Maggie, one of the pieces of advice that her mentor, a
retired profiler and professor, had given her soon after she’d joined the
police.


"Never
ignore a detail," he'd told her. "It's always easier to look at
something while you're there than it is to go back afterward."


“I
think we check it out,” Maggie said.


“Okay.”
Jamie sounded like he was agreeing reluctantly, and she knew that he, too, was
most likely torn over what would be the best course of action.


The
sooner they did this, the sooner they could push on.


Pulling
over, Maggie climbed out of the car and walked up to the shop.


She
tried the door, expecting that it would be locked, and that this would be the
end of their detour. But to her surprise, it swung open. The jangle of an old
fashioned bell sounded, loud in the silence, making her jump.


“Anyone
here?” she called, hearing the tension in her own voice.


Remembering
her mentor’s advice again, she stopped, waited, listened.


She
breathed in the sugary fragrance of the few tarts and cakes that still stood on
the glass shelves. Normally, that scent would have been addictive to her. In
fact, she’d have detoured across the street when she saw the display, drawn
inside, ending up with a delicious donut or a buttery croissant or a sweet,
creamy custard slice.


But
now, her nose was telling her there was something wrong.


Was
there an undertone, a metallic tinge to the air?


Shivers
prickled her spine as she headed over to the counter and looked beyond it.


And
gasped.


There,
in the open doorway to the shop’s back room, was a woman, lying face up, the
white of her chef’s apron darkened and splashed with blood. Lying near her on
the floor was a black leather glove.


The
stab wounds in her chest and torso were vivid and obvious. 


And
her throat had been slashed.
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As
the red and blue lights converged, Maggie stood on guard. She’d positioned
herself outside the patisserie’s back entrance, while Jamie had guarded the
front.


Her
mind was racing. The thoughts that were playing and replaying in her head were:
it’s a copy of the Nicole Brown Simpson murder. That’s what it is, that’s what
this killer has done.


The
crime, and the trial of OJ Simpson, had captured the world's horrified
attention as it had played out. Her mentor had been part of the neighboring
police department and had been seconded onto the case after the gruesome murder
of Nicole Brown and Ronald Goldman had been discovered.


Nicole
had been stabbed multiple times, with her throat slashed after death.


Maggie
remembered that her body had been found outside her condominium – but if she
remembered right, Rodeo Drive had been the place where Nicole and OJ had first
met. Was that significant?


The
killer might have known that, or else, might simply have picked the patisserie
due to its late opening hours and secluded location, next to a street corner on
one side, and a closed bank on the other. He might have chosen it simply
because a woman worked there late and alone, and like the first murder, it was
a central, famous location that was going to cause the maximum amount of chaos
and fear.


The
two gloves in the Nicole Brown murder had been found in different locations.
The left-hand glove, drenched in blood, had been found outside Nicole Brown’s
home, while the right hand glove had been found in Simpson’s estate. The famous
saying, “If it doesn’t fit, you must acquit,” had been used by Simpson’s lawyer
as he’d struggled to get the gloves on his own hands in the courtroom


This
was a left-handed glove. It must have a pair somewhere. Was that a clue?


The
glove was small – ladies’ size, and Maggie’s feeling was that its small size
was deliberately meant to mislead them – or else, maybe, to provide another
detail faithful to the original crime scene.


Even
though the MO and the method of murder were different from the first crime,
Maggie strongly suspected it was the same killer from the way the scene had
been set. They were now facing a serial murderer.


This
murderer was recreating famous Hollywood-related crimes, and he was brazenly
leaving his handiwork in the busiest, most bustling tourist areas.


What
was his reason for doing this? The question simmered in her mind, and she knew
that finding out his logic was now imperative.


“In
here,” Maggie called, seeing the coroner’s van pull up on the backstreet. “In
here!”


She
stood aside as the coroner climbed out, fumbling on his gloves and mask in
haste, and rushed toward her.


“I
think he came in this way,” Maggie offered, sounding breathless herself as he
approached, because this case was spiraling into disaster. “There’s a camera at
the front of the shop. Nothing here. My guess is that she was packing up, she
unlocked the back door, and he overpowered her.”


That
was the best guess she had at piecing together what might have played out.


They
might have missed the killer by as little as a couple of hours. If only they’d
patrolled earlier.


Bitter
self-recrimination threatened to overpower her, and she fought the emotion off,
knowing that it was pointless. Looking forward would help them now.


Jamie
was heading toward her, his face grim.


“Shall
we search the surrounding area?” he suggested. “See if anyone saw anything?”


Already,
the lights and sirens were attracting wary attention. People were filtering to
the scene, in ones and twos and small knots, standing well back as the police
cordoned off the entrance to the patisserie, and an area beyond on each side.


Striding
over to the nearest group watching from across the side street, Maggie prepared
to ask her questions, seeing that Jamie was heading in the opposite direction
to do the same.


Two
looked like tourists – with backpacks, cameras, and wearing jeans and jackets.
One looked like a hotel worker, perhaps from one of the nearby hotels, wearing
a blue jacket with a logo on the pocket. And another woman, standing on her
own, looked like she’d braved the dangerous streets for a run. Now, in her pink
Lycra and turquoise running shoes, the willowy blonde looked uneasy and
vulnerable.


“Special
Agent Flight,” she introduced herself.


“What’s
going on, agent?” the hotel worker asked. “Has there been another of these murders?”


Maggie
nodded grimly. “Yes,” she said. “I came over here to ask if any of you saw
anything.”


The
fact that the police were asking them if they’d seen the killer didn’t exactly
fill the group with confidence. The couple stared at each other, looking appalled,
and the jogger looked even more frightened.


“We
saw a few people,” the wife of the couple said. “I didn’t really pay them much
attention.” She glanced at her husband as if hoping he might have.


“There
were a couple of hotel workers a block or two down?” he offered, The hotel
employee nodded.


“Those
might have been from our hotel, coming off shift,” he said.


“I
also saw a couple of other runners.” The wife nodded, now remembering. “And
there was a security guard walking down the street a couple of blocks back,
too.”


“I
didn’t notice anyone, really,” the jogger said apologetically.


“Every
detail helps. Here’s my card if you remember anything else, or think of
anything that might be important,” Maggie handed over her cards.


What
was significant was that nobody had seen a homeless man. She was sure that the
police who were manning the available cameras so far had also been on the
lookout for that. But her profiling knowledge was telling her this man was a
chameleon. He'd taken on the disguise of a homeless man for the first crime and
then disappeared into the night. Someone smart enough to do that would know
that the police would be on high alert for any homeless people in central
Hollywood, and he'd change things up because he could. Just like he changed his
MO. 


Maybe
he'd gotten hold of a hotel uniform or dressed like a security guard. With so
many people scared, and business owners and local residents wanting to protect
themselves, a security guard would have blended in perfectly.


She
headed back, arriving at the crime scene tape at the same time as Jamie.


“Nobody
saw anything unusual,” he said, sounding as frazzled as she’d ever heard him.
“There were a few people out and about. No homeless man mentioned.”


She
nodded. “That disguise is long gone. He’s moved on, changed things up.”


Ducking
under the crime scene tape, she went to see if the coroner had made any
progress. Forensics had just arrived, and she thought she recognized the same
tech she’d spoken to at the first scene. His eyes looked weary, too, as he gave
her a nod of greeting.


“We
have an ID.” One of the other officers spoke. “There was a purse in the back
room. Her name is Leanne Goodman, and she’s thirty years old. I see here
there’s a residential address. She lives a few miles from here.” 


“I’ve
got a few initial findings,” the coroner said, glancing over his shoulder as he
saw them outside the door. “Firstly, the killer is right handed. At any rate,
this knife was used with a strong right hand.”


Maggie
nodded, accepting they weren’t going to get the lucky break of a left-handed
killer, waiting for more.


“Secondly,
there’s no sign of a struggle. Nothing. The stab wounds are not located in
areas where they would have been immediately fatal, and from the blood pattern,
I guess that this victim was already down on the floor when her throat was
slit.”


“Could
she also have been sedated, like the other victim was?” Maggie asked.


The
coroner nodded. “They’re standing by at the pathology lab, and they’re going to
rush through a sample for testing.”


“That
would confirm that the killer is the same,” Maggie murmured to Jamie. Nobody
outside of a small group of police was aware of the sedative that had been used
on Sarah Thompson. If another killer had been aiming to commit a copycat crime,
the MO would have been different.


“I
never doubted they were linked,” Jamie said.


“Me,
either,” Maggie agreed. “But every step in the process needs checking.” 


“Forensics
will bag up the glove, to see if the blood on it is the victim’s, and if
there’s any other trace,” the coroner said.


Already,
Maggie was thinking of the chain of evidence. She was an intuitive person who
moved forward with cases in logical leaps, and sometimes leaps of faith based
on her reading of body language or a suspect’s version of events. That could
mean the chain of evidence lagged behind. With the pressure on in this case,
Maggie dreaded being the one whose small mistake compromised the investigation.
There was also the inevitable matter of delays. Testing the glove for any DNA
evidence, and for a blood match, would take a couple of days at best. 


“We
could check if the killer has sent another message to Greg Pointer?” Jamie
suggested.


“We
could do that, but I doubt he would, because I’m sure he knows Pointer is in
custody,” Maggie said.


She
turned away, feeling a sense of deep failure. Despite all the resources, and a
massive police presence, they had been unable to find the killer, and hadn't
succeeded in preventing another murder, either.


Director
Simmons would expect more from them as specialized investigators who had been
asked to contribute their skills in a crisis situation. Maggie knew that with a
sense of foreboding. Never mind that. She expected more from herself. 


“I
guess we head back to the police station,” Jamie said. “Discuss where to go
from here. See if the footage is available yet, and what it shows.”


“Let’s
do that.” Maggie climbed into the car.


Hopefully,
the footage would yield up something.


"You
can't hide forever," she threatened under her breath as she drove out of
the police cordon, leaving the crime scene behind.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


The
wall of screens was bright and alive when Maggie walked back into the police
station, and Barrett was barking out commands as the clock on the wall ticked
its way toward midnight.


"Now,
we've got a couple of blanks, but we just need to try to work around those. The
footage that we're focusing on most closely is from the south and the west of
the crime scene. The north has already been checked. We had officers monitoring
that in real-time, as it was the closest camera to the previous scene."
Barrett stared around, his eyes meeting the tired gazes of all the detectives
on duty.


Taking
a seat at the end of the row of tables, Maggie had a question.


“Have
we been able to follow up on the original scene?” she asked. “Do we have any
parameters for searching?”


Barrett
nodded.


“I’ll
update you. We received this information while you were out.”


Maggie
listened intently as she and Jamie were briefed on the update.


"The
van was traced. It was a driver who'd dropped off props at a film studio a few
blocks away. He took a wrong turning while having an argument with his
girlfriend. He was able to prove that. The homeless man appears in the footage
two blocks away and disappears a few blocks on. We haven't found any sign of
him or his cart. He could have disassembled it and tossed it away. There are a
row of restaurants near the place where he disappeared. So the homeless man is
now the most likely suspect, but we don’t have more. We’ve got researchers working
on a possible height and weight, but it’s difficult with his clothing, and the
fact he walked hunched over.”


“Preplanned,”
Jamie muttered, as Maggie stared at the screens.


“He’ll
pick something totally different this time,” she agreed. “But maybe we’ll get
further if we try another angle.”


“And
what angle is that?” Jamie asked.


“There
are a couple of camera feeds that run right past that patisserie. Surely he had
to watch the place? Maybe if we focus only on those two feeds, we could narrow
it down that way.”


“Right,”
Jamie said. “If we take this screen, right on the end here, we could look
through those two feeds, a few days back, maybe?”


“Let’s
do that.”


Opening
her laptop, and getting out her notebook and pen, Maggie prepared to start her
scrutiny.


Her
concentration was briefly interrupted by the officer at the front desk,
bustling through.


“There
are a few media vans camped outside for the night. Some members of the public
have joined them. I’m not sure if it’s a vigil or a protest, but I think
someone should go out and speak to them.”


“As
soon as we have time, I’ll head out,” Barrett snapped, wrenching his gaze away
from the screen.


“And
we’ve had a few false leads come through on the hotline,” the officer added. 


“How
many?” Barrett asked.


“About
twenty,” the officer said. “We can rule out some of them. About ten. The others
will need following up. They’re still not solid leads, as they don’t really
align with the evidence we have so far, so I’d say they’re medium to low
priority, but there’s always that chance.”


“Make
a list, and we’ll get a team on it as soon as it’s light,” Barrett said.


There
were sympathetic murmurs from around the room. Maggie added her own voice to
those, she’d done her time in following up wild, random information that
callers swore was true, but which turned out to be a complete waste of time.


Catching
the eyes of a couple of the other officers, Maggie found herself feeling like a
part of the team. Even though she knew they wouldn’t be together for more than
a few days, even if the crime didn't get solved, for now, it felt like a common
bond was being forged between all these tired-eyed personnel.


“Then,
we’ve had five calls confessing to the crime,” the officer continued.


“Did
you ask the qualifying questions?” Barrett asked.


“Yes,
I did. None of them passed. Three gave the wrong answers, but two refused to
answer, so we’ll need to follow up with them tomorrow. I have both the numbers,
and they’re traceable.”


Listening
to the update, Maggie couldn’t help feeling as if this was exploding,
multiplying in complexity beyond the powers of the police to keep up with it
all. 


Reminding
herself that they could only do what they could do, Maggie shut out the cascade
of thoughts that were now creating interference in her mind, and tried her best
to focus only on the case.


She
watched the footage closely as it scrolled forward from the starting point of a
week ago. At first, the task seemed impossible. There were crowds most of the
day. Milling past, lingering, walking into the patisserie, strolling down the
sidewalk with branded shopping bags swinging from their hands.


It
seemed impossible, but Maggie knew she had to make it possible. Maybe this
person had shown some signs of suspicious behavior. They must have lingered,
watched. What was that building diagonally opposite? A boutique hotel? They
could have waited in there, and watched the targeted place, tracking Leanne
Goodman’s moves.


“The
hotel entrance?” she murmured to Jamie.


“You
watch that. I’m focusing on the street,” he said.


Forcing
herself to focus on that one spot, she watched, fast-forwarding a few times,
pausing at other times. So many faces, but as she monitored the flow, watching
and pausing and rewinding, she started to see a pattern. Something that started
to pique her attention, something that fit with the patterns and times that the
killer might have kept.


One
man in particular, at about six p.m. every day, had lingered outside the hotel
door before walking in.


The
same man, three days in a row earlier in the week, and again last Saturday. A
lean man, average height, and the only reason that she noticed him was because
of his demeanor, and the backpack he carried.


“Who’s
he?” she asked, pointing to him on the screen. “Look there, Jamie. Same guy
every time? There’s something strange about that. It’s as if he’s there to
watch something.”


“You
think?” Peering at the screen with tired eyes, her partner was clearly not as
sold on the idea as she was.


"Yes,
I do. Look there, he's at the door at that time. Then again, there. He's gone
into that boutique hotel, and he only leaves after the patisserie has closed.
That could be his observation point."


Finally
agreeing with her logic, Jamie nodded. "Okay. We need to go there and ask
them. They might know who he is if he comes in every day at the same
time."


But,
as Maggie sprang to her feet, Jamie’s tired “Wait” stopped her in her tracks.


“What?”
she asked impatiently. "This killer is committing these murders fast. Most
serial killers are cautious because their primary goal is not to be caught. Not
this man. With two murders just a day apart, this is a spree. We have to outrun
him if we're going to stop him."


“I
agree. However, practically, remember that it’s two a.m.” Her partner gestured
to the clock on the wall, and Maggie stared in surprise. How, exactly, had it
managed to fast forward the time that way? She’d never known two hours to pass
so fast.


“I
don’t know how you’re still so wide awake,” Jamie grumbled. “Maybe it’s all
that pizza.”


Maggie
found herself smiling wryly. As tired her partner might be, but he still found
the energy for a flash of humor.


“I
can’t believe it’s so late,” she admitted.


“We
go to that hotel now, the only person on duty is going to be the night porter,
if we’re lucky. We’ll get nowhere and waste time. It’s a job for tomorrow
morning. Eight a.m., there will be some people there who can help us.”


Reluctantly,
Maggie had to agree.


“Okay,”
she said.


She
grabbed her bag, and slung it over her shoulder, and followed her partner out
of the now quiet police station.


They
headed out to the car, the streets eerily quiet. The only other vehicle on the
road as she pulled out was another cruiser on patrol. 


Jamie
directed her to the hotel – a place close to the police station that Simmons
had booked for them earlier. As she drove, Maggie wondered with a coldness in
her stomach where the killer was now. Was he resting up, planning his next
attack? Was he already on the hunt? And who would the victim be? Which historic
crime scene would play out next, brutal and vivid?


“We
meet at seven-thirty?” Jamie suggested, as they walked into the lobby.


Maggie
wanted to argue for earlier, already feeling impatient for tomorrow, but she
had to accept that, realistically, it would only take ten minutes to get to the
hotel opposite the crime scene.


“Okay.
Sleep well,” she said to Jamie, as they took their keys and headed for the
stairs.


“You
don’t need to tell me that,” he replied with a wry grin.


Now
feeling as if she was operating on autopilot as the exhaustion of the day set
in, Maggie let herself into her room. After an appreciative glance at the thick
curtains, the wingback armchair, and the enormous bed, she put her bag down on
the ottoman, plugged in her phone, and headed for the shower.


As
she collapsed into bed a few minutes later, Maggie expected that the case would
still be simmering in her mind. And it was, but there was another priority.


She
had to find out what Pointer knew about her brother.
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Maggie
rushed downstairs, her bag bouncing on her shoulders, her focus firmly on the
case, and on what they might uncover at the hotel.


Jamie
arrived via the elevator at the same time, and they exchanged good mornings in
the lobby before heading out.


She
glanced at the television screen in the lobby. It was tuned to a news channel.
The reporter was standing in front of the crime scene tape that was familiar to
Maggie from yesterday.


The
murders were consuming the city, the top story on everyone’s lips and mind. As
Maggie watched, her stomach twisting, the footage cut away from the presenter,
to focus on a series of still shots from newspapers and websites.


“Coverage
is widespread,” the presenter’s voiceover said. “This story is on everyone’s
feed, and the question on everyone’s mind, which the police are still unable to
answer, is this – who is the copycat killer?”


As
the stream of photos was shown on the screen, there was one that caught
Maggie’s interest.


What
was that? How was that on a front page?


She
paused, hoping to see it again, but the footage moved back to the presenter,
the brightening morning light, and the crime scene tape, fluttering in the
wind.


“Come
on,” Jamie said, in a tone that told her he was impatient to uncover the lead,
and didn’t want to spend time on the media frenzy.


“We
need to find out who this person is,” she said, climbing into the car. “If the
hotel doesn’t have a lead, I guess we could ask around at other places nearby?
Maybe even go back to the patisserie and see if anyone knows anything.”


“That
facial recognition program might also give us a name,” Jamie said, although it
seemed as if he wasn’t placing a whole lot of confidence in that possibility
working out fast.


Not
wanting to throw shade on that idea, or start the day off in a negative way,
Maggie said nothing, instead, focusing on her driving and navigating the
traffic.


Quiet
though the streets had been last night, this morning, people had to get to work
despite the murder. Maggie tapped her fingers on the wheel as they were caught
up in a snarl of it, with no easy way through the jumble of cars, even for a
police cruiser.


“So,
what do you like to eat? What food’s your favorite?” she said.


The
question was sparked by her memory of Jamie’s unease in the autopsy room, and
the way he’d still been pale green and unable to do justice to his pizza slice
last night at first.


“Me?”
Jamie said, startled, as if there was someone else in the car she might be
asking.


“Yes,
you,” Maggie clarified.


“Well,
I guess I’m not a huge fan of pizza,” he admitted.


“How
about donuts? Every cop likes donuts?” she said, finding herself surprisingly
engaged in this lighthearted conversation.


“Every
cop except me.” Jamie admitted. “I’m more of a steak and veg person. And I like
fruit,”


“Fruit?”
Maggie asked.


“Yeah.”
Glancing at him, she saw he was smiling slightly. “Fruit. You know, that stuff
that’s inside of an apple Danish?”


“Oh,
that.” She injected a note of fake realization into her voice, and Jamie
laughed. She guessed it was the first time she’d heard him utter a real,
genuine laugh. It was infectious, it made her laugh, too.


“I
hear they also put it into strawberry daiquiris.” 


“I
wouldn’t know about that,” he said. “I don’t drink drinks that have strange
colors. I’m a beer man.”


She
grinned. It was amazing how that brief banter had lightened the atmosphere and
set the day off on a more positive footing. Even if she had no idea which place
they would pick if they had the chance to stop for a snack. It seemed that they
didn't have anything in common. Food-wise, at least.


There
was the hotel ahead, with the crime scene tape in the distance beyond, and the
media vans parked nearby. Whoever that presenter was, she must still be on the
scene.


Maggie
pulled over, deciding it would be better to park sooner rather than later. She
didn’t want to end up on that presenter’s radar.


“Let’s
walk from here.”


Jamie
nodded. He’d also been staring at the assembled reporters in a worried way.
They climbed out and started walking. Maggie felt glad to be on the move,
striding out some of the residual stiffness from yesterday’s boxing match,
which seemed like a lifetime ago. They reached the hotel a minute later, and
Maggie ducked inside, considering it a small win to have gotten here without
attracting attention.


While
Jamie got the photo ready on his iPad, Maggie headed over to the hotel's front
desk. This boutique hotel wasn't all plush and colorful like the one they'd
grabbed a few hours of sleep in last night. This one was streamlined and
modern, all glass and steel and chrome.


The
receptionist, dressed in a slate gray uniform, gave them a welcoming smile,
which disappeared when Maggie produced her ID.


“Special
agents Flight and Rodriguez,” she said. “Ma’am, we have some questions for you
about one of the visitors to this hotel.”


The
receptionist looked at Maggie and Jamie in a dubious way.


“I’m
not sure we’re allowed to say anything,” she admitted. Shaking her head so that
her glossy brown ponytail bounced, she added, “We had a memo yesterday from
management saying we shouldn’t talk about the – the murder to anyone, and we do
have privacy issues with guests, you know. Confidentiality concerns?”


She
stared at them pleadingly, as if hoping they would go away in response to her
heartfelt request. All out of luck there, Maggie thought, with a flash of
sympathy.


“The
person we are looking to speak to is not a guest of yours, I don’t think,” she
said. “We’ve observed him coming into the hotel regularly, but he’s not
actually staying here.”


“It
doesn’t matter.” Now twisting her fingers nervously together, the receptionist
continued being anxiously obstructive. “I’d rather not say anything without
getting permission from the hotel owners, and they’re not here. Could you come
back this afternoon?”


Maggie
wasn’t going to leave. This afternoon sounded like a world away. Now that she
was here, with her feet on the gleaming cream tiles, she needed to figure out a
way past these defenses. While Jamie was frowning, looking worried and
discouraged, Maggie knew that she had to try another angle.


“Would
you be willing to tell us where in the hotel this person went?” she said. “It
would be helpful if you could say that, at least. We might get a breakthrough
in the case if we’re able to speak to the right people, who might know more.”


Maggie
could see her defenses were eroding. The seriousness of the case, and the
presence of two special agents, was outweighing the possible consequences of
what her bosses might think.


But
Maggie’s plea had also reached a different set of ears. Before the receptionist
could reply, the porter, who had been hovering near the front desk and
listening curiously to the conversation, stepped forward. He made eye contact
with Maggie, his gaze worried, eyes very blue and cheeks freckled, like hers,
under a strawberry-blonde head of hair.


“Who
is he, agents? I see most of the guests who come through to the hotel lounge
and bar. I could maybe tell you where he went?”


Grateful
for his intervention, Maggie turned the iPad in his direction, and the porter
stared down at it.


“Okay,”
he said thoughtfully. “I do recognize him, and he’s definitely not a guest.
He’s been coming in here for the past couple of days, in the late afternoons.
Maybe last week as well. The barman might know.”


He
turned in the direction of the hotel’s wide, glittering bar. “He definitely
went over there to get a drink once or twice.”


“Thank
you,” Maggie said.


Feeling
encouraged by the progress she was making, she and Rodriguez headed over to the
bar. The barman, who looked smoothly handsome, with a charismatic smile and a
tawny brown head of hair, was juggling bottles as he made a Bloody Mary with a
flourish. It must be for the hungover-looking man sitting in the lounge, Maggie
thought. She was right. The waitress came over and took it in that direction.


Waiting
until he’d safely replaced the vodka bottle on the shelf, she then approached
him.


“Morning,”
she said, showing her ID while Jamie showed the iPad. “We’d like to know the
name of this customer. I believe you’ve served him a couple of times recently?”


Curiously,
the barman leaned over the counter, his face changing when he saw the photo.


“Him?”
he said in a disparaging tone. “He bought a couple of drinks, but usually just
tap water, and he never tipped.” Clearly with no loyalty to such a stingy
customer, he then said, “I’ll see if I can find his credit card slip.”


He
opened the till and took out a sheaf of slips, whistling to himself as he
looked through. Maggie guessed this job was made possible by the fact that
business might have been slower than usual, thanks to the first murder. It must
have slowed even more after the second, so close by. She was sure this barman,
reliant on his tips, wanted to get things back on track.


"I
think his name is Vince Vining. He paid by card once," he said. Frowning,
as if making sure, he riffled through a few more slips.


“Yes.
Vince Vining.”


“And
did he behave in a strange way while he was here?” Maggie asked.


The
barman nodded. “He seemed very focused on what was happening outside, He kept
on looking through the window.” He indicated the large pane of tinted glass
that overlooked the street. “At first, I thought he was waiting for someone,
that he was looking out for the person he was meeting, but nobody ever came
in.”


“Was
he holding or wearing a pair of black gloves at all?”


She
needed to ask the question, even though she very much doubted that the killer
would have worn the glove he’d left at the scene. Too much risk of trace. He’d
worn gloves – that she was sure of – just not the small glove that had provided
a link to the original murder.


“Not
that I saw. He could have had gloves in his backpack, though. It looked quite
bulky.”


Significant.
They were on the hunt now. Maggie knew it.


Thanking
the helpful barman, she turned away and headed out of the hotel.


Jamie
followed her, still staring down at his iPad and typing rapidly. By the time
they’d reached the street, he’d gotten more information on that name.


“Vince
Vining is a paparazzi photographer,” he said. “Look here. He took this shot.
It’s credited to him.”


Maggie
caught her breath as she stared down at the screen. This was the shot she’d
glimpsed earlier today, the one that had briefly flashed up on the TV as they’d
left their own hotel this morning, and caught her eye.


It
was a shot of herself and Jamie standing inside the patisserie. Her stomach
twisted as she saw that, from behind the counter, a crimson trace of blood was
visible in the shot.


How
could this photographer have gotten there so fast?


She
and Jamie had only just seen the body themselves when this shot was taken. 


Had
he been waiting there for the scene to be discovered? And if so, how had he
known? 


“He
must have been paid a fortune for this,” she said, her heart now racing. He’d
been there. Right there. They hadn’t even noticed him, angling his camera from
behind that tinted glass. 


But
he had been there. Was this man staging scenes to profit from them?


Money
was so often the root of evil, and she realized she hadn't thought hard enough
about the fact it might be here. The desire for wealth and fame, combined with
a psychopathic streak, could have resulted in the carnage now staging itself in
LA.


“He
was at the first scene not long after it happened. I haven’t had time to look
through them, but there are some front page shots credited to him,” Jamie
confirmed, as they rushed for the car, Maggie now more eager than ever to escape
the media’s attention.


“Get
Vince Vining’s address,” she said, as they scrambled inside. She felt thankful
that they had this information so early in the day, “We need to catch him at
home before he heads out to the next crime scene."
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“Have
you got his registered address yet?”


Impatiently,
Maggie tapped on the dashboard. With his laptop open and several tabs active,
and on the phone to the police station, Jamie was doing his best to track the
surprisingly elusive photographer down.


“Can
you see anything on your side?” he asked, sounding impatient. “The address here
for Vince Vining on the records I’ve accessed is out of date. I can’t even find
a cell number, and we need to get moving on this.”


“I’m
having a look. Give me a sec. I’ve got an updated voter’s roll here, and I can
also go into the council records. Just be patient.”


The
officer on the other side sounded stressed, but Jamie also sounded frazzled.
Tensions were running high as rush hour began, and the likelihood increased
with every moment that Vining would be on the move.


“Okay.”                                        


Maggie
gripped the wheel, putting the car into Drive as the cop on the other side
finally read out a different address. She had no idea if it was the most recent,
but at lease it was more current than the one they’d sourced the first time.


“Let’s
get going,” Jamie said. “This is south of where we are now, out toward the
desert.”


At
least that meant they were going to be driving against the traffic flooding
into LA. But Vining himself could be among those commuters. He could already be
heading in, filled with murderous intent as he prepared for his next kill.


Maggie
swung the wheel hard left, turning onto the main road that would lead them out
of town.


Yesterday’s
colder, wet weather had passed, leaving the sky clear and blue. Heading west,
speeding along the main road, Maggie watched as the high-rises and office parks
gave way to closely packed suburbs, and then, as the landscape became more
deserted, the houses thinned out. They were leaving the city behind now, and
with every mile, the terrain grew more barren and dry. Rocky outcrops lined the
road as they sped through a valley, and then ascended a hill so that the
craggy, bleak desert landscape with its scattered homes was spread out before them.


“We
need to look out for a dirt road, about a mile ahead,” Jamie said, enlarging
the map, which Maggie suspected was not as accurate as it could be in this
outlying area.


“Maybe
it’s past this pile of rocks?” That was an imposing landmark ahead, the rocks
providing shelter for some shrubs and scattered trees which had sprouted in
their shade.


And
beyond it was the dirt road they’d been looking for, winding its way through
craggy terrain.


There
was a small house on the right, surrounded by a few low, spreading trees, but
Jamie shook his head, consulting the map again.


“The
one we need is further on,” he said.


Maggie
eased off on the gas, because the terrain had become rougher now, rocks jutting
out of the road, huge ruts presenting a threat to the low slung cruiser.
Focusing intently on the hazards ahead, she swung the car around a rock, braked
hard, and eased it diagonally through a steep dip. She held her breath, waiting
for the scrape, but there wasn’t one. She’d judged it by a hair’s breadth.


And
now, with twisted trees and shrubs lining the road, whose sides were now
littered with rocks, Jamie pointed, “There.”


Maggie
looked in the direction he was showing her, and caught the flash of sun off a
steel roof, before the path wound around another hillock, piled with boulders.


Then
the house came into sight again, and her heart sped up as she saw a car parked
outside it. The vehicle was an old, battered SUV, but at least it was there,
and she hoped that might mean Vince Vining was there, too.


“Okay.
We need to watch that car, and not let him get to it,” Maggie decided, as the
next bend in the road brought them to a driveway that was little more than two
rutted sandy paths among stony ground. In this terrain, an SUV would be a huge
advantage. It could fly straight over rocks and ruts that would gut the
cruiser.


“I
reckon we hammer on the door, get the element of surprise, and go in as fast as
we can,” Jamie said. “We need to get in there before he tells us not to. Foot
in the door, if needed?”


“Agreed,”
Maggie said, surprising herself with a grin. She’d never have thought, when she
was teamed up with Jamie, that the serious, hard-faced man would have a funny
side to him, and a sense of humor that bordered on the irreverent, just as hers
did. At least it meant they were on each other’s wavelength, and that meant
they were going to be able to work together as a tighter team. And now, that
could make all the difference.


Maggie
stopped the car, sand cascading out from under the wheels. Dust billowed around
them as they scrambled out. Maggie headed for the front door at a run,
assessing the house as she rushed up to it. 


It
had been painted white, many years ago, the paint now peeling and yellowing,
giving the single story home a neglected appearance. A few stunted trees grew
in the garden, and now that she was closer to it, she saw that the home was set
on a ridge, the ground dropping away steeply behind it.


One
of the front windows had its curtains open, but the sunlight was reflecting off
it, making it impossible to see beyond the glass.


Was
he there, looking out, getting ready to mount his defense against the two
special agents?


Maggie
waited, her heart hammering.


She
heard something from inside. Out here, the silence allowed her to hear the
smaller sounds that would be swallowed up by ambient noise in a busier city.


Footsteps,
loud ones. Shoes on tiles. She glanced at Jamie, seeing that he’d also heard
it. He was ready for whoever came to the door, ready to act. He was braced to
get his foot in the gap and not let Vining slam it on them once he opened it.
She was ready, too.


But
who was coming to the door? Why wasn’t the noise getting louder?


It
was retreating. Their suspect wasn't going to allow them the confrontation that
they'd expected. He was fleeing – and not in the direction of the car. Maggie
heard the distinctive noise of a badly fitting door being wrenched out of its
frame and the squeal of hinges.


“Heading
out the back!” Jamie yelled, at exactly the same time that Maggie took off,
breaking into a run, her boots slipping on a swathe of loose gravel as she
sprinted around the house.


The
back door was open. The fleeing man hadn't even bothered to close it in his
haste. And he was heading out at a full run.


Dark-haired,
wearing faded jeans and a charcoal shirt, he was racing toward the steep, rocky
ridge she'd seen earlier.


“Vince
Vining!” Maggie yelled. “Bureau of Justice here. Stop. We want to speak to
you!”


“Stop!”
Jamie bellowed.


She
was certain that Vining had heard both of them. Jamie’s voice in particular had
carried through the still air. But Vining wasn’t stopping. He didn’t even
glance back. Instead, with his head lowered and his legs flailing, he headed
for an enormous rock that was silhouetted against the pale sky. Ducking around
it, he disappeared from sight.


“Stop!”
Maggie yelled again, shouting as much to urge herself on, as she was from any
hope that Vining would actually obey the order. He was running scared. He knew
who they were, and he was responding by fleeing.


Maybe
they’d surprised him, Maggie thought, and he’d believed he was way ahead of the
police.


She
reached the rock, and hesitated, staring in concern at what lay beyond.


A
steep path, narrow and treacherous looking, snaked its way down the ravine. One
side of the path was a sheer drop, the ground falling away to more boulders and
shrubs that were at least a hundred feet further down.


On
the other side of the path was a rugged and treacherous looking rocky outcrop,
littered with jagged boulders and gravelly drifts.


Vining
clearly knew this terrain, because he was descending the fearsome looking drop
at speed, gravel skidding out from under his boots.


This
was unfamiliar terrain for her and Jamie. And if she was honest with herself,
Maggie had to admit that heights weren’t her forte. Boxing matches? Sure. Put
her in the ring, back her up against the ropes facing the most menacing
opponent and she’d be ready, confident, eager to get into the fray.


But
heights? That drop was a long way down. She didn’t want to think of what it
would be like to lose her balance, to feel her foot slipping as she clutched
desperately at a tussock of grass, only to have it slip through her fingers,
and her body slide down the crevasse, freefalling, before crashing into the
bushes and rocks below like a fallen sack.


Stop
it, Maggie told herself, catching her breath as her foot did slip in exactly
the way she’d dreaded. Now was not the time to let her fear of heights get the
better of her. Just hug the other side, she reminded herself. And don’t let
your feet slide in the gravel.


Arms
tensed, feet slipping, legs braced, and her eyes fixed on the steep path in
front of her, Maggie fought to balance the two imperatives of safety and speed.


Behind
her, a shower of gravel told her that Jamie had mis-stepped.


“You
okay?” she shouted. She didn’t dare look around, or take her focus off the
twisting path for an instant. This next stretch was almost vertical.


“Yeah,
I’m good.” His voice came back, breathless and taut. 


Maggie
grabbed a sharp piece of rock, and then curled her fingers into an old, dry
tree root as she descended the vertical section of rock. Her feet slid again as
she landed, the impetus almost taking her over the edge. Arms flailing, she
fought to prevent the plunge.


“Watch
it!” Jamie shouted in concern.


“I
am watching it,” she got back through gritted teeth. Did he think she was
taking a moment to do some light sightseeing? Survival was front and center of
her mind. In fact, she’d been concentrating so hard on negotiating that drop
without falling, that she hadn’t even checked to see where their suspect was.


When
Maggie raised her eyes again, daring to glance away from the twisting descent,
all she saw was the rock-strewn valley ahead.


Vince
Vining had disappeared.











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


“He’s
gone!” Maggie felt her stomach churn as she surged forward. Her feet skidded on
the gravel again, causing her arms to windmill, and her attention to refocus on
the slope once more. Then, as soon as she could, she looked around again.


Where
was Vining? What hiding place had he found?


She
and Jamie were about three-quarters of the way down the slope, and she was
surprised by how far down they'd come. Behind them, the path looked as steep as
a cliff face. Ahead of them, the slope was easing off, and there were now more
scattered trees taking root in the thin, sandy soil.


And
there were piles of boulders that must have crashed down the slope over the
centuries, landing below, forming pockets of cover that a fleeing man could
use.


“He
must be hiding out,” she whispered.


“No,”
Jamie argued. “If there’s another path behind one of these rock piles, he could
be running even faster by now in a different direction.”


The
path did split. There was a clear track heading off to the left, but there was
also a narrower one that plunged away sharply to the right.


Without
waiting for Maggie to summon the courage to pick the steeper path, Jamie did
it.


“I’ll
take right. You go left,” he shouted. Without waiting for her to reply, he
forged past her, sprinting down the steeper slope.


Maggie
was gasping for air. Her muscles felt welded into a tense, defensive posture
from that hell-ride down the slope. And it wasn’t over yet, although at least
she had the easier route. Gasping in a breath, she set off, rounding the
boulder and scanning the arid terrain beyond, cluttered with fallen rocks and
the twisted trunks of trees.


He
could be hiding anywhere here. That knowledge slowed her down. She needed to
listen now, as well as keep her eyes peeled. He could be waiting for both of
them to blunder past, before heading back up the slope via another route, and
then climbing into that SUV. 


What
was that?


Maggie
stopped, her heart pounding, trying not to breathe loudly, or even at all, as
she listened.


No.
False alarm. She couldn’t hear a thing.


Or
could she?


Was
that the scrape of gravel from behind that big rock? It was so close to the
edge of the cliff that she wouldn’t have thought there was room for anyone
behind it.


Check
the details. Never assume. Her mentor’s voice sounded in her mind as Maggie
crept to the side of the rock, and eased herself behind it, moving into the
shadowy gap.


And
then, as she blinked in the sudden gloom, she heard an indrawn breath from
ahead, from around the folded, crevassed corner of the boulder.


One,
two – and go, she told herself.


Maggie
launched herself around the corner just as the panicked man made a bolt for the
other side of the narrow passage.


He
wasn’t getting away! Hurling herself forward, she made a desperate grab for him
even as he disappeared.


And
her fingers clamped around a fold of that charcoal shirt, hot and wet with
sweat.


“He’s
here!” she yelled. Hopefully, the sound of her voice would bring Jamie running.
And in the meantime, she’d have to handle this takedown herself. The paparazzi
photographer was struggling hard. His foot lashed back, and as Maggie writhed
aside to avoid the mule kick, her calf connected with a rocky edge. She felt numbing
pain and weakness, but she gritted her teeth, waiting it out with her weight on
her other leg, while she made a grab for his arm as he turned to try to attack
her.


His
face was lean, framed by a thatch of inky hair. His eyes were ablaze with
desperation. The punch he threw at her was fast and vicious, and even with her
boxing experience, she barely managed to block it in time. But she did, muscles
burning, and managed to grab his arm.


Using
the rocky face to her advantage this time, she shoved her weight off it,
crushing him against the other side of the rocky passage, and managing to spin
him around.


She
still had a hold of his arm, and now, she forced it up behind him, twisting
viciously, knowing that she needed the pain to disable him and prevent him from
moving.


“Keep
still,” she hissed, her jaw clenched, giving another upward jerk on his arm in
case he was in any doubt about her message.


“You’re
going to break my arm!” His voice was breathless, shrill with pain.


“Only
if you struggle,” she told him. “Stay still, and I’ll ease off.”


She
spoke with more assurance than she felt. Her arms were quivering from holding
his weight and fighting his struggles, even if getting his arm up behind him
had lessened them. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold him, or if a
sudden breakaway on his part might be successful.


Then,
with a sense of huge relief, she heard footsteps approaching at a run.


Jamie
had heard her shout. Backup had arrived just when she needed it the most.


“Here!”
Maggie called, gasping out the word.


A
moment later, the gap in front of them darkened. Leaping into the rocky
corridor ahead of her suspect, Jamie’s hand lashed out and he grabbed Vining’s
other wrist.


Finally,
their suspect was bracketed. And, as they shunted him out of the channel and
into the open air, Maggie saw the fight had gone out of him at last,


Getting
the handcuffs on him was easy.


Taking
the handcuffed suspect all the way back up that slope would be a precarious
climb, and it would waste time they didn’t have.


Glancing
at Jamie as she took her phone out of her pocket and set it to record, Maggie
said, “ Let’s question him now. Right here.”


“This
is oppressive,” Vining gasped. “You chased me out of my own house. What are you
even hoping to achieve here? This is police bullying!”


“Why
not take a seat?” Ignoring his blustering, Maggie gestured to one of the few
pieces of rock that didn’t have sharp points or loose gravel. “That looks
comfortable.”


“Your
definition of the word and mine are clearly two different things.” Vining
grumbled, but he lowered himself down, letting out a breath as he took the
weight off his legs.


Brushing
the sand off another shelf a few feet away, Maggie sat, too, turning herself to
face him. Jamie remained standing, positioned next to Vining, a tall,
threatening presence. Although he wasn’t actually touching their suspect, the
message was clear. If Vining ran, trouble would follow. And he wouldn’t get
far. 


Maggie
didn’t think he would try to run.


At
last, they were going to get information from this slippery and suspicious
photographer. And if they were skilled and lucky, some of it would be the
truth.


Maggie
started the conversation, with the question she’d been wanting to ask ever
since she’d heard that back door being forced open.


“Why
did you choose to run, instead of simply answering our questions up there?” She
indicated the steep cliff face behind them.


Vining
stared at her, suspicion in his gaze. His eyes were a light hazel, she saw, and
in repose, his mouth looked cruel.


“Because
I didn’t want to answer your questions.”


“Why’s
that? You do know that people who have nothing to hide, don’t usually mind
being interviewed by law enforcement?” Maggie let her voice sting.


He
glowered angrily. “Maybe I don’t like cops messing with my private business,”
he retorted.


“Right
now, that business seems to be very closely aligned with these murders.” Jamie
said.


"I'm
a professional news photographer. Of course, I'm following what's happening.
Doesn't mean I know anything about it." 


“You’ve
been able to take photos of both crime scenes very soon after those crimes were
committed,” Maggie reminded him. “In fact, that front page photo of yours was
taken right on site, at the crime scene, very soon after the murder, as if you
were waiting for it, already there.”


“It’s
not like that,” he protested, and Maggie could hear the thread of fear in his
voice now that she was pointing out the evidence that might prove him to be
involved. “It’s not like you think. I can see what you think. You obviously
believe that I’m working with this killer. I have no idea who he or she is.”


“But
you were at the right place, at the right time, to capture both scenes? And you
ran from us when we arrived?”


He
sighed. “Why don’t you just go away?” he muttered. 


Since
they clearly were not going to start toiling back up the cliff and leave him
sitting on his own, Maggie ignored that question. And instead, she simply kept
watching him, letting the silence do its work.


After
a while, he sighed.


“Look,
it’s not my fault,” he said. “I had nothing to do with the murders. I got lucky
with the first scene. I was drinking in a bar about a mile away, and I have a
friend who shares the police alerts with me. I was able to get there before any
of the other photographers.”


“And
the second scene?” 


“I
had no idea a murder had been committed when I reached that hotel,” he argued,
fidgeting in his handcuffs, easing his hips from side to side as if he was
finding it painful to have his hands fastened behind him. “I only paid
attention when I saw you two go into that bakery.”


“Why
were you there at all?” Jamie pushed.


A
knowing expression settled on Vining’s angular face.


“Because
I had a tip-off,” he admitted.


“And
what was that?” Maggie asked.


“There’s
an A-lister who’s been having an affair. Someone at the hotel gave me the
heads-up on that. He and his mistress have been meeting there a few times. So
I’ve been staking the place out whenever I can. If I can get that story, it’s
serious money. And don’t look at me like that,” he chastised Maggie. “I’m not
the one who decided to cheat, am I? This guy made a dumb decision, and it’s his
fault if it gets exposed.”


“That
still doesn’t explain why you ran when we got here,” Jamie said.


Vining
sighed. “I’m not going to go into detail, but a while ago, I was getting a shot
for a story, and it involved being somewhere I shouldn’t. I accidentally
trespassed.”


“I’m
sure it was a genuine mistake,” Maggie said cynically.


“Hey,
don’t use that tone of voice with me,” he complained, his back stiffening.
“This property owner recognized me and he started threatening to get the
police. I didn’t know if he was going to do what he said or not. Then you two
appear at my doorstep, just when I’ve got ten different balls up in the air and
I can’t afford to get arrested and spend the day in a cell. I’ve got way too
much work to do. So I ran. You want an apology or what?” He huffed out a
self-righteous sigh.


“We
want proof that you were at the hotel for a different reason,” Jamie said. “Or
did the killer himself give you a tip-off?”


“The
killer?” His face screwed up in surprise as he repeated the words. “I’ve never
been in contact with this killer. Trust me, if I had been, I wouldn’t have
waited for you two to arrive. I’d have gotten in there first and taken some
shots,” he admitted.


Maggie
had to acknowledge that was a logical argument, but it wasn’t enough.


“We
still need proof of why you were there,” she said.


“I
can’t give you that,” he protested. “That’s my story. It’s confidential.”


“Until
someone pays you to publish it?” Maggie raised her eyebrows. “Your presence at
both those scenes is suspicious. If you don’t want us to bring you in for
another round of questioning, then tell us why you were there.”


“Then
let me out of these handcuffs. I never deserved to be locked up in them, and I
can't get to my phone."


Jamie
unlocked the cuffs. Sighing in a theatrical way and rolling his shoulders,
Vining then dug in his jeans pocket for his phone, which Maggie was glad to see
had survived the chase.


 “You’d
better not tell the world,” he grumbled, as he unlocked it.


“The
interview is confidential,” Maggie said.


“Yeah,
right. Like I believe that?”


She
didn’t answer, not wanting to interrupt his focus as he scrolled through his
chats.


“It’s
here. Okay? These are the texts I had with the bellhop. He was my source, and
he’ll get a cut when we do catch this guy. In action.” Now recovered from the
shock of the police capture, he sniggered.


Maggie
took the phone, angling it away from the bright sky and into the shadow of the
rock. She read the texts carefully, noting their times as well as the content
of the conversation. She was satisfied that they were legitimate, and that
Vining had been near the patisserie coincidentally, but for a different reason.



Her
eyebrows rose when she read the name of the offending A-lister.


“Him?”
she asked. She handed the phone to Jamie, who also scrutinized the texts
carefully, with the same surprised comment at the end.


“Him?
I always thought he was a good family man.”


“Not
according to my source,” Vining said, rubbing his wrists. “My source says he
isn’t.”


“I’m
disillusioned,” Maggie admitted. “He’s always been a hero of mine.” Beginning
to understand Vining’s jaded attitude, she said, “You must become very cynical
in your job, seeing the bad side of everyone.”


“And
profiting from it,” Jamie said, not as ready to forgive as Maggie was.


“My
job?” Vining’s voice pitched higher in indignation as he scrambled to his feet.
“My job? What about your job? You see the worst of people, too, and you
profit from it, just the same.”


“Profit
from it?” Jamie shot back incredulously. “We do not.”


“You
get a salary, don’t you? That’s the same thing,” Vining said.


This
argument was already straying well into the borders of illogicality, and both
Vining and Jamie were sounding heated as they defended their stances. Maggie
decided it was time to intervene.


“We’d
better get back,” she said. “And thank you for giving us the facts, Mr. Vining.
You’re cleared of the crime.”


He
nodded, as if by making this comment, Maggie had judged him to have won the
argument. 


“If
you want a less steep way back, follow that path,” he said. Pointing to a
narrow track that snaked off to the side of the ravine, making a gradual
ascent.


She
took it.


As
they trudged up the path, Maggie felt as if they were all the way back to their
starting point. Somewhere out there, Maggie knew, the killer would be preparing
for his third scene.


They
couldn’t let another person die; they couldn’t.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


When
Maggie was halfway up the steep canyon slope, her phone rang. Glancing at the
caller ID, her stomach twisted. It was Simmons.


“What’s
going on there in LA, Flight?” Simmons’s voice sounded like a blade. “A double
murder and no leads? Is there a reason you two have made no progress?”


“We’ve
investigated a few leads so far,” she said, glancing at Jamie. “We’ve just
chased down a suspect, but he was cleared.”


"I'm
getting pressure on my side," Simmons said. "I'm getting calls from
other law enforcement agencies, and also from the governor and the mayor. They
are concerned that I sent a team who lacks experience. I'm now having to
justify my choice, and my budget allocation, with absolutely no results, and a
city in pandemonium."


“I
understand, Director,” Maggie said. “It’s a very complex case. I’ve been doing
my best to get into the killer’s mind, to profile who he is and why he’s doing
this.”


“That’s
what I told the people who are questioning the lack of results so far, and they
asked me what happened to assessing the evidence? Where are we with that?”


Jamie
cleared his throat. “Director, you’re on speakerphone. I’d like to assure you
that we’re scrutinizing every scrap of available evidence. Everything is being
shared; we’re working as a team with the other detectives. There were some
technical issues that slowed things down last night. We had to work with what
we had – it’s a mountain of evidence, although there’s no trace that leads back
to the killer. But there’s camera footage, postmortem results, witness
reports.”


Now
that evidence was on the table, Simmons sounded mollified.


“I
want a full report on what you’ve done so far and what evidence has played a
role.” She paused. “If it looks like this case is going to become overloaded
with evidence, then I’m going to pull Agent Flight off the case and send
someone else from analytics to join you, Rodriguez. So, let me know.”


“But
–” Maggie’s horrified word was spoken into a dead line. Simmons had hung up.


She
trudged along in shamed silence, feeling her face start to burn as she thrust
her phone back into her jacket pocket.


“I
have to say,” Jamie said after a while, “I thought that was unfair.”


Maggie
sighed. “It’s always been a stumbling block between me and Director Simmons,”
she admitted. “She doesn’t have confidence in profiling and intuition over
evidence and hard facts. It’s always been a point of contention.”


“But
you were hired as a profiler,” Jamie said. 


“Simmons
is very logical. She’s an extreme, all the way over on the edge of that
personality type,” Maggie explained. “It makes it difficult for her to
understand what I do, sometimes. Especially now, when we have zero results to
show,” she added ruefully.


"This
lead we've just chased down? That was your lead. You figured out what we
needed, and you actually got us here. And yesterday? That was your idea, too,
to focus on Pointer. And that did give us some hard evidence.”


Maggie’s
mind veered uneasily back to Pointer for a moment. She hadn’t stopped thinking
about him in that cell, the knowledge like a constant undercurrent in her mind.


What
would Director Simmons say, if she knew about Cole?


Maggie
hadn’t mentioned her connection to him, because she worried that if Cole was
still active in the underworld, and Simmons found out, that would destroy the
director’s confidence in her. Maggie had already seen what happened when
Director Simmons lost confidence in an agent. They usually got re-deployed.
Just a few months after her appointment, having that happen would be
disastrous. And Simmons was fast losing confidence in her, Cole or no Cole.


However,
if there was a plus side to be gained from this worsening situation, it was
that Jamie clearly had her back.


She’d
always thought of him as one of Simmons’s preferred picks because he was so
logical, so analytical. She had to admit, it had made her feel like an
inadequate partner, someone whose skills were less quantifiable, and who could
never measure up.


Now,
hearing his support of her and his acknowledgment of her efforts was making her
feel like she didn’t have her back up against a wall.


That,
in fact, Jamie had her back.


“I’m
going to set it out when we write this report,” Jamie insisted, causing Maggie
to be so touched that she briefly felt her eyes flood. “Simmons needs to
understand the contribution that you’ve made.”


Maggie
shook her head, not allowing him to take it that far.


"The
contribution that we've made," she corrected him. "I didn't think we
were going to, but I think we've ended up working well as a team so far as
we've tackled this case."


“I
think so, too,” he replied. “Apart from very questionable food decisions.
Flight, you can’t be for real. Do you really go through an entire day eating
nothing but damned carbs?”


“I
do.” Maggie found herself grinning. The path was smoothing out now, and they’d
crested the hill. The small house was in sight, and so was their cruiser. “And
if we stop at a drive-thru on the way back for breakfast, I’ll prove it to
you.”


 


*


 


They
ended up not stopping. Once they got into the car, a sense of urgency filled
Maggie, and she knew Jamie felt the same. That chase down a ravine had eaten up
precious time. The roads were already clear as Maggie floored the gas on the
main road, powering her way back to the police station in the shortest possible
time. Rush hour was long gone.


As
she drove, Maggie found herself thinking back on the case so far, and also
thinking about the role her partner had played. He’d been incredibly loyal,
he’d had her back. The way that he’d volunteered to take the steeper, riskier
route back there in the ravine was interesting.


She’d
have expected someone so logical to have stopped and discussed strategy, but he
hadn’t. Straight away, he'd flung himself into the more dangerous choice of
routes. That was impulsive, which intrigued her because it went against the
profile she'd built up of him so far. He wasn't a hot-blooded risk taker, but
he'd immediately taken that risk.


It
might have been the fact that he’d been behind her as she’d slipped and slid
her way down the cliff side, Maggie acknowledged. Perhaps he’d wanted to save
her from herself, seeing her inexpertise on the slope. But then again, she’d
heard some pretty impressive skids from behind her, as well as a few curses,
and she’d been showered with gravel more than once. So she didn’t think it was
that.


It
was just something to put into her mental file about him, a piece of
information to add to the others, and which would gradually complete the jigsaw
puzzle.


That
got Maggie thinking again about how many pieces they had for the killer.


Time
to get those arranged, because now she and Jamie were pulling up outside the
police station. Today, large orange traffic cones had been set in place,
protecting the parking bays nearest the station from the convoy of media
vehicles, smaller cars, TV vans, production trucks, that stretched down the
street. A throng of people was waiting outside the police station, seething at
the edges of the yellow barricades that had been put in place.


There
were cameras aplenty, Maggie saw, but there were also a lot of people who were
simply holding phones, or nothing at all. The general public was here, also
camping outside, shoulder to shoulder with the media. Maggie couldn't blame
them. People were scared and desperate for answers. Just as Simmons was getting
the heat all the way back in San Jose, so they were seeing it here, on the
ground.


On
seeing their car, an officer rushed out and removed the cone so they could
park.


As
Maggie and Jamie got out of the car, there was a chorus of shouts and questions
from the crowd. Cameras were lifted, and she faced a sea of their blank, glass
eyes as well as an ocean of faces. The questions were unstoppable and
unanswerable.


“Why
hasn’t this killer been caught?”


“How
are the police working to keep us safe?”


“Why
are you not giving more regular updates?”


“Who’s
down in the cells, and are they officially accused?”


“Are
you two part of the Bureau of Justice?” a sharp eyed woman near the front of
the crowd called out, spying Maggie’s badge.


She
decided to hotfoot it inside, but hesitated, knowing that she had to offer a
few words to the public. They would probably not be well received because the
crowd was angry.


“We’re
looking at all angles,” she said calmly. “We’re from the bureau. My partner is
an expert in analytics and I’m a profiler, and we’ve been brought in to
supplement what the team of detectives have been doing.” She paused. “It’s a
tough and tireless job in there. We’re analyzing evidence from every possible
source. I can’t comment further on the investigation, but we’ll hopefully have
more information for you soon.”


She
felt surprisingly breathless after those shouted words, pitched to carry all
the way to the back of the crowd.


There
were some grumbles, and a shouted question of, “Why can’t you comment
further?”, but not as much pushback to her comment as she’d feared. Hopefully,
what she’d said had given them a picture of what the team was facing.


But
finding the killer was an imperative.


She
hurried inside, heading straight through the lobby to the back office.


Most
of the team from yesterday was hard at work. A few of the detectives looked up
when she and Jamie strode in. There were a few friendly ‘good morning’
greetings thrown their way, and Maggie replied in a friendly way.


“You
were pursuing a lead?” The officer who was nearest the door was staring in a
curious way at Maggie’s legs. Looking down, she saw to her embarrassment that
she was covered, all the way past her knees, in a thick layer of golden-brown
dust.


“Quite
literally chasing, all the way down a canyon. Unfortunately it didn’t pan out,
but we tried,” she admitted, feeling herself redden as she bent to brush the
evidence away. She’d been so preoccupied she hadn’t even noticed. If Simmons
saw her now, she would recoil, offering a stern reminder about business casual
standards, and that officers needed to brush up and brush off before walking
into a meeting.


“Our
agents from the department are really putting the effort in,” someone quipped.


“I
don’t know. Seems like they’re just taking a vacation in the mountains to me,”
some other wit added, and everyone laughed, Maggie included. Jamie was also
brushing frantically at his pants and boots. Someone got up and fetched a
couple of cloths from the sink – an officer called Cotton, Maggie thought,
hoping she’d gotten the name right as she thanked him.


Their
disarray had lightened the atmosphere, and she guessed that everyone had been
ready to share a moment of humor after a tough and unrewarding morning.


At
any rate, she felt like a real part of the team now after being the butt of
some cop humor. And better still, next to the coffee jug on the sideboard,
there was a box of donuts. As their sweet, tantalizing smell reached her nose,
Maggie was powerless to resist.


“Coffee?”
she asked.


There
were a few nods, and she did the rounds, topping up people's cups, pouring a
cup for herself and Jamie, and then slipping a chocolate-covered donut onto a
plate before she headed to join Jamie at the desk in the corner.


He
glanced at the donut, and then at her. She shrugged, keeping it mysterious.


“Where’s
the vitamins in that?” he whispered.


“All
over the place. Some in the batter. Some in the frosting,” she murmured back,
before opening her mouth and taking a delicious, gooey bite of the well frosted
treat.


She
barely had time to swallow her mouthful before the side door opened, and
Barrett walked in.


He
was freshly shaven, his uniform was crisp, but his eyes were reddened and his
shoulders were bowed, his resemblance to a grumpy bulldog even more noticeable
today. He must be exhausted, Maggie thought. She doubted he had gotten any
sleep at all.


He
was carrying a clipboard in his hand, and the murmurs of conversation quieted
as he stood in front of the team.


“I
have some updates,” he said.


Maggie
grabbed a pen and rummaged in her bag for her notepad, eager to jot down
anything that would be relevant.


"Firstly,
Leanne Goodman's postmortem," he said, and now utter silence fell. Maggie
knew everyone was feeling this as they listened to the pathologist's findings.


“She,
too, was sedated before her death. That’s a common factor that seems to be part
of the killer’s MO. At this stage, we’re keeping this strictly confidential.
It’s something that can rule out any false confessions,” he emphasized.


“The
weapon used?” One of the police asked the question.


“Probably
a hunting knife or a chef’s knife. Very sharp. No identifying characteristics,
and no sign of the weapon being left anywhere nearby. Nor of the hypodermic
which was used to inject her.”


Frustration
filled Maggie. This killer had thought of every nuance, and he was outpacing
them. What hadn’t he thought of? 


Anything?


“Her
throat was slit when the victim was already down, and the other wounds were
probably inflicted afterward. Time of death would have been about half an hour
before you two walked in.” He glanced briefly at Maggie and Jamie, and she felt
a flare of regret. A few groans and mumbles from around the room told her that
the rest of the team felt the same. They had been so close, and he’d slipped
through the net.


“Her
next of kin has been informed. Her mother. They’ve been estranged for some
years,” Barrett said, causing Maggie to think suddenly of her own mother. When
was the last time she’d spoken to her? She couldn’t even remember.


She
refocused hurriedly, seeing that Barrett was moving on.


“We’ve
re-examined the footage, based on that timeframe, and the most likely person is
a man dressed as a security guard,” Barrett said. “We’ve got people following
up that lead, as well as our analysts looking at the height and weight again.”


“Any
facial features?” Jamie asked, but Barrett shook his head regretfully.


“He
knew where the cameras were, that’s for sure. His face isn’t visible on any of
them.”


He
gestured to the tech on the right of the room, who pressed a button. 


Maggie
watched intently as the footage played.


This
was her first sight of the killer in his new disguise, and she felt a jolt of
surprise, because he looked so different. She couldn’t match this man, striding
purposefully along, with the homeless persona that he’d adopted earlier. He was
keeping his face averted from the cameras, and as he turned his head slightly,
she caught the glimpse of darkened shades, the baseball cap on his head
obscuring the rest of his features.


The
bulky jacket he was wearing didn’t give them much of a clue about his build,
which again pointed to careful preplanning. He’d known that he couldn’t avoid
being picked up by some of the street cameras, but he’d made sure that they
wouldn’t see him.


Nothing
to identify him; even his hands were half covered by sleeves, bunched up by his
sides.


There
was something about the way he was walking, though.


She
watched carefully as the footage ended.


“We
can’t pick him up on any other cameras. He might have gotten into a car while
he was outside the camera view, or else, changed his outfit.”


Nothing
about what they were seeing would be real. His skin might have been darkened.
She was sure the hair was fake. And something else, something about the way he
was walking.


“His
shoes,” she said. “Look at them. Can you replay that?”


“Sure,”
the tech said, pressing buttons. The footage scrolled past again, and Maggie
watched it intently.


“I
think he’s wearing shoes that are a size or two too large,” she said. “Look at
the way he’s walking, his length of stride compared to the size of his feet. To
me, it looks off.”


“Now
you point it out, I can see it, too,” Barrett said.


"And
my guess is that they contain some sort of platform lifts," Maggie said.
"His baseball cap also looks taller than his head – not by much, and maybe
it's just the bulk of a wig, but it's still adding height. That might have a
bearing on the height estimation. I'd say he's going to be a couple of inches
shorter in real life than he appears when your experts do the analysis."


Now,
Maggie saw a few admiring glances coming her way from the rest of the team. 


“That’s
valuable input, Agent Flight.” Barrett said. “It’s going to help us be more
accurate.”


At
least she’d done something to redeem herself, with her observation and body
language skills that Director Simmons was now wanting to replace with a more
analytical skill set.


She’d
just have to work harder. Maggie knew, she’d need to do more. Finding the
killer was the only achievement that could prove she had what it took. Anything
else would be only a hollow victory.


And
then, Barrett said something that made her heart start pounding hard.


“Pointer
has been down in the cells for nearly a full day. We can’t hold him for much
longer, danger or not. We’ll have to release him into a safe house.”


Knowing
she shouldn’t follow this course, but unable to stop herself, Maggie took a
deep breath.


“There
might be something to learn from him. If he’s been down in the cells overnight,
he might have had the chance to think back and remember something more. I
volunteer to go and re-interview him.”


This
was her only chance. She’d never get this opportunity again once he was
released.


Despite
the risks to her career, she had to try.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


The
holding cells, located in the building’s basement, were chilly, but it wasn’t
the cold that made Maggie shiver as she headed down the stairs. She wasn’t
alone now. The officer accompanying her down had the keys. But because of
pressure of time, and a shortage of personnel, Barrett hadn’t assigned anyone
else to be with her for the actual interview. 


She
was doing this solo. Just herself and Pointer, the blogger who might hold the
key to a piece of her past.


Guilt
was the main emotion she felt as he unlocked the door that led to the corridor.
A ceiling light at the halfway mark cast a shadowy glow. She had her phone with
her, and her notepad, but if this conversation went the way she hoped and
feared, some things would remain off the record.


“He’s
in the cell on the right. There’s nobody in the other cell. Just so you’re
aware, he has had a good breakfast a couple of hours ago, and he told us he’d
spent a comfortable night.”


His
tone was hopeful, as if these details meant conditions were optimal for him to
remember anything else about the killer’s communication.


“Thank
you,” she said, her mouth dry.


She
headed down the corridor, her footsteps echoing in the empty space.


The
two cells at the end of the passage were mirror images of each other, and well
equipped, Prisoners arrested here definitely had a higher degree of comfort
than some of the holding cells she’d seen. There was an actual mattress atop
the long raised shelf where Pointer would have slept, and a few blankets were
crumpled up at its foot. Another shelf that could be used as a desk or a table
was opposite the door, with a round steel seat attached to the floor. The steel
toilet and sink unit was at an angle to the door. Everything looked spotless
and shiny. Even the blankets were a bright, cheerful, fluffy blue.


Pointer
was sitting on the stool with his hands around the paper coffee cup that she
guessed formed part of his breakfast. When he heard her footsteps, he turned.


She
saw a moment of surprise in his eyes, and then, a knowing expression crossed
his face, she could see it even from beyond the door. She didn’t like it.


There
was a steel chair in the corner of the corridor. Grasping it, she set it in
front of the door, its legs scraping on the concrete. She sat down on it. Now
she was at his level, but it didn't feel that way. It felt as if he'd seen
right through her the moment she'd walked down the passage. She was worried
that she'd made a massive mistake in coming down here, one whose potential
damage would vastly outweigh the benefits she might gain.


Even
so, she couldn’t back out of this now. She’d volunteered to get this
information, and now, she had to do a thorough job, even if they both knew this
wasn’t why she was really here.


“Did
you have a good night?” she asked.


He
shrugged. The gesture was dismissive and disparaging all at once.


"I
had a better night than I might have had at home under the circumstances,"
he said. "It seems that the police are very good at grabbing innocent
people up and then dumping them when it suits them. I know that when you're
done with me, I'll simply be cannon fodder for a person I've never met and know
nothing about. Still, I'd expect nothing less from the LAPD and the Department
of Justice. Justice? What hypocrisy. There's no such thing, and it seems I'll
be a martyr to prove it."


For
a moment, Maggie was tempted to play the part. Seeing that he didn’t know
anything about the planned safe house, she was tempted to take ownership of
that fact, to say that she could request it at the end of the conversation, to
present herself as the heroine.


It
was a cheap and attractive way of gaining an edge she needed, and she was so
tempted to do it.


Reluctantly,
she shelved the idea. She wanted to be honest with him. He was intelligent
enough to call a bluff, and in any case, she owed it to the police department
to tell the truth. They were the ones who’d immediately thought of this, not
her.


“Why
would you think you’d be used and abandoned?” she asked. His gaze seared her.


“Because
that’s what the police do. I’m a thorn in their side, that I know.”


“Thorn
or not, all people are treated fairly under the law,” she said, causing him to
look surprised.


“What
do you mean by that?” he asked.


“I
mean that you won’t be thrown to the wolves. Nobody wants you to be a martyr.
Before I even got into the police station, they’d already made a contingency
plan if you have to be released. You’re going to go to a safe house.”


“And
why should I trust a police safe house?” he grumbled. But she could tell his
protest lacked the vehemence that she’d heard from him earlier, and was no more
than a token bluster.


“Why
wouldn’t you, if it gives you the protection you need?” she said. 


He
sighed, still deeply suspicious of her presence outside his cell door.


“You
didn’t come the whole way down here to tell me that,” he accused.


“I
came down to find out if you’ve remembered more.”


“More?”


“Maybe
it wasn’t just that one message. Maybe this man got hold of you in another
way.”


“He
didn’t. And in any case, if he did, you have all my devices. You raided my
damned house. Do you know what an invasion of privacy that is? How I feel
knowing that your greasy fingers have been all over my possessions, and that
your eyes have been all over my private property, my communication, my
research?”


His
voice was agonized. Genuinely. And fair enough. He probably had a whole host of
semi-legal material squirreled away on his devices. But they didn't have time
to browse his entire archive. By saying so, he was just playing games.


“If
only we had time to read all your correspondence,” she said. “However, we’re
too busy trying to catch a killer.”


“I
know nothing else,” he said.


“You
sure?” she pressed him. “Maybe he called you? Maybe you met up somewhere, at an
event, without knowing it? He might have quizzed you, approached you, tried to
get information from you?”


He
shrugged. “Unfortunately, I have so many people approaching me at events.
Everyone thinks I hold the key to secrets. Everyone tries to pick my brain. So
if he was one of them, I’m sorry, but I have no way of knowing. He clearly
knows far more about me than I do about him.”


Folding
his arms, he stared at her. And to her surprise, his set expression softened
ever so slightly.


“I
understand that you’ve been honest.” He chuckled, a mirthless sound. “I was
waiting for you to claim that you’d organized the safe house. That, I wouldn’t
have believed.”


“I
would not have done such a thing,” Maggie said, relieved that she’d gone with
her gut, and that she had decided honesty was the best way forward. 


His
nod confirmed that he believed her. But they’d now reached a dead end in terms
of clues to the killer. Time for her to take the conversation further into the
past.


“Yesterday,
you thought I reminded you of somebody,” she said.


“That’s
true. Although you didn’t seem to want to talk about it.” He chuckled. “That
upset you. I could see it. Don’t your colleagues know that you have relatives
on the wrong side of the law?”


Was
this a veiled threat? Or just the way Pointer communicated. She couldn’t show
weakness now, and made sure to keep her tone neutral as she replied, “We had
other objectives yesterday. I had to keep focused on our questioning protocols.
But now – yes, I’d like to know more.”


“That
doesn’t mean I want to talk about the past,” he said, and now his expression
was hardening. “You have dangerous connections, it seems.”


“You
know more than I do about that because I lost touch long ago with the person I
think you're talking about. But I've been trying to track him down."


Hopefully,
that would defuse any leverage he thought he had over her. It seemed enough,
and he shrugged.


"All
I know is that this man, the one who looked like you, was around five years
ago. I was called to a meeting with one of the city's gangs. I won't tell you
any more about it. I will not." He stared at her, his gaze direct, and for
the first time, she felt they were on a more equal footing and that he was
being honest with her.


What
he was saying chilled her blood.


“What
gang?” she asked.


“It
was a confidential meeting. They wanted to spread some information, and I was
able to assist. I owed them a favor. This all goes back, longer ago and far
more complex than I want to tell you. I don’t know if the man who looks like
you was working for the gang. I can tell you that those people are dangerous
and ruthless.”


That
made her stomach twist.


“What
happened when you met him?”


Five
years ago was still a long time, but it was the most recently she’d heard any
news of him, ever since the night he’d finally disappeared.


“He
was there in the waiting room. He looked nervous. We spoke a few words to each
other, and he showed me a glimpse of kindness that surprised me. Like I said,
people like him wouldn’t survive long with that gang. If he did, then he’d have
to change. Some do. They lose all their humanity. The gang makes sure of it.”


His
words were thoughtful, and Maggie didn’t doubt that what Pointer was saying was
true. His truth, anyway.


“He
didn’t tell me why he was there. Maybe he was wanting to join them, maybe he
was a spy, maybe he was just running an errand.” A humorless smile spread over
his face. “All I know is that I never saw or heard from him again, and I always
wondered about him, because of that kind moment, and because I could see he
never really fit in.”


“I
see,” she said, her voice husky.


He
took a deep breath. “I’m sorry if that news disappoints you. It’s all I know.
We’ve been truthful with each other, and now, I guess that’s over.”


“Thank
you,” she said.


Her
head was spinning with the information she’d received, and the tantalizing
facts that filled in part of the puzzle, without giving her any more
information. She guessed he couldn’t. If he’d been an informer or a news
carrier involved with gangs, he’d keep that information confidential, or it
would mean his life.


But
Cole. That chance meeting had been memorable for Pointer. Enough for him to
have wondered about the distinctive, redheaded man with the kind heart. Enough
for it to have stuck in his mind.


The
man who’d been in the waiting room of an LA gang boss. Maggie knew what that
meant, and it was nothing good.


Most
likely, Cole was dead. She had thought that many times before, but been unable
to reconcile herself to the harsh reality. Most likely, dead.


If
only she could accept that bitter truth and move on, but she couldn’t. She
wouldn’t, until she had proof. And she wasn’t going to stop searching.


A
jingle of keys from behind her signaled that the cop had returned, and Maggie
spun around, guilt flaring. How long had the officer been standing nearby? How
much had he heard? Was she in trouble? Would this conversation come back to
haunt her at a later stage?


“You’re
wanted upstairs, urgently,” he told Maggie, as she rushed up. 











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


It
was nearly time, and the fisherman knew this would be the boldest and deadliest
move ever. He'd prepared for it meticulously. Everything he needed was ready.
This murder would taint Hollywood yet again in a way that would write his name
in its sights forever. It would ensure that he was the most famous person in
the whole of California, the whole of the country, perhaps even the world. Fear
was a lasting emotion, and now, another landmark would be indelibly associated
with his presence, though not of course his name.


What
a pity he had to be invisible, he thought. But that was an inevitable part of
the bargain he’d made with society when he’d set out on his course of action.


A
one sided bargain. Society didn’t have a choice.


Although,
maybe it did. Society had a lot to answer for. It, as a whole, had caused his
anger, his devastation, the ruin of his life that had imploded over the years
as he had watched, a helpless pawn in the game.


Until
the time came for payback. And now, society as a whole – because he found it
impossible to differentiate between one and many when all were to blame – would
pay the debt of fear and trauma that it owed him.


The
area he was heading into was quiet, one of the most peaceful parts of
Hollywood. He personally found this area a solace, somewhere he could escape to
hide from the tumult of his life.


There
were people around, of course, enjoying the area, just like him. He'd set up a
regular spot for himself in the days he'd been here previously. His innocent
presence hadn't even been noticed. But it had allowed him to take in the
rhythms of the area, to see what time it was busy and what time it was quiet,
to see who walked alone, who ran alone, and what times they came by.


He
had judged that at a certain time of the day, it would be quiet enough for him
to do what needed to be done, to make his third, powerful statement, and to get
away, free and clear.


The
police were far behind. Their efforts were laughable, really. Did they think
they could catch him?


Even
the hint he’d had to give them, the sight of him on the camera footage,
wouldn’t be enough, not to find him. At the most, it would give them false
hope, making them feel as if they were close to catching him. And then, he
would slip through their fingers and disappear.


And
he could. He wasn’t stupid or greedy. Three was the magical number, meaningful
to him. Three was enough. It would represent a violent spree, but it was not
foolhardy. Even though he’d been surprised by how easily he’d adapted to this
new, lethal calling, he was not addicted to what he was doing. Of course not.
He could, and would, stop after this.


Three
perfect, unsolved crimes? They were going to be his legacy and his revenge.


The
air smelled fresh as he walked along the paved path, with his equipment in a
haversack on his back, and a sun hat on his head. He wore chinos and a baggy
gray T-shirt with the name of an old rock band that he’d seldom listened to and
never liked.


They’d
achieved years of fame. They’d had their place in the sun. But his time was
coming.


Ahead
of him, on the walkway, he saw a woman who was battling to get the cap off the
water bottle that she might have purchased at one of the stores nearby this
landmark area, because it was wet with condensation, the plastic slippery.


He
thought for a moment. Fingerprints? Was it worth the cheap thrill he would get
from helping one woman, while waiting to take another?


Yes,
he decided. It was worth it. He had more time to spend here, and she would be
long gone by the time he struck.


It
would be amusing to think that he’d planted his prints on a bottle, just a
while before the entire LAPD forensics team would be scouring the area for
those prints. 


“Can
I help you with that?” he asked, moving to her courteously as she struggled.


She
looked up at him, and for just a moment, as he’d expected, he saw the doubt and
fear in her eyes. Everyone was jumpy, everyone was feeling unsafe, even in this
idyllic area where people felt at peace enough to walk and run – in daylight,
at least.


“Thank
you,” she said, handing it to him.


He
could have gotten the top off in one fierce twist, but it was fun to act, to
play the role of somebody he was not. And no harm done in appearing weaker than
he was.


He
pretended that it was giving him trouble, too. Wrestled with it for an engaging
few seconds as she watched, captivated.


And
then, finally, he pretended to win the fight. He removed the cap with a
flourish and handed it back to her.


“Nearly
got the better of me, too,” he said with a modest grin.


"Thank
you," she said gratefully. Like many in Hollywood, this well-dressed
woman's voice and hands seemed older than her face. "That's so kind of
you." She looked at him more closely. "Should I know you? You remind
me of somebody, but I can't think who."


For
a moment, his mouth went dry, and an unfamiliar flame of panic flickered inside
him. But then, his logical thought took over and he replied, with an easy
smile.


“A
lot of people say that. I think I must have a more famous lookalike.”


The
voice in his head was chortling at this exchange. How he longed to tell this
innocent woman that he was actually the most famous person in Hollywood right
now, and that he would always be.


“So
kind of you,” she said again. She turned and walked away, taking a sip of her
cool water. And he took up his position again near the cluster of trees,
playing and replaying the conversation is his mind as he waited for the time,
and the victim, he needed.











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


The
meeting room was in a hubbub as Maggie rushed up. Everyone was on their feet.
Barrett was barking out instructions, rushing in from the corridor as two
officers raced out to their cars. Coming in so late, Maggie had no idea what
had gone down. In terse tones, Jamie updated her.


"Attempted
murder, on Venice Beach. There's a victim with multiple stab wounds. The killer
has fled the scene. We're heading there now. Going to close the net and try to
catch him."


From
the other office, Barrett’s voice rang out. He was barking orders as cars
started up and engines roared.


“Flight
and Rodriguez, you take the south side. We don’t know if he fled on foot or in
a vehicle. We’re setting up roadblocks and got vehicles heading to the scene, but
I’d like you to comb the side streets, heading all the way down to Marina del
Ray. Given that he’s committed the last few crimes on foot, this fits his MO,
and there’s a likelihood he may have run into the suburbs. I want you to cover
that whole area, and don’t let him get away.”


“We’re
on it,” Jamie said.


Maggie
still had no idea what was going on. Down there, in the chilly basement area,
she’d completely missed what had happened as this situation erupted. The radio
was crackling with a few different conversations as cars and officers set off.


She
and Jamie scrambled into the cruiser, and Maggie headed out, following the
other cars. Glancing at the hordes of media, she saw that their rushed
departure was attracting attention. Cameras were panning in their direction,
and a live presenter was gripping her microphone as she gestured to the police
vehicles behind her. A few cars were already on the chase, with photographers
leaning out of the passenger windows.


“It’s
going to be mayhem,” Jamie said, glancing back at the vehicles in pursuit. “This
is going to snarl up the entire area.”


“Hopefully
we catch him before the media descends,” Maggie said. “Who’s the victim?”


“Ella
Gemmel is her name. She's a forty-three-year-old realtor and property owner,
according to what the police have found. She's still alive, I believe."


“Still
alive?” In shock, Maggie glanced at Jamie.


"Only
just. She had a pulse, but she's suffered severe blood loss. She's been rushed
to the hospital. Let's hope she makes it," Jamie said, as Maggie nodded.
She was still getting to grips with the shocking twists in the case and this
latest crime. She knew that she needed to be on top of things, ready for
decisive action, but right now, she felt totally confused, as if the case had
spun off in an entirely different direction from what she'd expected.


“What
exactly happened?”


“I
believe Gemmel was parked near Venice Beach, outside an empty beachfront
property. There, she was stabbed multiple times while climbing into her Lexus.
The killer also attempted to cut her throat. Gemmel collapsed on the driver’s
seat, and probably would have died, but the photographer who was due to take
photos of the property arrived earlier than scheduled, because another shoot
wrapped up fast nearby. He found her, and called 911. That was just a few
minutes ago.”


“So
the killer might have been interrupted by the photographer’s arrival?”


“That’s
what they think happened. That he fled, probably on foot, as he saw the car
arrive. The photographer didn’t see any other vehicles on the scene.”


Pointing
ahead, as Maggie raced toward the beachfront, Jamie said, “This is it. This
street, here. It’s number eighty, which I think is this property with the
salmon pink walls.”


The
mansions lining the beachfront were all tall, sumptuous and exquisite. As
Maggie reached the salmon pink house, she saw that the Lexus was still parked
inside the driveway. Its driver’s door was open, and dark blood stained the
spotless, cream paving beside it. The blood still looked wet, glistening in the
late afternoon sun, and the sight of it reminded Maggie that this time, they’d
managed to get a break. This time, they’d reached the scene in time to have a
chance.


A
police car was parked outside, and as she stopped the car, another vehicle
screamed up from the opposite direction, lights flashing.


From
overhead, faintly, she heard the thrum of a police helicopter.


“We’ve
got all the exit points sealed,” Barrett said over the radio. “Search parties
can now work out and in. we’re getting a drone up, too, in the next few
minutes. Check all neighboring properties as he may be hiding out. Warn
residents to stay inside.”


The
mansion was two houses away from a side street. It made obvious sense that she
and Jamie should split up, one searching to the left, the other to the right.


“Which
direction do you want to go?” she asked, turning her head to take in the
properties. Their high walls offered residents privacy, but if the killer had
scrambled over, he’d be hidden from view.


“We
should stick together. I reckon we stick together.”


There
was a tone she hadn’t heard before in Jamie’s voice – or maybe she had. It was
the same tone he’d used when they’d been chasing down Vince Vining in the
canyon. That tone that combined concern and anxiety, with a note to it that
told her his mind was made up and he would accept no argument.


She
wasn’t going to accept that decision, though.


“It
makes better sense if we split up,” she insisted. “He could have gone in either
direction, and there are a lot of properties to check. He could have run. He
could be getting further and further away as we speak.”


This
was no time for argument, but Jamie looked ready to argue, trauma in his face
as he shook his head.


“I
don’t want you hurt.”


“I
don’t want anyone else hurt. And if we don’t catch this killer, someone’s going
to be. We need to get moving, Jamie.”


“We
stick together,” he insisted illogically.


Maggie
had no idea why her partner was arguing in such an uncharacteristic way, and
clearly genuinely worried. There was no need for him to react like this. He was
an experienced investigator. But given the intensity of what she saw, Maggie
decided there must be more going on. There was a complication here she didn’t
understand, and the best way to handle it was not to fight surging emotion with
more of the same.


Even
though the pressure was bearing down, and she was at snapping point herself,
she somehow managed to clamp down on her own angst.


"We're
both experienced in this," she reminded him, keeping her voice level and
calm. "We're more than capable of doing a search alone. There's backup
close by, and we're in radio contact with the whole team. Okay?"


She
waited for a few pounding heartbeats, and saw some of the strain ebb from his
face. Her words had gotten through to him.


“Okay,”
he agreed.


“I’ll
take the corner. You search the beachfront?”


His
nod confirmed it, and Maggie turned away, putting that troubling interaction
behind her as she focused ahead on where a killer might be.


As
she strode along, feeling a light mist of spray on her face from the ocean
breeze, she tried to put herself in the killer’s shoes. Only the man that she
was tracking now felt strangely different from the one she’d thought he was.
She hadn’t expected this killer to be so nearly caught.


It’s a lucky break, she reminded herself. He’s
feeling the strain, just like everyone else. He had no idea a shoot would wrap
up so much earlier, and now, he’s running scared.


So,
where was he running?


If
she’d been him, what would she have done?


Knowing
the level of police alert, there would have been no option but to hide, and he
would probably have taken refuge in one of the surrounding properties. So, in
his panic, he would have climbed a wall or a gate, looking out for a property
that looked quiet, that had an overgrown yard, a place to lay low until the
police lifted the cordons.


And
no dogs.


He
might have scoped out the hiding places in advance, although if he’d been so
unexpectedly surprised, that might not have been something he had done.


But
these properties were well guarded. Everyone had some level of camera security.
As soon as people moved into properties like this, they got their security
connected up.


This
property had cameras all the way along the wall. This one had cameras at the
gate, but there were two gardeners working inside.


Reaching
the side road, Maggie scrutinized the properties to the left and right.


This
one was occupied, and there were kids playing in the garden. How about this
one?


There
was no sound from behind the head-height wall, and she couldn’t see any cameras
along the wall.


What
was that? Her gaze sharpened as she saw something unusual on the thick, cream
paint. It was a scuff mark that must have been made by a shoe. In fact, she
could see the actual print of the shoe on the wall.


Her
pulse sped up. It had been a desperate run, he’d been panicked, and finally, he
was making mistakes.


“I’ve
got something here,” she said quietly into the radio. “Backup needed.”


She
gave her location, knowing that Rodriguez would already be sprinting to help.


Taking
a deep breath. Maggie placed her hands on top of the wall and scrambled over.


Her
feet thudded down on lush, green grass. This garden was like a tropical jungle,
deliberately wild and overgrown. She moved forward through a plantation of
ferns and shrubs, seeing a footprint in the muddy soil ahead where the
irrigation had been on.


Be
careful, Maggie, she reminded herself. This could be a trap.


But
she couldn’t allow herself to be too slow or cautious, because he might be on
the move, and may have simply used this property as a through route. But her
instincts were telling her otherwise, her spine was prickling, and she had a
creepy certainty that she was not alone in this garden. Her eyes or ears must
be picking up subliminal signs that she herself wasn’t aware of.


If
he was hiding, it was time to flush him out, she decided. This was a game of
hide and seek where the stakes were everything, and right now, a bluff might
work. She stared at the knots of shrubs ahead, the tiny ornamental shed, the
large rock, the grotto fringed with creepers.


“I
see you!” she yelled. “Come on out! Hands in the air!”


For
a moment, the only sound was the soft buzzing of insects. 


Then
a figure erupted from the grotto. Maggie had a glimpse of a panicked face,
hands that were muddied, and with a smear of blood on the wrist, a smart
jogging outfit whose deep blue was smudged and smeared with dirt.


“Police!”
she yelled. “He’s here!”


She
launched herself at him, committing herself to the tackle even as his
silver-gray trainers dug into the soil in flight. He was going to get away, he
was too fast, too quick, too desperate. But so was she. Stretching out her
arms, she gave it her all, knowing that if she could reach him, then this would
be over at last.
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Flinging
herself forward, Maggie stretched her arms as far as they could go, and her
fingers managed to wrap around his ankle. She grabbed on hard, clinging to his
limb with all her strength. He came down, sprawling onto the grass with a cry
of rage and desperation combined. 


She
held on grimly with her left hand, while grabbing for his right. She didn’t
know if he still had that knife within stabbing distance.


As
she grabbed his wrist, he began struggling violently, yelling in a roughened
voice and kicking out viciously at her. But the thud of feet behind her told
her that backup had scaled the wall, and a moment later, Rodriguez was on the
scene, wrenching the killer’s hand behind him and shoving him down onto the
lush, green grass. Others followed, more officers were over the wall and
rushing to help. Sirens blared from outside, and the sound of the chopper
blades closed in.


Wiping
mud and grass from her chinos, Maggie stood up, breathless and trembling with
adrenaline.


Together,
they’d done it. The killer had made a mistake, and he’d been caught, and now,
they needed to make sure the case against him was rock solid.


 


*


 


Standing
up, Maggie stared at the tired faces of the detectives in the back office.


“All
good so far?” she said.


The
teamwork had been flawless. The case had been meticulously built. The evidence
had been recorded, from the initial scene at the Lexus, all the way to the
garden where she’d taken him down.


The
killer had been IDed as Rick Archer. He’d been processed and fingerprinted.


No
prior record, but forensics had found the knife he’d used in the flower bed
near where Maggie had grabbed him. The blade of the sharp chef’s knife was
still bloodied, and his prints were on the handle.


“Archer
gave his occupation as unemployed,” Jamie said as he reviewed the notes. “I
don’t know if he’s been employed. He has a mortgage on his house in Pasadena,
so he must have been.”


“He’s
been living here for more than a decade. Moved from Nevada,” another of the
team said.


"Marital
status is listed as divorced as of last year," Jamie added. "And he
had a business a couple of years ago, but these records show it went
insolvent."


This
was pointing to life changes, Maggie saw. Perhaps the changes had caused a
psychotic break, which had triggered him to kill. Or else, the psychosis in his
own mind had led to divorce and insolvency. It could work both ways.


“His
height is five-nine, which puts him right in the ballpark for what we’re
looking for, based on the camera footage,” the other cop said.


Maggie
jotted more notes, pleased that so much of the investigation was coming
together. Now, all they were waiting for was for Archer to wrap up the short
briefing with his lawyer.


He’d
refused to say a word after his arrest. The only request he’d made was for his
lawyer.


Maggie
hoped that not even the finest legal expertise could drill any holes in the
case that they were striving to make watertight.


She
stared down at her notes, knowing that in a few minutes, she would be heading
into the interview room to begin the interrogation.


Barrett
would be with her, and the rest of the team would be watching from the back
room.


Maggie
felt nervous, and strangely unsure. She didn’t know why, and told herself that
it was probably due to Director Simmons’s harsh words earlier, and the lack of
belief that she’d shown in Maggie’s profiling ability, even though the LAPD had
requested it and she’d been instrumental in the takedown.


But
her skills hadn’t found the killer. A mistake on his part had allowed him to be
caught.


There
was one other thing bothering her, too, and that was the murder that he'd been
copying this time.


Which
one was it? The others had been famous, instantly identifiable to her, but she
couldn’t recall any case history of a Hollywood star being stabbed multiple
times in his or her car.


“Right.”
Barrett stood up and glanced at Maggie, who rose hastily to her feet, gathering
her copious notes together. It was time to go in and confront Archer and his
lawyer, as the clock ticked its way toward five p.m. 


She
headed to the interview room and walked in, meeting the combined gazes of
Archer and his lawyer.


Archer
looked horrified. He was in handcuffs, his shoulders hunched, his broad face
pale and beaded with sweat.


The
lawyer was younger than Maggie had expected, perhaps in his late twenties, with
tawny blonde hair and a confident jut to his chin that she quickly saw was more
bravado. The nervous way he fidgeted with his pen gave that away. 


This
wasn’t an experienced legal counsel, and again Maggie wondered if money was an
issue. When it came to legal talent, all you could get was the best your money
could buy.


“You’ve
been charged with attempted murder for your recent crime – which may change to
murder, depending on whether Ms. Gemmel survives the attack. We have a
watertight chain of evidence.” Barrett’s voice was stern. “But that’s not what
we want to speak about first. First, we need to discuss your earlier crimes.”


“My
client is innocent!” the lawyer interjected immediately.


 With
perspiration sheening his face, Archer kept his gaze fixed on the table’s steel
surface. His hands were awkwardly clasped together in the cuffs, and so far, he
hadn’t glanced at either Barrett or Maggie.


She
wanted to change that. The only way they were going to get a confession was if
she could open him up. Otherwise, the case would rely on circumstantial
evidence, and there was very little of that before the killer’s error and the
photographer’s arrival had allowed them their big break.


It
would be better to start with the more recent past, Maggie decided, and work
back to the earlier crimes.


She
cleared her throat, speaking gently, because Barrett was coming across as the
forceful one of the duo.


“If
you’re willing to answer questions personally, Mr. Archer, it’ll work in your
favor,” she said, aware of the lawyer shifting in his seat. He couldn’t wait to
speak again, but Maggie made eye contact with him and stared him down.


“Your
client is ultimately going to have to speak for himself. He’s facing extremely
serious charges. Showing cooperation with us won’t make those charges
disappear, but it may allow for some mitigation. So my strong recommendation is
to encourage him to speak.”


Pressing
his lips together, the lawyer gave a murmur of assent. Maggie turned back to
Archer.


“Were
you aware that Ms. Gemmel was going to be at that empty house?”


He
stared at her meeting her eyes for the first time. He gave a small nod.


“When
did you arrive there?”


“My
client –” the lawyer began, unable to help himself. He was silenced by
Barrett’s angry growl.


“You
heard my colleague! Now be quiet and give your client a chance!” He’d clearly
also picked up on the young lawyer’s lack of experience, and sure enough, he
subsided.


“I
only – I only decided to when I saw that property was for sale.”


Finally,
Archer was talking, his voice husky, as if his throat was dry.


“And
tell me why you targeted Ms. Gemmel?” Maggie asked.


“I
– I can’t tell you.” He shook his head, his shoulders hunching as if he wanted
to shrink right through the floor.


"Remember,
cooperation equals a better outcome," Maggie reminded him. "You must
have had a reason. A motive for doing what you did?"


He
took a deep breath. “I wanted to destroy her,” he said. “I was angry – I lost
my mind, I didn’t understand what I was doing. I felt as if I’d landed in
hell.”


“Why
was that?” Maggie asked.


He
shook his head. “I can’t say. It’ll make the charges worse. You’ll say it was
premeditated.”


“We
are already calling it premeditated,” Maggie said, and he breathed in sharply.


“It
was just that – well, she came on the scene so aggressively. Over the past two
years, she destroyed my business. My agency. Archer’s Realty. I lost it a year
ago – it went insolvent. The bank is about to foreclose on my home. She
destroyed me. It wasn’t just competition, it was annihilation.” He was gripping
his hands together so tightly they looked bloodless.


“So
you decided to take her out?” Maggie asked.


“I
snapped. Something inside me gave. It was like it wasn’t me holding the knife
at all.”


“Where
is the knife from, by the way?” Keeping her eyes fixed on Archer, Maggie made
sure to keep her voice and demeanor open and encouraging, even though the words
he was speaking made her skin crawl.


“From
my kitchen.”


“So
your aim was to destroy your adversary, because you blamed her for the loss of
your business?”


“And
my marriage. My home. Everything. She stole my clients, and she spread ugly
rumors about me.”


Maggie
felt as if she was walking a tightrope, but that the far side was in sight. So
far she’d gotten a free confession to the current crime, and Archer was
speaking freely. Now, it was time to go back and start the more difficult job
of prying the earlier truths from him.


“Let’s
talk about Sarah Thompson,” she said.


Immediately,
his eyes widened, his demeanor becoming defensive. His lawyer straightened up,
gripping the pen.


“I
have no idea who she is and I’ve never met her,” he said.


“Her
name is well-known thanks to her murder,” Maggie said. But Archer was shaking
his head violently. 


“You
can’t pin that on me. There’s no evidence. I didn’t do it.”


Unable
to stop himself, the lawyer interjected again. “Understand, my client did what
he did because of these murders. He thought the police would assume this was
the copycat killer. It doesn’t excuse his actions, but it’s wrong to blame him
for a crime he didn’t commit.”


"Can
your client account for his time yesterday evening and the night before that in
the small hours?” 


Barrett
spoke, his tone accusing.


The
flush on Archer’s cheeks already told Maggie that he couldn’t, even before the
lawyer said, “My client lives alone. He was in bed and asleep!”


“Did
you feel the need to damage the value of expensive Hollywood real estate, by
committing crimes in busy areas, because you had lost your realtor’s business?”
Maggie tried, seeing that this interview had taken a disturbing turn. But
Archer didn’t respond to that prod the way she’d intended.


"I
didn't commit those crimes," he said again. "I tried to copy them,
but I didn't commit them. You can't say I'm that type of cold-blooded killer.
There's nothing linking them to me. Nothing!”


Barrett
glanced at Maggie.


“We’re
taking a break,” he said.


They
got up and headed out. There, he turned to her.


"You've
done a good job in getting the initial confession," he said. "But I
think we need a tougher approach now. I'm going to stand you down and bring in
another of the team to pressure him harder."


Maggie
stared at him, biting her lip. She was thinking back over what had played out
in that room, and Archer's reactions, all superimposed over her memories of the
other scenes and the other victims.


“What
if we can’t pressure Archer harder?” she asked. “What if he really is innocent
of the other crimes? Because, from what I’ve intuited so far, I’m starting to
believe him.”
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Barrett
stared at Maggie, and she could see the shock in his face, and then the doubt
in his eyes. Doubt that was directed at her.


"We're
going to get in someone different," he repeated. "I think you've
reached a sticking point, and someone else will be able to push it further. I'm
sorry, but we need to wrap this up tonight. I can't back off now because Archer
is going to fight this all the way to the wire. That lawyer might be young, but
he's smart enough to know the difference between the sentence for attempted
murder and the sentence for multiple murders. In the second scenario, Archer
will never see the outside of a jail cell again. In the first scenario, he
might just end up being paroled a few years down the line.”


Turning
away from Maggie, he headed to the observation room.


Maggie
took a deep, unsteady breath. She’d thought she was doing well in there, until
that surprise resistance. And Barrett was right, there was a huge difference in
the potential sentences. The lawyer was being smart.


The
problem was that the more Maggie thought about it, the more she realized there
were key differences in the MOs.


Reluctant
to join the others in the observation room, she headed to the back office,
which was now deserted.


Sitting
down at a desk, she paged through her notes.


It
was Archer’s body language that had convinced her first. He had completely
changed when she’d started discussing the other murders. He hadn’t been the
same person who had miserably confessed to the first crimes. He’d been fraught,
stressed, clinging to his story, and she hadn’t picked up a false note in his
impassioned defense.


Then,
the MO. Had Ms. Gemmel been sedated like the others? That, she still didn’t
know, but what she did know was that there hadn’t been a hypodermic found. Not
on Archer, and not where he’d dumped the murder weapon itself.


He
had a strong personal motive for murdering a woman who he believed had
destroyed his business and life, and maybe he had used the two double murders
to make this reckless decision, hoping that the original killer would be blamed.
He hadn't used sedation because that fact hadn't been made public knowledge but
had been kept confidential by the police.


Above
all, what crime was he copying? What death?


The
others had been easy to identify. But someone stabbed multiple times in their
car? Maggie wasn’t coming up with an obvious case history match, even though
she racked her brains.


Movement
in the doorway alerted her, and she looked up to see Jamie walking in. He gave
her a rueful grimace.


“Sorry
about that,” he said. “I thought you did well.”


“Jamie,”
she said, and his eyes widened at the determination in her voice. “Help me with
something. Let’s suppose that we’ve got this all wrong, and that Archer isn’t a
serial criminal. If that’s the case – then who could it be? Because if this person
is still out there, he might kill again. Tonight.”


Maggie
saw Jamie inhale a quick breath, ready to tell her she was wrong. And then, his
face changed as he rethought. She saw a frown crease his forehead, and he
pulled up a chair next to hers.


“You
think we’re missing something?” he asked, and she felt a surge of gratitude
that he had chosen to believe her, to accept her theory, and to explore it with
her.


“Motive,”
she said. “That’s what I was looking for when I questioned Archer. I asked him
if all the kills were done to affect the values of real estate. It seemed to
tie everything together.”


“It
did,” Jamie agreed.


“I
know he denied it, but now, it’s making me think. What is the motive?”


“Fame?”
Jamie hazarded, but Maggie shook her head.


“There
has to be more to it. Yes, he wants fame, but why those people, why those
locations? What do they have in common?”


“You
think the kills are targeted?”


She
shrugged. “I think he’s choosing locations first, for the shock value. That’s
what he’s aimed for in each crime. To murder and dump a body in such famous
locations is tough and risky, and he wouldn’t do it unless those locations were
powerfully significant to him. There’s an overriding reason for him to have
picked them, when there were much easier places to leave a body,” she said
thoughtfully. “The locations mean the most to him. And those victims both
seemed like vulnerable people, easy to target and easy to overpower – both
physically small and slim. Sarah was a struggling actress with no support
structure, and Leanne worked late and alone on certain nights in the right
area. Convenient targets.”


“What
else?” Jamie asked,


“He’s
doing it for fame, and also for revenge. He wants payback. He’s angry that the
locations are so famous and that means he’s not. He wants to destroy the town.”
She spoke the words aloud. “Anger. Envy. Payback.”


“A
wannabe movie star?”


“Why
don’t we do a search? See if anything comes up?” Jamie suggested. Ever the
analytical one, his first idea was to gather facts.


“That’s
a good idea. We might get a lot of hits, though.”


Jamie
shrugged. “That’s research for you. We sift through them, make a shortlist, and
then see if anything links to it. Look back in history for an old grudge, and
also see if any newcomer has caused trouble or spoken in a threatening way
recently.”


“Maybe
there are some celebrities with past criminal records who’ve still got a grudge
against Hollywood?” Excited about the theory, Maggie made another suggestion.
“Or failed hopefuls who are angry. Ungerer emphasized that to me. Anger at
Hollywood might trigger the need to destroy it.”


“Yes,
we can look at all those scenarios. We have time. That interview is going to
take hours. Since you left, I saw that Archer is refusing to speak again.”


Feeling
as if the pressure was mounting, Maggie typed in the key words. Anger. Envy.
Payback. She added a few more, suggesting them to Jamie as well. Obscurity.
Failure. Disappointment. Then, she added the location – Hollywood.


“We’re
looking for someone who’s tried and failed,” she reiterated. “Who’s become
bitter and angry, and who feels invisible. As if Hollywood has chewed them up
and spat them out and they’ll never get another chance.” Now, she felt as if
she was truly getting into the mindset of the man she was tracking. “This man may
well have gotten angry before. That level of fury will have resulted in some
past incidents. It hasn’t come from nowhere.”


“So
we just have to narrow it down,” Jamie agreed.


There
were reams of results, and Maggie scrolled through them, speed reading as she
separated the non-relevant from the possibly relevant. She went through pages
and pages of abstract, theoretical and irrelevant articles. Refining her
search, she tried again, using patience, scrolling through more of the same,
before she started getting names. Beside her, Jamie was working like a machine.
Research was clearly one of his strong suits.


It
felt like hours later, even though it was probably no more than fifteen
minutes, before Maggie sat up straight, blinking as she readjusted her focus to
the wider room.


That
had given her a shortlist of names, and one of them was surprisingly familiar.


She
glanced across at Jamie to see if he was done. With a decisive nod, he slid his
paper over to her.


She
looked down his list. A few different names from her, two frustrated movie
directors, a producer who’d developed a drug problem and spiraled into
notoriety.


But
right at the top of the list was the same name that topped hers.


Child
star Ethan Winters.


They
both had him as number one on the list, in terms of old, historic hits.


A
cascade of results followed, some simply referring to his short career, that
had started and finished with the comedies when he was young. But there were
others, too. Now, reading them, going back years to the historic articles, before
his name had faded into oblivion completely, Maggie realized that this star had
a darker side.


“I Hate Hollywood, acknowledges Ethan Winters.”


“The Place where Dreams are Smashed” – previous
child star gives jaded truth.”


“I Had my Fame, and then Hollywood Destroyed Me –
Winters Speaks Out.”


"It was supposed to redeem his career, but it
sunk him. Disastrous love story movie tanks, along with failed star
Winters."


There
were other signs, too. Going far back into the past, darker signs.


"Arson attempt linked to attention-grabbing
Winters.”


“He tried to assault me! Ethan’s ex speaks out.”


“I won’t have that violent man on set again, says
director of ‘One Last Love.’”


The
troubled star. Why hadn’t she paid his predicament more attention? She’d
actually seen his photo on Ungerer’s office wall.


“Winters
knew Sarah,” she said aloud. “He was with the same agent. That was the one
problem that was nagging at my mind – how did he know about Sarah when she was
fairly new in town and her movements were unpredictable? But she and he shared
an agent.”


Now,
Maggie was thinking back to the very first interview they'd had with the agent
Kevin Ungerer.


She’d
been wondering how Sarah Thompson had been targeted, how the killer had known
about her. She hadn’t been working in a patisserie, and she also hadn’t been a
person of habit. The easiest way for the killer to have known about her
existence was through the agency.


She
remembered the photo of that young star, who’d had fame and success before his
career had hit the skids and he’d gotten into difficulties, battled with
substance abuse, people no longer recognizing his face or even his name.
Ungerer had mentioned his anger, specifically.


An
actor. Someone who was used to taking on roles, changing their appearance,
becoming someone else. He could easily have carried this off.


If
only she’d dug deeper in that interview with Ungerer. There were questions she
should have asked, and details she should have noticed. A clue had been staring
her in the face, and she hadn't paid enough attention. She hadn't known enough
at the time, but now she did.


"He
was a failure. He made one last movie to redeem his career, a love story. That
would have been a few years ago. When he was about twenty. The movie failed and
did the opposite of what he'd hoped. It tanked."


“And
now, he might have decided that he’ll find a different path to fame?” Jamie
glanced back down at the list. “There are others. But he’s by far the strongest
probability.”


“Where
does he live? We need to get to his house.” Jamie stood up, glancing at the
door. “We can’t afford to ignore an alternative like this, and right now, there
are still police patrolling. I reckon we put the word out.”


“We
don’t have Barrett’s permission,” Maggie said, remembering what Director
Simmons had said about justifying costs. “Should we interrupt the interview?”


“This
is an emergency,” Jamie said “I reckon we go ahead. Rerouting a patrol car to
knock on a door is not going to turn the whole case upside down, and it’s
better than interrupting. They might still have a breakthrough,” he said,
although there was doubt in his tone.


He
headed over to the PC which was still open on the official databases, and began
searching.


“Winters,
Winters, where are you?” He let out a breath. “Got him. He’s a few miles out of
LA. No Beverly Hills mansion anymore. I guess the drugs and the car wrecks and
the reckless spending I read about canceled that.”


Jamie
got on the radio, and in a few terse words, he explained the situation.


“We’d
like to ask Winters some questions. Whoever’s closest, could you drive there?
And, if he’s at home, please bring him in.”


“Will
do,” the patrol driver replied. “Fifteen minutes to get there, probably.”


But
now that she was becoming more and more confident about her theory, Maggie was
filled with a sense of dread.


If
this star-turned-killer wasn't at home, where would he be? Out stalking his
next victim?


And
how would they find him in time?
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“We
need to figure out where he’s going to be.” Maggie could hear the tension in
her voice as she stood up. Sitting in this office and waiting with Jamie felt
impossible. “If Ethan Winters is about to take another victim, how do we think
ahead? How do we predict it?”


Jamie’s
frown deepened as he stared at her.


“That’s
an impossible job,” he said. “He could be anywhere in the city. We could try to
send cars to the major tourist attractions, but there are far more of those
than there are patrol vehicles.”


“There
has to be a way of finding where he’ll be. He’s planned everything. He might
have evidence in his house, written down somewhere?”


But
Winters's house was miles from where they were. Even the closest patrol vehicle
had just radioed in a fifteen-minute timeframe to get there. The majority of
the resources were clustered around central Hollywood, on the hunt for trouble.
It would take them thirty minutes from here, and what if his plans weren’t
written down? If he wasn’t there, they didn’t have sufficient cause to enter,
anyway. All they had was a theory.


Jamie’s
reluctant headshake highlighted the futility of that idea.


“What
would he base his choices on?” Jamie asked. “Accessibility? Ease of access? The
biggest hotspots first?”


“That’s
a very good question,” Maggie said. “We need to get into his mindset, because
I’m sure these locations must be deeply personal.”


“Places
he went as a kid? Places he did screen tests?” Jamie was throwing the
suggestions out randomly, but that gave Maggie an idea.


"Previous
movies? Maybe that's what's inspired him, as it's linked up to his failed career.
Staging the kills at sites that he associates with his own failure might make
him feel as if he's truly getting revenge.”


“So,
let’s search.”


Chairs
scraped as they sat down again.


Maggie
decided to start with the most recent one, the failure that had reached a
limited audience.


“I’ll
start with the first one and work forward,” Jamie agreed.


Maggie
turned to her screen again, looking for information on the critically derided
flop, “One Last Love,” a movie that she, together with most of the world, had never
seen.


At
least, if Winter had based his killings on that movie, hardly anyone would know
about it, she thought, surprising herself with a moment of grim humor.


“Here
it is,” Maggie muttered to herself. Immediately, her instincts sharpened as she
read the blurb. “Former child star Winters, well-known for his earlier
comedies, stars in this coming-of-age romance about a young man who comes to
Hollywood looking for work and falls in love with a famous movie star who's
trying to get around the city incognito because she's just broken up with her
movie star fiancé.”


“Sounds
promising,” she said, reading on.


“After
a meeting at the Walk of Fame, and a near miss with the ex-boyfriend on Rodeo
Drive, the movie concludes with a touching scene at Lake Hollywood, below the
Hollywood sign, as the two declare their love for each other.”


The
plot sounded as shallow as she’d ever heard. No wonder it had tanked. But the
location was clear, and if Winter was the killer, that was where he was going
to be.


“The
crucial scenes in that flopped movie are the locations he’s used for his
crimes,” she said.


Jamie’s
eyes lit up. “The first body was dumped near the Walk of Fame. The second on
Rodeo Drive. That aligns with the movie’s key moments.”


“It
means the third is going to be at Lake Hollywood – if he’s sticking to the
pattern of choosing the movie’s biggest scenes.”


"Lake
Hollywood? We need to get there now."


As
they rushed out, Jamie was on the radio, broadcasting where they were going,
and why.


“Park’s
open sunrise to sunset. It’ll be closing any minute,” one of the other police
advised.


“He’ll
probably sneak out once it’s closed, and leave the body there to be found in
the morning,” Maggie replied.


“I’m
close by,” a patrol driver said. “I can reroute and meet you there in five
minutes.”


“That’s
as long as it should take us.” Maggie activated her siren.


“Is
this authorized by Barrett?” The difficult question resounded in Maggie’s ears
as she wove her way through the worsening traffic.


“No,”
she said.


Jamie
added his input. “Barrett is in a suspect interview. Our team profiler has
authorized this.”


“Okay,
then.” The patrol driver accepted that explanation, even though Maggie felt as
if it left the weight of the responsibility on her shoulders.


The
radio crackled again. It was the other patrol vehicle.


“Winters
isn’t at home,” the officer said succinctly. “The neighbor is refusing to tell
us anything about his recent movements. She sounds scared of him.”


There
was the park ahead, with the gleaming Hollywood sign on the hills beyond. The
road was almost empty, with just a couple of cars parked there. The patrol
vehicle arrived at the same time she did, and they scrambled out and headed
over to the gate at a run.


“Please,
seal the park,” she told the closest officer. “Nobody in or out through the
main entrance.”


Not
that this would be effective, since he could easily melt away into the trees
that formed part of the boundary.


This
was going to be a race against time and darkness. The reservoir was large; the
park probably covered more than twelve acres, and he could be anywhere.


"You
search the boundary, along the tree line," Maggie decided, turning to the
other officer. "We're looking for a man with a female victim. He will be
dressed as an innocent citizen and may not look suspicious. If you've seen any
recent photos of Ethan Winters, that's the man we're after."


“I
haven’t heard of him,” the officer said, before turning away.


 Maggie
took a deep breath. “We have to split up,” she explained to her partner. “Are
you okay with that?”


“I
don’t like it.” Jamie’s face was grim in the gloom. “We stay together.”


“Jamie,
there’s no other way.” Determined that they needed to widen the net and cover
the area fast, Maggie stood her ground on this. Still, he shook his head.


"This
killer is lethal and smart, and it takes a moment to kill with a knife that
sharp. Working together means we can watch each other's backs."


She
shook her head. "Not now. All it means is that there's more chance for him
to escape without being seen if he's still here. If there's any trouble or
danger, we can shout. What if he gets away? We've failed. A situation like
this, with the stakes so high, we can't fail."


He
sighed, finally accepting her argument.


“Just
be careful. Okay?”


“And
you,” she replied. “Let’s go opposite ways around the lake. If he’s here, my
feeling is that he’s going to stage a drowning.”


Her
memory was sketchy, but the crime that Maggie was thinking of as she headed
along the paved walkway, was Natalie Wood. The famous star had gone missing
from a yacht, only to be found later, drowned, and with bruises on her body and
arms. The death was later declared suspicious and the case reopened, although
Maggie didn’t recall any arrests being made.


The
park was silent as Maggie strode along, listening with every fiber of her
being. She might be too late; he might already have drowned her. She made
frequent detours off the track, down to the water, staring at the darkly
glimmering lake for any sign of a floating body.


What
was that? Her heart sped up as she saw something, adrenaline spiking as her
boots sank into the long grass. But it was only a pale rock by the side of the
lake.


Now
that she was here, self-doubt was infiltrating her mind, telling her that she
was reckless, misguided, too late, or simply wrong. Each step felt as if her
demons were keeping pace, eroding her belief, urging her to abandon the idea
and return back to the base, because there was nobody here.


Or
was there?


What
was that ahead, in the trees?


This
was no rock. Her heart pounded hard as she stepped forward, stumbling over a
tussock of grass, then striding to the dark knot of trees.


It
was a woman, laid out under the trees, almost invisible from the track. If she
hadn't detoured all the way to the water's edge, she'd have missed her. And she
was too late. The woman was pale and still in her bright running gear. Her hair
streamed around her shoulders, and Maggie raced forward in dismay.


She’d
gotten it wrong. It was no drowning. She was too late, and he’d killed again
and made his escape.


Only
as she arrived at the woman’s side, dropping to her knees to grasp her wrist,
did Maggie realize two things.


The
woman wasn’t dead. She was deeply sedated, her breathing slow, her wrist warm.


And
the killer hadn’t disappeared.


He
was waiting.











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


It
was only the slightest of sounds, but it was enough to get Maggie jumping to
her feet, even as the man lunging behind her caught her arm.


His
grip was like steel, his fingers biting into her skin as he pulled her around,
yanking her into the softer grass so that she staggered off balance.


Then,
she ducked instinctively as the weapon he was holding whistled down. It was
solid and heavy - a baseball bat, perhaps? He’d been about to inflict those
bruises, she realized. That was what he’d been about to do, only now, she’d
gotten in his way.


The
bat glanced onto her shoulder, numbing her arm as he dragged her sideways.
Somehow, his hand was clamped over her mouth, just as she’d been about to yell
for help. He was impossibly strong, and as he whispered in her ear, she could
hear the note of madness in his voice.


“You
think you can stop me? I’m going to choke the life out of you now. Nobody is
stopping me. Nobody. I’m doing number three, my third and last, but I’ll kill
you, too.”


Maggie
drove her elbow back, hoping to land a jab in his solar plexus, but he moved
out of the way, and his hand clamped harder over her mouth, so tight she tasted
blood. It was difficult to breathe. He could choke the life right out of her,
and as his hand slid to her throat, Maggie realized he intended to do just
that.


Once
again, she was without the powerful weapon that could be used to distract an
opponent in a fight – her voice. As his hand tightened over her larynx, Maggie
knew that it was now down to sheer determination, skill, and the pure will to
get out of the situation alive.


She
kicked back with all the force she had, but he rode the blow seemingly without
even feeling it. And his grip tightened again, so that black spots flooded her
vision, and she realized her air was almost out. He yanked the gun from off her
hip, disarming her. He wasn’t going to use it, because silence was his
priority, but now, nor could she.


Play dead. Trick him.


Strangely,
her thoughts went all the way back to the boxing ring, and the way that an
opponent could be lured in by pretending clumsiness, and then, once they’d
committed to an attack that they thought was enough, they could be surprised by
a strong, lightning retaliation.


Play
dead, the hardest thing in the world to do when her air was running out, but
Maggie allowed herself to go limp in his grasp. She might not be the world’s
best actor, but she knew she had to play this convincingly, because her life
hinged on it. Searching on the other side of the park, Jamie wouldn’t reach her
in time. It would be too late for her, and maybe for his victim, too.


She
knew it would be down to the wire as she allowed herself to collapse, to go
utterly limp.


Just
as the darkness threatened to consume her, she felt his grip loosen.


Gasping
in precious air through an inflamed and agonizing throat, Maggie erupted into
action. She twisted around, yanking herself out of his grasp as she fought for
purchase on the slippery grass. Knowing she had one chance and one only to take
him down, drawing on her hard-won boxing skills, she sent a short, hard
uppercut into his jaw.


His
head snapped back and his eyes glazed, and Maggie knew she’d done it.


“Here!
He’s here!” The words were so ragged they were barely understandable, but she
knew Jamie would be alerted by any sound.


He
was regrouping, but Maggie was faster now that she’d got the ascendancy. Taking
another breath, even though it felt like inhaling splintered glass, she drove
another punch into his solar plexus, watching as he folded down, choking.


Shouts
and footsteps were audible in the distance as Jamie and the two patrol officers
rushed in. As she got the handcuffs on him, picking up her gun from where it
had fallen in the grass, Maggie felt a relief so strong it was euphoric. 


This
killer’s reign of terror was over – and thanks to their desperate foray into
the park, the third victim was alive and unharmed.


 


*


 


Pizza
had never tasted so good.


It
was after midnight, the paperwork was done, and the killer was in the holding
cell that had earlier been occupied by Pointer, who had been released now that
his safety was assured.


The
other holding cell was occupied by Archer, who was facing charges of attempted
murder. Luckily, his victim had survived and was now out of danger.


Winters’s
final victim had awoken from the sedative, and paramedics had checked her out
and pronounced her healthy, before releasing her to her husband and young
daughter. Everyone had been in tears of joy. Her name was Olivia Sinclair, a
name that Maggie wanted to remember as the survivor. The killer never deserved
to have his name spoken again.


In
his interview, Winters had resisted at first, but with some taunting, Maggie
had cracked him, and he’d blurted out a bragging confession to all the crimes.
A search of his house had yielded a stash of sedatives, as well as the
materials used to construct the homemade cart, and the right-hand leather
glove.


The
press conference had been positive, with Barrett praising her and Jamie’s
resourcefulness, speaking about the role that profiling had played, and
thanking every member of the team for their hard work.


Now,
pepperoni pizza and Diet Coke. Could life get any better, Maggie wondered,
sinking her teeth hungrily into the hot, delicious slice. Even Jamie was
attacking his share, as if he was a true lover of the best food group on the
planet.


“Well
done,” Barrett said for about the fifth time. He looked less like a grumpy
bulldog than she’d ever seen him. “I must pass on a message of congratulation
from Director Simmons at the Bureau. She commends the whole team, and
especially agents Rodriguez and Flight for their analytical and profiling
skills. Flight, she emphasized the valuable role that you played.”


Maggie
felt relief and pride filling her. This was the best possible conclusion to a
tough case.


“I
should tell you something.” Jamie took the chair next to hers, a fresh slice of
pizza on his plate. “I’d like to apologize for the – the pushback in terms of
you going on your own.”


“There’s
nothing to apologize for,” Maggie said, surprised, but he shook his head.


“There
is, and you deserve to know, although I haven’t told many people who didn’t
already know. It’s why I moved. I needed a fresh start.” He took a deep breath.
“My investigation partner in the San Francisco police department. We were
close, we worked well together. We were like family.”


“Go
on?” Maggie knew this was bad. She could see it in his eyes.


“We
had to split up during a chase down. The killer went her way, and she took a
bullet. It was fatal.” He shook his head, as sympathy welled inside her.


“I’m
sorry about that. So sorry.”


“Thank
you,” he said simply. There didn’t seem to be any more of the right words, so
they ate in a silence that was strangely companionable.


At
least now, he’d told her. That was braver than she’d been.


Maggie
still wasn’t ready to speak about Cole. Maybe if she and Jamie worked together
again, she might be willing to trust him.


And
for now, she had a new lead.
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