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      This book is dedicated to my family—and it’s still growing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        I was getting the feeling again, and it was bad this time.

        DENNIS RADER, BTK SERIAL KILLER
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      At 3:45 Monday afternoon, Detective Rob Soliz had a bad feeling when he parked behind the last police cruiser on the lonely street in South Dallas. Hated these meet the detective calls. Never knew what you’d end up with. There were at least half a dozen vehicles already there. Marked patrol units, detectives’ unmarked cars, and two CSU vans with the back doors open. A uniform officer in short sleeves, holding his cap in one hand and a bottle of water in the other, wiped sweat from his brow. He had a bored expression and nudged closer to the shade of a small live oak. To his right, a narrow trail led into the creepy dense woods. Yellow crime scene tape stretched from the street to the dirt path and forest beyond. The officer eyed them as Rob turned off the engine.

      “So, this is the Great Trinity Forest, huh?” Rob said as he got out of the car and swatted a mosquito. He stared at the horizon of trees. “What’s so great about it?”

      Frank Pierce rose from his slouched riding position, raked both hands through his long brown surfer hair, and took a swallow of water before getting out. He stood beside the passenger door and slipped on a pair of sunglasses. “Largest urban hardwood forest in the country—six thousand acres.” He tore a stick of chewing gum in half, handing a piece to Rob as he walked around to the passenger side. Rob popped the gum in his mouth, carefully folded the silver wrapper a few times, and pocketed it. Frank wadded up his wrapper and tossed it on the floorboard before slamming the door.

      Rob loosened his tie and unbuttoned his top button. Frank never wore a tie. A Polo shirt and khaki Dockers served as his business casual. Neither took their jackets. The badges and guns on their belts were all the identification necessary. The August afternoon, with humidity tracking just over eighty percent, left the air rich with earthy loam smells after the passing shower. The high-low chirp of katydids deep in the forest made Rob think of camping as a kid. He didn’t mind the heat as much then, but now…

      “Criminal Intelligence,” he said as they ducked under the yellow tape.

      The uniform officer changed hands with his cap, wiped his brow, and shot a passing glance as he motioned with his head toward the dirt lane to his right.

      Rob led the way into the gloom, following the narrow, winding trail. He ducked under a honeysuckle and caught a whiff of the sweet fragrance. The impenetrable green canopy stretched for miles. Only slim streaks of sunlight found their way to the ground. Felt like they were entering a dark tunnel. A tunnel where tragedy hung in the air. The hum of crickets echoed high in the trees and blended with the katydids, and Rob swatted another mosquito buzzing his ear. Thick air surrounded them like a choking veil.

      “Place reminds me of training in Panama during my Marine days.”

      Frank said nothing. Not much of a talker—more of a thinker. Bushes and woods weren’t his happy place. Guy didn’t even like stepping off the sidewalk. He walked carefully up the woodland trail, making sure he knew where each footfall landed—had a snake phobia. But the strangest thing about Frank wasn’t his looks, phobias, or miscellaneous idiosyncrasies. The strangest thing was his sex appeal. Women found the guy irresistible. Rob never understood it. Frank was a chick-magnet and didn’t even appear to recognize it—crazy.

      The leaves of a Dwarf Palmetto raked the cuffs of Rob’s pants as he maneuvered around a puddle of water in the middle of the trail. Several sets of muddy mountain bike tracks marked the path as they moved through the forest. The lane took a turn and the sound of retching—someone vomiting their guts out—drifted through the trees. When they made the second turn, a uniform officer leaned against a sturdy oak, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. He spotted them and straightened up. A flush crept across his cheeks.

      “You okay?” Rob asked.

      The officer looked like a rookie—face a little too soft, uniform a little too new. He nodded and cleared his throat. In a weak voice he said, “Yeah, I’m fine.” His sallow complexion gave him a sickened appearance.

      “Here,” Frank said, and handed him his half-empty bottle of water before marching further into the abyss.

      “Just relax. Get out into the fresh air,” Rob said and followed Frank.

      “Hey, mister,” the uniform called.

      Rob turned back and faced him.

      The rookie’s mouth twisted into a frown. “If you don’t have to see that, don’t.”

      Rob felt that tug in his gut he got when he suspected it was going to be a bad scene. He nodded and pulled in a breath. “We were called.”

      Rob caught up with Frank and a whiff of cigarette smoke mixed with the woodsy scent. Kelly sat on a fallen log, finishing his smoke.

      “Hey, guys,” Kelly said.

      He wore his white CSU Tyvek crime-scene coveralls halfway unzipped. A particulate face mask hung around his neck, and perspiration dripped off his nose and chin. Kelly was a big man with a buzz cut. Every time Rob saw him in the white crime-scene coveralls, it reminded him of the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man from Ghostbusters.

      “Bad?” Frank asked.

      Kelly stood, took one last puff, field-stripped the cigarette, and dropped the filter into his pocket. “Worst I’ve ever seen. Come on, I’ll take you in. Here.” He handed Frank a small jar of Vicks VapoRub. “Do yourself a favor.”

      Kelly’s voice had a tired, worn-out quality, and his huge body moved with sloth-like speed. If Rob had seen as many grisly crime scenes as Kelly, he couldn’t sleep nights. Frank dabbed a generous portion of Vicks around his nostrils and between his nose and upper lip. Rob did the same. The assault on Rob’s mucus membranes by the Vicks took him back to childhood, sick, staying home from school. They followed Kelly as he moved up the trail, pushing aside overhanging foliage. Rob braced himself for what might be there. Worst I’ve ever seen. Kelly had seen some pretty bad stuff.

      Frank said, “Thought you gave up smoking.”

      Kelly grunted. “Did until about an hour ago.”

      Muffled voices of several people drifted through the trees up ahead. When the stench hit Rob, it was like walking into a wall of death. That sweet, putrefied odor of decay mixed with the Vicks, and Rob almost gagged. Frank stopped, his sensitive nose twitched, and he swallowed hard.

      The crime scene was on the left side of the path. Not exactly a clearing, but an area with less brush. Rob halted and stared. A large Muscatine plant with plump, dark grapes served as a backdrop for the horror. “Madre de Dios,” Rob mumbled.

      She was a white female, naked. A rope tossed over a tree limb held her upside-down by her ankles. Her long, black hair shielded most of her face, but the cut along her throat stood out. The arms were free and dangled just above the surface of the hole. Her cheeks had been cut, and that caused the mouth to hang open, allowing the lower jaw to form a macabre, bloody frown. She’d been gutted with a Y-shaped incision like a medical examiner uses. The pile of intestines and blood pooled in the pit below her. Hundreds of big, black flies buzzed the corpse and blood-soaked ground.

      Rob crossed himself as he choked down the bile.

      Frank stared at the woman with an open mouth, eerie expression. Sort of like that of the victim. When Rob worked homicide, he’d seen lots of ugly crime scenes. But nothing could prepare you for this. Frank’s time in Missing Persons and Vice hadn’t hardened him. The color drained from his face as he fought the wave of sickness that threatened to overtake him.

      Alton’s familiar voice echoed across the crime scene. No mistaking it. Had that gritty, grinding sound. Alton was a homicide detective in DPD. Being black and heavy set, he and his voice remined Rob of Louis Armstrong.

      “Yes, sir,” Alton said into the cell phone. He glanced in Rob’s direction and nodded. “They’re here now. I’ll let you know.”

      “How much longer?” Kelly asked the CSU team.

      The tall, skinny photographer squatted and adjusted the lens on the camera before snapping another picture. “Just a few more minutes, boss.”

      There were four other CSU types in Tyvek coveralls, hoods, and masks searching the area, bagging evidence. A line of squatting, white ghosts covered by the same shroud. Couldn’t tell if they were male or female from their head-to-toe baggy white suits.

      Alton dropped the phone in his pocket and strolled to Rob and Frank.

      “Why did you call us to something like this?” Frank asked. His voice had an angry or disgusted tone, Rob couldn’t tell which. But he was just about to ask the same question. Criminal Intelligence officers didn’t do homicides unless there was a serious extenuating circumstance.

      Alton’s lips stretched into tight lines. He raked his hand across his short hair before saying, “I didn’t. My lieutenant called CIU and requested assistance on this one—blame Edna.”

      Alton motioned for Rob and Frank to follow him closer to the victim. She was young, and her slim body had begun taking on a dark, bruised-like color. The oppressive heat had transformed the once pale skin into a palette of large irregular blotches. Her hair shined black and sticky from matted blood. The scene was bad enough, but the thing that caused Rob’s greatest disgust were the flies around the corpse. Just like the thousands of flies that swarmed the dead Iraqi soldiers his unit encountered during their race across the desert in ’91. After initially seeing the corpse, Frank made an effort to ignore it—that was Frank’s way. To the side of the pit, a blue tarp draped over something about two feet tall. Alton pushed back a vine and carefully lifted the tarp, revealing a makeshift spit made of two Y shaped tree branches with a quarter-inch rebar lying across the top. An unusual piece of half-cooked meat with parts sliced off was impaled on the rebar resting above the cold ashes.

      Having field dressed his share of deer, Rob identified it first. “Good god,” he said and took a step back.

      Frank’s crinkled brow soon gave way to a wide-eyed look. “Is that—?”

      “A human heart,” Alton finished the sentence.

      In his seventeen years of law enforcement Rob had never seen such a thing. This was a murder so foul it could cause a new officer to resign. Maybe even a veteran officer. Frank closed his eyes, probably wishing he could un-see it.

      Alton laid the tarp back over the spit and brushed off his gloved hands. “The reason you were called wasn’t because of the murder, but because of what else we found.” He pointed to the right side of the blue tarp. “We found it in the bushes, over there.” He reached into his jacket and produced a clear plastic evidence envelope sealed with a strip of red tape at the top. Inside was a bloody, crumpled newspaper clipping and photo. Rob had seen the same one in last Sunday’s edition of the Dallas Morning News. The photo was part of a feature article about the city. Four people sat smiling for the camera.

      The Mayor of Dallas, his wife, and two children.
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      “Thanks for not bringing any crime scene photos,” Lieutenant Edna Crawford said, after hearing Rob’s account of the murder. She reared back in her executive leather chair in the Criminal Intelligence Unit of the Dallas Police Department and squeezed her stress ball a couple of times before looking across the desk at Sergeant Terry Andrews. He sat in the chair by the door—his usual spot. Terry didn’t speak; he only stared back. His eyebrows were low and pinched tight. He released a slow, even breath when Rob finished the story.

      Rob had worked for him so long he understood that was his disgusted expression. Terry and Edna had been Rob’s and Frank’s supervisors for the last five years. Terry was senior in time to everyone, and Edna still had her eye on being the first black female major to lead the Criminal Intelligence Unit.

      Frank had hardly spoken on the ride back to CIU or during the briefing with Edna and Terry. A few grunts were about all he contributed. The scene back at the woods had taken the starch out of him. He lounged his six-foot-three frame in his trademark slouch position on the couch while Rob described what they’d witnessed.

      Edna’s new scented plug-in this month was vanilla. Rob thought it smelled like Bluebell Homemade Vanilla ice cream. Even giving a description of the horrific murder scene, he couldn’t stop his mouth from watering. Funny how just a smell could tease people with a happy memory while listening to something so awful.

      “I’m waiting on Higgins to decide how he wants to handle this,” Edna said. “He’s on the sixth floor now.”

      Rob nodded. Since the mayor’s security fell to CIU’s Dignitary Protection Section, Major Higgins was probably angling for an ass-kissing position with the chief right about now. Higgins was a dick. The kind of person that if you strolled into his office and found him choking to death on something, you’d just leave and softly close the door behind you without saying a word.

      Edna pursed her lips and dropped the ball on the desk. “The question is, does this constitute a direct threat to the mayor? It’s obvious the newspaper article is some kind of indirect communication, but is it an actual threat?”

      Terry pulled himself up in the chair and crossed his legs. “I don’t see how it could be interpreted any other way. Has to be a threat.”

      Edna picked the ball back up and gave it another couple of squeezes. She leaned closer to Rob and Frank before saying, “Sorry you guys had to go out there, but I wanted our people to have eyes on the scene in case we end up getting involved through the back door. Did Alton offer anything of value?”

      Rob started to answer, but Frank spoke up for the first time.

      “No one offered anything of value.” His voice had a beat-down, angry tone. He stared at Terry and Edna through hollow eyes. “She’d been butchered, and he’d begun eating her heart. That was it.”

      Edna eased back and lowered her gaze as a blush rushed up her neck.

      There were a few awkward seconds of silence before Terry asked, “Do we have an ID on her yet? Does she have any connection to the mayor?”

      “Lori Mathews,” Rob said. “That’s what’s on her driver’s license in the jeans found at the scene. Alton said he’d check into any connections to the mayor’s office and get back with us.”

      Edna leaned forward again and rested her forearms on her desk. From her expression, it was clear she wanted to end the discussion. She puffed her cheeks and blew out a breath. “We’ll see what the sixth floor plans for tomorrow. Anyway, it impacts the dignitary protection guys more than us.” She looked Terry’s way. “We’ll talk later.”

      Terry rose. “Thanks, lieutenant.”

      Rob and Frank followed Terry back to his office. While Edna’s space had a cold, impersonal look, with everything in straight lines from the awards and certificates on the wall to the uncluttered desk with only the bare essentials, Terry’s was the opposite. Rob always felt at home here. The smell of fresh brewed Costa Rican Blend pulled you into a cozy place with oil paintings on every wall. Edna’s office tempted you with ice cream, but there was none. Terry’s office promised hot, black coffee and there was plenty. The piles of reports and stacks of papers looked like the average detective’s desk. That’s why everyone respected Terry. He was one of them.

      “Grab a cup, boys,” Terry said before plopping in the chair behind his desk.

      Rob filled Terry’s cup first and passed it to him. After filling his and Frank’s, they took a seat.

      Terry rubbed the back of his neck and grimaced. “This couldn’t have come at a worse time. The mayor has enough on his plate now, with his father on his death bed.”

      Rob blew on the coffee before taking a sip. “It’s a miracle the guy’s alive at his age. How old is he, anyway?”

      “Hmmm, let’s see now.” Terry stared up at the ceiling a few seconds.

      “Ninety-seven,” Frank answered. “Turns ninety-eight in November.”

      Rob stared at Frank, took another sip, and grinned. “How do you keep all that useless shit in your head?”

      Frank shrugged and also sipped his coffee. “It’s a gift.”

      “Thing is,” Terry said, “when this hits the media, no telling what will happen. I expect that’s one of the things Higgins and the chief are discussing right about now. “

      “Think the details will show up in the news?” Rob asked.

      Frank chuckled and went into his slouch position. “Always does. We have more leaks than the Titanic.”

      Terry nodded. “But no use speculating this early.” He checked his watch. “Let’s go home, Miller time.”

      Rob and Frank meandered back to their cubicles. Rob didn’t want to go home. He didn’t want to lie or try to explain what he’d seen an hour ago when his wife, Carmen, asked, “What did you do today?”

      The office hum had changed. Instead of coffee perking, computers being powered up, and lively chatter from other detectives, it had the more subdued sound of closing down, throwing on sports jackets, and quietly moving stacks of case paperwork for another day. Through the glass window of Edna’s office, Rob saw her gathering her files and ramming them into her black, shiny briefcase. Frank swallowed the last of the coffee, slipped on his jacket, and straightened the collar. “Ready?”

      Rob cleared his throat and didn’t meet eyes with him. “No… I have a few things.”

      Frank sauntered out the door, and Rob dialed his home phone number.

      When Carmen answered, he said, “Yeah, running a little late. Please keep supper warm.”

      Rob would hang around until well past rush hour. After this afternoon, didn’t have an appetite anyway. Either catch up on work or have a few pops at a downtown bar. His chest tightened as memories flooded back. Disturbing memories. Memories forty-seven years old—before Rob was even born. Stories the family still told, faded photos, and frightening recollections from aunts and uncles. Rob ran a hand across his Marine high and tight haircut and opened his email, but he couldn’t concentrate. Of all the homicides he’d investigated, this was the only one that triggered the recollections. Why this one? Why today?
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        * * *

      

      Frank parked in his building’s underground garage and took the elevator up. Even being below ground level, the garage was a furnace during the summer. Living in a high-rise in uptown had its advantages as well as a few disadvantages. Frank had hipster and yuppie ways, but never thought of himself as one. Wrong job, wrong education, wrong political views. But his building was full of them. Most made more annually than Frank made in five years with the city. They were friendly until they learned he was a cop. Frank couldn’t care less—they always threw boring parties. He took the elevator to the top floor and ambled into his loft. He released a breath—his sanctuary. He changed into a T-shirt and gym shorts then poured a glass of red. Frank stood for several minutes staring out onto his plant-filled balcony. The green palms, elephant ears, and climbing vines gave it an inviting quality. His hanging baskets of blooming plants and ivies shielded the grill and hammock from the baking sun. Only half the balcony was in the sunlight this time of day. The plants had that saggy look they took on just before wilting and dying. Needed to water again this evening. He was half tempted to turn on the ceiling fan and wade onto the superheated patio. But with the temperature still over a hundred, it felt more like an oven than the green oasis he loved in the spring and fall, even most of the winter. He cracked the sliding glass door open and poked his head out. Even twenty floors above the street, the air had a hot, dead odor—no breeze.

      Frank flopped on the sofa and sipped the glass of red. He’d tried pushing the vision of the woman from his mind on the drive home, but it still flashed in his memory. Why would someone do that to another human? One thing his years in law enforcement had taught him, there was nothing he could imagine that a person wasn’t capable of. Frank was happy the investigation would land in someone else’s lap. Not the kind of thing I’m cut out for. That’s why he avoided going to the Homicide Unit as a detective. Working things like that depressed him. Criminal Intelligence suited him—more cerebral. Monitoring criminal patterns, figuring things out, and predicting future trends kept his active mind engaged. Frank sometimes speculated whether he was really suited for police work. He’d had no interest in it until he left the restaurant in New York. If his wife hadn’t died, he’d probably still be a chef. Her death had changed everything.

      Someone knocked quietly on his door twice, waited a couple of seconds and knocked another three times. This brought a smile to Frank’s lips. He wasn’t expecting her but was happy she’d chosen that particular evening to stop by—good distraction. Didn’t feel like being alone tonight. But she was more than just a distraction, and she knew it. More importantly, so did he.

      He opened the door, and Katrina Wallace waited with a bottle of red. She grinned, and her dark blue eyes had a mischievous twinkle. She wore a bright yellow tank top and cutoff designer shorts shredded to look a decade older. Her blond hair hung in a loose ponytail. She stood on tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck, giving him a long, wet, deep kiss. Her hair had a citrus shampoo fragrance. He reached behind her, grabbed her butt, and lifted her off the floor as a giggle escaped her lips. He was twice her age, and someday, someone at the PD would probably discover their relationship and he’d get yelled at by supervisors, but he didn’t care. Dating the mayor’s twenty-two-year-old daughter came with risk he was willing to accept.

      Katrina was the one thing in his life he didn’t have to explain to anyone. Social status, age, and perceptions aside, she had a calming effect he’d only experienced from one other woman. But that woman was gone. Katrina hadn’t erased her memory, just made it easier to live with.
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      The next morning at nine o’clock, Frank and Rob were back in Edna’s office, waiting on Terry. Frank studied her and pulled in her scent. Her olive complexion, the tilt of her head, the knock-out figure. Edna always stimulated something in his psyche he couldn’t explain. If she wasn’t married and his lieutenant… She wore another short skirt this morning. She turned as she chatted on the phone and crossed her legs—Frank accidently got an eyeful.

      She was talking to another lieutenant from Homicide about his ideas on the case. Frank and Rob politely acted like they weren’t listening. Rob had bags under his eyes this morning, and his ramrod straight back had a noticeable bend. Didn’t see him like that very often. Rob usually exemplified all the things Frank aspired to but was too lazy to do.

      Terry rushed in and took a seat in the chair by the door. “Sorry.”

      “I have to go,” Edna said into the phone and hung up. She took a moment, scanning a stack of papers before speaking. Using her command voice, she read from the notes.

      “Higgins and I met earlier. The chief briefed the mayor personally on the dead woman. Showed him a DL photo of the victim. Mayor doesn’t know her or why she would have an article regarding him and his family.” Edna’s brow folded. “So, we have to assume the worst—it was left by the suspect. As a precaution, two additional detectives are being laid on each shift of the mayor’s protective detail for a while.” She looked up from the papers at Rob and Frank. “You two will liaise with Alton in Homicide on his investigation. Can’t afford to have anything fall through the cracks. He’s been instructed to share all investigative material with you. Higgins, the chief, and the mayor want regular updates.”

      Rob groaned and lowered his head.

      Edna cut her stare to him. “Problem?”

      Rob straightened a little and took a breath. “No, ma’am.”

      Terry broke in. “It’s either that or rotate you guys to supplement the mayor’s protective detail.” Terry made a face. “Not a lot of excitement there—mostly hurry up and wait stuff.”

      Frank came awake—didn’t need that action. “I love liaising. We both do.”

      A grin eased across Edna’s lips. “I bet you do,” she mumbled.

      Terry followed Rob and Frank back to their cubes. He motioned at Frank. “Better shoot Alton a call. Get the latest update.” Terry glanced at Rob. “This shouldn’t be too bad. Just monitor what’s going on in Homicide so Higgins doesn’t get blind-sided in a staff meeting. You know the CYA drill.”

      Frank hated busy work. So, Higgins doesn’t get blind-sided. Yeah, right.

      Frank’s phone rang. The caller ID showed Alton Brady.

      “Hey, Frank,” Alton said. “Looks like we’re joined at the hip on this dead woman. I’m swinging by Sarge’s for lunch. Wanna meet me?”

      Frank placed his hand over the receiver and stared at Rob. “Sarge’s?”

      Rob showed the double thumbs up sign.

      “Just about to call you for any new information.”

      “Yeah, got a couple of things. Tell you over lunch.”
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        * * *

      

      Frank and Rob sauntered into Sarge’s a few minutes past eleven o’clock. Frank gazed at the green, leather barstools and red booths all squeezed into the narrow space, looking for Alton. The small bar and sandwich joint was filling fast. A full-length mirror behind the bar gave it the illusion of a larger space. The sweet smell of honey-baked ham and Dijon mustard wafted past Frank’s nose. Alton’s reflection in the mirror, waving from the last booth in the rear, caught Frank’s eye.

      Sergeant Jimmy Bielstein retired from the PD five years ago. His dream had always been to open a bar. He wanted a quiet place cops, prosecutors, and jailers could drink or grab a quick bite without being around the assholes who occupied the other downtown places. His dream came to fruition with the opening of Sarge’s. Sarge envisioned a big, stylish place in a trendy area of downtown, but his budget didn’t allow it. Ended up with a tight, understated space a lot closer to the Greyhound bus station than he’d desired.

      As Frank led the way to the back of the place, Sarge, stationed behind the bar with a bar rag hung over his left shoulder, looked in his direction.

      Frank held up two fingers. “The usual.”

      Sarge nodded and started working on their orders.

      Rob and Frank slid into the booth opposite Alton. He already had his notebook out and a cola in a glass. Alton’s hair grayed a little more each year on the sides. Kind of gave him a professor-like distinguished look. He had almost twenty years with the PD.

      Rob nodded at the Coke Alton held. “Cherry or vanilla?”

      Frank sniffed the air as he slid beside Rob. “I’m guessing vanilla.”

      Alton glanced at the drink and grinned. “Always vanilla.”

      The running joke in Dallas PD was Sarge’s colas. He’d retired out of Vice. Everyone drank in Vice, on and off-duty. Hell, the city gave them a weekly allowance for drinks and money to slip into the G-strings of dancers and ladies in massage parlors who they were trying to make a prostitution case on. Sarge wasn’t a health nut, but believed alcohol helped with digestion and kind of took the edge off a stressful job like law enforcement. His rule was simple. One alcoholic beverage if you were on duty and working plain-clothes. None if you were in uniform. Everyone chose something mixed with Coke. Since every drink looked exactly alike from a distance, it was a good plausible deniability tactic if the wrong supervisor walked in—like Higgins.

      The way the game was played made sense in a perverse sort of way. Coke equals regular Coke. Cherry Coke equals Coke plus a shot of bourbon, and vanilla Coke equals Coke and vodka—simple. Sarge arrived with their cherry Cokes and said, “Sandwiches won’t be long.” His shock of thick blond hair streaked with gray was a mess, as usual. The aroma of beer and bread wafted off him. He wiped a crumb off the table with a bar towel, and the big German spun around and headed back to the counter.

      “The woman from yesterday, Mathews, was a local lounge lizard from East Dallas,” Alton said. “Thirty-three years of age. Worked in a number of ice houses, beer joints, and honky-tonks all her adult life.” He licked his finger and turned a page in his notebook. “Arrested twice for solicitation, once for PI, and once for shoplifting.” Alton closed his notebook, slipped it back into his jacket pocket, and took a drink. He smacked his lips. “Nice.”

      “So, she’s a nobody?” Frank asked.

      “Pretty much,” Alton added. “No known connection to the mayor or his family.”

      Rob dropped his chin and mumbled. “Bad way for a somebody or a nobody to die.”

      Everyone nodded. They sipped their Cokes without talking for a while.

      After a few seconds, Alton sat back in the booth as Sarge delivered their sandwiches.

      “Here you go, guys,” Sarge said. “Can’t visit. Jan had a doctor’s appointment—running late. Just trying to keep caught up.”

      He rushed toward the bar without another word as a group of four uniformed sheriff’s deputies strolled in.

      Rob crossed himself and attacked the ham sandwich. Frank rested his elbows on the table and kept sampling his Coke. He eyed Alton. “Got the ME’s report yet?”

      “Yeah, preliminary, at least. Still waiting on a few tests.” Alton stroked his throat and grimaced. “Poor thing got the whole treatment. Tortured and murdered. Someone must have really hated her. Crime of passion, most likely. Probably an ex-lover or husband. We’re checking that angle.”

      At Alton’s description of the death, Rob stopped eating. He looked up, laid his sandwich on his plate, and frowned at Alton before drinking all his Coke in one long gulp.

      After lunch, Rob and Frank spent the rest of the afternoon on administrative paperwork. Frank didn’t mind paperwork. He enjoyed the office noise—the hum relaxed him. Voices blending with the sounds of typing and coffee cups dragged across desks. The only time it bothered him was when he wanted to do a deep think.

      Just before five, Terry meandered up to Frank’s cube and sat on the edge of his desk. He looked around and lowered his voice. “Edna called a minute ago. FBI has invited us to their office tomorrow morning for a special briefing on the murdered woman.” Terry stretched his neck and looked like he might say something else but didn’t.

      Rob popped his head and neck above the low cubicle wall. “What?”

      “Not you,” Terry said. “This is Higgins’ party. Him, Edna, me, and Frank.”

      A slow smile moved across Rob’s mouth. “Breaks my heart I can’t come—especially since Higgins will be there.”

      “Any idea what it’s about?” Frank asked.

      Terry shrugged. “Edna just said us four were invited for a ten o’clock meeting—no details.” He eyed Frank up and down and pursed his lips. “Probably should wear a suit tomorrow.”

      Frank had been to the FBI office only once, for a Missing Person’s seminar when he’d worked that unit. Never thought he’d go back. Never wanted to go back. Something must be seriously messed up with this case. Something so big the FBI was asking for local assistance. They didn’t do that very often. In fact, they’d acquired a reputation over the years of not including the locals in anything they could do by themselves. No use sharing credit when you didn’t have to. No, this was something they couldn’t do alone.
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      Frank came in early Wednesday morning to finish catching up before the meeting. Terry was already in his office and had put on the squad coffee pot. The aroma of fresh brew drew Frank to the coffee bar before going to his desk. Rob wasn’t there yet. Probably still in the gym. Besides lifting weights, Rob boxed every other day. Frank never could keep straight which were boxing days. Rob did weights and boxed; Frank did yoga and drank wine. How did they ever end up partners?

      A few minutes before nine, Rob walked in. He was in full cowboy attire. Western cut brown suit, starched white shirt with white, pearl snap buttons, and ostrich cowboy boots. The way he dressed would look better on someone who was taller than five feet seven. But Rob’s stout physique still looked better than Frank’s—tall and skinny.

      Frank grinned and did an impersonation of riding a horse. In his best John Wayne voice he said, “Giddy up, cowboy.”

      Rob ignored him, grabbed his cup, and headed to the coffee pot. When he returned, he said, “You’re one to talk,” motioning at Frank’s business suit.

      Frank had chosen a navy-blue suit, light blue shirt, and a black and burgundy regimental tie. Frank hated suits, wore them as seldom as possible, but always got compliments when he wore one.

      “You look like you’re either running for office or about to preach a sermon,” Rob said before taking his seat.

      Frank didn’t answer.

      After waking up his computer, Rob draped his jacket over the back of his chair and gazed over the top of the cubicle wall. “Wonder why Higgins only wanted you at the meeting and not me?”

      Frank had also considered this. Higgins hated them both equally, but he never did anything without a reason. If not for the fact they were the best case solvers in CIU, he would have transferred them years ago. Frank let another grin ease across his lips. “Only thing I can figure is he suspected you’d wear that outfit and didn’t want the embarrassment at the bureau.”

      Rob made a face before going back to his computer. “Smart ass cracker.”

      A half hour later, Frank drove to the FBI building on One Justice Way. The five-story white building was a fortress in the middle of a large open field and surrounded by a vehicle-proof rock and metal fence. Since 9/11, new FBI offices were about as close to reinforced camps as they could get. Closest neighbor was the DEA building, which was equally fortified. Frank never liked visiting federal law enforcement offices. The feds never asked you over unless they’d get something in return. He badged his way through the gate and walked into the front doors. After he displayed his credentials and receiving a visitor’s tag, his female escort agent scanned her ID badge on the keypad and buzzed them into the secure rear lobby. They entered just as Frank’s FBI pal David Ford walked past.

      Ford did a double take. “Frank, what are you doing here?”

      “Invitation to a meeting.”

      Ford turned to the female agent. “I’ll take him.”

      “Great,” she said.

      Frank had worked with Ford on more than one case in the past. He always played fair and never tried to BS Frank. Ford held the distinction of being the office heartthrob. Six foot, muscular, with black hair, he was the most eligible bachelor in the Dallas FBI, and that’s the way he liked it.

      Ford motioned with his head for Frank to step into the elevator. As the door closed, Ford asked, “You here because of that murder yesterday in the forest?”

      “Think so. Any idea why they called a meeting?”

      Ford nodded and lowered his voice even though they were alone in the elevator. “BAU’s here.”

      “Huh?”

      “Behavior Analysis Unit at Quantico—Layla and a team arrived last night.”

      When the door opened to the fifth floor, Ford led Frank down the hall toward the SAC’s Conference Room. Several other FBI types meandered down the hall, and Edna and Terry stood outside the conference room door, talking to an agent with a short, blond beard.

      As he and Ford walked, Frank whispered, “Who’s Layla?”

      Ford slowed his pace and hesitated a moment. He turned his back to the group in the hall. In a quiet voice he said, “The newest wunderkind from BAU. Someone to steer clear of.”

      The way he said it made Frank believe Ford and Layla may have had a past run-in. “Really. Did they send her down because of the murder?”

      “Yup. She’s the new go-to gal.”

      “Interesting.”

      Ford grinned as they approached Edna and Terry. He lowered his voice again. “Just don’t let her get you alone.”

      “What…why?”

      Ford stopped and drew closer. He winked before saying, “Likes playing mind games.”

      “Mind games?”

      “Coming, Frank?” Edna called and motioned as she walked into the conference room.

      Ford nodded and slapped Frank on the shoulder. “Good luck.”

      Frank followed Terry and Edna into the conference room and took a seat at a big mahogany table with black leather chairs. There was a large video conference screen and several FBI agents, all wearing dark suites and serious faces. The scent of lemon furniture wax wafted up from the shining conference table. Sitting there were Alton, his lieutenant, and a sergeant from DPD Homicide. None looked all that excited to be in attendance. Alton held a keyring and kept spinning it on his little finger to see how many rotations he could make it turn.

      Frank leaned closer to Edna and whispered, “Thought Higgins was coming.”

      Edna shrugged. “Last minute meeting on the sixth floor.” She smiled. “Unhappy?”

      Frank grinned and slid into the chair beside her. “I’m devastated.”

      At that moment, the FBI agent with the blond beard that had been talking with Edna and Terry in the hall broke away from the other agents and addressed the police visitors. The agent introduced himself as Supervisory Special Agent Ben Stroud. Besides the blond beard, he had short blond hair and angry eyes. He sat several navy-blue binders on the table, thanked everyone for attending and introduced the other FBI agents in the room. There were two from Atlanta, a couple from the Dallas office, and two from BAU in Quantico. When he introduced Layla, the corners of her mouth turned up into a quick, mischievous grin before settling back into the serious expression they were probably told to exhibit at the first meeting with the local cops. Agent Stroud took ten minutes rehashing the crime scene from yesterday.

      Something felt wrong with this whole setup. Frank hadn’t been aware the Bureau even knew about the murder until yesterday. No FBI agents on the ground in the hot, sticky woods. That, combined with what Ford said about this Layla person, caused Frank’s suspicion meter to ping a little higher. Whatever the FBI had in mind, it probably wasn’t good for the local cops.

      Layla stood behind and to the side of Agent Stroud. She was young, around thirty, and attractive, with shoulder-length black hair and dark intelligent eyes. She wore a black jacket and skirt with a white silk blouse, the top button undone. Reminded Frank of the actress Krysten Ritter. Seemed a little antsy. Almost bouncing, as if she wanted to say something. But she didn’t, just studied each member of the DPD contingent as Agent Stroud spoke. When her stare fell on Frank, he stared back and didn’t blink. She didn’t either. She held his gaze for a few seconds before giving someone else the once-over.

      “…and at this time, I’d like to introduce Supervisory Special Agent Layla Barbee with the Behavioral Analysis Unit,” Stroud said.

      Layla stepped forward. “Thank you, Ben. And thank you all for coming on such short notice.” She pointed a remote at the video-conference screen and the image of the dead woman hanging from the tree flashed on with all its horror. Seeing it today was as impactful as yesterday for Frank. Like something from a scary movie in real life. He lowered his eyes and opened his notebook.

      Edna winced at the young, murdered woman strung up like a side of beef.

      Layla gave everyone a chance to absorb the picture before saying, “I’m afraid I have some bad news.” She walked to the end of the screen with her head down. Looked like she might be thinking about what she wanted to say next, but Frank knew better. The confident way she stood, her expressions, and her overall demeanor screamed strong power-woman. She knew exactly what she was going to say, probably been rehearsing it for hours in front of a mirror. Frank gave her credit—she’d played it perfectly. Building up suspense and tension with the small pause until she had everyone leaning forward in their seats. She looked up with a pensive expression and a gleam in her eye. “We believe this—” She motioned to the screen. “Is the work of a serial killer.”

      Edna’s brow creased and she leaned over, whispering something to Terry. He whispered something back and clasped his hands, digging the tips of his fingers into his knuckles.

      The lieutenant from homicide cleared his throat before speaking up. “Excuse me, ma’am, but we have no indications that’s the case here. True enough it was a heinous crime, but there’s no reason to believe it was committed by a serial killer.” The sergeant seated next to Alton gazed at him. Alton had stopped playing with the keyring and stared blank-faced at Layla like she just said fairies were real.

      Layla allowed another quick, confident smile before continuing. She eyed the lieutenant, and in a patient and confident voice, she said, “But it was.” She touched the remote again and a second image popped on the screen. This one was a colored map of the Southern United States, from Georgia to Texas. Eight numbered red flags dotted the map, with the last in Dallas. Layla gave everyone a moment to digest the implication.

      Frank got that sick stomach churning feeling he got sometimes when surprised and knew he wasn’t going to like whatever he heard next.

      Layla spread her feet shoulder-width apart and held her hands behind her back. She raised her chin and stared at the group. “We believe the killing spree began approximately twenty-seven months ago outside Atlanta.”  Photos of eight women appeared below the map. Frank leaned forward, studying them. All were young and attractive, with dark eyes and black hair, like Layla.

      “The victims ranged in age from nineteen to twenty-eight,” Layla said. “We believe the killer is a young, white male and has some sort of skill or job that allows him to easily find work in or near large metropolitan areas.” She flipped the picture back to the map and pointed. “Atlanta, Montgomery, Jackson, Shreveport, and now Dallas. He kills one or two every few months and then moves on. A drifter, but not necessarily a transient. Someone without anything holding him in one particular area—no family, no obligations, and free to travel when he wants.”

      Edna sat a little straighter before speaking up. Her voice had that quiet, unsure quality she showed when she wasn’t certain of her facts. “Why do you believe he’s the same person responsible for all those murders?”

      Yeah. Frank had been about to ask that same question. Something wasn’t adding up. From her cool expression, Layla was ready with an answer. “He takes trophies,” she said. She turned back to the photos of the young women. “Besides their overall similar appearance, these victims have one other thing in common.” She again paused for dramatic effect. “They all have four or more missing teeth. Always rear molars.”

      “Good god!” the sergeant from homicide murmured, and his mouth dropped open.

      The clanging sound of Alton dropping the keyring on the table caused a few to jump. Alton quickly scooped it up and put it in his pocket.

      Layla appeared unfazed. Her too-cool demeanor and blank expression caused Frank concern. She paced in front of the screen to the opposite side. When she got to the end she turned and said, “We also believe the suspect has some basic knowledge of dentistry. No evidence to suggest he’s a dentist, but he knows how to extract teeth that are some of the hardest to pull in the human mouth without appearing to break them—which isn’t easy.”

      The question that Frank wanted answered was how does she know? He was about to ask it, but Layla didn’t give him the chance.

      “We’ve consulted with experts in the field. They believe he’s either seen teeth extracted or someone explained or showed him how. Most probably has extraction forceps in his possession.”

      Terry had the look of a man who’d just been told there was a bloated, dead possum in the pool. His mouth twisted into a disgusted grimace.

      “Have all the murders been like yesterday?” Frank asked.

      Layla showed the flicker of a smile. “Best question of the day. The short answer is no. We’ve seen an escalation of the guy’s psychosis and violence toward his victims as time progresses.” She flipped off the presentation and stood with her hands behind her back again. “The murder near Atlanta was a straight strangulation and removal of teeth. Over the last two years, things have only gotten worse. He’s added torture. And now finally, dismemberment and cannibalism. But all the victims have missing teeth. That’s the common denominator. It’s never been reported by the press. We’ve kept that as our secret verification fact. That’s why we believe it’s the same guy.”

      Everyone was quiet until Alton put both hands on the table. “So what kind of insane schizoid should we be looking for?”

      Layla showed another pensive expression. “Not necessarily insane or schizoid. Most serial killers, while suffering from a psychosis, aren’t the schizophrenic or bipolar types you’d expect. We refer to them as having an antisocial personality disorder.”

      Alton grunted, smirked, and settled back into his chair. “Antisocial—you can say that again.” He stared at her with a Cheshire Cat grin.

      Layla didn’t return the grin. Her forehead creased and the dark eyes bore in on him, giving Alton the most go to hell look Frank had seen in the last few years. She quickly regained her composure and threw her shoulders back, again lifting her chin.

      “We believe he’s most likely a white male, probably between twenty and thirty, very powerful, and we think he lives in an apartment.”

      “Why?” Frank asked.

      “Why, what?”

      “Why do you believe he lives in an apartment?”

      “Because of the nature of his crimes,” Layla said. “Doesn’t live anywhere long enough to put down roots, establish credit or maintain a steady career, or purchase a residence. Probably lives paycheck to paycheck. And all the victims appear to have been tortured and killed at the scene, indicating he didn’t have his way with them at a private residence before dumping the bodies.”

      Alton mumbled. “Paycheck to paycheck. Sounds like most cops I know.”

      Layla ignored him. “We’d like to work with the PD on this. If he follows his usual MO, he’ll be here awhile—probably kill again in a jurisdiction this big.”

      That remark left the room with an eerie silence before she said, “We believe we know the kind of places this guy likes to look for victims. Dark, out of the way bars and ice houses, in the low-rent part of town. The places that don’t always know their clientele and he could blend in. Most of his victims have histories of working in or frequenting those places. Probably targets them while drinking there.”

      Frank turned toward Alton to gauge his reaction. He wasn’t the most sophisticated homicide guy on the force, but he knew his business. The muscles in his neck had tightened, and Alton opened and closed both hands into fists.

      “So, we’re just waiting for another victim then?” Alton asked.

      From her look, it was clear Layla had had just about all of Alton she could stand for one day. She took a deep cleansing breath before saying, “We’d very much appreciate the department’s assistance locating this guy. Talk to your sources; send plain clothes Vice, Narcotics and CIU officers to drinking establishments this guy probably visits. FBI can post a reward. There’s a lot of work we can do on this one. We’re putting together a task force.” Her gaze fell back on Frank. When he returned the stare, she blushed slightly and turned away.

      No one spoke. This was one of those pincer movements the Bureau was so good at. Bring everyone together, drop a bag of crap in their laps, and ask for help. Of course, in reality, it was also probably the best way to get the guy off the streets before he killed again. But it sounded like a long shot to Frank. At least the Bureau had a plan—not a good plan, but a plan.

      After a few seconds Edna asked, “What do you need us to do?”

      Layla perked up. She laid her hand on the binders on the desk. “Take one of these briefing notebooks back to your units and share it with your people. Our SAC has a meeting scheduled with your chief tomorrow to formalize the task force. We’d like this kicked off ASAP.” Layla showed a courteous smile and ended with, “And thank you in advance for your assistance.”

      Edna’s lips drew into tight lines, and
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