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Chapter 1




gerty Kincaid expected the worst.

An Arctic front was dipping through Dixie, and southeast Georgia was bracing for its first blast of winter. By nightfall, said the weatherman, it might even snow. After seventy-eight years, Gerty wasnt tickled by the novelty. In the small town of Hainesville, January at its worst meant ice storms and downed power linesnot fluffy white snowfalls and a winter wonderland. There was no sophisticated meteorological explanation for it. That was just the way it wasand always would be.

That simple logic was like the town creed.

Life in Hainesville, they said, was as predictable as the sweet smell of azaleas in the spring and the April crop of onions. Vidalia onions, to be exact. They were the towns bona fide claim to fame, but it wasnt very southern to brag, so nobody claimed it. Hainesville was a one-stoplight town, population 532. It relied on one schoolhouse, a white clapboard rectangle serving kindergarten through twelfth grade. The First Baptist Church was the sole house of worship, built of bricks from the red Georgia clay. And there was just one doctor, a semiretired family physician whod been honored with a parade, marching band, and key to the city when she moved down from Atlanta.

By early Friday evening a wind sock full of bitter northeasterlies was blowing through town. The smell of charred oak wafted from the chimneys of old homes with no electric heaters. Gerty was bundled up warmly in her beige trench coat and plaid wool scarf as she hurried up the curved sidewalk that led to her front door. Covered by a thin glaze of icy rain, the front steps and pathway glistened in the dim yellow porch light. It was slick and treacherous. She could have walked it blindfolded, however, having lived in the same old two-story, white frame house for nearly fifty years, the last ten alone as a widow.

She tucked her shopping bag under her arm while digging through her purse for the keys. The brass ring was enormous, cluttered with house keys, car keys, keys to an old shed that had burned down in 67even keys to luggage shed never actually locked. She kept them all on one ring, having promised herself that the day she could no longer tell the good ones from the bad would be the day shed accept her daughters persistent invitation to move in with her.

Ah, fiddlesticks, she muttered. Her fingers ached with arthritis, and the tattered knit gloves only made it harder to grab the right key. The key ring jingled and jangled like a wind chime in her shaky hand. Finally she got it. With a quick shove the door opened, and she rushed inside to keep out the cold.

An eerie yellow glow from the porch streamed through the slatted windows on the door, lighting the needlepoint words of wisdom in the gold-leaf frame hanging on the wall. Gerty had designed and stitched it herself. THERE BUT FOR THE GRACE OF GOD GO I, it read. Southern for Better you than me.

She flipped the light switch in the foyer, but the expected illumination didnt come. Must be a power shortage. But then she realized the porch light was still burning outside the door. Maybe a blown fuse?

It took a minute to hang her coat and scarf neatly on the rack. Then she fumbled for her key again in the dim yellow light. She needed the key to secure the lock. Her granddaughter, now a big-city girl with self-proclaimed street smarts, had come down from Richmond over Thanksgiving and replaced the old-fashioned chain and dead bolt with new high-security locks, the kind that required a key to get out of your own house. The idea was to keep burglars from reaching through the window from the outside to unlock the door on the inside.

It seemed like overkill to Gerty. What was next, a blood test to sit down at your own dinner table? She knew it defeated the purpose, but shed developed the habit of letting herself in, then leaving her keys right in the lock on the front door.

As her eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness, she started across the living room. The curved back of the Victorian sofa was visible in the shadows. A shaft of light from the porch reflected off the oak-framed mirror above the fireplace. The century-old floorboards creaked beneath her feet.

General Lee? she called out. Where are you, baby? Her voice had an apologetic tone. Shed promised to be home no later than five oclock, and the general was one kitty who didnt like his dinner late.

Come on, sweety. Mommys sorry shes late.

She stopped at the table by the staircase to try the crystal lamp. It didnt light. The whole living room appeared to be without power. Strangely, though, the time displayed on the digital clock on the table seemed about right, and she watched one of the digits fall, which confirmed it was working. Seven-forty-two P.M.

She started down the narrow hall toward the kitchen. Halfway down, she was completely beyond the outer limits of the faint glow from the porch. Shed reached total darkness. With each additional step she relied more on memory than on vision. She slid her hand across the wall to feel for the light switch. A quick flip of the button brought an erratic flicker from the fluorescent bulb over the stove, giving her a start. Her pulse quickened, but the calm returned as she scanned the familiar old kitchen.

General she started to say, then stopped. The bright crimson droplet on the floor caught her attention. At first she thought it might be coffee shed spilled earlier in the day, but it seemed thicker and redder. She took a paper towel from the countertop and bent down to dab it. She blinked at the way it smeared across the linoleum.

She rose slowly and noticed a whole string of deep red drops, each about a foot or two apart, reaching from one end of the kitchen to the other. Most of them were small, but some were as big as quarters. The trail ended at the back door, which had a pass-through in the lower half that allowed her pets to come and go.

General Lee? Her voice shook with concern. Had he cut his paw in the darkness? she wondered. Was he hemorrhaging? Maybe he crawled outside to die in the weeds. In a panic she rushed for the back door, but it was locked and there was no key in the dead bolt.

Damn these new locks!

She raced from the kitchen, retracing her steps through the pitch-dark hallway and into the living room. Her breath was short and her heart was pounding as she neared the front door and reached for the keys in the lock, right where shed left them. She froze.

The keys werent there.

She stared in disbelief. Her hands began to shake, but she was standing completely still when the floorboard creaked directly behind her.

She wheeled and gasped, looking straight into the eyes of a dark silhouettea huge man dressed from head to foot in some kind of black hood and tight-fitting bodysuit. She was about to scream, but his hand jerked forward and grasped her throat. His quickness stunned her. The strength of his grip made her knees buckle.

I cantbreathe. Her voice broke as she fought for air.

I dontcare. He used the same broken cadence, mocking her struggle.

As his grip tightened, the knife appeared. It hung before her eyes with the flat side toward her, and she saw her own terror in the eerie reflection. She could hear his voice, even make out a few words. He was talking at her, demanding something. The intense fear and pain made it all seem jumbled. The room began to blur. But the voice grew louder.







    

Chapter 2




special Agent Victoria Santos was staring down the barrel of the gun, watching the marksman take aim from just thirty feet away. He was in the classic stance with feet spread wide, arms extended, and both hands on the revolver. His gun moved erratically from left to right; his eyes darted up and down. He had all the telltale signs of a nervous young cop trying desperately to get a bead on the man behind the hostage.

Her captor held her tightly with a knife pressed to her throat and one arm twisted behind her back. His breath felt hot on the back of her neck. The cop had kept him talking for nearly two minutes, but he was growing ever more angry and showing no interest in taking her alive.

Drop the knife! the cop finally shouted.

Drop dead!

Drop it, now!

The knife pressed against her jugular. A shot rang out.

Ow, she cried.

Deep, red rivulets ran down her forehead, onto her plastic safety goggles.

The lights came up in the packed auditorium as Kevin Price, director of the FBIs Hostage Negotiation Training Seminar, tossed the rubber knife aside and stepped toward the microphone at center stage. He was a thirty-year veteran, gray-haired and ruggedly handsome. A dark blue FBI raincoat had shielded his striped tie and starched white shirt from the exploding mock bullet. Thank you very much, Officer Crowling.

The embarrassed volunteer placed the training gun on the prop table, then stepped quickly off the stage.

The point of these crisis simulations is not to single anybody out, Price continued. Rather, its to show that in real life, its frighteningly easy to end up with a dead hostage. A face-to-face confrontation is one of the most volatile situations an officer can encounter. It draws on instinct, but also on proper training. It requires split-second application of some basic negotiating skills. There are right and wrong things to say and do.

Victoria wiped the last vestiges of red dye from her forehead. Lets take a fifteen-minute break, she said, and when we come back well talk about some alternatives to shooting the hostage in the head.

A light round of laughter rose from the crowd, followed by the hum and bustle of two hundred cops heading for two rest rooms.

Victoria removed her raincoat. The waterproof material had made her hot beneath the spotlights, but she couldnt feel too indignantit had protected her suit from the pinkish red splatter. She smiled at Price as she rubbed the center of her forehead. I must look like Cyclops.

He stepped closer to check where the mock bullet had impacted. In two-inch heels she stood eye-to-eye with himsix feet even.

A third eye can come in handy, he said with a straight face. Then he smiled. Seriously, it doesnt look too bad. I wish there were another way to give these demos authenticity.

Its okay, she said as she folded up the raincoat. Let me ask you something, though. Weve done this seminar how many times now?

Oh, geez. Six years, three or four road shows a year. Probably thirty or forty times, Id guess.

Dont take this the wrong way, but why is it that Im always the hostage and youre always the hostage taker?

A funny look came across his face, like hed never really thought about it. I guess I didnt think it mattered.

She shrugged. Maybe it does, maybe it doesnt. I just want you to know I can play both roles. Besides, she said with a disarming smile, Id really love the chance to slit your throat.

Ill keep it in mind, he said with a smirk.

One of the event coordinators emerged from behind the stage curtain. Agent Santos? she said. You have a phone call. They said its important.

Victoria felt sudden apprehension. For the past four months, shed been the FBIs task force coordinator in the multistate search for a geographically transient serial killer. By far, it was her most important assignment since transferring from hostage negotiation to the Child Abduction and Serial Killer Unit in Quantico, Virginia. Too often, an important message meant very bad news.

You can take it in the office, the assistant said. Victoria followed her behind the stage. They meandered through a dark path of pulleys, ropes and props until they reached the office near the rest rooms. It was a windowless room no bigger than a closet, with books and papers stacked high in every available space. The desk was so cluttered it might have been impossible to find the phone had it not been for the red blinking hold button. Victoria closed the door for privacy and picked up the receiver.

Santos, she answered.

Pete Weston here. Sorry to bother you in the middle of your road show, but you told me to call as soon as I had anything.

She rubbed the last bit of red dye from her eyebrows, then blinked hard, switching completely out of her training mode. Dr. Weston was a DNA expert in the FBI laboratory at headquarters, one of hundreds of experts she relied on for support.

Dont apologize, she said. Thanks for working a Saturday. Got my results?

Yes, but you wont be happy.

She sighed, but showed no surprise. What did you find?

Well, I looked at the specimens from the Eugene, Oregon, scene first. You remember we had some drops of blood in the bathroom, around the sink and tub, well away from the body. Unfortunately, Im afraid you can rule out your theory that the killer cut himself and left behind a trail of his own blood.

How do you know?

On a hunch I compared the unidentified blood from Oregon to the blood of the other four victimsCleveland, New York, Arkansas, Miami. I got a match with Miami. He must have taken it with him from the Miami victim, or maybe it had just collected on his knife or soaked into his clothing. He could have frozen it to preserve it, then brought it with him to Oregon and sprinkled it at the scene.

Hes collecting blood now? she said warily.

In a way, yes. But it doesnt mean you have a vampire on your hands. If you did, youd probably have me examining blood from blenders and coffee cups by now.

Victoria said nothing, though she tended to agree. From the psychological profile shed helped construct, she already knew the killer was no raving lunatic spewing his own blood, hair and fibers for the police to gather in their evidence bagsthe so-called disorganized sociopath. Beyond that, though, no one was sure what they were after. The mixed signals were what made the case so baffling, and the thought of yet another dead end brought a knot to her stomach. How sure are you about the match with Miami?

Virtually certain.

Thats certain enough for me, she said. Given the case history, I guess it was pretty unrealistic to hope for a break that big. Thanks anyway, Doc. You do good work.

She hung up, then pushed aside a stack of books to sit on the edge of the desk. After a minute of thought, she dug in her purse for her Dictaphone.

Saturday, January eleventh, she began. Lab results suggest further modification of profile. Savagery of attacks, level of carnage left behind at crime scenes, absence of actual sexual penetration continue to suggest disorganized qualities. Level of staging and increasing manipulation of evidence, however, indicates a keen presence of mind and well-conceived plan to taunt police and/or thwart the investigation, consistent with an intelligent and organized serial killer.

She paused and took a deep breath, as if suddenly comprehending the size of their problem. She switched the Dictaphone back on. In short, she said solemnly, subject can be classified neither as organized nor disorganized. It appears as though were dealing with a unique sociopathic hybrid. One killer, with attributes of both.



Church let out at noon on that clear but cold Sunday. A call came in to the Candler County sheriffs office in Metter around twelve-forty-five. The clerical staff didnt work weekends, but it was time to order new supplies for the detention center on the other side of the sally port, so Barbara Easton was working overtime. The Bible had taught her never to work on Sunday, but she was a nineteen-year-old single mother who needed food on the table. Sheriffs office, she answered in a polite southern drawl.

Good afternoon. The mans voice was completely calm, lacking any sense of urgency. His speech, however, was thick and gravelly, seemingly disguised. I want to report a homicide.

A homicide? You mean someone was murdered?

Thats the only kind of homicide I know of.

Where! Ill call for an ambulance.

Too late. I told you: Shes dead.

Okay, uhm. Just calm down, all right? She was fidgeting with her hair, speaking more to herself than the caller. Are you sure shes dead?

Dead sure. Im the one who killed her.

Her mouth opened but words didnt follow. You her voice cracked, youre calling to report your own murder?

Its not my murder, missy. Im not dead. Im the murderer.

The patronizing tone gave his words even more impact. Her hands started to shake, and her mind went blank. Are youis this some kind of joke?

Let me put it to you as plain as I can, lady. The last person I talked to is now a bloody mess on her bedroom floor.

A lump came to her throat. Shed been a secretary only a month. Her training hadnt covered this, but her instincts told her to get him to talk to a cop. Sir, would you like to speak to the sheriff?

Id like to speak to somebody who knows what the hell theyre doing. Make it fast.

Just one sec. Her shaky finger hit the HOLD button, then she dropped the receiver and peeled down the hall. Sheriff! she shouted. Come quick!

Sheriff John Dutton was in the back, chatting with his deputy by the Mr. Coffee machine. He was fifty-two years old, fair-skinned and freckled with wavy red hair that was turning precipitously gray. Twenty-eight years of cruising in patrol cars and pigging out at the local Egg N You Diner had put an extra thirty pounds around his waist. Barbara was panting and wide-eyed with panic when she reached him.

Mans on the line, she blurted. Her chest was heaving as she tried to catch her breath. Says he killed someone.

He blinked in disbelief, but her eyes told him she was deadly serious. He dropped his chocolate doughnut on the counter and sprinted to the phone. A ringful of keys jingled on his belt loop, and his heavy thighs rubbed together to the tune of tight polyester slacks. He jumped in the chair and caught his breath. Did he say anything else? he asked quickly, before getting on the line.

Nuh-uh. Just that he killed someone. His voice sounds kind of funny, though. Like maybe hes disguising it.

He grabbed the receiver, then paused and grimaced. For years hed been pushing for an upgraded phone system, but the county budget didnt even allow for automatic recording of calls to the new 911 service, let alone to the sheriffs office. Fetch me my Dictaphone, he barked.

Barbara scrambled across the room to his desk, rifled through a drawer full of pens, pencils, and crumpled candy bar wrappers, and came up with the Dictaphone. She hustled back to the sheriff, who picked up the receiver and switched on the Dictaphone, holding it by the earpiece. He cleared the nervous tickle from his throat and pushed the blinking button on the telephone. Hello, this is Sheriff John Dutton. Who am I speaking to?

Prince Charles of Wales, came the sarcastic reply. Im not about to tell you who I am, fool.

Okay, no problem. No problem at all. He spoke in the even, understanding tone that had kept dozens of domestic disturbances from turning into bloodbaths. I hear theres an incident you want to report.

Its no incident. Its a homicide.

You want to tell me about it?

What do you want to hear, Sheriff? How she begged me not to do it? Or how she screamed when I did?

He drew a deep breath, forcing himself to show no emotion. So the victims a woman, I take it.

Now were getting somewhere.

Who is she? He closed his eyes and waited, fearing he might know her.

Names Gerty. Lives over in Hainesville.

He brought his hand to his forehead, grimacing with anguish. Hainesville had but one Gerty; the world knew but one Gerty. He bit back his anger and forced himself to maintain a congenial toneanything to keep the guy talking. You sure you dont wanna tell me who you are now, pardner?

Sure thing. Im your next-door neighbor, asshole. Im the guy standing behind you in the checkout line at the Piggly Wiggly.

You got a name?

One more stupid question, Sheriff, and Im going to have to ask you to put the girl back on the line.

Fair enough. Just stay on the line, okay? He took a sip of cold coffee from Barbaras Styrofoam cup, ignoring the lipstick on the rim. Tell me this much: Did you know Gertyor did she know you?

Never met her before. Never even laid eyes on her.

Then why in the world would you kill her?

Because Im a bad person.

Well, you must have some kind of reason. You dont just kill somebody for no reason.

Youre thinking way too logically, Sheriff.

I just want to know why you did it. Thats all.

All right. Ill tell you why. The voice tightened with anger. His speech became slow and deliberate, with eerie pauses between words, as if some other part of him were answering: BecauseIfelt like it.

The sheriff winced. It sounded like he meant itthe guy just felt like it. Wheres she now? Wheres the body?

The man sighed, then there was silence. Precious seconds passed. The sheriff felt his throat going dry. He feared he was losing him. Come on, pardner. Lets not play games. Whered you put the body?

I didnt put her anywhere. I cant believe you hick-town cops havent gotten over there yet. Shit, man, if I had to sit around waiting for you and Barney Fife to find her, no one would ever recognize my work.

Why? How long ago did you kill her? Just tell me that.

Two days ago.

Whyd you wait so long to call us?

I wasnt through with her.

What does that mean?

He let out a deep, sarcastic sigh of boredom. It means that now I am through with her.

You son of a bitch. What did you do to her! He was on the edge of his seat, his face flushed with anger.

Sorry, Sheriff, he said coolly. That was your final stupid question.

The line clicked, and then came the dial tone.







    

Chapter 3




two rapes, nine robberies and a fatal drive-by shooting. After thirteen years with the Miami Tribune, Mike Posten had seen enough crime to recite the daily tally without emotion, like two eggs and toast with a side of bacon.

At six feet two he could be intimidating when necessary, and some of the characters he met made it absolutely necessary. He was easy to talk to but not a smooth talker, with warm brown eyes and a disarming smile that had once made him a bit of a heartthrob after hours. His J-school professors had told him that even though he was no pretty boy, he had the talent and presence to go far at a major television network. For him, however, the printed word was the most rewarding form of journalism. The morning newspaper was the worlds equilibrium. As irreverent as he could be sometimes, he maintained a dedication to his craft that had earned him a Pulitzer and the grudging admiration of his colleagues.

That Monday morning had been particularly busy, and Mike had wasted most of it in Miamis Little Havana area trying to interview some drunk with vomit on his shoes who said hed found a nice pair of sneakers in the Dumpster with the feet still in them. Normally Mike would have kept right on working through lunch, but today was a personal matter.

Lunch-hour traffic was moving briskly across MacArthur Causeway. The six east-west lanes almost seemed to float in the blue-green waters of Biscayne Bay, connecting the skyscrapers of downtown Miami to the neighboring island of Miami Beach. Along the south stretched Government Cut, a narrow waterway for cruise and cargo ships that probed like a mile-long finger from the Atlantic. Waterfront mansions rimmed the private residential islands to the north, home at one time or another to the likes of Al Capone and Julio Iglesias.

Mike and Karen Posten drove in separate cars from their marriage counselors office to the restaurant on Miami Beach. She led in her Infiniti. He followed in his black Saab convertible. It was a metaphor, he thought, for the current state of their marriageseparate, with him in pursuit. Two months ago, shed suggested he take an apartment. She swore there was no other lover. There was no physical, mental or substance abuse. No money problems. And most of all, no passion. After eight years of marriage, theyd become two very successful people who took each other for granted. At least thats what their counselor had told them.

Lost her, Mike muttered as he turned north on Ocean Drive. Probably a dozen cars looked exactly like hersit was south Floridas current luxury vehicle-of-choice. He would have bet a weeks salary that one of these days while eavesdropping on police radio hed hear not that the suspect had fled in a white four-door sedan but that he was not driving an emerald black Infiniti.

He spotted his wife a few blocks ahead, entering one of the sidewalk cafs that made South Beach so popular. Parking was impossible on Ocean Drive, so he curbed his convertible at the valet stand, right behind a flaming red Porsche with a personalized license plate reading UNWED MD. If ever a case could be made in support of drive-by shootings, this guy had to be it.

Ocean Drive was, by local consensus at least, the most colorful strip of restored Art Deco hotels in the world. On a sunny afternoon like this one, it was a prime cruising lane for people watchers and scantily clad beachgoers. Tourists sipped espresso and conversed in a dozen different languages. Speeding Rollerbladers weaved in and out of pedestrians, excusing everything from sweaty sideswipes to head-on collisions with a glib, Sorry, dude.

Mike had never considered himself one of South Beachs so-called beautiful people, though his thirty-eight-year-old body was still fit, trimmed by years of discipline at the rowing machine and an undying passion for competitive sportsbasketball and racquetball being his favorites. His hairline had given him a brief scare in his early thirties, but the recession had stopped quickly, and it was clear now that his thick, dark mane with flecks of gray would survive middle age.

Karen was already seated at a wrought-iron table beneath a Cinzano umbrella by the time he got his valet ticket. He made eye contact and waved from across the restaurant. She seemed a little out of place in her pearl necklace and navy blue business suit, but she still looked great, fanning herself with the menu. Her thick auburn hair was shoulder length, slightly longer on the left than the righta daring cut for the newest partner at Saunders & Sires, Miamis largest and, by all accounts, stodgiest law firm. At thirty-two she was six years younger than Mike, but she had an uncanny ability to look younger or more mature as the circumstances demanded. Either way, she was strikingdeceptively so for a woman whod finished at the top of her law school class and served as editor in chief of the University of Miami Law Review.

Mike arrived just as the waiter was setting two salads on the table.

Im kind of in a hurry, said Karen, so I went ahead and ordered for you. Grilled chicken Caesar.

Sounds good. He pulled up a chair, unfurled the cloth napkin, and then winced curiously at the distinctive shiny metal bowl holding his salad.

The salads come in dog bowls, explained Karen. Thats why its called the Dog Gone Caf. Clever, huh?

Oh, its beyond clever, he said, smirking. Id say it rivals the kind of trendy logic that would have the Russian Tea Room serving entres in teacups.

They made small talk for a while, then ate in silence, not for lack of anything to say but for lack of nerve to say it. The bowls were nearly empty before either could steer the conversation in a serious direction.

Session went well today, said Mike. Dont you think?

Better, she said, shrugging. I think we still have a ways to go, though.

He looked at his bowl. He was starting to feel like a dog. Throw me a bone, Karen.

Mike, please dont take this the wrong way, but I really wish you wouldnt always look to me for status reports. It seems like all you ever want to know is how close we are to solving the problem. But you dont ever really talk about what we have to do to fix things.

Sorry. I was just feeling pretty good about what Dr. Newsome said about our psychological profiles todaythat were so much alike.

Her brow furrowed. Thats not what she was suggesting. She said were the psychological mirror image of each other.

Which means were exactly the same.

It means were total opposites. When you look in the mirror, everythings reversed.

He averted his eyes, befuddled. I guess thats one way of looking at it.

Anything else, folks? the waiter interrupted.

No, thanks, said Karen. She checked her watch. Sorry, but I have to scoot back to the firm. Im deposing a bank vice president at two-thirty.

You mean youre not staying for the Milk-Bone souffl?

She smiled and opened her purse.

My treat, he said. You can pay when we dine at the Russian Tea Room.

Deal.

They said good-bye and exchanged a nothing kiss. He watched as she walked to her car, hoping shed look back, maybe give him a smile. He didnt get one.

He ordered another Evian with lemon, then turned his attention to the people parade along the extrawide sidewalk on Ocean Drive. A statuesque brunette clad in a strategically ripped dago-T scurried toward the Ford Agency. A geriatric retiree inched along on his walker. Amazing, he thought, South Beach was the one place on earth where even the homophobic cop down from Brooklyn seemed to blend right in with the flamboyant transvestite walking six poodles on a leash. Peaceful coexistence. So why did every conversation with Karen feel like a boxing match?

At ten after two he called his office voice mail on his portable phone, then dialed the answering machine back at his apartment. Actually, Zacks apartment. As he waited for the fourth ring, it suddenly occurred to him that for nearly two decades hed had the same best friend. Karen didnt seem to keep in touch with anyone longer than a few months. Maybe they were opposites.

Hello, Zack answered.

Dumbshit, whatd you pick up for? Im calling in for messages.

Gee, its good to hear your voice too, man.

Sorry. Im not exactly having a banner day.

No problem. Anyway, the lights not blinking on your machine, so I guess nobody loves you. But you did get a package this morning. Kind of weird. Its got urgent, open immediately written all over it, but it came second-day, non-Saturday deliverywhich means a three-day delay.

From who?

Not sure. Cant read the name on the delivery invoice. Looks like it was mailed from Atlanta.

Go ahead and open it. Mike heard the package tearing open, then he couldnt hear anything as a Jeep full of bikini-clad Brazilians rolled down Ocean Boulevard with the boom box blasting.

Hmmm, said Zack. This is strange.

What?

Just a sheet of paper. Nothing on it but some womans name. Typed. Do you know a Gertrude Kincaid?

Mike froze. Hed been following the gruesome trail of tongue murders ever since the third victim had turned up in Miami. Actually, Im doing a story on her.

She one of your sources?

No. A victim. Looks like shes body number six for that serial killer Ive been covering. Her name just came over the wire this morning. Small town in Georgia. Police found her body yesterday, but they think it happened sometime Friday.

Friday?

Yeah, why?

Like I said, the package took three days to get here. It was sent on Thursday.

Mike could suddenly hear himself breathing. Dont touch anything, all right? Just leave everything right where it is. Ill be there in a minute. He switched off the phone and ran to his car.







    

Chapter 4




a record-breaking cold front was working through south-central Georgia that Monday afternoon. Gray skies cast an eerie pall over a brown, rolling landscape that seemed shocked by the blast of Arctic air. Livestock herded together in the open fields along Highway 46, sheltering each other from the cold north wind. At the end of the long line of barbed-wire fencing, bare oaks and azaleas lined the quiet streets of Hainesville.

Special Agent Victoria Santos parked her rented Oldsmobile at the curb in front of 501 Peach Street. Kincaid was the name on the mailbox at the end of the driveway. As she opened her car door a blue-and-white van marked ACTION NEWS pulled away from the curb. She presumed several other media types had already come and gone in the past twenty-four hours since the body had been discovered. A curious neighbor watched from beyond the white picket fence as she ducked under the yellow police tape and headed up the brick driveway. Three men wearing the brown leather jackets and dark brown trousers of the Candler County Sheriffs Department were standing on the covered front porch, on the official business side of yet another line of yellow police tape stretched across the top step. It was cold enough for her to see their breath steam. Little puffs of conversation came from all directions, each seeming to talk over the other.

Victoria rubbed her hands together and pulled her trench coat tight, cursing the cold beneath her breath. It was a far cry from the steaminess of Cuba, where shed been born thirty-three years ago, or, for that matter, the warmth of Miami Beach, where shed spent her childhood. Shed spent the last ten years up north, after graduating from the FBI Academy, but her blood still hadnt thickened. Strangely, it had been warmer in Virginia this morning than in Georgia, and she hadnt had time to check the weather before flying to Savannah, let alone pack appropriately. Shed left on a Bubirdthe Bureaus name for its own aircraftdirectly from the Quantico airstrip, five minutes after taking an urgent call from her supervisor.

Santos, FBI, she announced with a flash of her credentials. She was standing on the top step, just shy of the police tape. Im looking for Sheriff John Dutton.

The conversation stopped, and their stares made her mildly self-conscious. She was taller than the sheriff, but she felt much shorter standing one step below the men on the porch. They looked at her as though they might have found her attractive at a bake sale or church picnic. Here, however, she was definitely the intruder.

Sheriff Dutton stepped forward, hands resting irreverently on his hips. He came close enough for her to read his name bar pinned to his jacket, but he didnt formally introduce himself. Youre the help they sent down from Washington, I take it.

Not Washington, exactly. I work out of Quantico, Virginia. Thanks for notifying us.

Wasnt my idea to notify anybody. It was the State Attorney who wanted to call in the feds. Hell if I know whywe take care of our own here. He gave Victoria an assessing look. Ill just remind you once, miss, Im the one running this investigation.

Less than five minutes on the scene, she thought, and already she was knee-deep in testosterone. I fully intend to respect your authority, Sheriff. However, you should know that my reasons for being here are not casual. Ive spent the last four months working with local law enforcement in five states on five previous murders that may be related to this one.

Do sayWell, right now, this is the only murder were concerned about. In Hainesville, aint nothin more important than a matter of local concern.

I can appreciate that.

Then I hope you also appreciate that things are well under control. Crime scenes secure. I did it myself, to reduce the chance of any disturbance. Filled out the initial report. Sketched a floor plan, took photographs and a videotape. You can look at any of that. But Im not about to have anybody who shows up with a badge poking around inside willy-nilly.

Rest assured, I want to work with you to catch this killer. We can talk about the crime scene later. First, though, Id like to see the body.

Its long gone. The body van picked it up yesterday. Georgia Bureau of Investigation routed it to the branch crime lab in Macon.

I know, Im on my way there. I was just hoping youd come with me, maybe give me some background. Im sure I could use your insights as well. Can I count on you, please?

She did everything short of batting her eyes, struggling to keep a straight face. With her forensic background she could practically have performed the autopsy herself, and she hardly needed a county sheriff to show her around a morgue. Politics, however, made it important at the outset to reassure the locals that they werent being squeezed out of their own investigation.

All right, he said, seemingly disarmed. Ill drive.

In two minutes they were in the squad car, headed west on 1-16. Cunninghams funeral home normally served as Hainesvilles morgue. The local coroner, a paramedic at Candler County Hospital, had already ruled the death suspicious, so the body had been transferred to the Georgia State Crime Lab for examination by a trained forensic pathologist. It was over an hours ride, mostly on interstate, so there was plenty of time for Victoria to review her notes.

What can you tell me about Mrs. Kincaid? she asked, finally looking up from her sheaf of papers. The wipers squeaked across the windshield, clearing away a few slushy drops that were on the verge of becoming Candler Countys first significant snowfall in more than five years.

Seventy-eight-year-old widow. Her husband was a state legislator who died when she was in her early forties. She never remarried, raised a two-year-old daughter by her lonesome and fifteen years ago was elected Hainesvilles first woman mayor. She retired a couple years back, but still went to every city council meeting. Lived alone, drove herself wherever she wanted to go and chewed the hell out of anyone who suggested she was getting too old to do it. LBJ was president the last time shed missed a Sunday-morning service, and she couldnt have been sick more than a few days in her life. Thats why it was so conspicuous when she wasnt in the front pew singing yesterday morning. He took his eyes from the road and looked at her directly. Thats why its so important I catch the animal who killed her.

And thats why Im here. To help.

I know why youre here, he scoffed. You think were a bunch of dumb rednecks who cant handle a homicide because there aint been nobody killed in Hainesville since the bad guys wore blue and the good guys wore gray. Well, that aint the case, miss. We know our stuff here.

Im sure you do. But whether youre good or bad cops has nothing to do with my being here. She paused, trying to think of some way to explain her visit without insulting. Have you ever heard of CASKU, Sheriff?

He furrowed his brow, searching, but he was plainly drawing a blank. Heard of it, yeah. Stands forfor somethin.

Its an acronym for the FBIs Child Abduction and Serial Killer Unit, based in Quantico. Its fairly new, created specifically to provide operational assistance to any local, state or federal law enforcement agency involved in the investigation of a child abduction or serial murder case. My job is to make sure you get the services you needcrime analysis, formulation of investigative strategies, technical and forensic resource coordination, use of the FBI Evidence Response Teams or FBI laboratory services. I also coordinate our analysis of the behavioral characteristics of unknown serial killers. Its called profiling.

Now that youve described it, I have heard of it. Youre the guys responsible for those god-awful forms.

You must mean the VI-CAP formViolent Criminal Apprehension Program. They are long, but the key to the profiling program is to make sure the information fed back to Quantico is as complete and accurate as possible, so its worth the effort. The whole program started with actual interviews of convicted killers like Manson, Richard Speck and Ted Bundy. Now its grown into a huge database that includes profiles of virtually every known serial killer in modern time. The idea was to figure out what makes these guys tick, what drives them, what they feel and dont feel before, during and after the murders. The learning curve is ongoing, but special agents back at Quantico can now look at the evidence in a given case and construct a psychological profile of the killer. For the investigators in the field, a solid profile gives them somebody to look for.

But if this is the sixth murder, like you say, there must already be a profile.

Not a good one. This is a particularly tough case. We figure the killers probably a man, but only because female serial killers are so rare. The classic victims female, between the age of fifteen and thirty. Here, weve got three men andcounting Mrs. Kincaidthree women, their ages ranging from thirty-one to seventy-eight. The classic serial killer is a sadistic sexual psychopath who strikes within his own ethnic group. In this case, none of the victims was sexually assaulted, three are white, two are black and ones Hispanic. If thats not confounding enough, they come from six different states, six very different communities. Manhattan. Eugene, Oregon. Miami. Cleveland. Fayetteville, Arkansas. And now Hainesville.

Dont see much of a common thread there. What makes you think theyre all related?

Thats another benefit of VI-CAP. The computer helps link up crimes from different jurisdictions that might otherwise never be connectedyou know, the old joke about a killer signing his name on the victims forehead in Oregon, while the cops in Cleveland are looking for the same guy but dont know a thing about it. VI-CAP gave us a match after the third victim was found in Miami. It was the bizarre MO. Granted, its still the only thing that links the victims to each other or to any one person who could be their killer, but its a strong linkmore like a signature than an MO. All were stabbed, multiple times. And each one had their tongue extracted from their mouth.

Dutton cringed, thinking how much it hurt just to bite his own tongue. The image of the dried blood on Gertys lips suddenly returned. When you say extracted, he said warily, you mean cut, I suppose.

Partly. She stared out the window, deep in her own thoughts of five other victims who came before Gerty. But mostly I mean ripped.

She heard the sheriff breathe a heavy sigh, and they rode the rest of the way to the morgue in silence.



Looks like myocardial infarction, said Dr. Percy Ackerman, medical examiner. He was short and stocky with a very round head covered by a salt-and-pepper stubble that was no longer than a five-oclock shadow. He stood at the head of the autopsy table, bearing the stains of various bodily fluids on his green surgical scrubs and latex gloves.

Victoria peered down at the old womans naked, gray body. Two deep incisions ran laterally from shoulder to shoulder, across her breasts at a downward angle and meeting at the sternum. A long, deeper cut ran from breastbone to groin, forming the stem in the coroners classic Y incision. The liver, spleen, kidneys and intestines were laid out neatly beside a slab of ribs on the dissection tray behind Dr. Ackerman. The cadaver was literally a shell of a human being, strangely reminiscent of the hollowed-out half of a watermelon on a table of hors doeuvres. Victoria smeared another dab of Vicks Vapo-Rub beneath her nostrils, taking extra care to cut the odor. At moments like these she would swear that a degree in medicine was the only thing separating serial killers from forensic pathologists. That, and a conscience.

You mean Gerty died of a heart attack? Sheriff Dutton asked incredulously.

Im saying she was literally scared to death. Medically speaking, extreme terror or fear can cause a sudden and massive release of epinephrinebetter known as adrenalinecausing ventricular fibrillation of the heart. That seems to be what happened here. I would point out, though, that her rather advanced arteriosclerosis made her somewhat susceptible to V-fib.

Well, said Victoria, you cant crack somebody over the head with a lead pipe and then defend yourself by saying his skull was too thin. A killer has to take his victim with all her weakness, all her vulnerabilities. The mechanism of death may have been myocardial infarction, but surely you agree that the manner of death was still homicide.

Absolutely.

She walked around to the other side of the table, looking more closely. Tell me more about what scared her. Was it something the killer did to her? Or does it look like she just saw him standing in the doorway and that was all her poor heart could take?

Gerty Kincaid was no scaredy-cat, the sheriff scoffed.

In this case, sighed Dr. Ackerman, Id say she was too strong for her own good. An immediate death of natural causes would have been a blessing.

Victoria glanced at the clear plastic bag on the tray, holding a flat, reddish brown wedge of flesh. The color ran from her cheeks, and the torrents of cold air from the ducts overhead suddenly seemed colder. You think the tongue came out before she was dead, then.

Actually, it wasnt completely removed until I did the examination.

Victoria shot him a look of concern.

The killer had taken it better than three-quarters of the way, said Ackerman, slightly defensive. Thats what made the State Attorney call you in the first place, thinking it was connected to these tongue murders in the news. It was just hanging by a shred. I took it the rest of the way to inspect the wound.

All right, she said. But this is important: Do you think the killer did his part before or after death?

Id say it was perimortemat or near the time of death. Weve got various signs of torture. Look here, he said as he turned one of the hands palm up. Nails dug into the skin on the inside of the palms. She actually punctured the skin and drew blood. Id say digging in that deeply is consistent with sustained, excruciating painthe kind of pain you might expect to be associated with someone trying to rip the tongue right out of your mouth.

Weve seen that on a few of the other victims, Victoria said quietly. What about time of death?

She was starting to swell with gas buildup. A few blisters had already formed under the skin, and fluids were leaking from her nose and vagina. So I fixed the time of death sometime on Friday, figuring shed been dead maybe two and a half days. Its hard to pinpoint an exact time.

Victoria nodded. His conclusions seemed sound, but she suspected that his estimation of the time of death was no doubt influenced by newspaper reports that Gerty Kincaid was last seen alive on Friday morning.

Dr. Ackerman carried on about livor mortis patterns and the details of his examination for another twenty minutes, until Victoria announced it was time to leave. She and Sheriff Dutton walked in silence to the parking lot. The sun had just set. Gray skies were turning black, and the temperature had dropped even further. Tiny drops of water on the hood of the squad car had actually frozen.

Is he any good? she asked casually as they piled into the car.

Dutton switched on the heater, but it blasted only cold air. Who, Dr. Ackerman? Best damn pathologist in Georgiamaybe even the whole southeastern United States. Doesnt have some goofy nickname, like the Grim Reaper or Dr. Blood and Guts, and he doesnt eat ketchup sandwiches while doin his autopsies, neither. Just because hes originally from south Georgia dont mean hes some backwoods flunky you see in a made-for-TV movie.

I wasnt implying he should be dressing deer. Dont take this too personally, Sheriff, but you seem to get awfully defensive every time I ask you a question.

He paused, seeming to measure his response as the squad car came to a halt at the corner of Oglethorpe and Second Avenue. Medefensive? Maybe. But I think its more along the lines of those women who say they have to work twice as hard to get half as much. When it comes to law enforcement, a small-town cops probably a lot like being a woman in the FBI. Nobody thinks you can play with the big boys.

Victoria smiled with her eyes. She wasnt sure she liked him, but she suddenly understood him.

He lit up a cigarette. I mean, people must ask you all the time why a woman like you would want to chase serial killers for a living.

Yeah, she said, smiling thinly. Sometimes after knocking off a bottle of Mylanta for dinner, I even ask myself that question.

He took a long drag on his cigarette. Why do you do it?

She stared out the window, said nothing for a long moment, then turned back to him. For the victims.

The sheriff cracked the window to release the cigarette smoke. You do seem to care more than most. I could tell from your questions that you were hoping poor old Gerty had died before that monster started ripping out her tongue.

That wasnt just compassion. I read the transcript you faxed me of that phone callthe so-called confession. Toward the end he said he wasnt through with her until a couple of days after he killed her. Thats one of the things that was so intriguing to the FBI profilers. That he would actually have the bravado to call the sheriffs office in the first place was a sign that he was beginning to thrive on the attention. But beyond that, we thought this might be the first case where he did something to the victim after the killing. Postmortem mutilation would change the profile considerably. But thats not the way it happened, according to your Dr. Ackerman. The killer attempted to extract the tongue at or near the time of death, just like the other cases.

But why did he stop in this case, before the tongue was all the way out? You think somebody scared him off?

No. I think he stopped because she died of a heart attack. It tells me this psycho has no use for a dead victim. His signature isnt ripping out peoples tongues, dead or alive. His signature is torture.

Dutton felt his mouth go dry. Okay, you say the perp has no use for dead victims, but Ive got the guy on tape saying he waited two days to call and tell us about the murder because he wasnt through with the body yet. Where does that leave us?

Id say it leaves two possibilities. One, the caller is the killer, but hes throwing red herrings into his story about postcrime behavior, intentionally trying to mislead us. Or two, hes not the killer at allbut for some crazy reason, he wants us to think he is.

Why would anyone want that?

She sighed and shook her head. Your guess is as good as mine. One things for sure, though. That phone call and the tape recording have to remain absolutely confidential. The last thing this investigation needs is nationwide media coverage of a phone call that may have been designed to get everyone looking for the wrong guy.

Dont worry. Thats one good thing about a small department. No leaks.

I certainly hope so, she muttered under her breath, knowing there was no such thing as a police department without leaks.







    

Chapter 5




mike sped along the coastline on Bayshore Drive, toward the cluster of bare sailboat masts that projected like a wintry forest from Coconut Grove Marina. He reached the Yacht Harbor condominium just after three oclock and took the elevator straight up to Zacks twentieth-floor suite.

Although a knee injury had ended Zacks NBA career as a rookie, a huge signing bonus made a second career unnecessary. After Mike helped get him a brief stint as a Tribune sportswriter, he quit to pursue his passionflying. He bought a fleet of seaplanes that took legitimate businessmen from Miami to Palm Beach or Key West and back. Sometimes hed just take tourists up for the view. The best feeling, though, was when he went up alone, zipping along the coast over turquoise reefs or due west over the wavy brown saw grass that blanketed the Evergladesa near seven-footer imagining what it would be like to be seven hundred feet tall.

The view from Zacks penthouse was just as spectacular, with a wall of windows and wraparound balcony overlooking Biscayne Bay and the Miami skyline. Inside were mirrored walls, polished floors of Brazilian marble, and modern Italian furniture that looked so uncomfortable it had to be expensive.

Its in your room, said Zack, directing Mike as he breezed through the dining room.

Mike had been living in the guest bedroom for the past two months, ever since Karen suggested he take an apartment. At the foot of his unmade bed lay an open pizza delivery box and television remote. On his pillow was the open FedEx package from Georgia, right where Zack had left it. He stepped around the pile of unfolded laundry on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed for a closer inspection. Zack was in the open doorway, leaning against the frame and licking the bright orange residue of a party-size bag of Cheetos from the tips of his fingers.

I guess you shouldnt touch it, said Zack.

Good point, Sherlock. Id hate to smear one of your paw prints.

Come on, man. I wasnt being nosy. You told me to open it. He wiped his hands on his sweatshirt, watching as Mike scrutinized the FedEx invoicewithout touching it. So, you gonna call the cops?

Mike sighed. Ill speak to the brass at the paper first, but I gotta believe thats what well do. I mean, if this guy sent the package on Thursday and this Kincaid woman wasnt attacked until Fridaywell, if he isnt the killer, who else could he be?

Why would he send it to you, though, as opposed to any other reporter?

For all I know he did send it to others. We dont know that Ive been singled outnot yet. Actually, what bothers me more right now is how he knew to send it here, to your condo.

Zack stroked his chin, thinking. That kind of makes me think maybe you have been singled out, dude. Could be his own little power play. Its his way of saying that he knows youre separated, that youre living somewhere other than your usual home address. If you were just another reporter on a long mailing list, I dont think hed go to all that trouble to check out your marital status.

Mike paused, weighing what his friend had just said. Good point. Actually, when you think about it, it makes some sense that hed pick me, since I work for the Tribune.

Whats so special about the Tribune?

You figure, if hes going to contact a newspaper, it would probably be in one of the five cities where victims have turned up. Miamis one of them. And the Tribune has a huge readership.

Yeah, but didnt one of the killings take place in New York? Zack said, smirking. They got something there called the New York Times, dont they?

Mike was about to make a suitable gesture when the phone rang. He and Zack exchanged expectant glances. Now what? Finally, on the fourth ring, Mike snatched it up. Hello.

Did you get my package, Posten?

Mikes mouth opened, but it took a moment for his words to flow. Who is this?

Rule number one, asshole: no questions.

Mike glanced at Zack, who moved closer to the phone. Yeah, I got your package, Mike said. Its right here. Saw your little note, too.

Impressed?

Yeah, sure. Takes a big set of balls to torture a seventy-eight-year-old woman. Whos next on your list, day-old puppies with their eyes still closed?

Youre missing the point, smartass. I didnt kill her. I just predicted it.

Mikes brow furrowed. What do you mean?

Exactly what I said. I shipped the package to you on Thursday, and the killer whacked poor old Gerty on Friday. I predicted shed be next, and I was right. I know who the next ones going to be, too. And the one after that, and the one after that. Ive cracked the killers pattern, and Im the only one who ever will. Because nobody thinks the way he doesexcept for me.

Mikes head swirled, but he struggled to stay focused. This is a very sick game youre playing.

Its no game. Its business. Theres something in it for you, something for me. I know youd love to hear my predictionsget the scoop on the competition. What reporter wouldnt? Ill give it to you, and only to you. A nice big exclusive story. All you gotta do is give me something in return.

Like what?

Money, for starters. Lots of it. Fifty thousand dollars for my next prediction.

You dirtbag, Im not about to pay a penny to you or any other source. Youve got the wrong reporter.

Oh, Ive got the right one all right. Stay in the game, and maybe Ill tell you why. Citibank. The account numbers on the back of the package. Its in the name of Ernest Gill. Make a cash deposit by Friday.

You deaf? I said Im not paying.
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