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Valkyrie gripped the wheel, all of her focus directed at a single point just beyond the hood of her 1934 Packard, where the dense coastal fog obliterated the beams of her headlights into shimmering halos. The slick pavement climbed, twisted, and dropped down next to the Pacific shoreline. The Packard’s ancient vacuum-powered wipers made a quiet whip-creak, whip-creak as they flipped back and forth. A dull static buzzed out of the radio, the white-noise remnants of a jazz station that had vanished somewhere outside of Fort Bragg. In the darkness outside, the sporadic rain seemed to ebb and flow like the tide, now furious and driving, now little more than a mist, but never entirely gone. 

Valkyrie’s cell phone rang, and the noise snapped her back to reality. She wondered how long she’d been listening to static on the radio. She glanced at the screen and it said, simply: Unknown. 

Perfect, she thought. Her phone hadn’t rung in days, but now that she was flying down a dangerous road in the middle of the night -during a storm, no less- it just had to. Valkyrie was surprised it was even getting a signal. The indicator said one bar, but she doubted that was accurate. 

Val scanned the area for a safe place to pull off the road. Through the haze, she saw the road barrier curving along the side of the pavement, the thin wall of sheet metal the only thing protecting her from a two-hundred-foot plunge straight into the icy black waters of the Pacific. To her right, she caught a glimpse of foamy waves crashing against the rocks. To her left, the silhouetted shapes of ancient sequoias and jagged coastal mountains frowning down at her, almost willing her to spin the wheel and slip quietly over the cliffs. 

The phone continued to ring as Valkyrie sped through a tight inside corner. She eased off the accelerator and then punched it as she climbed the ridge on the other side. As the highway straightened out, Valkyrie reached out to turn off the radio. She tapped the speakerphone that was built into the car’s custom burl-wood dash, and it spat out a tinny beep.

“It’s Val,” she said.

“Valkyrie, it’s time for us to talk.” 

It was a man’s voice, low, broken by the lousy reception, but still familiar. The sound sent a chill crawling down her spine.

“Who are you?”

“I’m on your side, that’s the only thing that matters.” 

“If that were true, you wouldn’t be playing games with me. You’d tell me where to find him.” 

“I already tried that, remember? I told you, and you let him slip out of your hands.” 

“You got me arrested,” Val said. “I was stuck in that cell for three days.” 

Subdued laughter. “Valkyrie, you can’t blame that on me. I know you want to catch the killer, but you’re going to have to do better.” 

“How can I even be sure that you’re not him?” 

“If I was, would I tell you where to find me?” 

Valkyrie bit her lower lip. She flew around a sharp corner and her heart caught in her throat as the road vanished. She worked the brakes, careful not to lose traction as she brought the Packard’s speed down to a crawl. The steep incline dropped her into a fog so dense that she couldn’t even see the edges of the road. Valkyrie flicked a switch on the dash, activating her high beams, supplementing the low beams and fog lights that were already running. The fog became a glowing wall in her path. She took a slow breath as she eased the car back between the lines. She glanced at the phone and realized her call had been dropped. 

For the next few minutes, Valkyrie’s only company was the flap of the wipers, the low rumble of the Packard’s massive twelve-cylinder engine, and the whoosh of wind across the old car’s convertible top. She came over a rise and the road straightened out ahead of her. The fog lifted just enough that she could see the three-hundred-yard patch of land that now distanced her from the cliffs. In a clump of trees near the ocean stood a ghostly old church. Based on the dilapidated condition of the structure, it had been abandoned for decades. 

There were no other homes nearby. In fact, other than trees and sagebrush, Valkyrie hadn’t seen any signs of life in miles. She felt an overpowering inner conflict as she looked at that barren, isolated landscape. She was alone, possibly more so than at any other time since Tom’s death, and that was frightening. Or, it should have been. Valkyrie had never been comfortable in places like that; places where anything could happen and no one would ever know. 

But now she felt something else. Valkyrie felt a sense of power, a kind of quiet confidence she hadn’t known in her previous life. Not long ago, Val would have been afraid to drive alone on a night like that, especially in a place so remote. She would have been terrified that she might run out of gas, or get a flat tire and be trapped out there alone. Valkyrie wasn’t afraid anymore. She could feel the weight of her semi-automatic pistol pressed against her rib cage, and she knew that it would be more than enough to protect her from anything she might encounter on that road.

Valkyrie Smith was a hard woman to kill, and she knew it. She had paid a steep price for that knowledge, and the experience would haunt her for the rest of her life, but it had also liberated her. Liberation, Val had learned, was not a simple matter of casting off stereotypes and social conventions. Nor was it a mere change in perspective. Rather, it was an evolution in state of being, a release not from consequences, but from fear. Having experienced and survived such profound torture, Valkyrie had emerged from the experience reborn, with a single-minded intensity and an insatiable hunger to deliver justice to the creature who had made her. 

For he was a creature, there could be no doubt about that. He was a demon wearing the guise of a man, and just as sure as the old Valkyrie had died at the bottom of that well, the avenging angel she had become would seek the killer out and send him straight back to hell. She’d follow him all the way down, if she had to.

The phone rang, and this time Valkyrie pulled off the highway so she wouldn’t lose the signal. She eased onto the wide, gravel-covered shoulder and parked, turning off the ignition so that the only sound was the wind howling around her car. She pressed the speakerphone button again:

“I’m here,” she said. 

“I was afraid I lost you.” 

“It’ll take a lot more than bad weather to get rid of me.” 

“I’m glad to hear that. Before we lose the call again, I should get to the point.” 

“I wish you would.” 

“I’ve found him, Valkyrie.” 

A gust of wind hit the side of the car, shaking it. Through the fog, she saw tree limbs shaking. They looked like arms waving at her, warning her to go back the way she had come. 

“Are you still in Oregon?” the voice said.

“Don’t worry about where I am.” 

“Fine. The man you’re looking for is in northern California, a place called Sequoia County. Have you heard of it?” 

“Wine, right?” 

“Yes, wine, hot-air balloons, mineral spas. You won’t have time for any of that.” 

“Where can I find him?” 

“I don’t know, but trust me, he’s there. You will find him.” 

“It would be a lot easier if I had a name.” 

“I have one for you, but you won’t like it.” 

“Why not?” 

“He’s started calling himself Odin.” 

Valkyrie closed her eyes. She gripped the steering wheel, squeezing the leather until it made cracking sounds. 

“Why?” she said in a quiet voice. “Why is he making it personal?” 

“It has always been personal. You’re the one that got away, Val.”

“I’m going to kill him.” 

“I believe you might.”

The line went dead. Valkyrie stepped out of the car and the wind hit her like a splash of cold water in the face. She took her cane from the backseat, leaning on it as she walked around the front of the Packard, gazing out towards the ocean. The wind ripped at her, stinging her face, blurring her vision with tears. The fog swirled like a living thing, almost conscious in its movement as it folded around her. The wind moaned through the eaves of the old church and she turned, breathing in the cold, humid air, wondering why in God’s name anyone would ever have chosen to live in that place. 

It didn’t take long for the chill to cut through her wool coat and seep into her bones. Valkyrie ducked back into the Packard and sat there, letting the knots in her back unwind as the warmth enveloped her. It felt good, being safely wrapped up in three tons of solid Detroit steel. It wasn’t just that. What made it special was the fact that before his death, Tom had rebuilt that car from the ground up. There wasn’t an inch of it that he hadn’t in some way repaired, modified, or improved. Every inch of that car bore his fingerprints, and she knew his spirit was there, holding her, warming her, pressing close to her. 

The rain returned with a fury. It came pounding down on the windshield and the vinyl top, and the wind hammered against the doors, searching, probing for a weakness. Valkyrie glanced at her phone and saw that she still had one bar. She tapped the speaker button: 

“Say a command,” the phone demanded.

“Call Matt.” 

The phone rang five times before he picked up. 

“Val? Do you know what time it is?” 

“Sorry, I forgot about the time difference.” 

“I have a test tomorrow.” 

“You’re back in school?” 

“It was either that, or live on the streets.” 

Val laughed. “Was that your father’s idea?” 

“I guess. Mom and dad said if I dropped out, I’d better pack my bags. Besides, I’m still working on that degree.” 

“Are you on the ten-year plan, or what? Are you planning to be, a doctor?” 

“Very funny. You know very well that I missed a couple of semesters. Besides, I’m going for a master’s in computer sciences. The prerequisites are killing me.” 

“I need a favor.” 

Matt’s voice rose in excitement. “Does that mean you found him?” 

“Maybe. I got another call, just like the last time.” 

“I remember. As I recall, you ended up in jail.”

“Never mind that. Do you think you can trace it? The number was blocked.”

“Don’t touch your phone. I’m transferring your memory logs.” 

“I knew I could count on you.” 

“Where will you be going?” 

“A place called Sequoia County.”

“I suppose this means we’ll have to start over again? Newspapers, police logs, all that?” 

“Everything you can find.” 

“I’ll program your scanner to the local frequencies,” Matt said. “You’ll need a wifi connection.” 

“Unlikely. I’m on the coast. I’m lucky to have a cell signal right now.” 

“All right, I’ll start scanning. I’ll call if I hear anything.” 

“Thanks, Matt. I’ll contact you when I get back to civilization.” 

“Be careful, Val. This creep is dangerous.” 

“So am I.” 
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Deputy Sheriff Nathan Kinney had been patrolling his usual route along the Sequoia County coast for most of the night. His extra-large coffee was almost gone, and he was considering heading to the gas station for a refill and a rest stop when an old white van came speeding out of a side road in front of him. After hours of seeing nothing but fog and trees, the vehicle’s appearance had the deputy’s instant attention. Not many people were careless enough to pull out in front of a cop late at night, especially with a broken taillight.

Nate noted the dilapidated condition of the old Dodge as he began following it: a missing taillight, rusted paint, numerous dents and dings, and a loose bumper barely hanging on by one bracket. The van also had blacked out rear windows, which made it impossible to guess how many occupants were inside, or what they were doing. It settled on a speed exactly one mile per hour under the limit, and Nate knew the driver must have made him. 

Heading into Stumptown, the vehicle took several right turns, carving a rectangular shape through the woods that eventually led back to Highway 116. The driver didn’t make any mistakes, but there was no doubt about it: the van was trying to shake him. The deputy followed the van across the old steel bridge east of town. Crossing over the Russian River, the narrow two-lane highway plunged into the redwood-studded foothills and the fog once again closed in. Nate could see the rear end of the van, the white lines on the side of the road, and not much else.

“Robert five, this is Dispatch...” said a woman’s voice through the police radio, followed by a momentary buzz. Nate squeezed the mic button on his left shoulder. 

“Go ahead, dispatch.” 

“You’re all clear on those plates. The vehicle is registered to someone staying at the Marigold RV Park.”

“Thanks, Laura.”

“One more thing, Nate. I’ve got Jane Rysdale, the school superintendent on the phone. She’s worried about one of her teachers. Kelly Brooks was supposed to chaperone a dance this weekend, but she never showed. She was absent from work today. She didn’t call in, and hasn’t been answering her phone. The superintendent asked if we could have someone drive by the house. It’s in Armstrong Woods.” 

“Ten-four, Laura. I’m just a few miles outside Stumptown. I’ll swing by.” 

Nate pulled off the road and watched the van’s single glowing red taillight disappear into the fog. “You don’t know how lucky you just got, buddy,” he said under his breath. He spun the wheel and guided the cruiser back towards town.

Scattered rays of moonlight were shining down through the trees, illuminating the fog in ghostly patches as Nate approached the Brooks home. He pulled into the drive and parked next to a shiny green Land Rover. The house, a two-story Victorian with steep gables and dormers, looked like something out of a fairy tale. It was white with red and gold gingerbread trim, a stained-glass front door, and decorative wrought-iron railings on the porch. 

Nate climbed the front stairs and found the door ajar. He rested the palm of his hand on the handle of his Glock as he stepped closer, rapping his knuckle on the doorframe.

“Mrs. Brooks?” he called out. “Is anybody home?”

There was no answer. He pushed the door open, and the putrid smell of decay washed over him. Nate drew his firearm, reaching for the light switch with his left hand. The wall switch was moist and sticky. The fluorescent bulbs flickered slowly to life, at first barely illuminating the room, then gradually warming to a sterile, white light. Nate hesitated at the threshold, glancing back and forth between the blood smears on the semi-gloss yellow walls to the pools of dark liquid oozing across the hardwood floor. He glanced at his left hand and saw blood on his fingers. Nate felt bile rising in his throat, but he forced it back. He squeezed the mic button on his radio:

“Laura, it’s Nate. I need backup at the Brooks place.”

“Ten-four. What’s going on?” 

“I don’t know yet. Just get somebody here!” 

Nate moved deeper into the house, expecting to find a body lying on the floor near the pool of blood. He stepped around the couch. Strangely, there was no one there. He turned, scanning the doorways. No movement. No sound. 

Nate gave the kitchen and guest room a quick look, and found them unoccupied. With his gun still drawn, the deputy climbed the narrow staircase to the second floor. He found the master bedroom empty, the curtains fluttering before an open window. The bed was a mess, the covers pulled back and dangling to the floor, one pillow lying on the floor next to the nightstand. Nate moved on to the next room. 

This was a child’s room, filled with toys and decorated with posters of Disney and anime characters. A sliver of moonlight shone down through the dormer windows, illuminating a small figure huddled beneath the blankets. The figure wasn’t moving, and a glistening pool of blood had formed under the bed. Nate couldn’t bring himself to turn on the light. He went back downstairs.

Near the back door, Nate picked up a bloody trail on the floor and he followed it out back, where it vanished among the ferns beneath the redwoods. He turned slowly, pistol raised, scanning the property with his flashlight. Waves of fog wafted through the trees, obscuring his line of sight, offering glimpses of moonlight-drenched forest. 

A creaking noise in the limbs up above caught his attention, and Nate craned his neck back. The flashlight beam illuminated two dark shapes hanging upside down from the trunk, fifteen feet in the air. He stepped closer. 

The victims weren’t hung, he realized as the light flashed across their naked bodies. They had been nailed to the tree trunk, upside down, suspended by their ankles, arms spread wide as if in crucifixion. Their eyes had been cut out, and empty black sockets stared back at him. Each had a gaping wound located on the torso. Nate forced himself to look away. He doubled over and vomited. 

As he struggled to regain his composure, Nate saw the tracks of a vehicle leading away from the house, back towards the main road. Judging from the size of the tires and the depth of the tracks, it had been a large vehicle. An SUV, or perhaps a truck...

Not a van, he thought as a knot twisted up in his gut. Please God, not a van. Nate hit the mic button on his radio again. 

“Laura?” 

“Nate, is that you? Hang in there, help is on the way!” 

“Call the coroner. And wake up the sheriff.” 

Nate spat the taste of vomit out of his mouth, and for the first time in his fledgling career, wished he hadn’t become a cop.
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Michael and Kelly Brooks had moved far away from the city in search of a quiet, safe place to raise their son. They found a small parcel of land deep in the heart of Sequoia County’s redwoods, just ten miles from the Pacific and three miles outside of Stumptown. It was an enviable piece of wilderness, a serene place; the antithesis of the hustle and bustle of the city life they had sought to escape. 

The neighbors were friendly but remote, the community artistic, eclectic, and unashamedly liberal. It was, in their opinion, the perfect place to start a family. The Brooks had found their ideal home. Unfortunately, the killer had been looking for exactly the same thing. 

Michael Brooks had been twenty-eight, his wife Kelly twenty-seven. Their son Blake had just turned five. The child had been murdered first, quietly in his room, while he slept. 

Thank God for that, thought Sheriff Diekmann, standing on the front porch, gazing absently at the collection of vehicles assembled out front. At least the boy hadn’t suffered like his parents.

Bill Diekmann was dressed in his typical apparel: blue jeans, old boots, and a worn-out baseball cap with the letters CAT emblazoned in yellow across the front. He wore a star on his shirt, a revolver on his hip, and that was as close to a uniform as he ever got, except at ceremonies and funerals. 

The lights were flashing on one of the cruisers, the eerie strobes of color dancing across the scene like fireworks bursting in the low-lying fog. A dozen people stood around the drive, talking in lowered voices, waiting for the coroner to let them into the house. Riley White, the owner and editor of The Redwood Herald, appeared next to the sheriff. His short black hair was parted perfectly down the middle and slicked almost straight back. He looked like a throwback to the fifties, Diekmann thought. The eighteen-fifties. Riley was only twenty-eight, but dressed like he was seventy.

“Does this sound about right?” Riley said, holding up his Android tablet. “The killer tortured the young couple, violently raping Mrs. Brooks numerous times before finally ending her life. He had spent hours savoring his crime, relishing Michael’s horror as he watched on helplessly. The couple had long since realized that no one would hear their screams. No one would come to their aid-”

“That’s a bit sensationalist, isn’t it Riley?”

“Just the truth, that’s all.”

“You’re not really going to report all of this, are you?”

“Are you asking me not to?” 

Diekmann took off his baseball cap and scratched the back of his head. “Let’s hang onto the details for now, shall we? Whatever information we hold back might help us convict the killer. Besides, your readers don’t really want to know about all that happened here. The truth would just frighten them. They’re already going to be worried enough.”

“All right. I’ll print names and ages for now, maybe a few minor details. I’ll leave the rest up to the imagination.”

“What about the Democrat?” Diekmann said. He was referring to The Press Democrat, the only real competition Riley had. The difference between the Herald and the Democrat was that the Democrat was a top-notch operation, with a huge building in south Santa Rosa and at least fifty full-time employees. 

Their recent takeover by The New York Times meant that financially, the Democrat was a juggernaut, especially compared to Riley’s little independent operation. They also had a state of the art website, updated religiously every hour, mostly by people who lived three time zones away. By way of contrast, Riley’s website was a Wordpress blog that he tried to update once or twice a week, when he found the time. Riley had an assistant editor named Jacquelyn and two part-time interns. All three were taking classes at the university, hoping to get real news jobs after graduation. Distribution for his paper was mostly through local coffee shops.

“I can’t speak for the Democrat,” Riley said. “If they don’t get somebody here soon, they won’t have a story anyway.”

A swirling mass of fog blew through the clearing, reducing visibility to just a few feet. The police lights pulsed with an alternating blue and red glow, and a strange silence fell over the scene. A shiver went through the tree branches and a gust of wind drove the fog back into the woods. Diekmann’s eyes widened as he realized that a woman had appeared in the clearing in front of the house.

She was tall and thin, dressed in black and leaning ever so slightly on a long hardwood cane. Despite her disability, the woman projected a sort of quiet confidence, with her shoulders thrown back and her chin held high. Jet-black bangs fell down over her eyes, and she fixed the sheriff with a dark gaze that seemed to reach inside him, right into his very soul. 

It seemed strange that no one had noticed the headlights of her sleek black sedan moving through the redwoods, or had heard the low rumble of its powerful engine approaching the scene. No one had even realized she was there, until she appeared in their midst. All eyes were on the woman as she strode forward, straight for the sheriff. The gravel driveway crunched under the soles of her shoes, the cane swinging forward in straight, fluid motions and then gliding back behind her with every other step. 

She favored her right leg, Diekmann realized. Perhaps she had suffered a broken hip at some point.

“Special Agent Valkyrie Smith,” the woman said, flashing her identification as she approached the porch. Diekmann tugged the brim of his cap as he looked her up and down.

“Who called the feds?” he said. 

“No idea, Sheriff. It’s possible that the description of your crime scene may have triggered an alert.” 

“What kind of alert?”

“I’d prefer not to get into it right now,” she said. “Not until I’ve seen everything with my own eyes. Do you mind if I take a look around?” 

“Help yourself,” Diekmann said. “But watch your step in there, it’s unpleasant.”

“Thanks, Sheriff.”

Diekmann stood aside as Valkyrie climbed the steps. She crossed the porch and entered the house without a backwards glance. As she disappeared inside, Diekmann turned back to see the entire crowd gawking.

“Get back to work,” he grumbled. 
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Val stepped across the threshold and took it all in. Henry Halverson, the balding, middle-aged coroner was talking quietly into a voice recorder. His assistant -a thin, wide-eyed man with wild brown hair- snapped photographs of the blood on the floor. Neither paid any attention to Valkyrie as she entered the room and stood there, leaning on her cane. 

Val’s gaze flitted from the spray patterns on the walls and ceiling to the bloodied instruments of torture casually discarded about the room. It was almost as if the killer had had no concern about hiding the evidence, she thought. Or wiping away his prints... must have been wearing gloves. Her gaze fell on the cryptic message scrawled in blood above the mantle. Val approached the fireplace and stood there, head tilted to the side; face intense as she studied the strange symbols.

Apparently satisfied by what she had learned, she circled the room and then strode out the back door without a single word. A few minutes later, Sheriff Diekmann entered the house. He threw a glance around the room and looked at Henry, who had knelt down to study the blood on the sofa.

“Where is she?” 

Henry glanced up at him. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose with a bloody gloved finger. “Who?” 

“The fed. She was just in here.” 

“I think she stepped out back, Sheriff,” the assistant volunteered. “Must’ve gone outside to check the bodies.” The assistant looked a little green around the gills. Diekmann didn’t blame him. 

“You look like I feel,” he said. 

Diekmann followed Val, half-expecting to find her doubled over, puking her guts out in the back yard. Instead, he found himself alone in the quiet mist-filled clearing. The bodies were still hanging there, just a few yards from the back door, waiting for Henry’s final okay to remove them. Judging by the amount of evidence, it still might be a few hours.

Valkyrie Smith was nowhere to be seen.

Diekmann circled around the cottage and found the emergency personnel still milling around the parking area. Riley was conversing with the attractive young redheaded reporter from the Democrat, who had just arrived. Diekmann instantly knew that Riley’s cooperation wasn’t out of journalistic integrity, or anything so high-minded. Riley was gearing up his courage to ask her out. Not that he ever would. The guy was too shy, too unassertive. Diekmann had been expecting Riley to come out of his shell for years. From the looks of things, it might never happen. Riley was about to turn thirty, and as far as Diekmann could tell, had never had a real date. Diekmann had a strong suspicion the journalist was a virgin.

“Riley,” Diekmann said, waving him over. Riley excused himself and hurried over to the sheriff. Diekmann took the reporter by the shoulder. “Did the fed leave?” 

Riley glanced around the clearing. “I didn’t notice anything.” 

“She’s gone,” said one of the EMTs. “She was parked over there.” 

“When did she leave?” Diekmann said. 

They met him with silence, and Diekmann frowned. “Nobody saw her leave?” 

“I guess she was in a hurry,” Riley said. “She was only here for a few minutes.”

Diekmann’s frown deepened, and he narrowed his eyes as he gazed down the road into a wall of fog. 
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Val pulled into the parking lot of the Bodega Bay Suites at three a.m. The fog was so dense that she almost missed the turn. She parked the Packard in a handicapped space and climbed the metal stairs to the second floor, leaning stiffly on her cane all the way. 

The cane was an unfortunate necessity, the result of having had several vertebrae in her back fused together permanently. The surgery had restored her mobility, but left her upper body stiff, so that she walked very upright, with her shoulders thrown proudly back. Sometimes, people mistook her posture as a sign of arrogance. They usually figured things out once they noticed the cane, but sometimes they didn’t. Val didn’t care. She couldn’t be bothered to explain things to people too stupid to figure them out on their own.

The inn was tucked into the redwoods along the coast, with a fireplace in every room and unobstructed views across Bodega Bay, all the way to the head. It would have made a perfect getaway for honeymooners, Val thought, or an older couple celebrating an anniversary. Unfortunately, there wouldn’t be any more anniversaries for her. The killer had seen to that. 

Val found a cheery fire burning in the fireplace, and the shades drawn wide to reveal the full moon hanging high over the bay. Long tendrils of fog threaded across the sky, creating the eerie impression that they had been woven together like a fabric. Val paid little attention to these details. She pulled her laptop computer out of the safe, and removed the hidden stereo cameras from her jacket. 

Valkyrie tossed her jacket onto the bed, leaving her officer-length 1911 dangling from the shoulder holster under her left arm. As the laptop downloaded and processed the video files, Val set up a tripod in the middle of the room. She attached a high definition, multi-field projector, which she then plugged into the laptop via a long USB cable. She tapped the screen of her smartphone and said, “Call Matthew.” 

While she waited for an answer, Val selected the largest wall in the room and began clearing obstructions out of the way. With a sharp upward push, the print of an old rowboat came free of the wall. The lamps were similarly easy to remove with a quick twist.

“Val?” said Matt’s voice through her phone. 

“Evening, Matthew.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m in Bodega Bay, a little town on the coast, north of San Francisco. Did you trace that phone call for me?”

“I tried. It was the same as last time.” 

“How is that possible? It was a different number.” 

“The cell number was spoofed. Every time this creep calls, the number traces back to Washington D.C.” 

“Is it possible he’s really there?” 

“He could be anywhere. I’m telling you Valkyrie, not many people could pull this off. This isn’t just cloning a cell phone. This requires access to high-level accounts. The sort of stuff only an executive could access.”

“You think he might work for the phone company?” 

“It’s possible. Or, he could be setting up a false trail just to throw us off track. Honestly, I don’t even know how the guy does it.” 

“Thanks for trying, anyway.” 

“So what happened? Did you go to the crime scene?” 

She could almost see the pimply-faced freshman leaning closer to the phone in anticipation. Of course, he wasn’t a freshman anymore, and he probably didn’t have pimples anymore, either. That had been years ago. Matt had started college the same time Kyle would have... just a few months after his death.

“I’m sending you a file,” Val said. “Get your projector up.” 

Shuffling sounds came out of the phone, and Val quietly went about her business. When she was ready, she turned off the lights, turned down the gas in the fireplace, and activated the special program on her computer that controlled the projector. Instantly, the murder scene came to life in front of her in vivid, gory detail. The scene stretched around the corners of the room a full one hundred and eighty degrees, but because of the furnishings, only the image directly in front of her was clearly visible. Fortunately, Val was able to move the image with a simple click of the remote. The projection system was one of a kind, an invention of Matt’s, created solely for the purpose of
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