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Chapter 1

 

Henderson, Nevada 

March 10, 2000 

 

J


uanita Hernandez left her job as the manager of a women's clothing store at a quarter after ten on Friday night. The store, located in the Southgate Mall, catered to women who required plus-size clothing. She loved the pleased expressions on the faces of the women as they left her shop, outfitted with clothes that made them look slimmer and sexier than they had ever thought possible. 

Clothing and customers weren't on her mind on this night, however. Her thoughts were on the brand-new Mustang convertible she'd picked up from the dealer before coming to work that afternoon, the very first new car she had ever owned. She was looking forward to getting home, where her two teenage daughters were waiting for her to pick them up and take them cruising up and down the Vegas Strip. Thinking these pleasant thoughts, Juanita started across the parking lot. 

To avoid any unnecessary dings in the Mustang's midnight blue paint, she'd parked on the far side of the lot, an area utilized only during the Christmas shopping season or special sales. When the Mustang finally came into view, the dazzling white top reminded her of one of Mount Charleston's snow-capped peaks. 

As she approached the car, she was gripped by a sense of apprehension. Had some delinquent decided to run a key down its side for sport? Although the lighting was poor, Juanita decided to check her baby for damage before driving away.

Having backed into the parking space, she began her inspection at the front of the car. She slowly worked her way down the passenger side to the rear of the vehicle. A slight smile crossed her face; so far, so good. Stopping to examine the trunk, Juanita's back was to the row of palm trees and shrubs lining the perimeter of the parking lot.

There was a sudden blur as something flashed in front of her eyes. This was immediately followed by pressure on her throat, accompanied by pain as rope fibers bit into her neck. She gasped in shock. Her hand lost its grip on her purse and it fell to the pavement with a thud.

A masculine voice growled into her ear, "I'm not going to hurt you. Don't scream or fight and you'll be okay, understand?" The question was accompanied by a noticeable increase in the pressure on her throat.

"Please don't hurt me." Her voice quivered as she fought against the panic that threatened to overcome her. "You can have whatever I've got. Just don't hurt me, please."

"That's a smart girl," the assailant said as the force on her neck decreased. His voice had become calm and confident. "I just need your help with something. If you do what I ask and don't give me a hard time, everything will be fine."

"I'll do whatever you say," Juanita promised. She was beginning to recover from her initial shock, trying to evaluate the situation and what she could do about it. One thing was obvious; the attacker could kill her in an instant. She'd have to be very cautious. "I'll do whatever you say," she repeated.

There was another blur as the instrument was deftly removed from her throat. "I think I can trust you. Just remember to behave yourself. Don't make me do something we'll both regret." He grabbed Juanita's left elbow with his right hand and led her away, the purse forgotten on the ground. 

He steered her past the palm trees to the undeveloped area beyond. As they walked, Juanita knew she had made a mistake. She should have resisted while still in the parking lot. After he'd freed her neck, she should have screamed at the top of her lungs and tried to escape. She should have punched, clawed, kicked or bitten the assailant, whatever it took to get away. But she hadn't. Fear and shock had left her unable to act. Now she was even farther from any possibility of help. The ground was uneven and strewn with rocks. Even if she could pull away, she'd have little chance of outrunning anybody in her high heels and tight skirt. For now, she decided to concentrate on being able to identify the attacker to the police. 

Juanita glanced sideways at the man. Even in the semi-darkness she could tell he was white and young, in his late twenties at most. His face was clean-shaven, with dark hair worn short. She considered him to be good looking. She was five-foot-five; he was at least a half-foot taller. He appeared to have an athletic build and was dressed in a dark windbreaker and jeans. She absorbed what she could, then looked away. She didn't want him to suspect what she was doing.

"Sharp car you've got," he commented, his tone conversational.

"Thanks, I just picked it up today," she replied reflexively.

"Did you buy or lease?"

Although the conversation was surreal, it was helping her relax. Her heart rate slowed; strength returned to her legs. He sounded like a normal person rather than a monster. Maybe making friends with him would be a good idea. "It's mine, mine and the bank's," she answered, looking at him again, imbedding his profile in her mind.

The man chuckled. "Very few of us really own anything ourselves, do we?"

Before Juanita could answer, she stepped on a large rock; her ankle twisted and she lost her balance. The man increased his grip on her elbow while stepping in front of her, face to face, blocking her fall. "Are you okay?" he asked after steadying her.

"I think I sprained my ankle. It hurts," she said, his handsome face now also filed away.

"We've only got a little farther to go," he said. He repositioned himself, his left hand on her elbow, his right arm crossing behind her shoulders and under her right arm. As he tightened his embrace, Juanita felt his hand brush across her breast. Even through her jacket and blouse, the touch made her uncomfortable. 

Several yards ahead the shape of a vehicle emerged. A few more steps and they were there. The man propped Juanita against the side of the black Bronco while he opened the passenger door. "Get in," he ordered, helping her into the seat. Closing the door, he walked around to the driver side and took his place behind the steering wheel. He removed something from the pocket of his windbreaker and tossed it in the back seat.

"Was that what you choked me with?" she asked, running her right index finger over the furrow around her throat. 

"Yes."

"What is it?"

"What difference does it make?" he asked irritably.

"You could have killed me with that thing!" she complained.

"If I'd wanted you dead, you'd be dead. Since you're not, don't worry about it." His comment served to reassure her. He didn't want her dead.

The kidnapper started the engine. As soon as he did, Juanita heard the power lock for her door activate. She stealthily groped for the lock button. She wanted to know in her mind that she could open it if needed. 

"Don't bother. Your switch is disabled." Soon the Bronco was in motion.

After several seconds of a very rocky ride, they gained the pavement of Sunset Road. "Why this?" Juanita asked, holding up the hem of the bed sheet draped over her seat. He looked at her but didn't answer. They turned off Sunset Road and headed south on U.S. 95.

Neither spoke during the short distance before the kidnapper exited the highway. "Where are we going? What do you want with me?" Juanita demanded, breaking the silence.

The kidnapper turned his head partially in her direction, able to look at her and watch the road at the same time. "You have nice legs and a very attractive figure," he replied. 

Juanita pulled her skirt down self-consciously. In a way, he had answered her question. What did he want with her? Robbery? No, that could have been done in the parking lot. Ransom? That was ridiculous! She had no money and her family had no money. She narrowed his motive down to one thing...rape. She shuddered involuntarily, at the same time steeling herself for what was going to happen. Okay you bastard, she thought. I'm no virgin and I can wash your filth away with soap and water. I'll moan and groan and make you feel like a super-stud. But after it's all over, I'm going to make sure you go to prison for the rest of your damn life!

Juanita was abruptly brought out of her thoughts by a sudden change in the quality of the ride. The Bronco began bouncing over rough terrain. She checked their surroundings and realized they had left the main road and were climbing the dirt track up Black Mountain. She'd read somewhere that there was nothing on the top but a few television transmitters. There would be no people, no chance for help. Her thoughts turned to her children, and she strengthened her resolve to withstand what was to come.

"Get out," the kidnapper ordered. His voice had become harsh and without compassion.

Juanita grimaced in pain as she put weight on her ankle, now badly swollen. "Ouch," she said as he pushed her out of the way to remove the sheet from her seat. 

"You'll be on your back in a minute, don't worry about it!" he said bluntly.

He left her leaning against the Bronco while he walked a few feet away to spread the sheet over the hard ground. Black Mountain was every bit as desolate as she had imagined. The lights of Henderson and Las Vegas reflecting off the fluffy white clouds provided sufficient illumination to see that there was nothing to see. They were several yards from the peak, unable to look down on what, under normal circumstances, would be a breathtaking view of the Vegas Valley. The gentle breeze was cold. The temperature in Vegas had dropped from a daytime high of sixty-four to the current forty-five. It was even chillier on the mountain. Other than the breeze, the only noise came from the crunching sound of the kidnapper's feet as he walked back to the Bronco.

As she was being led to the sheet, Juanita almost asked again what the kidnapper wanted of her. She stopped herself, realizing that at this point the question would be stupid. "Get on your back. Raise your skirt and take off your panties," came the command.

While she obeyed, he undressed down to his T-shirt. As he was removing his clothes, his thoughts turned to another woman, a woman from his past. The memories caused a rage within him, a rage he had to fight to control. In a few minutes the bitch on the sheet would get what she deserved, what all women deserved.

"Spread your legs!" he ordered Juanita.

"Can't we warm-up a little first, make it more fun?" She was hoping he'd develop an emotional connection to her.

"Shut up and do what you're told!" Getting on his knees between her legs, he was quickly inside of her, pumping his hips furiously. 

He was hurting her, but she followed her plan. "Oooh, oooh," she moaned, trying to match his thrusts. "You're good, baby. Soooo good!" Her feigned passion seemed to work as his pace increased. She continued her act, but after several minutes he withdrew. To her dismay, she knew she had failed to satisfy him. For the next hour there were several more attempts at sex, both oral and vaginal, with the same result. She sensed he was becoming very frustrated, but couldn't think of anything more she could do.

Abandoning the most recent effort, he got up and walked away. She stayed still, hoping that he'd believed her performance and wouldn't blame her for his disappointment. When the rapist returned, he sat straddling her chest, his buttocks resting on her stomach, just below the rib cage. He positioned his knees on her upper arms, pinning them to the ground. "It's almost over," he said softly.

Juanita yelped in pain as her arms were pushed into the hard-packed dirt under the sheet, and his weight crushed her. She looked up into his face, searching for an explanation. When she saw his expression, she knew she would not leave the mountain alive. For the first time since her ordeal began, she screamed. She fought to free her arms and her legs thrashed. 

The rapist stayed atop her, leaning his weight one way or another to maintain his balance, a smile on his face. In less than a minute Juanita tired and her gyrations stopped. Her sobs of despair continued, carried down the mountain by the breeze, but they would not be heard by other human ears.

As he stared down at her, he remembered the other woman. The words of passion she had used with other men rang in his ears. His smile was quickly replaced by a snarl. "Shut up! Shut the fuck up," he shouted. His right fist smashed into her face over and over. When his fury subsided, he sat still, breathing heavier after his exertion. 

Juanita lay silent, chest heaving. Her mouth was filled with blood from her cracked lips. It was difficult to breathe through her broken nose. The fight drained out of her. She said a silent goodbye to her daughters and then began to pray as she awaited her fate.

The rapist continued to watch his now-docile victim while his breathing returned to normal. He placed his hands around her throat and began to squeeze, increasing the pressure gradually, his face expressionless. She again tried to fight, but her resistance was weak and short-lived. When he sensed her going under, he relaxed his grip slightly, allowing her to gulp some air. Then the snarl returned. 

"Die you whore! Die!" he shouted, as he resumed the choking with a vengeance. This time he didn't stop until Juanita Hernandez was dead.

The killer maintained his position on top of the lifeless body. For the first time that night he had a total release, his semen soiling the dead woman's blouse and skirt. 

 

***

 

Detective Steve Garneau's home phone rang at quarter after six Saturday morning. Just out of bed, he was in the kitchen preparing a pot of coffee. His boss, Lieutenant Dan Daniels, was on the line. Daniels came directly to the point. 

"I've got one for you, Steve. A female body was found wrapped in a sheet at Russell Road and Boulder right before six. It was likely dumped there. Looks like strangulation and probably rape."

The location where the body had been found was a short distance from Garneau's house on East Twain Avenue. "I can be there in twenty minutes, Lieutenant."

"Okay, Steve. I'll call Terry and have her meet you there." Theresa Bolton - Terry - was Garneau's partner. 

"I appreciate that, Lieutenant. Is everybody else already on the way?"

"Patrol units have established the crime scene. The evidence techs will probably beat you there. It's your call on when to have the coroner's people come out, Steve. There's a good chance this case may be tied in with a missing persons' report from last night. I'll have that woman's driver's license sent out to you for possible identification."

"The media know about this yet?"

"I don't think so. I'll be heading there myself in a little while. If they do show up, I won't let them become a nuisance."

"Thanks, Lieutenant. I'll see ya later."

Garneau hung up the phone and headed for the bathroom to grab a quick shave, brush his teeth and comb his hair. As he padded by the open bedroom door, his wife, Chris, called out to him in a sleepy voice, "Work?"

"Yes, honey. I don't know when I'll be back, but it'll probably be quite a while. You and Becky are on your own. I'll catch up with you later."

"Okay," she answered, propped up on one elbow. She wasn't particularly happy that the phone call had interrupted the family plans for the day, but accepted that it was part of his job. She dropped her head to the pillow and was almost immediately asleep.

Steve Garneau was forty-seven, a year older than his wife. Their one child, Rebecca, had recently turned fourteen. The Garneaus were originally from upstate New York. Steve was a veteran cop in the city of Oneida in 1992 when representatives of the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department made a sweep of the area. They were recruiting experienced police officers from across the country to join their team. The total package they offered had been too good to turn down. Steve and Chris made their decision and never looked back. 

During three years with Metro in the Patrol Division, he had developed a reputation as a first-rate cop. Intelligent and dedicated, he was also blessed with common sense. Steve's attributes did not go unnoticed. He was promoted to detective and assigned to the homicide squad in the Crimes Against Persons Bureau. He had never been happier in his law enforcement career.

Ten minutes after the call from Daniels, Steve Garneau left his house. Clad in a white shirt, brown slacks and a sport coat and tie, he got in the unmarked police car parked in the driveway and started the engine. After radioing the communications center and reporting himself on duty, he headed for the crime scene.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

T


he presence of the yellow crime scene tape and marked and unmarked police vehicles made it clear that something was going on at the southeast corner of Boulder and Russell. There were no buildings in the vicinity of the intersection. The terrain was level and consisted of hard-packed dirt with rocks, stones and an occasional desert shrub. Garneau wasn't particularly pleased to see a Channel 7 news van parked off the road across from the action. If one media outlet already had word, others wouldn't be far behind.

Garneau parked near the news van and crossed the street. A reporter and cameraman were engaged in an animated conversation with a Patrol sergeant. Ignoring them, he checked in with the uniformed officer in charge of the crime scene log. The identities of all personnel and their arrival and departure times would be noted in the log. Inside the taped-off area, a team of evidence technicians were busy at work. The center of activity was the sheet on which the body of the victim rested. While the corpse was only fifteen feet off Boulder, the crime scene was much larger. No crucial evidence would be missed because of having too limited a search area. All cigarette butts, cans, bottles and other debris would be collected and examined. Shoe prints and tire tracks could prove to be extremely valuable, but their presence was unlikely in these conditions.

Garneau walked over to the body. The sheet that it had been wrapped in was pulled back, the victim completely exposed. She was on her back, eyes staring unblinkingly at the bright sun that had recently replaced the darkness. Her skirt was bunched up around her waist; she was naked below. The upper part of her white blouse was stained with blood. Other stains, probably semen, were visible on the skirt and lower blouse. It was obvious the woman had been beaten in the head and there was bruising on her throat.

"What can you tell me, Tom?" Garneau asked the supervisor of the Crime Scene Investigative Unit, who was squatting next to the body.

"Morning, Steve. I didn't realize you were standing there," the man said, getting to his feet.

"I just arrived. What have we got?"

"Hispanic female, mid-thirties. Appears to be a manual strangulation, probably following a rape and beating. It looks like the guy was all business; her bra wasn't removed and her panties were wadded up and stuffed inside her blouse. The crime had likely taken place somewhere else and the killer dumped her here. No ID or other personal belongings. I'm pretty sure we've got some semen," he pointed his latex-gloved hand at the stained areas of the skirt and blouse. "I imagine the blood stains are from her, but he may have cut his hand when he hit her. We could get lucky there."

"What about this?" Garneau asked, pointing to the woman's swollen right ankle and the high heels next to her feet.

"I think it's a sprain. Maybe she tried to get away from the killer and twisted it in the process. The coroner may be able to shed some more light on it. The shoes were wrapped up in the sheet with the body. I just hope we can find something to lead us to where this actually went down. That's where we need to look." 

"Any tracks or drag marks?"

"Not so far. They're still checking, but don't hold your breath. I'd bet he parked on the shoulder of Boulder and carried her over here."

"Did she put up a fight?"

"No evidence of that, but take a look at this." Tom again squatted down and pulled the right shoulder of the victim's jacket back. "There's the same kind of bruising on her other arm," he said, pointing to the discoloration on the biceps. "My guess is that he used his knees to pin her arms down. And here's something else," he added, this time running the tip of his index finger around the dead woman's neck.

Garneau removed a pair of exam gloves from his jacket pocket and squatted next to Tom. His finger traced the same groove. "What do you think?"

"Some sort of garrote, I suppose. I removed some fibers from there. When we do the microscopic on them we'll probably find that it's rope."

"What about the manual strangulation?" Garneau asked.

"I doubt the garrote killed her. I think it was used to get her attention, gain control. He probably finished her off with his hands."

As Garneau was pondering that information, a Patrol officer approached him. "Detective, I'm to deliver this to you." He held out a black purse. "This is from the missing persons case reported last night."

"Thanks," Garneau said, rising to take the bag and sign the evidence receipt. He opened the purse and located the wallet. After a quick search a Nevada driver's license was found. Resuming a squatting position, he compared the picture on the license to the dead woman. Even with the battered face, there was no doubt he was looking at what had formerly been Juanita Hernandez. 

 

***

 

Terry Bolton's arrival twenty minutes later had been preceded by the appearance of two more news crews. The media were now being kept across Russell from the crime scene. They had a lot of questions and were getting impatient waiting for a spokesperson to accommodate them. 

As soon as Terry logged in, Garneau took her to an area several feet from the body, which had already been searched for evidence. He began his briefing with what he'd learned from the Patrol supervisor. Juanita Hernandez, age thirty-eight, had been reported missing at 11:15 Friday night. Her eighteen-year-old daughter was emphatic that her mother promised to be home right after finishing work at ten. She had promised to take her daughters out for a ride in their new car, and when Juanita Hernandez made a promise to her kids, she didn't break it. No way! There was something wrong. A Patrol unit was dispatched to Southgate Mall. Juanita's car was found in the parking lot, her purse, containing credit cards and cash, lay on the pavement at the rear of the vehicle. There was no sign of a struggle, but the circumstances were definitely suspicious.

He finished with what he learned from Tom and his own examination of the body. "We've put in a call for the coroner's people. Dan should be here in a little while and he'll give them a preliminary statement." He glanced at the reporters across the street.

Terry nodded. "What do you want me to do?" she asked.

"For now, take a look at the victim. Tom will answer any questions you have that I didn't cover. Maybe you'll notice something from a woman's perspective that we men may have missed." He smiled. 

Terry knew Garneau was being serious, not condescending. At age thirty-six and after ten years working Patrol, she was becoming disillusioned. The transfer to homicide had rejuvenated her. In the two months she had been working with him, she learned he was the consummate professional. One could take what he said at face value, without having to look for hidden meanings. Although she was single and temporarily unattached, he never made a play for her. They had bonded very quickly and were friends. She had a lot to learn, but couldn't think of a better person to learn from than Steve Garneau.

Dan Daniels got on the scene a few minutes after eight. Noticing the mob of reporters gathered on the north side of Russell, he parked on Boulder south of the crime scene. He knew that nothing fired up the press like a murder, especially one involving sex. He hoped to have a chance to talk with Garneau and get up to speed before the media spotted him. However, his six-foot-three inch frame was familiar and didn't go unnoticed. 

Responding to the howls for his attention, Daniels veered across the street to address the news-hounds. Chaos ensued as a barrage of questions were hurled at him. Daniels extended his arms toward the reporters in a calming gesture. "Please folks, I just got here. Give me a chance to get some information for you. I'll be back in ten minutes," he promised. Temporarily sated, the media encampment grew relatively quiet.

As soon as Daniels reached him, Garneau passed on all the relevant information. "Did you talk to the guy who found her?" Daniels asked.

"Yeah. He lives in Henderson and was on his way to the Longhorn for breakfast. He slowed down for the intersection and noticed something off to the side of the road. He pulled over to get a better look. When he got closer, he recognized that the lump he had seen was a sheet with something inside it. He got scared and called 911 on his cell phone."

"He didn't see the body?"

"No. When he figured out what might be inside that sheet, he didn't touch anything. He went back to his car and waited for the patrol to get here. There was light traffic on Boulder, but no vehicles or persons at the scene. I got him out of here before your friends across the street could get a hold of him."

Daniels smiled at Garneau's dry humor. "I'll go over and give them a short statement so they can get out of our hair. Be right back."

Garneau was glad he wasn't the one who had to deal with the media. Most of the reporters were smart, hard-working and conscientious, but not all. Some were loose with the facts and either didn't accurately report what they were told, or took statements out of context. Those were the kind that made him shy away from microphones and cameras. 

Lieutenant Daniels was just the opposite. As long as he was in possession of the necessary information, he seemed to relish these little sparring sessions. Mentally agile, he had an uncanny ability to give the press the information they were entitled to without saying things that came back to haunt him.

Five minutes later, Daniels returned and the exodus of reporters was underway. They would report that a passing motorist had discovered the dead body of a female. The police believed they knew the identity of the deceased, but the name would not be released until her next of kin had been notified. A homicide investigation was commencing. No other information would be immediately available. There would be an update later in the day. 

The reporters weren't necessarily happy with the very limited disclosures, but they knew they would get nothing more out of Daniels for the time being. They also knew the promised update would consist mostly of what Daniels felt the public - and the killer - should know. 

 

***

 

By 10:30 the coroner's investigators had removed the body, estimating the time of death at around midnight. Their on-scene examination agreed with the scenario Tom had come up with. The autopsy could, of course, contradict those theories. 

The evidence technicians were just wrapping up and preparing to head for the crime lab with the items they had collected. Juanita's clothes and the sheet would be sent over from the coroner's office later to be examined and the stains analyzed. Trace evidence on the clothes and sheet might reveal where Juanita had been killed and the type of vehicle involved. Any hairs the morgue staff would later comb from the victim's pubic area would also be submitted. Under a microscope it would be determined if the source of those hairs were other than from Juanita. If so, they might provide as critical evidence to help identify the killer.

A few minutes later Daniels, Bolton and Garneau were standing alone at the former crime scene. Daniels smiled as he watched Garneau repeatedly run his right hand through his light brown hair, a sign he was in deep thought. "What's on your mind, Steve?" he asked.

"There are lots of places in the desert to hide a body. He dumped her on the side of a busy highway where she'd be found right away. Why?"

"Good question," Daniels said. "What's your answer?"

"Maybe he was sending some kind of message. Maybe it's a challenge to us or maybe he wants to be caught..." Garneau shrugged as his words trailed off.

"If it was a husband or boyfriend, he may have killed her in the heat of passion, then became concerned about the remains being handled properly. Didn't want the animals to get her or wanted the family to know what happened to her," Terry offered.

"That's a possibility, too," Daniels said, although he thought it was a remote one. "Let's get started and maybe we can get some answers."

"Right," Garneau said. "Come on, Terry, we can pick the daughters up and take them to the morgue for a positive ID. Then we'll start interviewing. We'll drop your car off at the office first."

"I'll stop by the store where she worked and break the news. I can ask them to have everyone who worked with the victim yesterday available for you to question this afternoon. While I'm there I'll check with mall security to see if they had any incident reports that could be related to this," Daniels offered.

"Thanks, Lieutenant. You'll be around the office later?"

"You bet! I want an update for the news media before the six o'clock broadcasts. We should have some preliminary reports from the medical examiner and the lab by then. Let's just hope the victim knew her killer."

Garneau and Bolton both knew the importance of that statement. If the killer and victim were acquainted, during the course of interviews with the victim's family, friends, co-workers and neighbors, someone would mention the killer's name. He would eventually be questioned. But if the victim had been randomly picked, the identification and apprehension of the killer would be much more difficult.

There was something more to consider than merely the difficulty of capture, though. If the victim was a specific target because of jealousy, greed or some other human emotion, the death satisfied the motive. If, however, the perpetrator chose the victim solely because of his desire to kill, then he would probably be compelled to repeat the crime.

Steve Garneau glanced at the spot where Juanita Hernandez had been found and hoped he hadn't witnessed the opening act of a serial killer.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

A


t 4:30 that afternoon Garneau and Bolton were meeting with Lieutenant Daniels in his office. "Is an arrest imminent?" Daniels asked with a chuckle.

"Not quite," Garneau smiled back. "We did come up with a couple of leads, but I wouldn't go so far as to predict they'll turn into anything. As soon as we finish here, we'll be following them up."

"Let's hear it," Daniels prompted, the humor gone.

Garneau removed a small notebook from his shirt pocket and flipped to the page he wanted. "Juanita Hernandez and her husband, Eduardo, moved here in 1982. They were newly married and transferred to Nellis from a base in Texas. Their first child was born a few months after that. A second daughter arrived two years later. Marital problems started in '90 when Eduardo developed a roaming eye. They never got back on track and divorced in 1991, just before he was assigned to a station in North Dakota. There has been little contact from him since then. As far as the kids know, he's still there.

"Juanita and the girls had some tough times for a while and had to collect food stamps to get by. She worked as a maid at the Stardust and held a waitress job on the side to get back on her feet. In '98 she landed the current job at the clothing store and moved up to afternoon shift manager. Juanita was happy with her job and making more money than she ever had before. Life was good." Garneau paused as he turned to a new page.

"She'd dated a couple of guys since the divorce, but had no serious relationships," he continued. "She primarily worked and raised the girls, seldom drank and never used drugs. The kids don't know of anybody she was having problems with. 

"We got about the same story from her co-workers. Juanita was totally dedicated to her children, no known boyfriends or enemies. She'd had no altercations with customers and the only personal telephone calls she received were from her kids," Garneau concluded.

Daniels glanced at Terry to see if she had anything to add. She didn't. "So, you've got these guys she dated and the ex-husband, is that it?"

"That's all so far," Garneau admitted. "We have no reason to believe the ex was involved, but we'll track down where he is now and where he was last night."

Daniels nodded thoughtfully. "I need some good news. What about the lab or the medical examiner?"

"A mixed bag, I'm afraid," Garneau said. "Terry will give you the details." 

It was Terry's turn to flip through her notebook. "The autopsy pretty much confirmed what we already thought, no big surprises. The medical examiner found vaginal intercourse had taken place, and not very gently. Interestingly, there was no semen in either body cavity.

"The lab results, in my opinion, were disappointing overall." Terry went on, watching the frown form on the Lieutenant's face. "All the blood stains were from the victim," she continued, eyes diverted to her notes. "The hairs that were found did come from the suspect, but they apparently fell out naturally and didn't contain roots, diminishing their value. The microscopic exam did indicate they were pubic hairs from a Caucasian. The semen contained no sperm; our killer is sterile. The sample was sufficient to get a DNA pattern. If we find him, we'll be able to identify him. 

"The fibers removed from the victim's neck are from a rope, confirming the garrote theory. It also looks like the suspect may have been wearing a white cotton T-shirt. That's about it, Lieutenant."

"Wait a minute, what about the trace evidence from her clothes?" Daniels asked. "That should tell us something about where she was killed and the vehicle the killer used."

"There wasn't any," Garneau answered, taking over from Terry.

"What?" Daniels asked, eyebrows raised questioningly.

"The only evidence on the victim's clothes came from her own car. The sheet the body was wrapped in was clean," Garneau replied.

"How does the lab explain that?" Daniels scratched his head, waiting for an answer. 

"They think the killer had some kind of covering in his vehicle, maybe another sheet, to protect against evidence transfer. The sheet he wrapped her in was brand new and probably was removed from its package just before being put to use."

Daniels tilted back in his chair, digesting what he had been told. "Damn," he said after a few seconds. "This was no heat-of-passion thing. It was well thought out by a person who has at least some knowledge of evidence. He takes these precautions then dumps her where she's going to be found quickly. What's that say?" 

"I'm afraid we're thinking the same thing," Garneau answered. " A manual strangulation is as personal as it gets. He makes an effort not to be identified, yet seems to want to showcase his work. He apparently wasn't sexually gratified in the traditional way. His orgasm occurred outside the victim, possibly during or after the strangulation. I'm thinking that Juanita Hernandez was the random victim of someone who has a grudge against women, maybe Hispanic women, and wants the world to know it."

Terry felt the hair on the back of her neck rise as Garneau spoke. If he was right… She forced the thought from her mind. She knew to keep her emotions in check in this business.

"Okay," Daniels said, "Let's get those leads checked out. Maybe our hunches are wrong. At least, let's hope so. I'll do a search of the system for known sex offenders and parolees who are in the area, and check for anything similar that's happened elsewhere. If I find anything hot, I'll page you. If not, give me a call at home when you finish for the day. I'm going to have to give the victim's name to the press. Do you think those kids can handle the attention?"

"They're tough girls, and angry as hell, too. They were talking about calling their own press conference. I doubt they'll run away from the media," Terry said.

"Is anybody here for them, any other family?" Daniels asked.

"Juanita's parents are flying in from Florida; they're probably here by now," Garneau said, checking his watch. "What else are you going to give out?"

"The victim's age, method of death, evidence of a sexual assault, the usual. Nothing about the garrote, though," Daniels said. "I'm going to tell them we want anyone who was in the parking lot of Southgate Mall around ten last night, or near Boulder and Russell between midnight and six, to call us. Anything else you want me to tell them?"

"Remind them about Secret Witness. Sometimes that bit about remaining anonymous brings in some good information," Garneau said, getting to his feet. Terry followed suit.

"One more thing before you go, Steve," Daniels said solemnly. "Captain Arnold called me. He knows that in a case like this there will be pressure from many quarters for a quick arrest. He wants regular updates so he can respond accordingly."

Captain Arnold was the Bureau Commander. "I understand the situation. I'll see that you're well-informed," Garneau promised.

"You always do, Steve," Daniels said apologetically. "Sorry I mentioned it."

"I'm afraid, partner, that we may have walked into a pressure-cooker," Garneau muttered to Terry as they headed toward the parking lot.

 

***

 

At 9:30 on Sunday morning the killer was sitting at his kitchen table, drinking coffee and reading the morning paper. He went to bed a little after three o'clock Saturday morning and slept until almost noon. Last night he turned in around eleven and slept straight through until eight. This was his best sleep in weeks. There were no interruptions--and no voices. 

He finished the story about the Hernandez broad and dropped the paper in disgust. They tried to make her sound like some kind of goddamn saint! But that shit didn't fool him; he knew her kind. She was a whore. They were all whores! 

His mind returned to Friday afternoon. He was getting into his Bronco at the mall when a snazzy Mustang drove by him. What a car! He watched as the driver backed into a space at the far side of the lot. As he was putting the key in the ignition, the driver got out of the Mustang. He stopped in mid-motion, unable to take his eyes from her. The woman's build and appearance were similar to someone he had been very close to several years ago. She passed within ten feet of him as she walked to the mall entrance, but never looked his way. He hardly noticed she was Hispanic. It didn't matter anyway; it was the other person he was thinking about. He didn't know why, but he followed her into the mall and watched her enter the clothing store. In a few seconds it became obvious she worked there. He noted the store hours stenciled on the window, then left.

For the rest of the day, he couldn't get the woman out of his mind. He tried to take a nap after supper, then the voices started. He got up and tried to watch television, but the voices didn't stop; they got louder. It was her fault--the woman at the mall had set them off. He knew then what he had to do.

He drove by the mall on Sunset and studied the terrain past where the Mustang was parked. The Bronco would be able to navigate it with no trouble. It was a little after seven. The store closed at 9:30, and the employees would all be gone by ten. He went back to his apartment to prepare and wait for total darkness, stopping at a department store along the way to buy a set of bed sheets. He was a little nervous when he first grabbed her, not knowing how she'd react. When she didn't resist, he knew the rest would be easy.

The killer's mind fast-forwarded through the ride up Black Mountain and the rape. It went into slow motion as he thought about her look of terror when she realized she was going to die, his hands closing around her throat. Becoming aroused, he stopped the replay.

Getting up from the table he went to the bedroom to retrieve his ice bag. In the kitchen, he filled the bag with cubes and sat back down at the table. He placed the cold bag on the knuckles of his right hand. There was still some puffiness from the violent contact with the whore's face, but after several hours of the ice bag, his hand had begun returning to normal.

He had never killed before. He had no remorse and no specific desire to kill again. If the voices returned, though, he knew how to stop them. Satisfied, he picked up the sports section to check the NBA scores.

 

***

 

Steve Garneau called the Daniels' home a few minutes before eleven. "I finally got confirmation from the Air Force that Eduardo Hernandez was on duty in North Dakota Friday night. That means our suspect list is presently at zero."

"I'm not surprised. I've got a real bad feeling about this one. All we can do is keep plugging away and hope for a break."

"You sound down. Calls have been coming in on our line and to Secret Witness since last night's news broadcasts. I'm meeting Terry at the office at noon and we'll start working on them. The guy's not a ghost; somebody might well have seen him. We've got those parolees you found to check out, too."

"You're right, of course. I don't mean to sound like I'm ready to throw in the towel before we even get started. There is something bothering me, though."

"What's that?"

"The Captain Arnold thing. There was no reason to say that, to you of all people. I don't know why I mentioned it."

"Don't think anything of it. Guys with the experience you and Captain Arnold have can sense the potential in a situation like this. It's bound to be a little unsettling. I understand that." 

"Thanks, Steve. I'll be home all day if you need me."

"Lieutenant?"

"Yeah."

"I've been thinking about something else: the victim's age. She was attractive and everything, but she was thirty-eight. Do you think her age has anything to do with this?"

"I don't know, Steve. Find the son of a bitch for me and I'll damn sure ask him."

By 1:30p.m. the detectives had reviewed the calls from the public in response to their plea for information. Many of them were outright ridiculous and didn't warrant further action. UFO landings, an alien sex fiend and a reported sighting of the long-dead Ted Bundy fit in that category.

A number of others were doubtful, but couldn't be completely discounted. These included reports of neighbors or co-workers who "looked like perverts" or "acted weird." In most cases the callers were anonymous. The alleged perverts and weirdoes would be checked out at some point, but were not a top priority.

Several people called to say they were either in the mall parking lot or near Boulder and Russell during the specified times. They would all have to be called to find out exactly who or what they had seen.

Garneau had Terry start those calls while he looked over the files of the paroled sex offenders Daniels had left for him. He picked three that seemed the most promising
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