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      In the dark of night, red looks black, and the white of freshly exposed bone appears gray. Nothing is truly black and white. All is a variegated palette of grays. The evil actions of humans fall likewise into the palette between, and are rarely at the extremes—except, of course, when they are.

      There is an old tale about a man wandering in the wilderness with a staff and a lantern. The lantern had no candle, and yet there was light. The light, it was said, could illuminate the darkest corners of a man’s soul—an ancient story for an ancient and simpler time. Today it was as simple as the light from a passing truck spilling between the slats of a freight car shoved off on a rail siding waiting for its next train. Or perhaps it was a forsaken crucible for the unspeakable.

      In the dark night, a truck rolls to a stop at the stop sign by the highway. The driver gazed across the highway to the field of broken earth beyond. Sparse clumps of tall grass were the only audience to the dilapidated, faded red-brown freight car. The man had noticed it Monday night as he headed for work at the Gilroy’s spice plant. He didn’t remember the door on the side as being open.

      “Kids,” he thought as his right hand reached across the metal dashboard. The cigarette lighter popped back out from the hole in the dashboard and into his yellow-stained fingers. The glow from the hot metal flared as he lit his cigarette. His eyes were on the door across the highway as his right hand found the hole in the dash from years of habit. The smoke seared sweetly as he took the first deep draw of the morning. His wife had never liked him smoking, but his truck was his kingdom. He confined the habit to his work commute each day, where there would be no dispute.

      He absentmindedly fingered the turn signal and slowly eased the ’52 Chevy pickup out onto the empty highway. Turning left, he headed for work on the graveyard shift. The rail car was no longer even a memory as he turned up the radio. The sounds of Tennessee Ernie Ford sang to his truck driver’s soul as they crooned together about another sixteen tons of coal and being deeper in debt.

      The light had swept along the walls, illuminating a Rorschach of bloody red flesh and white neon bone framing a silent scream and horror-frozen blue eyes. As the light disappeared back into the blackness of the railcar, the scene faded quickly to gray on gray. Life-giving air ebbed and flowed with a high-pitched whistle from the slit in the throat pushed and pulled by lungs nearing the end of their journey from life into death.

      The slender claw of a hand weighed the long thin bone bound with human hair and flesh at the end. The movement was slow as if it were the balance of life itself being weighed.

      The brush dipped again into the dark cavity of the body pinned like a bug to the wall of the railcar. Small crescent cuts opened into cups to pool the blood, marching down both sides of the torso. As one fountain congealed, a fresh one was cut—to renew the flow.

      The killer hummed tunelessly, contentedly, in the thick silence of the night. Feeling the added weight of the loaded brush, the strong, boney hand moved carefully to the wall and continued the curious twists and turns, creating a terrible tableau. Drawings and glyphs stretched around the walls of the railcar. Quarts of blood turned into a maniacal scribe’s ink or an artist’s paint.

      The gibbous moon played hide and seek with a handful of late summer clouds. Far in the distance, a lone coyote howled his tortured call of solitary desperation. Summer’s last crickets were ominously silent.

      The killer gave a little giggle at the final pass of the bloodied brush. Throwing the now useless tool over his shoulder, he sat down on the floor to watch this latest life drain away. To feel the essence of the spirit as it flowed from the old vessel to the newer, more deserving.

      His left hand silently withdrew the short-bladed knife from the scabbard on his belt. His right hand dreamily plucked a hair from his head. The edge of the sharp blade slid along the hair in the moonlight, slivering it.

      Without thinking, his right hand placed the hair in his mouth as his left hand returned the knife to the scabbard. His right fingertips danced delicately along the edge of his left Killing Boot in delicious anticipation. He could feel the stirring of his penis as the time drew near.

      With satisfaction, the killer eyed the lacey fringe hanging from what once was a face. Every slice had been a symbolic stripping of the identity. Every strip had been a morsel for the killer to ingest the power and strength of the victim’s essence. Each strip sucked of its delicate copper and salty nature before being swallowed. Every finger pad had been a delight of sensual touch on the tongue.

      The hollow whistle of the shallow breaths now drew shorter and more rapid. Soon, the killer knew they would catch, stop, and catch again. This one was strong. This one might actually take a try at a third breath.

      The moon slid behind another cloud as the blue eyes grew flat and dull. The catch in the breathing rattled one last time. The killer smiled at the strength and determination residing in the heart and spirit.

      Dark eyes flared with a red heat, then lidded and rolled upward as the killer reached release. Breathing rapidly, his chest fluttered. He moaned.

      Out in the field, a lone cricket rubbed its legs with the heat of the night. A fast hand pinched it to silence and then passed it to a faster death between yellow and black molars. The tiny juicy feast was much smaller than the Master’s but no less satisfying. The small figure shifted back into the small gully and became one with the tufted grass in the night.

      The silence of the night was complete.

      Most in the South Bay Area slept. However, tonight, one had died as another renewed his power.
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      If you’re in your mid-twenties, at the peak of condition, with mornings beginning with a fast routine of weights and martial arts, the mind remembers. When mountains of soap bubbles applied with a Japanese wooden brush in a large shower follow, the memories are ingrained. The mind will even remember what breakfast for you might be dinner for them, before you start a long hard night of muscle-wrenching work.

      However, getting up in the morning can be a bitch after three surgeries, two broken ribs, a cracked hip, a dislocated shoulder, a broken arm, and holes where the surgeons followed the eleven dimes shoved through your body from a twelve-gauge shotgun at the hands of a revenge-driven killer.

      Your only salve for inching to the toilet is the knowledge the man who saved your life is also alive, and in the hospital, recovering from fourteen dime holes and more surgery holes getting most of them out. He will undergo his fifth surgery while you sit on the porcelain easy chair playing with your cat’s only ear with your left hand because your right is still in a cast.

      Box slid around the corner from his sandbox. Straight and bold across the tiles, he strutted his full twenty-some pounds of pure orange tabby male muscle. Hooker recognized their relationship as one of equals. He had seen what the cat could do to a grown man.

      Box leaned his head into Hooker’s better leg and smeared his scent from the side of his cheek along the calf. As the warmest part of the body reached the calf, he stopped and leaned in. Hooker’s left hand fumbled down and found the ear. The instant purr resonated off the tiles and echoed in the battered chest above. For Box, life was good.

      Hooker’s blurred vision refocused on the crosshairs of the bathroom tiles. The cool of the ceramic reassured him he could feel his feet. Well, at least better than he could the week before. His left hand was getting better at playing with the fuzzy ear. He rolled slightly on the toilet as the one thigh twitched and jerked with a spasm.

      Four dimes had sliced his jeans and then flipped and tumbled their way through his upper leg and hip. As each had twisted and turned, they had cut muscle, tendon, and nerves. The surgeons hadn’t been sure he would have much feeling in his right leg and foot for the first week. Once the feeling had started back, they started reconstruction, another operation in the basement of Good Samaritan.

      The long operation had gone well, putting torn holes back together. Everything except two dimes and a piece of a third had come to rest close to the spine, a major artery, and nerve cluster. The dimes were close enough to pure silver, allowing the surgeon to leave them in place. The change was close enough to twenty-five cents. The surgeon made some ‘two-bit’ jokes with Hooker during visiting rounds. It hurt Hooker too much to laugh now, but he knew, in the future, he would get some good mileage out of the same jokes.

      As he swallowed the last of the glass of water washing down a dozen aspirin, Hooker looked at the wild pinto blotching of yellows, reds, pinks, blacks, and blues, which splattered his torso from the last round with the surgeons.

      His hair was becoming almost long enough to cover the two long scars along his scalp where the hot silver had sliced open his head like a surgeon’s scalpel. The left eye was still not totally focused but was doing better.

      “You would make one ugly date right now,” he said to the young man in the mirror. But inwardly, he was happy his facial hair was taking shape again, or at least, enough to shave it into his signature beard tracing his narrow square jaw. He did his best with his left hand, and Stella cleaned it up when it was too messy.

      The green that had danced in his hazel eyes was now missing, leaving only a washed-out gray. The return of green would signal his return to health and happiness. This color change in his eyes was something the two sisters and matching mother hens, Stella and Dolly, monitored to check his progress.

      He snapped off the lights and slowly limped toward the closet where he knew two dozen, more or less, starched and ironed white T-shirts were ready for him, thanks to Stella. He struggled into one of the masses of white. He could hear terra-cotta plates being set down as quietly as possible on the granite countertop in the kitchen. He heard muffled conversation between the couple who were the closest thing to parents Hooker had ever had. This sense of home did more to ease him than the massive doses of aspirin.

      Hooker tugged at the bottom of his T-shirt as he limped slowly toward the open door of his bedroom. “Come on, Box. Let’s go see what Stella and Manny have whipped up for breakfast.” The large, one-eyed, battered, and scarred cat purred as he followed his partner in life.

      The two had been almost inseparable since the day Hooker had found the almost-dead orange tabby kitten in a box under a car in the alley behind the Almaden winery. He had apparently been savaged by more than one dog. The vet had strongly suggested euthanasia, but Hooker could only think of how the cat, with the last of its strength, had purred the entire way to the vet’s office. He insisted she do everything she could to save this fierce little life and watched as she sewed him back together.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Manny called from his wheelchair at the breakfast table. He put down his pen alongside the pad of yellow legal paper and reached for his large stoneware mug of coffee. He watched the shuffling mass. “And good morning to you, too, Mr. Zombie.”

      “Hello, sweetie.” Stella reached her cooking arm, spatula in hand, around Hooker’s shoulder as he leaned in for a side hug from his left where it would not hurt. “Go sit down,” she muffled into his hair. “I’ll bring you fresh coffee when it finishes.”

      He nodded as he turned taking in the fresh pot still brewing. “Box, out,” as he lumbered over to the front door and opened it. The yellow cat sauntered out the door, as Hooker reminded him, “And leave Mike alone. He isn’t old enough to know you can beat the snot out of him. Let him turn two in peace.” The cat shot a sultry look back at his partner, but also the alpha of the team, and headed for his own yard of grass.

      Hooker closed the door softly and rubbed his face with his left hand. Rolling his eyes wide, he commented to nobody in particular, “Why, oh, why, does Box love to beat up on dogs so much?” He padded his way to the table.

      Manny watched his movements with an experienced eye. During his twenty years as a cop and detective, he had suffered many broken bones, more than a hand-full of gunshot wounds, and several knife scars at hands other than surgeons. All totaled, enough scars for his wife of even more years to nickname him ‘Mr. Zipper’ long before the final gunshot split his spine and ended his police career.

      “We need to get you down to the whirlpool today. The scar tissue on your hip is stiffening.”

      Hooker looked at the short silver hair over the reading glasses perched on the bent nose. Manny’s liquid brown eyes danced with an inner light which could only be described as gold. “Yeah,” he nodded, “I was thinking the same thing. I felt it tear a bit when I rolled out of bed.” He dropped his right eyelid and let it flutter to describe the pain he had suffered earlier. “Please, tell me it gets better,” as he dropped and slumped down into the chair, “or just shoot me now and be done with it.”

      Stella came over and kissed him on top of his head as she set the large mug of coffee down in front of him. “Oh, no, honey,” she chuckled, “it gets worse. Just wait until you turn sixty, and you start to really fall apart.”

      Hooker heard the flapping of the cat door in the sunroom. Box jumped up on the back of the long custom-made couch. Hooker leaned back and watched his partner saunter down the entire fourteen-foot length. The world was his empire and his to command. The kinked tail swayed like a slow metronome as he made his way to the end. Front paw out, he rotated off the end, just a longer step to an almost silent landing. It still amazed Hooker that a cat with no depth perception could still know exactly where the floor was.

      The proud tabby sauntered into the kitchen and dining area. He sat down to watch Stella. Box always kept his eye on her but took nothing—no attention, no food—from her.

      If Manny happened to be lying on the couch in the sunroom, Box would occasionally honor him with a sniff or allow a brief pat on his head, but for the most part, Hooker was his only real friend in the house.

      Stella reached in the refrigerator. The small white bowl had a rubber hood on it. She took off the hood and calmly walked over and set the small dish of chopped tuna on the table. Hooker frowned at the strange breakfast food.

      Manny sipped his coffee and made a couple of more notes in the Manny style of shorthand. He looked at his watch and leaned back to quietly sip more coffee. “I think we might build the barn this year.”

      Hooker had heard about ‘this’ barn—a family joke—for years. Manny had browbeaten his ex-partner on the phone about this barn just so a right-of-way would not go through their acreage. Once Manny had landed in the wheelchair, any need for a horse barn had become moot.

      “Are you planning to get small horses to pull your chair?”

      Manny gave Hooker the ‘deadpan homicide detective’ look, which quickly morphed into rolling his head back, open-mouthed in imitation of a zombie. It was the family joke for asking a stupid question—being as stupid as a zombie.

      Hooker snickered as he watched Manny lean forward and pick up the small white bowl. Leaning sideways, he placed it on the floor. In the dining area—Stella’s dining area—the cat stood, stretched, and approached the bowl. He started delicately licking at the tuna.

      Hooker could not see Box, but he could hear him. The cat was eating his tuna in the same reverential way he ate the small dollop of ice cream Hooker always shared with him in the cab of the truck. Even on the coldest winter nights, Hooker was known for arriving at the scene of a wreck with his windows rolled down and polishing off a sugar cone with French vanilla.

      Hooker looked at Manny. “When did that start?”

      Manny thought about it. It had become an unconscious routine. He looked to his wife. She leaned against the stone-topped counter, raising the hand still holding her spatula. She scratched her hair with the back end of the handle. “After you died.”

      Hooker chuckled. He joined in as all three went zombie. Box just kept on eating. The tuna must have been fresh.

      Stella turned, still chortling over catching her favorite child with his mouth open and speechless. The scrambled eggs were just at the perfect stage. She lifted the pan and upended the contents onto a large serving plate. The pinion pine nuts were perfectly roasted to tan with tiny bits of darker brown. The tiny Canadian bacon strips were cooked just short of crisp and looked just like they were supposed to look. She stirred the grated mozzarella and parmesan cheese into the mix. She tasted a small bite—perfect.

      With a stack of toast in one hand, rattlesnake hearts and flank steak with yellow guts omelet in the other, she returned to the table. Placing the food in front of her men, she stepped back for the fresh carafe of coffee.

      “Oh, gosh, my soul, pioneer breakfast, and it is not even close to a special Sunday.” Manny reached for the serving spoon.

      Hooker held out his arm, and Stella leaned into his hug as she poured him more coffee. “Any day this side of a dirt nap and having breakfast with you two is special enough for me.”

      Stella topped off Manny’s mug and sat. “Hear. Hear.”

      Manny raised his mug. “I’ll drink to that.”

      They each took a bite of the omelet and leaned back to savor their favorite breakfast. “This is heaven,” Stella said as she sighed, ignoring her usual rules about talking with food in your mouth. “Well cooked food, my two men both with smiling faces and a peaceful morning in which to enjoy them.”

      The two men raised their mugs, lightly tapped them together, and sipped on the great coffee.

      In Manny’s office, the phone rang. The ring echoed from the sunroom where the cordless extension sat next to Manny’s place on the couch.

      Stella almost spat her coffee. Her head whipped around and looked at the wall clock near the office door. Seventeen past nine. Not a good sign.

      The phone would ring through another five rings before the tape machine would pick up.

      Manny deliberately focused on his food and continued chewing. Hooker, ever the tow truck driver—who never got a slow meal, was torn between staying calm and shoveling in the only chance he may get before the machine answered.

      Stella, too long at being a cop’s wife, leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table and sipped her coffee with her face in the steam. The first ring had killed any appetite she had for any food. The world was holding its breath.

      The tape machine in the office clicked. There was the five-second silence, as they all knew Manny’s terse greeting was going out. “Romero, you know the drill.”

      The machine clicked again, and then there was a two-second tone. The voice was a not so disjointed spirit. “Manny Romero, if you still value anything between those legs, you will push back from my sister’s table and pick up. You have five seconds.”

      Manny was already pushing toward the office at the first word out of Dolly’s mouth. Stella looked at the clock again. She knew her sister should have been deep asleep until about five in the afternoon.

      Hooker knew he was now in a time constraint. He started shoveling as his right hand reached for a second piece of toast.

      Stella reached out and calmed his right hand. “Slow down. They can’t get here that quick, and with your bum arm in a cast, you can’t drive.” She tilted her head and looked at him through the top of her left eye and raised an eyebrow. “Besides, you look ugly enough eating with the fork in your left hand, but when you hurry, even the kids in Africa lose their appetites.”

      They both strained to try to hear what was going on. Manny was too subdued for them to hear. It was not a good sign. Nor was Dolly calling in the middle of her night. Her days were running the city of San Jose from the night dispatch, an answering and dispatching company in the roughest neighborhood of the city from her custom-built oversized steel desk chair made to hold her quarter ton of boss. She knew where all the bodies were buried, and who had bones left to rattle. Nobody who was anybody disputed she was the heart and soul center of the city.

      On her desk was a large tree limb with two words, The Stick, carved into it. It was a large stick the large woman stirred shit up with, and only Dolly ever touched it.

      Manny rolled out of the office as he stuck the pen back in his shirt pocket.

      He took a sip of coffee and loaded his fork. He looked up at his wife of twenty-three years. “They called her at home.”

      Hooker ate faster.

      Stella put her coffee mug down and picked up her plate of food as she stood. She turned and then looked back at Manny. “Shit.” She turned in disgust and went to scraping the good food into the garbage.

      The temperature rose with Stella’s anger. Manny looked over at Hooker. “If you’re going to get a shower, now is the time. A deputy will be here with a van in about fifteen minutes. Dolly said the guy knew the way. He helps with the canning.”

      Stella stood leaning against the apron of the large farmhouse sink. Her arms were crossed over her large chest. “It’s okay, Hooker. Just leave the dishes. I’ll clean them up.” She glared at Manny. This crap was supposed to be over.

      He closed his eyes and stretched his eyebrows as his head tilted as if to say these things happen.

      Her lips curled as she turned her head and looked out the window. The valley they loved stretched out for miles. What was once a green valley was now dotted with new homes. The developers had discovered heaven in the Almaden Valley.

      She turned back. “How bad?”

      He weighed what to tell her. Only one victim killed was not bad, but nobody in their right mind would call a retired detective in a wheelchair out for just a single dead body. He knew it, and he knew Stella knew it, too. It was the nature of the killing. It was the killer. And there lay the problem.

      Manny looked in his mug as he took one last imaginary swig of coffee. He was stalling. He knew his time was up.

      Quietly he placed the mug back on the table. He straightened his plate and the silverware.

      Stella cleared her throat.

      He looked at her. It was going to break her heart, and he knew it. Their eyes were locked.

      Stella turned suddenly, raising her head. “Oh, shit, Manny.” She stood holding onto the cold porcelain of the sink. “That asshole is back, isn’t he?” Stella would have to pay heavily into the swearing jar before it was over.

      Manny’s voice was small. “Yes.”

      She stared out the window at the fountain in the entry. “Who?”

      Manny chewed on the information. “A man.” He chewed on his upper lip. “They haven’t identified him yet. They may never. He has started peeling. He peeled the gloves and mask.”

      Over the years, Manny had learned Stella was a strong person. He had shared much about his job. It had helped her understand as the nightmares came and went. This killer, the one who had been nicknamed the Cowboy, still visited Manny and Stella on an almost nightly basis.

      This was the killer who had put him in the chair seven years before. The killer had shot Manny in the spine to incapacitate him. Fortunately, Manny’s partner had reached him in time to save him from becoming the killer’s latest statistic.

      Manny’s mind raced where he didn’t want it to go. They had stopped to check out an open door in an alley and had heard a noise. His partner was calling for backup, and Manny had stepped down the alleyway. Suddenly, there was a blinding flash, and his head hurt. As he wavered from the blow to the head, there was a pop, and his back was on fire. His last thought was how mad Stella would be. Him being getting home late to dinner, and the muddy water he was falling into would ruin his new shirt.

      His partner had found him five minutes later, stripped naked. An ‘X’ of black electrical tape held a wad of cotton over the bullet hole to stop the bleeding. The eight-inch spikes used by the killer to nail up his victims were lying by Manny’s side.

      Manny and Stella jumped at the knock on the door.

      Hooker, now showered and dressed, opened the door for the deputy.
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      The railcar stood shabby and sun-scorched in the late summer sun. It looked as if Butch and Sundance had robbed the train and cast this car aside.

      The sheriff deputy pulled the van off the side road, easing it in next to the patrol cars and blackouts from the medical examiner’s office. All the usual suspects were here.

      Seeing the blacked-out Cadillac meat-wagon, Manny moaned quietly. “Oh, great, Doctor Doom is here.” It was anybody’s guess as to whether the county medical examiner got along with anyone, but the general feeling among the rank-and-file was a crime scene was more pleasant without him showing up in person. Not that any bloody crime scene could ever be pleasant, but it was the thought. The mere fact of him thinking to show up personally meant there would undoubtedly be some other high-profile brass standing around with their thumbs up where no tan lines existed.

      Manny reached out and grabbed Hooker’s arm as the young man groaned his way out of the back of the van. Hooker turned to look at his mentor and father figure. He very slightly jutted his chin out and up as if to say What?

      “Never mind... You already know. I shouldn’t have thought otherwise.” The man’s shoulders collapsed ever so slightly in resolve.

      “Manny. I’ve got this. I have your back. Anything I say only goes to you. This is your domain, man. I’m just the Fun New Guy.”

      The older man scoffed. “Right, a newbie with two bits buried in him from taking down a serial killer. You may be young, but there’s nothing newbie about you.”

      They held the look of mutual respect that was their bond. Slowly, a tiny curl began at the corner of Hooker’s mouth.

      Manny grumped to hide his smile. “Oh, shut up. Get me the hell out of here.”

      Hooker pulled the chair out, set it up, and then reached in and leaned into the other man’s lap with his good shoulder. Manny reached out and grabbed, two-handed, at Hooker’s belt. With his legs, Hooker dragged the man out of the back of the van. Manny knew the pain on Hooker must be intense, but he also knew Hooker was relentless—only Hooker touched the older detective.

      The deputy who could have been there a few minutes earlier to offer some help started to say something. Manny snapped his head at the man and gave him his ‘you are so dead meat’ burning eye. It was a look he had perfected over a couple of decades as one of the top detectives in the city.

      The deputy withered and backed away.

      Manny pointed to an unoccupied area. “Let’s get back up on the asphalt and go over there. I want to look at this from along the road first.”

      Hooker and Manny moved along the road cautiously. The communication was perfect between them. Not a word was spoken. A nod of a head, a finger here, and a hand spread there. It was silent but rich in the depth of looking, instead of just seeing. It was one of Manny’s favorite approaches to teaching.

      Looking is what you do at a crime scene. Seeing is looking, but with an overlay of judgments, wants, needs, beliefs, and prejudices. The talent is just to look. Gather all the information you can before you start assuming.

      They could feel most of the eyes watching them, wondering what they were doing eighty yards away from the crime scene. One voice called out, and it was calling Manny.

      Manny didn’t flinch, didn’t even look up. He kept doing his job. His left hand rose with one finger up, and the middle finger going up and down. His old friend Paul Tanner knew the finger was Manny’s code for ‘be with you in a few minutes.’ For anyone else, it may have meant ‘shut up and go away,’ but for the county commissioner, it was the former. He and Manny had been partners, walking a beat together back in the bad old days.

      Had they known each other back then, he would have been Manny’s best man when he married Stella on the dock beside the troopship, he then boarded ten minutes later. Ten minutes after Manny had boarded the ship bound for Pearl, he met the man on the top rack of the bunks, and they had become good friends. When they returned, Manny had convinced Paul the only place to live was in San Jose.

      The soft-spoken eighth-generation Minnesotan hadn’t even gone home to collect his belongings. He had his folks bring them out when he and Manny graduated from the police academy. The folks stayed for a month and then went home to sell the family farm. They had lived near the coast in Watsonville ever since.

      The soft crunch of hard soles on gravel and sand let Manny and Hooker know from forty feet away they had company. The steps stopped, and Manny made one more critical scan of the field.

      The fingers on his right hand kept slowly drumming. Drumming... And then they stopped. There was a slight intake of breath, and Hooker squatted down beside him.

      Nodding out with his chin, Hooker knew the mentor was asking for his take. He gathered his thoughts and mapped the area. He nodded slightly toward their right. “There was no evidence of a car, but he came in carrying along that depression. He then moved left to about where Doctor Doom, in the stupid black suit, is standing. After t, he circled to see if the area was clear. But I don’t see that he came out this way.”

      Manny nodded as he raised his left hand slightly and waved his old friend Paul in. Still, only to Hooker, Manny continued Hooker’s evaluation. “The bent grass suggests you’re right about him carrying the vic. But I think the deep weight-carry damage masked them leaving.”

      “Them?”

      “Look along the sightline where the depression becomes a berm. There is some grass flattened there, too. I think we’ll find a footprint, or at least a toe print along there before it becomes hard-packed and railroad ballast. The line you see off to the left is the lookout. Last night, the breeze was coming up from Gilroy, so the lookout took station downwind while our killer walked straight in with the vic on his shoulder.”

      “What do you have, Manny?”

      Without looking up at his friend, he took in the entire scene. “Well, Paul, to gild the lily and put it in terms little schoolgirls like you and the stupid suits out there can understand, we have a cluster fuck.” He folded his hands in his lap. “Ask Doctor Doom out there not to take a step. Then have your brightest boy go snoop around his feet for the barefoot prints I think he will find.

      “As for the royal fucking, the prize would have to go to the two idiots standing at the end of the railcar drinking coffee. They’ve been milling around the past twenty minutes all over the tracks of your killer. The blond one even didn’t like his coffee, so he threw it out, probably along the best place we could have pulled a pure boot print.”

      He turned around and looked up at the man. “But if you want to save anything from here, you can ask Hooker here to show your best caster where he can get an un-fucked-up print. Why the fuck would you guys come down here, dance all over the evidence for hours... and then call me? Do you really hate me so much for raping you at the last poker night?”

      The man growled back with a deadpan face. “Fuck you, too, Manny. I would have called you three hours ago, but it was some tit-head in City Hall who thought it would be improper to have a civilian here.”

      He held Manny’s stare until Manny nodded in understanding. They had both worked against the machinations of those in City Hall, who had no clue about how things ran in the real world of the street.

      Sighing, Manny returned his gaze back over the tableau.

      Turning to Hooker, the commissioner acknowledged him. “Hooker, it’s always good to see you son. How is the body coming along?”

      “Stiff and hurts, but then again, there are the not-so-good days.” They smiled at something all too true about the wounds only coming from being shot, stabbed, or beaten. The commissioner had his fair share of scars, also.

      Pointing, “You see the guy in the gray jumper? His name is Harold. He is the best and brightest we have. Go see him about where you want him to cast. We still have to figure out how to get the deadweight up onto the railcar,” he finished as he jerked his thumb at his former partner.

      Manny grumped, “At least you didn’t call me a sea anchor,” referring to a bad comment made years before that had become a running joke.

      They both watched as Hooker made his way across the field, scanning the entire time—something the police had failed to do.

      The commissioner squatted down and rested his right arm on the wheelchair armrest, pushing off Manny’s arm. It was the most extreme invasion of personal space for a person in a wheelchair, but Manny made no protest. They had too much history for privacy.

      “He has turned into one fine young man.”

      Manny chuckled. “Between Willie, Stella, and Dolly, the kid didn’t have a chance.”

      “Would you have pegged him for only sixteen the Christmas Eve he towed Stella and her girlfriend, Claire Osofsky, off the Guadeloupe Parkway?”

      “I could tell he was young, but we all thought he was maybe a youngish nineteen or twenty. Only Sweets knew right off the bat, but then Sweets is Sweets.”

      Paul laughed. “I still wake up in the middle of the night. I’ll get up and sit in the den and turn Sweets on and listen to the cowboy music of his and read. He even got me reading Louis L’Amour and the whole Sacket family stuff.”

      Manny looked sideways at him.

      “Don’t look at me that way. I know for a fact you have more than a handful of his books in your office.”

      “Reference books,” Manny defended with a faux grump. “All two-hundred books as well as some Zane Grey.”

      The two continued to banter and stab at each other like puppies who had gotten too tired or too old to play the physical rough-and-tumble.

      The two smiled proudly as they watched Hooker walk straight up to the most loathed man on the county payroll to tell the medical examiner not to move an inch—until he was released. He pointed out the man had accidentally stepped into the middle of the most important section of ancillary evidence.

      The two old friends watched Doctor Doom stiffen in his jet-black sharkskin suit. However, he didn’t even turn his head as the tech took castings mere inches from his shoes. He knew he had screwed the pooch. As a very senior person, he had made a mistake usually marking newbies for their entire careers.

      This will be the last crime scene he comes out to for a long time, Manny thought as a wry smile crossed his face and was matched a couple of feet away.

      A large box delivery truck with county markings stopped on the highway. Shortly, as the two watched, it carefully started backing its way toward the railcar. On the back was a lift gate.

      The commissioner rose stiffly. “I think your elevator has just arrived.”

      Manny reached out and gently backhanded his old partner’s sleeve. The silent communication had the man follow as Manny wheeled along the road to the depression at the edge. He pointed at an unmistakable cowboy boot print, size ten or twelve, undisturbed in the sand about five feet away from them.

      The toes pointed away from the railcar.

      The two men turned and looked across the narrow-asphalted lane. The field beyond was a good hundred acres of burned off stubble from some crop that had failed a few years before. Manny guessed a poor try at winter wheat or sorghum. They moved for a closer look.

      There was nothing there.

      “A car would have been obvious sitting out here at night.” Paul scanned about. “So, what are you thinking, they were dropped off?”

      Manny’s eyes searched the side of the field, looking at the dirt clods for thirty or forty feet in each direction. “I don’t know yet.” He looked up at the commissioner. “I’ll let you know once I see the body.”

      “Body is gone. It left almost an hour ago.” He knew what Manny was after. “Male, about five-nine, and hundred-twenty or thirty pounds. An easy carry.”

      Manny weighed the information. Turning the chair, he studied the road.

      “Then get some cops out here and have them comb this line for at least a quarter-mile.”

      He held his hand up to shade his face. He looked across the field to a small stand of low trees in the distance. “What’s out there, Kooser Road?”

      “More like Santa Teresa.” Paul saw what
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