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      “It has now been seventy-two hours since anyone saw Laurel Peterson. Hopes for her safe return are growing dim, but her family refuse to despair. Her mother, Andrea, has written the following heartfelt message for Laurel’s captors.”


Holly Gardner’s face held just the right mix of sympathy and professionalism. The newswoman’s makeup was flawless, emphasizing model-perfect cheekbones and bright blue eyes. Her hair was a lustrous golden blonde that must have come out of a bottle; no real hair had that sort of glow.

“For Christ’s sake, turn that off,” Vic Neshenko growled, throwing a crumpled napkin at the television. “I can’t stand that bitch.”

“You’re the one who wanted to put a TV in the break room,” Erin O’Reilly reminded him. But she picked up the remote and clicked the power button. The too-beautiful face of Holly Gardner, Channel Six News, disappeared mid-heartfelt plea.

“Yeah,” Vic said. “So I could watch sports on my coffee break.”

“You don’t even drink coffee.”

“And I don’t watch the news,” he said. “Can you believe that crap? It’s all bullshit.”

“You’re saying Laurel Peterson hasn’t been kidnapped?” Erin replied. “It’s front-page news all over the country.”

“That’s what I mean,” Vic said. “This is one lousy missing persons case. And nobody saw her get snatched, so maybe it isn’t even a kidnapping. For all we know she’s a runaway. Why is this getting so much play?”

“She hasn’t been found yet,” Erin said.

He waved a hand irritably. “Of course not. But why do people care so much about this one girl?”

She shrugged. “Sometimes a case goes viral. There’s no rhyme or reason to it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Vic said. “Let me put it this way. Suppose I got abducted. Would that be all over the country?”

“Who’d want to kidnap you?” Erin retorted. “No offense, but you’re a surly, ugly Russian meathead.”

“None taken,” Vic said. “Whereas Laurel Peterson is what, exactly?”

Erin shrugged again. “A young, pretty woman.”

“A young, pretty, white woman,” Vic said. “You’ve seen her picture: the homecoming queen glamour shot. I know you know the one; it’s staring at you off every goddamn newspaper on the East Coast and they show it all the time on TV. It’s Missing White Woman Syndrome, that’s what it is. If she was old, or ugly, or Black, or Hispanic, you can bet we’d have never even heard her name. But because she’s this wholesome, all-American blonde beach babe, all of a sudden we gotta hear all about her. How many missing persons reports have we had since little Laurel dropped off the face of the Earth? Just in New York?”

“I have no idea,” Erin said. “What’s eating you, Vic? We didn’t even catch the case. Missing Persons is handling it. And they’ve got the Feebies to run to if they get stumped. The Feds are consulting and you know what they’re like when you try to tell them anything.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Vic said. He pulled the tab on his can of Mountain Dew, waited for the fizz to subside, and took a sip. “It’s not fair, though.”

“Show me something that is,” she said. Lieutenant Webb had brought donuts that morning. The box was almost empty, but Erin found her hand wandering toward it.

Rolf, standing at her hip, watched her hand closely. He loved his partner’s hands. They gave food, caresses, and the best of all things, his rubber Kong ball. At the moment, there was a definite possibility the human hand might dispense a donut. If it did, the German Shepherd intended to be on the receiving end.

“You know why serial killers target young white women?” Vic asked.

“You know the Lieutenant doesn’t like us calling them that,” Erin said. “Not until there’s no doubt. You want to talk about going viral? Tell a reporter we think there’s a serial killer out there and we’re talking media circus.”

She took the second-to-last donut out of the box and raised it to her lips. Then she paused, broke off a piece, and dropped it. The fragment didn’t get anywhere close to floor level. Rolf’s head twitched in a movement too fast for the eye to follow and the morsel disappeared as completely as Laurel Peterson.

“You’re right,” Vic said. “But I’m speaking generally. I don’t know if Laurel’s been grabbed by the Long Island Slasher or whatever they’d call the bastard. That’s not the point I’m trying to make. I’m talking about the guys who kill girls. Serial killers are sad little punks who can’t get it up the normal way. I read a book about it.”

“You read a book?”

“Shut up and listen. They kill out of displaced sexual inadequacy. And who do they target? The beautiful people. The ones they can’t have. The people the tabloids talk about. Gorgeous blondes. The media creates serial killers by taking these women and plastering their faces all over the place like goddamn celebrities. Then these punks get to feel famous by association. It makes them feel powerful. And that’s sick.”

“You might have a point,” Erin said. “But none of that is going to help Laurel.”

“You really think she’s still alive? You know the odds. After three days missing, the only way most kidnapping victims come home is in a body bag. If Laurel’s family’s lucky, they may find the body. If they’re really lucky, they won’t have to ID it. The funeral’s gonna be closed casket. I bet those pictures don’t show up on the six o’clock news. They’d spoil peoples’ appetites for dinner.”

Vic took another morose sip of Dew. “This is a hell of a world to grow up in,” he added. “Especially if you’re a girl.”

Understanding dawned on Erin. “You’re thinking about Mina.”

“You leave my kid out of this,” Vic said.

She laid a hand on his arm. “You were talking about odds,” she said. “What are the odds of being snagged by a serial killer? They’re astronomical. Mina’s going to be fine. Hell, she’s only a couple months old anyway. You won’t have to worry about her with ordinary boys for another fifteen years, let alone psychos.”

“Twelve,” he gloomily corrected her. “You wouldn’t believe how fast kids grow up these days. Maybe if we’re really lucky she’ll take after me instead of Zofia. Then I won’t have to worry so much. Zofia’s a lot prettier than I am.”

“Now that we can agree on,” Erin said. “Come on, Vic. Break’s over. Let’s get back to work. And forget about Laurel. There isn’t a damn thing you or I can do for her. Like you said, if she was taken, the poor girl’s already dead. She’s probably been dead for days.”

“It’s gonna be made into one of those goddamn True Crime stories,” Vic predicted. “Wait and see. And that Gardner chick is gonna be the one doing the interviews. Somebody oughta shove that microphone right down her throat.”

“You’re probably right,” Erin said. They left the TV off and returned to the Major Crimes office and their normal, everyday diet of murder and mayhem.

They tried to ignore Laurel Peterson, Holly Gardner, and the rest of the media nonsense. And they managed it pretty well for the next three days, until the corpse was found in Central Park.
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“Are we sure it’s her?” Erin asked.

“Pretty sure,” Lieutenant Webb said. The Major Crimes squad was walking briskly along the paved path that wound through the park. Rolf and Erin, who went for regular jogs on this very path, and had run it only a few hours ago, were moving easily. Zofia Piekarski and Vic, who kept in shape, had no trouble keeping up. Webb, who smoked better than a pack a day and carried an extra forty pounds around his midsection, was breathing hard.

“I don’t believe it,” Piekarski said. “This girl gets snatched, the kidnapper holds her for six days, then he ditches her just like that?”

“I guess he got tired of her,” Vic said.

“But no ransom demand,” Piekarski said. “No communication with the family. Nothing!”

“He wasn’t looking for money,” Erin said grimly. “How much farther?”

“Over there,” Webb wheezed, pointing to a white tent about thirty yards off the trail. A small crowd of New Yorkers clustered as close as they dared.

“That’s one of ours,” Vic said, recognizing the style of the tent. It was the kind used by the Crime Scene Unit to protect a scene from rain, wind, sun—and prying eyes.

“CSU’s been here about an hour,” Webb said. “A jogger saw the body and phoned it in around quarter to eight.”

“Jesus,” Erin murmured. “I was running on this path at six-thirty. I went right past the spot and didn’t see a thing!”

“It’s in the trees,” Piekarski said as they veered off the trail and walked toward the site. “It probably wasn’t obvious.”

“I’m a cop!” Erin said. “I should’ve seen something! And you,” she added, giving Rolf a stern look. “What’s your excuse? Did you forget how to use your nose?”

Rolf cocked his head, not understanding the question. He was trained to seek out humans, both living and dead, but hadn’t been on duty that morning. Erin had taught him to disregard interesting smells while running, as otherwise he tended to pull sideways and break her rhythm. Central Park was replete with the odors of dead and rotting things. It was amazing the humans didn’t seem to notice. It was like dead squirrels didn’t interest them.

“My understanding is she’s pretty fresh,” Webb said. “But we’ll know more in a minute.”

Several white-costumed CSU techs were walking to and fro, scanning the ground for evidence. A pair of uniformed officers stood guard outside the tent. Webb held up his gold shield.

“How about the rest of them?” one of the uniforms asked.

“They’re my squad,” Webb said.

“Copy that,” the Patrolman said. “Can’t be too careful. We’ve had press all over the place, trying to sneak in. Our Lieutenant made them move a ways off. They’re over there.”

He pointed to the clump of people which appeared to include several representatives of the media.

“Any Feds here?” Webb asked.

“I haven’t seen any,” the Patrolman said. “But the ME’s inside. She arrived about fifteen minutes ago.”

“We’re late to the party,” Vic said, lifting the tent flap.

Erin was braced for something awful. She was accustomed to the sights and smells of violent death. But there wasn’t as much of a stench as she’d been expecting. The grass had been cut the day before, so the overpowering odor was of fresh-mown clippings; not a bad smell at all. She let out the breath she’d been holding and followed the other detectives to the body and the lab-coated woman kneeling next to it.

“Dr. Levine,” Webb said to the Medical Examiner. “What’ve we got here?”

“Caucasian female,” Sarah Levine said without looking up. “Late adolescence, approximately eighteen. Blonde hair, height one hundred sixty-seven centimeters, weight approximately fifty-six kilograms to judge from build.”

“Five-foot six,” Piekarski translated. “Weight around one twenty-five.” She’d mastered metric to English conversions, something Erin had never quite been able to manage.

“Based on body temperature, time of death was approximately nine and one-half hours ago,” Levine continued.

“Midnight,” Vic said. “Spooky.”

“Cause of death?” Webb asked.

“Preliminary COD is strangulation,” Levine said. “Ligature marks indicate a scarf or other narrow strip of material. I speculate silk, but will need to examine the marks more closely to make a final determination.”

“There’s blood on her face,” Vic observed.

Erin made herself look. “Jesus,” she said. “She’s cut to ribbons.”

“The facial lacerations are superficial, but appear to have been inflicted by a bladed implement,” Levine said. “Though some are deep enough to score the cheekbones, they would not be life-threatening.”

“I don’t see any defensive wounds,” Erin said. She was looking at Laurel Peterson’s hands, mostly so she didn’t have to look at her face.

“Your observation is accurate,” Levine said. “There appear to be no lacerations or contusions on the hands or forearms. Note the victim’s fingernails, which are an impractical length and painted with blue lacquer. There is no unusual chipping or breakage of the nails.”

“Were the cuts made while she was alive?” Webb asked quietly.

“Judging from blood flow, I believe they were inflicted postmortem,” Levine said.

“Thank God for that,” Piekarski said. “But it’s a little weird, isn’t it?”

“Define ‘weird,’” Levine said.

“Don’t bother,” Vic said. “Some maniac grabbed a homecoming queen, held her almost a week, strangled her, carved up her face, and dumped her in the park. Nothing about this screams ‘normal’ to me. And you all know what we’re thinking, but I’m not gonna say it.”

Webb nodded. “True,” he said. “This has all the marks of a sex crime. Do you see any signs of sexual assault?”

“The victim is fully clad,” Levine said. “I won’t be able to make that determination until the postmortem examination. But I see no bloodstains or other fluids on her pants.”

“Other fluids?” Piekarski echoed. She looked suddenly ill.

“If you need to vomit, do it outside,” Webb said automatically.

Piekarski turned and lurched out of the tent. Vic cursed under his breath and went after her.

“You all right, O’Reilly?” Webb asked.

“I’m fine, sir,” Erin said. “I’ve seen plenty worse. Our girl’s wearing pretty tight jeans.”

“She is,” Webb said.

“It seems unlikely the perp would go to the trouble of dressing her after killing her,” Erin said. “I think she was wearing them when she died.”

“Not necessarily,” Webb said. “I’ve heard of cases where a rapist-murderer covers up his victim after he’s done with her. It’s usually a sign of shame or remorse.”

“Sir,” Erin said in a very low undertone. “This really looks like the start of…”

“Yes,” he said unhappily. “It looks like it to me, too. And that’s how it’s going to look to everyone else. I can already see it. They’re going to call him the Central Park Strangler.”

“We’ll get him, sir,” she said.

“I don’t doubt it,” Webb said. “Eventually. Guys like this almost always get caught sooner or later. But how many more bodies are going to drop before we catch him? Because perps who do this never stop at one.”

He took a deep breath. “That’s why we call them serial killers,” he added.
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      Flashbulbs sparkled under the trees like muzzle flashes. For just a moment Erin remembered muzzle flashes under elevated train tracks and the echoing rattle of assault rifles. But it was only the reporters. At least they were hanging back a little, keeping up the appearance of basic decency.


“—will bring all the power of the Federal Government to bear until this heinous perpetrator is brought to justice,” a man in a black suit was saying. Beside him stood another man in an identical suit, hands crossed in front of his belt buckle, eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses.

“And there’s the Feebies,” Vic said quietly into her ear. “Just follow the TV lights and look for the cheap suits and shades.”

“You’re one to talk about cheap suits,” she replied. “That guy doing the talking has a pretty nice one.”

“I don’t own any suits,” he shot back. “If I need a suit, I rent one. That way I never go out of style.”

“It’s hard to go out if you’ve never been in,” she said.

The suit had finished his statement. A dozen microphones were pointed his direction. He raised a hand in a gesture of polite dismissal and turned away from the swarming press. He saw Webb and angled toward the detectives, flanked by his colleague.

“You’d be Lieutenant Webb, I presume,” he said.

“That’s right,” Webb said, extending a hand. “Harry Webb, Major Crimes. These are Detectives O’Reilly, Neshenko, and Piekarski.” One of the reasons he was a Lieutenant was that he knew how to play nice with the Feds.

The agent smiled. He had a surprisingly pleasant smile, like a good politician. He was younger than Erin had thought and good-looking in a square-jawed, clean-cut way. He took Webb’s hand and gave it a good, firm shake.

“Mark Rockwell,” he said. “Special Agent. This is Special Agent Dan Willard. Glad you could join us.”

“I think maybe we need to clarify the chain of command,” Webb said. He was still smiling. “It was my understanding that this is a homicide, which would place it under local jurisdiction. We’re delighted to consult with the FBI, of course, and will be grateful for any assistance your office can provide, but we do need to be clear on who’s calling the shots. Technically, you’re joining us.”

“Of course,” Rockwell said with a friendly chuckle. “The last thing we want to do is step on any toes. It’s your case, obviously, and you’re in command of the incident. When I said ‘join us,’ I didn’t mean to imply—”

“Of course not,” Webb said smoothly. “And I appreciate you fielding the initial questions from the press. Did you have a prepared statement, or was it off the cuff?”

“Oh, I just threw them a couple of bones,” Rockwell said. “Anything to keep the jackals off our backs, am I right? And this would be the famous Detective O’Reilly. It’s a pleasure to meet you. A real pleasure. You’re quite the celebrity.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir,” Erin said, trying not to sound stiff. “I don’t really follow the news. I’m just doing my job.”

“And a fantastic job, from what I hear,” Rockwell said. “You, too, Detective Neshenko. You’re almost as famous as your partner here. And this would be your K-9. Ralph, isn’t it?”

“Rolf,” Erin corrected him.

Rockwell nodded. “Good, good. You never know when you’ll need a good nose. Willard and I only just got here ourselves. I’m afraid neither of us has been in the Manhattan Field Office very long, so we haven’t really got the lay of the land yet. But we’re eager to help. This is a very high-profile case. There’s going to be a lot of important eyes on everyone involved, so we’re really going to need to bring our A game.”

“We always bring our A game,” Vic said, eyeing the FBI men with dislike. “That’s how we get our good clearance numbers.”

“Of course you do,” Rockwell said, laughing again. It was a pleasant laugh, but Erin was starting to find it a little grating. “Now, we got a basic profile from Behavioral Analysis in Quantico, but it’ll need to be updated with the new evidence based on the condition of the body. How soon do you think your doc will be done with the corpse?”

“Dr. Levine is extremely thorough, but she works fast,” Webb said. “This will be her top priority. We’ll have the results as soon as possible.”

“Detective O’Reilly!”

Erin’s head whipped around at the female voice shouting her name. She found herself looking at Holly Gardner.

“Great,” Vic growled.

Erin didn’t like reporters. She didn’t like the way they fed off human misery, the way they were constantly thrusting their goddamn microphones into the faces of grieving families, demanding to know how the poor people felt. How did anyone think they felt? Cops regularly saw ordinary folks on the worst days of their lives; often the last days. You got used to it. You built up calluses. But cops knew better than to talk feelings with victims. You had to be a sadist, a masochist, or both to really enjoy that.

“Our viewers will be glad to know the famous Erin O’Reilly is on the case!” Holly said, flashing her megawatt prime-time smile. She was very pretty, Erin thought sourly, and would be gorgeous if she went a little easier on the makeup or bothered to let a genuine facial expression show through.

“That’s nice,” Erin said. It was the second time she’d been called famous in less than two minutes and she didn’t like that either.

“What can you tell us about Miss Peterson’s fate?” Holly asked.

“The NYPD doesn’t comment on ongoing investigations.” Her mouth spat out the words on autopilot.

Undeterred, Holly turned her attention toward Vic. “Detective Neshenko!” she exclaimed. “You have a daughter. A blonde, isn’t she? How does this sort of case affect you now that—”

“Listen, lady,” Vic growled. “You don’t say one more word about my family, you got that? Or I swear to God you’ll wish you’d kept those puffy lips shut.”

Piekarski put a hand on Vic’s shoulder. “Hey,” she said. “Take it easy. You don’t have to protect us from her.”

“Yeah, I do,” Vic said. “Because this bitch thinks my kid—our kid—is fair game for her friggin’ ratings. Mina’s three months old! I suppose I ought to be grateful Miss Ratings Bait here waited for her to pop her head out of the womb before angling for an interview. Don’t you have any shame, Miss Gardner? One lousy little bit? If not for me, then maybe, just maybe, for the mother of Laurel friggin’ Peterson?”

“Neshenko!”

Webb’s voice cracked like a gunshot. Vic stopped mid-tirade, but only barely. The Russian’s face was flushed. Erin, who’d been around a lot of dangerous, violent men, could see all the warning signs in Vic. He was about to explode.

Holly pouted prettily. “Vic,” she said. “You don’t need to be like that. After all we’ve been through together. I thought we liked one another.”

“And just what do you mean by that?” Piekarski demanded, taking a step toward her and possessively screening Vic. It would have been comical, since Vic was almost twice her size, if not for the blonde detective’s sudden scowl.

Webb got between them. “You’ll have a statement from the Commissioner at the next press conference,” he said. “In the meantime, I have to ask you to stop bothering my detectives. They have a difficult job to do, which requires all their attention and skills. That will be all.”

“I could help, you know,” Holly said. “We don’t have to be enemies.”

“Nobody said anything about enemies,” Webb said. “Good day, Miss Gardner.”

As the disappointed Channel Six reporter turned away, Erin caught a glimpse of another woman in the crowd. About four dozen bystanders were watching, but this one caught her eye. The face was remarkable.

The other woman’s complexion was Mediterranean. Her hair was thick, black, and wavy. She had a prominent nose and extremely dark eyes. The eyes were amused, sardonic. Her face was striking and had the underlying bone structure to be truly beautiful. But what Erin saw was the scar. It ran from the woman’s hairline down the inside curve of the nose, narrowly missing the eye, and carved its way through both lips on its way to her jawline. The flesh of the lips had drawn back as it had healed, leaving a mocking twist to what would otherwise be a well-shaped, attractive mouth. It looked like she was smiling, but the injury made it very hard to tell.

“Vic!” Erin barked, pointing. She couldn’t explain her reaction, except that her instincts told her this was a woman who was up to something.

Vic picked up on her tone and reacted immediately. He blew past Piekarski, shouldered Holly out of his way without even pretending to be polite, and barged into the crowd. Erin and Rolf were right behind him.

Erin expected the woman to do what almost everybody did in that situation; run. When a guy like Vic came at you, it was time to either get ready for a fight or to run like hell.

The woman did neither. Instead, as Vic bore down on her, she hoisted a camera and snapped a shot of him.

Vic pulled up short, momentarily confused. Damn, Erin thought. It had been a false positive. This wasn’t some psycho killer returning to the scene of the crime. It was just another goddamn reporter.

“Okay, lady,” Vic said. “What’re you doing here?”

“I’m doing my job, Detective Neshenko,” the woman said coolly. Her voice was a throaty contralto, a little husky.

“What is your job, ma’am?” Erin asked, coming alongside Vic.

“I’m a writer,” the woman replied. “Here are my press credentials. I have at least as much right to be here as you do, Detective O’Reilly. It’s a public park.”

Erin looked at the documents in the other woman’s hands. They looked genuine enough, though Erin figured they’d be easy to fake. The name under the photograph on the press card read ANDROMEDA CARVER.

“That’s an unusual name,” Erin commented.

“It’s Greek,” the reporter said. “Andromeda was a princess whose father sacrificed her to a sea monster. She was chained to a rock, classic submissive female, and was rescued by a hero. She married him, of course. I usually go by Andy.”

“Andy Carver,” Erin repeated. The name rang a bell. “Wait a second. I’ve heard of you.”

“I’m flattered,” Andy replied. “Not all of us have your same degree of celebrity or, shall we say, exposure.”

“You write for that tabloid,” Erin said. “The one that ran that story on me around Christmas.”

Piekarski had joined them. “NYPD in Bed with Irish Mob,” she recited from memory. “Hero Detective ‘Goes to the Mattresses.’”

Andy was definitely smiling now. “Yes,” she said. “That was a good headline.”

“You’re a scum-sucking bottom-feeder,” Erin snarled, astonished at the anger she felt surging up in herself. “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”

“You came to me,” Andy said, unperturbed. “Besides, I’m not your problem. Shouldn’t you be looking for the evil bastard who killed poor Laurel Peterson? You’d better look hard and fast, Detective, because unless I’m mistaken, he’ll be looking for another girlfriend before long. That won’t look good on your hero resume. Pretty blonde bodies do attract so much attention.”

“I think that’s enough fraternization with the press,” Webb said. It had taken him a little while to catch up with the others, but now he was here. “Unfortunately, Manhattan detectives aren’t in the habit of giving impromptu interviews, so I’m going to ask you to please excuse us.”

“Lieutenant Webb,” Andy said. “What were your feelings when you discovered your lover, porn star Marie Lewis, alias Maureen Sinclair, had seduced you into murdering Terence Volkman in Los Angeles?”

Holly Gardner had also pursued the cluster of detectives. “Murder?” she echoed, eyes sparkling. “Porn star?”

Webb gave the reporters a bland, generic smile. “I’d encourage you to double-check your facts before publishing anything that might expose you to legal liability, ma’am,” he said. “Good day.”
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“I expected better from you, O’Reilly,” Webb said once they were safely back in the privacy of Erin’s unmarked Charger, with only Rolf for an audience.

“Oh, really?” Erin said, cranking the gearshift savagely and stepping on the accelerator much harder than necessary. “I didn’t pick that fight. Vic—”

“You know him as well as I do,” Webb interrupted. “Nobody expects better from him. Though I’ll definitely be having a talk with him. You represent the New York Police Department. When you’re wearing your shield, you’re the face of the Department. You have professional responsibilities and an appearance to maintain. Squabbling with members of the gutter press doesn’t help anyone, least of all our victim.”

“You’re right, sir,” she said, but she was still fuming and couldn’t help herself. “But do you know who that was?”

“The tabloid journalist who penned that story about you and Morton Carlyle,” Webb said. “What about it?”

“She called me a slut in front of the whole damn city!” Erin snapped. “Was I supposed to play nice with her?”

“You were supposed to ignore her,” Webb retorted. “For Pete’s sake, O’Reilly! Didn’t you ever run into a playground bully when you were a kid? As long as they’re teasing you, the best thing to do is ignore them. You’ve been called plenty of worse things by perps. Are you angry that she called you names, or that she dug up the truth?”

“I’m not some whore with a shield!” Erin insisted.

“Of course not,” Webb said. “I’m talking about the way Ms. Carver unearthed your relationship with Carlyle. That woman is competent, smart, and ruthless, on top of which she’s a writer with a readership in the tens of thousands. Is that the sort of person you want to make into an enemy? Why did you go charging after her?”

“I didn’t know who she was,” Erin said, a little sulkily. “I didn’t like her eyes. I thought maybe she was involved in the Peterson case. Sometimes perps revisit the scene of the crime.”

“I see,” Webb said, more gently. “Well, that’s understandable. But Agent Rockwell is right. This is an extremely high-profile case. We can’t go flying off the handle or behaving recklessly. We only just managed to shrug off Internal Affairs after the last kerfuffle.”

“Sir,” Erin said. “You just said ‘kerfuffle’ and ‘for Pete’s sake.’ Are you feeling okay?”

“I’m coasting on the residue of my best behavior,” Webb sighed. “It was all I could do to keep from swearing my head off at those parasites. So I understand where you’re coming from. I really do. But we’re not private citizens. We can’t react to personal insults. The moment the Job becomes personal, it’s time to step away from it.”

“Copy that, sir,” she said. Then, unable to help herself, “Who was Terence Volkman?”

Webb didn’t answer right away. He stared out the Charger’s window at the Manhattan streets, his face suddenly very old and thoughtful.

“Sorry,” she said after about half a minute of silence. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s a fair question,” he said, not looking at her. “Terry Volkman was a struggling actor. A beautiful woman manipulated him and me into a situation. He thought it was an acting gig. I thought it was something else. He pulled a gun full of blanks on me and I put two rounds in his chest. He died at the scene.”

“Oh,” Erin said. “Shit.” Suicide by cop was the worst nightmare of plenty of Patrol officers. To gun down a man who wasn’t a threat, but who forced you into it, would haunt you for years. Maybe forever.

“I was a little drunk and a lot stupid,” Webb said. “Oh, it was a clean shooting, there wasn’t a bit of doubt about that. But I didn’t have to do it. And Ms. Carver has almost all the facts. I wonder how she managed to dig them up and have them on hand. She must have had her eye on our squad for some time. This is old news, from the end of my time with the LAPD.”

“Was it why you left Los Angeles?” Erin asked.

“Part of the reason,” Webb said. He shrugged. “My divorce was about to be finalized. That’s my second divorce, you understand. You remember Cathy Simmons.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I remember that time she came to New York and got tangled up with that dead guy.”

“Right,” he said. “I needed a change. It was like I had cancer of Southern California. LA was killing me by inches. I thought New York might put some life back in me.”

“Wait a second,” Erin said. “You lived in Los Angeles and thought coming to New York would perk you up?!”

He smiled. “It was different,” he said. “If you’d lived in LA, you might understand.”

They drove on in silence for a few minutes, until they were getting close to the Precinct 8 station.

“What did Andy Carver get wrong?” Erin asked, just before pulling into the garage.

“Maureen wasn’t my lover,” Webb said quietly. “We never slept together. I’m not bragging. If she’d let me, before I knew just what she was, I would’ve gone for it. Instead I threw her in jail.”

“Oh,” Erin said again.

“Watch out for Carver,” he said. “That woman could hurt you. What is it you always say? Forget about it? That’s my advice.”

“I’ll try. Anyway, we have a killer to catch.”

“That we do,” Webb said. “Hopefully Levine’s autopsy will get us something we can use. In the meantime, let’s see what the brain boys at Quantico have dreamed up. Have you ever seen a profile from Behavioral Analysis?”

“No,” Erin said. “The only serial killers I’ve gone after were the Heartbreaker Killer and that psycho kid during that power outage. We nailed both of them without any of that psychobabble bullshit.”

“It can be pretty wild,” Webb said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they tell us our killer’s height, weight, eye color, and favorite food. It’s like visiting a carnival fortune teller.”

“Will it be accurate?” Erin asked, sliding the Charger into its place.

“We’ll know once we catch him,” Webb said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      “Every serial killer kills to fulfill a deep need,” Agent Rockwell said.


“Oh brother,” Vic whispered to Erin and Zofia. “School’s in session.”

Rockwell and Willard were standing in front of the whiteboard in Major Crimes. Rockwell was holding an honest-to-God wooden pointer in one hand. Erin wondered where he’d gotten it. Willard had a whole handful of dry-erase markers in various colors.

“This isn’t a need for sex,” Rockwell continued. “His sexual desires have been displaced, usually on the basis of serious childhood trauma, into the need for three things: manipulation, domination, and control.”

Willard, taking his cue, wrote the three words on the board in red marker. Webb and Piekarski were listening politely and seemed to be paying attention. Piekarski was actually taking notes. Vic wasn’t even pretending. Erin was waiting for the FBI guys to say something she didn’t already know.

“This doesn’t tell us much about our particular killer,” Rockwell said. “Every unsub has a specific MO and signature.”

“Aren’t those the same?” Piekarski asked.

“Good question,” Rockwell said, smiling at her. “The MO is his methodology. The signature is the need he seeks to fulfill by killing. An unsub can, and often will, change his MO. But he’ll never change his signature, because that’s the reason he’s killing in the first place.”

While waiting for Rockwell to tell her something she didn’t already know, Erin was trying to figure out why she didn’t like him. He was a little too friendly, a little too smooth. It made him seem artificial. And the way he was lecturing came across as condescending. They weren’t schoolkids. They were experienced detectives. She could tell he was just waiting for someone to ask him what an “unsub” was, but Erin wouldn’t give him the pleasure. It was standard FBI jargon. All it stood for was “unknown subject.”

“Behavioral Analysis has been working on this unsub since two days after our victim was kidnapped,” Rockwell went on. “We didn’t have a lot to go on. It looks like we’ve all got the same case file.”

Everyone nodded. Webb, being old-school, had a physical printout. The others had the file up on their computer screens. Willard began sticking photographs to the board.

“Laurel Peterson, age nineteen, was a sophomore at Columbia,” Rockwell said. “She was described by her friends and family as friendly, outgoing, and attractive. ‘Vivacious’ is a term from her Sociology professor. She was studying to be a social worker. She had no criminal record; not even a speeding ticket. She had a boyfriend.”

“We always check out the boyfriend,” Vic said.

“Absolutely,” Rockwell agreed. “Unfortunately, in this case the boyfriend was in Moorhead when Ms. Peterson was taken. Where is that exactly, Dan?”

“Northwestern Minnesota,” Willard said without hesitation. “A little over fourteen hundred miles away. Twenty-two hours by car. Five hours by plane, if flying out of the nearest major airport in Fargo.”

“Our girl’s Minnesotan?” Erin asked.

“Born and bred,” Rockwell said. “Only daughter of Stanley and Rebecca Peterson. Graduated Moorhead High School with honors. Letters in Cheerleading, Academics, Knowledge Bowl, Tennis, and Band. She played the flute.”

“Did anyone confirm the boyfriend’s whereabouts?” Vic asked, not willing to let go of it just yet.

“Moorhead PD talked to him the day she was taken,” Webb said, flipping through the file. “The kid’s name is Timothy Collins. Looks like he goes to the University of Minnesota, Moorhead campus. His alibi’s airtight. Ten people confirmed his presence in Minnesota.”

“Damn,” Vic said. “Doesn’t she have a local guy here in New York?”

“Not according to what we have here,” Rockwell said. “She didn’t go to parties, didn’t run around with guys. It appears she wasn’t sexually active.”

“Bullshit,” Vic said, earning him dirty looks from both Erin and Piekarski.

“Explain,” Webb said.

“This girl was gorgeous,” Vic said. “She was a cheerleader. She’s away from home for the first time, in the big city. Her high-school sweetheart’s four states away, and you’re telling me she wasn’t getting it on with somebody? I don’t believe it. Or if it’s true, we need to find some creep who tried to hit on her and got shot down.”

“That isn’t our profile,” Rockwell said with an apologetic smile. “If I can continue summarizing how we got here?”

“By all means,” Webb said. “Neshenko, give it a rest.”

“Last Sunday afternoon, Ms. Peterson was scheduled to meet with her academic advisor,” Rockwell said. “She left her dorm room at 2:16 for a 2:30 meeting. Her roommate, Mei-Ying Wong, was the last person to see her. Ms. Wong didn’t recall anything out of the ordinary. Ms. Peterson was dressed in a blue T-shirt and jeans, wearing a brown leather backpack.

“The backpack was turned in to the campus lost and found a few minutes after four o’clock the same afternoon. It was found at the bus stop at West 116th and Broadway. The pack contained three academic textbooks, a spiral notebook, two pencils, a ballpoint pen, and Ms. Peterson’s cell phone and wallet. The wallet held a few dollars—”

“Twelve dollars,” Willard interjected. “Seven singles and a five.”

“—her student ID, driver’s license, a credit card, and assorted pocket litter,” Rockwell finished. “The presence of the money and credit card suggest the contents of the backpack had not been rifled. After campus security spoke with Ms. Peterson’s roommate, they contacted the NYPD and reported her missing.”

“Patrol units interviewed everyone they could find from the area around the bus stop,” Webb said. “They didn’t turn up any leads. Traffic cameras don’t have coverage of the specific area, and the City hasn’t gotten around to installing cameras at all the bus stops yet.”

“That’s coming soon,” Piekarski said. “In the next few years. Not that it
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