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To all crime scene investigators,

who work tirelessly to collect and analyze the demise

of human nature at its most grim level.

––––––––
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Author’s note: this story takes place immediately following the events in Beholder’s Eye.  It is highly suggested to read that story first before this one.  You’ve been warned.

For the latest news on upcoming publications, consider joining my mailing list: Author Mark S. R. Peterson

Want more to read?  For a list of all my books by your favorite retailer, please click on this link for a complete listing.

For more thriller books in the Central Division Series, please click on this link.

Want to read more about Glade County?  Check out Grave Secrets.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The green and white sign along the highway reads: GLADE COUNTY.

Kolin Raynes, an investigator with the Minneapolis PD’s Violent Crime Unit, glances over at his partner and best friend, Simon Templeton.  Behind them are three white mobile crime scene vans, two from the St. Paul office of the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension Crime Lab and one from the Minneapolis PD.

He prays it’s enough.

Not long ago, Glade was just another small Midwest community where nothing exciting ever happened.  But all that changed when Kolin’s daughter, Claudia, was abducted by a serial killer, nicknamed The Video Slayer, who lived in a cabin just outside of the city limits.

As he soon nears the entrance to the expansive property owned by the deceased killer, he spies a line of media vans along the road.  The Glade County Sheriff, Dean Ross Jr., stands before the reporters, then points toward the newcomers.  Cameras and reporters whirl around, looking right at them.

“Oh, great,” says Simon, still a bit too loudly, but he certainly doesn’t know that.  “If they need to speak with anyone, you’re it, Famous One.”  In Simon’s travels here before, he accidentally drove off into a creek and nearly drowned.  He had to shoot himself free, and because of it he has had to deal with a temporary deafness.

“No problem,” Kolin says.

“What!” Simon exclaims.

Instead of repeating his answer, Kolin gives him a thumbs up and nods.

“Okay!”

Glade County deputies move the media back, allowing Kolin and the crime scene vans to pass through the narrow entrance without difficulty.  Branches scrape along the sides of the vehicles.

The bodies of Deputy Philip Gust and the serial killer, Marie Sandberg, are already at the Hennepin County Coroner’s Office.  But what they hope to find here, if the evidence found in the cabin holds much truth, is nothing short of the most macabre scene the world has ever known since the days of Plainfield, Wisconsin, and their reclusive resident Ed Gein.

Yellow crime scene tape marks off the parking area.  Aside from other squad cars from Glade County’s sparse vehicle pool, a beat-up brown Chevy pickup with a faded yellow topper is among the bunch.  A portly man with a graying beard, who’s leaning against the pickup, hooks his thumbs underneath his suspenders and makes his way over to them.

In the back of the Chevy are two Golden Retrievers.

“You must be the ones from the Cities,” he says, extending a hand.

Kolin introduces themselves.

“Name’s Cleo,” the man says, then gestures to the dogs.  “Whenever you need us, I’ll be right over there.”

“Cadaver dogs?” asks Kolin.

Cleo nods.  “Buddy and Elf.  Named them ‘cause of that Will Ferrell movie.”

Kolin thanks him, then says, “I’m sure they’ll be used very soon.”

Sheriff Dean strolls over to them.  Overheard, a pair of helicopters hover high above them.  He can’t tell from this distance if they’re media or the State Patrol.

Or both.

Dean motions them to a large tent that has been erected near the cabin.  Along the interior walls are chalkboards, with both aerial photographs of the property as well as enlarged copies of the plat map covering them.

“How many acres?” Kolin asks.

“Four hundred,” says Dean.

“Fuck,” Kolin mutters, shaking his head.  “Good thing you brought in the cadaver dogs.  Wish we had a few more though.”

“It’s all I could find on such short notice.”

Kolin remembers one of the BCA techs telling him about trying out their new ground-sensing equipment, used to detect objects under the ground as well as the density of the ground.  Even if the ground has been dug up by a professional, like at a cemetery for example, the borders of any density changes can still be detected.

The equipment is similar to those used in the pipeline and utility industries to detect pipes or wires.

But throughout four hundred acres?  We’ll be here for weeks.

The BCA Forensic Supervisor, Tara Freeman, enters the tent.  She stares at the maps, whistling in awe.  “You weren’t kidding, Kolin.  How many bodies do we think are buried around the property?”

“Dozens,” Sheriff Dean says.

The basement of the cabin is in two separate sections.  Along the front is a smaller section where detailed street maps of Minneapolis, St. Paul, and several suburbs were hung, indicating both abduction and dump sites.  Marie documented her pursuits well, including what they called her training.

For the years leading up to the abduction killings now known under the guise of The Video Slayer, this entire property was her training grounds.  Most victims appear to be from the homeless areas in the Twin Cities, with a few exceptions from nearby counties—these were based on newspaper clippings Marie posted up on the basement walls, alongside clippings and photographs of Kolin.

“How many dozen, I wish we knew,” Dean adds.  “From the video recordings and photographs she had, I would put that number between thirty and forty.”  He hangs his head and purses his lips.  “And we had no idea about any of this.  Son of a bitch.”

“Sheriff,” Kolin says, “we discussed this before.  She was very good at what she did.  If there is anyone to blame, it’s Marie.  She planned everything.  That’s why they’re here.”  He says this while gesturing at Tara.  “They’ll find ‘em.”

“Assuming she buried the victims on the property,” says Dean.  “If she disposed of them elsewhere, we may never know where they’re at.”

“Do you have any more cadaver dogs coming?” Tara asks.

Dean shakes his head.

“Well, first things first, I guess,” she says.  “We’ll do the yard to begin with, as it’s the easiest.  Then, we’ll grid the rest and go from there.  What’s this?”  She points at the very northern edge of the property.

Dean leans closer to the aerial map.  “Drainage ditch.  It isn’t very wide,  And not very deep, from what I remember.”

“Anyone live there?”

To the north of the drainage ditch and a large swath of woods is a small house and three barns.  It borders farmland on its north and east side.

Dean nods.  “That would be Ted Baxter’s place.”
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“Think Ted may have known anything about her?” asks Kolin.

“Doubt it,” Dean says, then shrugs.  “But it’s worth a shot to ask.  I have a feeling though, if he did know, he would’ve told us.  He was nothing like Marie.  She kept to herself, for the most part.  When Ted isn’t farming, he delivers mail out in the rural area and even plows out people’s driveways in the winter.”

“Married?”

“His wife, Gina, passed away . . . God, it must be close to twenty years ago by now.”  Dean hangs his head.  “Can’t remember from what though.  It wasn’t cancer or anything.  She used to run a bar in Glade.  In fact, she had quite a history of drunk driving.  Accidentally hit a kid on a bike once.  After that, she quit driving altogether.”

“I can take them out to Ted’s, if you want,” one of the deputies standing behind them says.

Dean turns.  “Thanks, Tim.  Yeah, if you wanna talk with Ted, he can show you.  I should stay here and coordinate what I can.”

Kolin and Simon head back out, followed by Tara and Tim.  Tara walks over to the mobile crime scene units.

Noting Tim’s youth, Kolin asks, “You new with the department?”

“Kinda sorta.  Been doing this a few years.”  He holds out a hand, introducing himself as Tim Crawford.  “I was born and raised in Glade.  Never really thought I’d be doing this, but it’s funny how life turns out.”

Kolin chuckles.

You got no idea, kid.

With the sun rising high in the sky, he slowly walks out to the yellow crime scene barrier bordering the vast yard.  It’s cleared away from all debris, save for a blackened pile of brush fifty yards or so north of the cabin.  He’s impressed at how well maintained the yard is.  The grass looks better than most lawns in his own neighborhood in Minneapolis.

As he starts walking toward his Expedition, a chill runs down his spine.

It can’t be.  She wouldn’t be that careless, would she?

He calls for Tara.

She’s already donned a white crime scene suit.  “See something?”

He points to the blackened burn pile.  “Make sure the cadaver dogs hit there.  You wouldn’t think she had burned the bodies, but . . . well, I’d check it out, just in case.”

“Oh, we will,” she says, nodding.  “We’ll cover every piece of this property.  Including the burn pile.  It’s the rest of the property that’ll be daunting.  We’ll use our ground-sensing equipment first, to cover more territory.  Dogs wear out too quickly.”

“Ah, begging your pardon,” Cleo says, coming over to them.  “I couldn’t help but overhear.  Buddy and Elf don’t tire out.  In fact, the more they work, the more energized they become.  They live for this.”

“Sir,” Tara says, peering up at him, not at all taken aback by the more than six inches and close to one hundred pounds that separate the two.  “Although that may be true, I’ve seen cadaver dogs in action.  They do wear out.  Now, there’s over four hundred acres of woodland here.  We might be out here a week or more before we find anything.  If at all.”  She turns to Kolin.  “You do realize she may not have disposed of the bodies on her own property.  No matter what anyone says.”

And with that, she heads back to the BCA mobile crime labs, where the others are also donning similar garb.

* * *
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“What are we waiting for?” Tim asks.

Kolin inhales slowly, knowing he needs to tread lightly when it comes to newer officers.  Especially ones that have never dealt with any major crime scenes.

But I certainly got an education right away, he thinks, recalling the case of Marie’s daughter Trisha.

“This crime scene is different than any other crime scene we’ve ever processed,” Kolin says to Tim.  “The only reason we’re here is to discover the truth behind her crimes.  We have documented evidence of several dozen young girls who may have potentially fallen into her clutches—and that doesn’t even include the ones we know about in The Video Slayer murders.”

“Like your daughter, right?”

Cringing—although only mentally doing so—he nods.  “Yes.  Like my daughter.”

Tim steps back slightly.  “Oh, sorry.  God, that was stupid of me.”

Kolin glances at Simon, who’s staring out at the burn pile.  The dogs are moving back and forth, heading ever-closer to it.

Behind them, at the mobile crime scene units, contraptions that resemble push lawn mowers, except with six large wheels instead of four, are lined up.

These are the ground-sensing machines.

Already, he notices a problem.  Technicians are shaking their heads, pointing up and all around.

“What’s going on?” asks Kolin.

Tara sighs.  “This is going to be more difficult than we thought.  Now, you said before that cell coverage out here is sparse, right?”

“Yes, it’s very poor.”

“Well, that affects the GPS on this equipment.”

“Does that mean-”

“We can still do our job,” she says, holding her hands up.  “Don’t worry about that.  We’ll have to try something that hasn’t been done before.”

“Not doing it on paper, are you?” asks Tim.  “That’ll be a bitch to do.”

Kolin knows this isn’t what Tara means at all.  He juts his chin toward one of the mobile units and says, “Watch this.”

Three technicians carry out a large contraption that has cameras along the bottom and propellers along the top.

“Son of a bitch,” Tim mutters.  “What are those?”

“Drones.”

“But I . . . doesn’t the military use something like that?”

They do.  This is one of the main reasons why he insisted that the BCA assist in this endeavour, for they have more state-of-the-art equipment than what the Minneapolis PD possesses.

Remembering that Marie rigged up her
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