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Chapter 1

 

Retribution  n.  To repay; punishment for evil done; requital

 

He looked at his watch, noting it was 10:34 pm.  He rolled the naked body out the back of the van, closed the rear doors, and drove slowly through the alley, stopping at the crosswalk before turning onto 5th Street.  Looking to his left, he saw the two beat officers walking toward him at a leisurely pace.  He smiled to himself as he thought of what awaited them if they took their usual route down the alley.  He turned right on 5th Street, then right again on Folsom, driving at the speed limit, attracting no unwanted attention from the few other motorists. 

He had no fear of being identified.  He was just an ordinary looking guy driving an ordinary looking van. He had left no clues in the alley that could lead to him and no one had seen him.  Besides, he had stopped perhaps thirty seconds, just long enough to dump the body, and the van he was driving would not be reported stolen from the Oakland airport long term parking lot for a couple of days.

He had spent the last several evenings watching the two cops walking their Mission District beat.  He had mapped and timed their route, finding they were creatures of habit, stopping for dinner at the same time each night, always at one of the small restaurants along Mission Street.  After resuming their foot patrol, they entered the alley between 10:30 and 10:36 p.m. each night.  He saw there was little vehicle traffic during the week and few people on the street.  He also knew there were no homeless people living in the alley and it was not a place the drug dealers chose to ply their trade.  It was the perfect place to put the body so it could be "found" quickly, exactly as he planned. 

He drove to Pacific Heights and parked the van along the curb between two of the stately homes.  He walked the half block to his Lexus, taking off the latex gloves as he walked and dropping them in a sewer near his parked car. He glanced up and down the street as he unlocked the door, seeing no one and no lights on in the nearby homes.  He started the car and drove leisurely out of the area, unable to stop smiling.  He felt good, strong, revitalized.  He was filled with a sense of accomplishment, of relief that justice had been served. He could hardly wait to start planning the next event.  He turned the radio up and drove slowly home through the damp San Francisco night, singing to the oldies.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The incessant ringing of the phone next to his bed dragged him from his slumber.  Without opening his eyes, he groped for the phone.  Bringing the receiver up to his ear, he mumbled, "This better be good."

"C'mon, Vince.   Would I be calling the eminent homicide inspector Torelli at this hour if it wasn't?  You're gonna love this."

"Shit," he said, opening his eyes and looking at the clock as he recognized the night watch homicide inspector's voice. He reached over and turned on the light next to the bed.  "Geez, Jimmy, it's 12:45 in the morning.  What's so important that you just had to call me?"

"You awake Vince?  You listening to me?"

"Yeah, Yeah, Jimmy.  So what's the news?"

"A couple of beat cops found a body in an alley off 5th Street.  A young male, Hispanic, all sliced up."

"So what's all this got to do with me?"

"Easy, big fella.  The victim just happens to be a very bad boy himself.  Not the kinda guy too many people are gonna miss.  In fact, he just dodged a murder charge when the witness against him disappeared."

"Jimmy, it's too early in the morning for guessing games.  Just tell me who, OK?"

"Alright, alright!  You remember that little rat-faced punk, Julio Barajas?  Did that drive-by on Wallace Street a few months ago in which he missed his target and killed that three-year-old boy walking with his mother?  Well, somebody did him tonight, and from the looks of him, whoever it was must have been mighty pissed off."

"Really?  Julio Barajas, eh?  Well, can't say I'm sorry he got whacked.  If anybody deserved it, he did."

"Yeah, for sure.  I guess somebody had a major grudge against him.  You know, it really pissed me off he beat that kid's murder.  The only witness takes off and he walks.  I guess there is a God after all, eh Vince?"

"Yep.  Divine intervention, Jimmy.  You need any help?  Want me to come in?"

"Nah.  Go back to sleep.  I'll see ya in the morning and fill you in on the details then.  Not much else to do tonight.  No witnesses, no obvious evidence, so get some rest.  See ya in a few hours."

Vince hung up the phone and turned off the light.

"Do you have to go in?" his wife asked.  

"No.  Jimmy just called to fill me in on a homicide I'll be getting in the morning. Remember that case Mike and I worked last year, the drive by at Hunters Point where the three year old boy was killed?"

"Yes.  You got the shooter, didn't you, when the passenger came forward?"

"That's the one.  The guy beat the rap because the witness disappeared.  He walked last month.  He was the victim.  Mike is gonna dance a jig when he hears.   He really took this case personally.   Remember how pissed he was when the D.A. refused to file charges?"

"Yes.  I remember very well.  He came over here and was ranting and raving for a half hour!  Well, what goes around comes around, honey."

"Yeah.  Now I gotta try to solve this one.  Pretty ironic, isn't it.  First I try to prosecute the guy, now I gotta find out who killed him."

"You better get some sleep, then.  Something tells me this one isn't going to be easy."

"Yeah.  G'nite, babe."

"'Nite, honey." She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, snuggled down under the blankets and in less than a minute her breathing had become deep and regular. 

Vince lay in bed listening to her breathe, thinking about what faced him in the morning.  He had difficulty getting back to sleep, as he often did when awakened in the middle of the night.  His thoughts turned to his past, his time in Vietnam and how he came to join the police department, and sleep would evade him sometimes for hours.  

He remembered the attack on the airbase, hearing the explosions and feeling the shock and pain of his wounds, seeing the bodies of the enemy he killed.  

With the encouragement of his father, he applied to the San Francisco Police Department.  He was scheduled to start the police academy in April of 1970.  

Vince found the academy training easy enough.  He liked the camaraderie that developed between the recruits, and was happier than he had been for some time.  It reminded him of his time in the army and he became focused again, dwelling less and less on his time in Nam. The dreams became less frequent, and he was often able to sleep through the night. 









 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

The morning started like any other.  The boys were at breakfast, arguing over who was the best all-time baseball player, Hank Aaron or Willie Mays.  It was already 72 degrees out, promising to be a hot day.  Maggie was spooning scrambled eggs on a plate while Vince poured himself a cup of coffee.   He ate quickly, knowing he had a long day ahead of him. 

"Dad, who do you think the greatest ball player was?" his youngest son Scott asked. "Willie Mays or Hank Aaron?"

"Michael Jordan."

"Aw, c'mon, Dad," both boys said in unison.

"I still think it's Michael Jordan, and I'm not gonna get caught in the middle of your argument."

His wife leaned over and whispered in his ear. "Coward."

"Yep," he said, grabbing her and planting a kiss on her cheek.  "I gotta get going.  Got a mess waiting for me."

"Will you be home for dinner?" Maggie asked.

"I wouldn't count on it.  I've got a feeling this is just the start of something big. I"ll call you later and let you know." 

"Okay, Babe.  You be careful."
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Vince was at his desk, drinking his second cup of coffee, reading the preliminary reports when his boss, Lieutenant Simons, walked up.  "Anything jump out at you?" he asked, sitting on the corner of the desk.

"Not really.  Hardly any evidence and no witnesses.  The one question I have is why was he dumped there?  He obviously was killed somewhere else, so why did the killer pick that spot to dump the body? Barajas doesn't live in that area, and to our knowledge, never comes down to the Mission district."

"Opportunity?"

"I don't think so, Boss.  There are an awful lot of better places to dump a body in this city.  It's almost as if the killer wanted it to be found."

"Well, if that's true, why?"

"I don't know yet.  If I had to guess, I'd say he was telling us how easy this murder was, and that there may be more to come."

"So, what's the plan?"

"I've got Wilson on the computer running all of Barajas' known associates, plus any previous arrests.  Maybe he has an enemy in a rival gang, or he pissed off one of his own gangbangers.  I'd go talk to the family of the little boy Barajas killed except they moved to Fresno.  I've got one of the Fresno detectives going out to the house to see if they are all there, none of  'em missing or on a trip, and to interview them, but I don't think this has to do with the family."

"Why?  You know something we don't?"

"No, just a hunch.  Something doesn't figure with this.  I keep asking myself why he was dumped where he was.  As I said, it's almost as if the killer wanted him to be found.  And if that's true, why?"

"I'm assigning Clark full time to help you with this.  Let's see if we can close this one out quickly.  Shouldn't be too hard.  A guy like Barajas has a lot of enemies, so it's just a matter of finding the right one."

"I wish it were that simple.  Well, time to hit the bricks. I'll keep you posted."

 

 

 

Vince and Clark spent the rest of the morning finding and interviewing Barajas' known associates.  No one had any idea who would want to kill him, other than a rival gang member, and Vince was convinced this was not a gang killing. He had worked with Clark on over two dozen cases since Clark had joined the homicide division five years earlier. The first homicide he worked was with Vince, who took him under his wing and taught him the ropes.  Clark admired and respected Vince, and learned much from him.  He took every opportunity to work with him, and they soon became close friends, spending most of their on-duty time and some of their off-duty time together.  

They had become such close friends that one day at lunch, Vince opened up and told Clark about his time in Vietnam, something he had never done with anyone but Maggie.  In turn, Clark told Vince that he had joined the Mendocino Sheriff's Department two years after his brother was stabbed to death while trying to break up a fight at the Buckhorn Bar in Willits, where he worked.  The murderer was never caught, and as soon as he was old enough, Clark applied for the deputy job.   After four years, he applied to and was accepted at the San Francisco Police Department, eventually working his way up to the homicide division.

After lunch they went to the morgue for the autopsy.  The Medical Examiner, Doctor Chamberlin, had been performing autopsies for 18 years and had seen things most people could not even imagine.  He was munching on an apple and writing at a small desk as Vince and Clark walked in the room.  Barajas' body lay on a gurney being cleaned up by an assistant prior to being taken back to the morgue. 

"Hey, Doc," Vince said as he entered.  "Still selling body parts on the side?"

Doctor Chamberlin looked up from his notepad. "You wait, Torelli.  You'll see how expensive it is to have two kids in college.  Gotta make ends meet somehow."  

"How's our friend Barajas?"

"Dead, and I mean really dead.  Somebody had some fun with this one.  Whoever did this was very upset with this young man.  Bled him out pretty good before killing him."

"Oh, yeah?  How so?"

"For starters, he made 37 cuts all over the body, some pretty deep, all would have been very painful and bled a lot, but weren't fatal.  Probably would have been, had the cuts been made all at once, but it appears they were made over some period of time.  There's coagulation in different stages in some of them which would indicate others were fresher, probably made after the first cuts stopped bleeding."

"Any estimate, Doc, on how long it would have taken the killer?" Vince asked, sitting down on a chair next to the desk.

"Hard to say.  I would estimate at least a couple of hours.  He was tied and gagged."  He looked at Vince and Mike, grinning at their looks of puzzlement.  "How does he know this, you ask?  I found ligature bruising on his wrists and ankles, and residue from tape on his mouth.  Duct tape, I'd say, if you asked my opinion."

"Brilliant, Doc. Then he was tortured before being killed?"

"I'd say so.  Then, after the killer tired of his little game, he administered the coup de gras by stabbing him with a very sharp knife in the heart.  The blade entered just below the xyphoid process in an upward and slightly left direction into the heart.  The killer then moved the knife back and forth, lacerating the heart muscle, hence causing the ultimate demise of poor Mr. Barajas."

"Would Barajas still have been conscious at that point?"

"Probably, though very weak from loss of blood.  I understand there was not much blood around the body, and since there wasn't much left in the body, I deduce he was killed somewhere else.  I am right, am I not, Watson?"

"Good work, Sherlock.  What would we poor, dull witted investigators do without the benefit of your wisdom, Doc?  Clark, can't you just feel the wisdom in this room?" Vince grinned at his partner, who just nodded in agreement.  "How long ago did he die?"

"He was found around 10:30 pm, so I'd say he died at least two or three hours earlier."

"That would make it between 7:30 and 8:30 p.m. last night.  We know the alley was clear around nine when the beat cops walked through it, so the question is, where did the killer keep the body all that time, and where was he killed?"

Clark, who had been listening, chimed in. "Do you think the killer could have been driving around with the body all that time?"

"No, I don't think so," Vince replied.  "Too much chance of something going wrong.  What if a traffic cop stopped him? Or maybe got in an accident?  No, I think Barajas was killed not too far away from where he was dumped.  C'mon, Clark, let's go check it out.  Thanks, Doc.  As always, your sage advice has opened a few doors."

"As always, you are welcome.  Oh, one last thing.  There was a shallow cut on his cheek that didn't fit the other cuts."

"How so?"

"Well, it was superficial and didn't fit the pattern of the other cuts.  All the others were made to inflict pain and blood loss.  This cut looks suspiciously like the number one."

"Does it just look like it, or is it actually the number?"

"Hard to tell.  Skin is elastic, so it's a bit distorted, but it does appear to be a number. Don't quote me on that, but it very well could be a sign."

"I'll keep it in mind. One last thing, Doc. What can you tell me about the knife?"

"Only that it was large and very sharp.  From the fatal stab wound, I'd say it was like a hunting knife, maybe a Bowie knife.  The blade had to be at least six inches long and a bit more than an inch wide, maybe an inch and a quarter.  A formidable weapon, Vince, designed to intimidate and terrorize as well as kill."

"If we find the weapon, would you be able to match it to the wounds?" Clark asked.

"Maybe, Mike.  Probably couldn't make a positive match, but I may be able to say the wounds are consistent with the weapon."

"Guess that will have to do," Vince said.  "Thanks, Doc.  We've got to go.  Call me if you find anything else of interest."

As Vince turned to leave, Dr. Chamberlin put his hand on his shoulder. "Hey, Vince, be careful with this one, okay?  Whoever did this is pretty disturbed and extremely dangerous."

"We will, Doc.  Thanks again."
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As they left, Vince called his office and had three uniform officers assigned to him for the rest of the afternoon. He had them meet him where the body had been found.  When his mini-taskforce had been formed, he gathered them around.

"Here's what I need.  You will be doing a canvass of the area looking for the possible murder site from the homicide last night.  Don't worry about any buildings that are open to the public or business offices that are used every day.  We are looking for empty or abandoned buildings, basements, construction sites, whatever.  You will know you have the right place when you find a large amount of blood, some sort of ropes, wires, or ties, and tape.  Everyone go to channel 4 on your portables and report directly to me if you find something.  If you do find a possible crime scene, don't touch or move anything, just secure the area and notify me.   Clark, you start your canvass one block south.  You, Officer…?"  Vince asked, pointing at one of the uniforms. 

"Coleman, Inspector."

"Coleman, start one block west."  

Turning to the other two officers, he said, "And you are?"

"Officers Mattox and Berenson, Inspector."

"Officer Mattox, you start one block north, and Berenson, one block east."  Turning back to the group, he said, "If you don't find anything, then widen the search another block, then another.  In any case, limit your search to a five-block radius. When you complete the search, start interviewing anyone who appears to be local to the area.  In particular, people who may be out and about at odd hours, street people, homeless, druggies, whatever.  Find out if anyone saw anything, anyone, or any vehicles that did not belong in their neighborhood.  Make sure you ID them properly and know how to get a hold of them later if you need to.  It is now 2:30. We will meet back here at seven p.m. Any questions?  No?  Then let's go."    

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Shooting Suspect Ruled Mentally Incompetent

By Liz Maltby, Staff Writer

The San Francisco District Attorney's Office announced today that no criminal charges would be filed against the 16-year-old suspect in the shooting at Masterson High School that killed a teacher and three students and left five other students wounded, two critically.  Two psychiatric evaluations determined the suspect, whose name is not being released due to his age, is so mentally disturbed he was unable to tell right from wrong at the time of the shooting.  

Prosecutors argued that the suspect knew exactly what he was doing and planned the assault days ahead of time, even confiding to a friend what he planned to do.  The alleged motive was revenge against the teacher and two of the dead students for excluding him from an art project he wanted to be involved with.  "The fact that this young man stole the gun three days before the shooting, hiding it in an unused locker at school along with over 100 rounds of ammunition, had made threats to the victims at least two days prior to the killings, and had dropped hints to friends of his intentions shows a purposeful pre-plan by a methodical, clear thinking mind."

In spite of those arguments, the 16-year-old student was remanded to the psychiatric ward at San Francisco General Hospital for further evaluation.  He is scheduled to be transferred from the juvenile hall to Atascadero State Hospital within the next week.

 

He read the article three times, seething with anger.  Slamming the paper down on the van's seat, he muttered,  "I can't fucking believe this.  With all the evidence showing he knew what he was doing, he's not gonna go to trial.  God damn liberal judges and god damn defense attorneys.  He's got to be held accountable, and if it can't be through the criminal justice system, then it will be through other means!  And not releasing his name? Shit, everyone knows his name.  Murderous little bastard.  He will have to pay for what he has done!"  He drove home quickly, anxious to begin planning the demise of one Mitch Ballinger, sixteen-year-old multiple murderer. 

Knowing the hospital was classified as a maximum security facility and that visitors would have to show identification, sign in, pass through a metal detector and be subjected to a thorough search presented him with a unique situation. He paced the floor of his spacious living room, mulling over the potential problems he was facing in getting his hands on Mitch Ballinger.  He knew once the subject arrived at Atascadero he would be virtually untouchable.  That left him with only two options.  Take him before he was transferred, or take him somewhere along the road.  He decided to take him along the way to minimize the risk to himself.  To go after him while he was still at the hospital in San Francisco would mean he would have to use a disguise and present a false ID.  That would get him in, but how would he get the both of them out?  He did not want to kill him in the hospital.  He wanted some time alone with him to make him realize the error of his ways, as he had with the pig Barajas.  He wanted to bleed him, make him suffer, then give him hope before crushing that hope and striking the final blow to snuff out his worthless, miserable life.  He smiled at that, remembering how Barajas had cried with relief when he thought he would be let go, and the look of shock on his face when the knife was driven into his heart.

He knew the procedure for transferring a mental patient to Atascadero State Hospital and he was certain there would only be one guard and a technician from the hospital, plus the driver, instead of two armed guards usually assigned for the most dangerous prisoners.  After all, this was a sixteen-year-old boy.  He would have to scout the route down Hwy 101, finding the best place to set the ambush.  He would need some special equipment to disable the van and neutralize the guards, something that would act quickly.  He did not want to harm the guard or technician unless it was absolutely necessary.  He only wanted to take Mitch with him when he left, take him to the room where he could be alone with him for a few hours.  He already knew where he would dump the body, and he smiled to himself, thinking how ironic it would be when they found him.  He was anticipating the feeling of accomplishment and closure he would experience when he was done with this one.  He picked up the phone and dialed a number, humming softly while it rang.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Vince Torelli sat in the homicide division conference room, briefing his boss, Lieutenant Simons, on the Barajas investigation.

"I'll tell you, Boss, I'm stumped by this one.  Usually by now we have enough information to figure out why he was killed, but no one seems to know anything about this.  Even my contacts in the gangs haven't heard anything, not even rumors of who could have killed Barajas."

"Are these contacts reliable?"

"Yeah.  I'm sure this was not gang related or they would have passed the info on to me.  And I'm certain the little boy's family was not involved.  They're still in Fresno and the cops there have been able to verify no one from the family was out of the area at the time of the murder.  There are no other relatives in the Bay Area, and we interviewed all the parents' neighbors.  Turns out they didn't have any close friends here, kept mainly to themselves.  They had only lived in the neighborhood about four months before the little boy was killed."

"Any luck in finding the murder scene?"

"No. We canvassed several blocks around the dump site, and talked with most of the locals in the area with no luck."

"Any evidence found at the scene or on the body?"

"Nothing of any value.  Some dirt and mud on his feet.  We've sent that to the lab to see what it contains.  It might give us an idea of where to look, but other than that, nothing.  We had the body fingerprinted, found a partial on the guy's shoulder."

"Really?  Good.  Can we identify it?"

"Not much to work with, but, yes, I think so.  The print guys said there was enough detail to identify the person who left it there if we ever find him."

"Let's get the fingerprint guys to check all their databases, including the FBI, county, and some of the larger police departments in the Bay Area.  Let me know if you find anything."

"Sure will, Boss.  I've gotta check out a few things, so I'm gonna get going."

"All right.  Keep me informed, Torelli."

Though Lieutenant Simons appeared gruff and impatient, Vince, and the other inspectors in the homicide division, knew he was fair and would always back them in how they conducted their investigations.  Lieutenant Simons did not want to appear soft or too friendly, as he felt the inspectors may tend to take advantage of his good nature, so he adopted the gruff manner as a proactive measure.  He didn't fool anyone.

Vince rose, then paused at the door.  "One thing I do know.  I think there's more to this than just a simple murder of a gangbanger.  Doc Chamberlin found a cut on Barajas' cheek he thinks is the number one.  He can't be sure, and I hope he's wrong, 'cause if he isn't, this is just the first murder by this psycho.  We don't need another serial killer on our hands, and whoever did this was too careful, took extra time to make sure there would be no useful evidence.  The murder was committed someplace he or she didn't want us to find, and dumping the body in a different location effectively eliminated most of the evidence. Whoever did this might have some knowledge of evidence procedures and forensics."

"That could be anyone from a cop to a criminal justice student, to someone who reads a lot.  You can get that info off the internet, for Gods' sake. That thinking could be a dead end."

"Could be, but we've got nothing else to go on.  We'll get the report on the dirt from Barajas' feet tomorrow.  Maybe we'll get lucky.  In the meantime, we've got some interviews to finish and I want to check around the area again.  Might be something we missed the first time."

"Okay.  Keep me posted.  I'll be in a meeting upstairs most of the day tomorrow, but come and get me if anything major breaks. Vince, what does your gut tell you about this one?"

Vince was quiet for a moment.  "I'm beginning to think this may be a revenge killing, Boss. Maybe not against Barajas personally, but against scum like him.  I think it's someone pissed at a system that lets guys like Barajas escape justice.  I hope I'm not right about this,  but my instincts seem to be leading me that way.  Anyway, I've gotta go." 

Vince left the office and drove to where Barajas' body had been found.  He parked outside the alley, got out of the car and walked to the entrance.  Standing there, he  scanned the area, looking for anything that seemed out of place.  He stood there for the next five minutes before walking in.  

He walked slowly through the alley, searching the ground carefully for something, anything that looked like it didn't belong, that may have been missed by the evidence team.  He knew he was missing something.  The killer placed Barajas body there for a reason.  He knew it would be found and Vince's instincts told him the killer would have left a sign.  Vince was sure the cut on Barajas cheek was a one and there would be more murders to come.

He sat on an old plastic milk crate someone had left there and leaned against the wall, thinking, staring across the alley.  He noticed something on the gray stucco across from him that didn't appear to belong.  There was a piece of paper stuck to the wall, waving in the breeze.  What was unusual was the fact that it was clean, not soiled or weather beaten, and appeared to be blank.  It looked like someone had placed it there recently. In an instant he was on his feet moving across the alley.  When he got to the wall he saw it was a clean sheet of paper with no writing or marks on it.  Taking his pen from his pocket, he carefully lifted the paper and saw printing on the wall in white chalk.  It was difficult to see on the light gray surface and he had to look closely to read it.  It was just three words, neatly printed, that read, "THE FIRST RETRIBUTION".





 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

The van from Atascadero State Hospital left San Francisco Juvenile Hall at 6:30 a.m. with Mitch Ballinger in the back. There was one Deputy and a psychiatric technician in the back and another Deputy driving.  Entering the freeway, the driver drove south on Hwy 101 while the technician poured herself and the guard a cup of coffee from a large thermos.  She poured one for the driver and handed it through the sliding steel grate in the wall that separated the driver from the passengers. Their young charge was handcuffed, had leg irons on, and was seat belted to the bench across from them.  He did not speak or look up, keeping his gaze fixed on the bare floor of the van as they drove south out of the city.  The guard and technician chatted quietly as they drove, sipping their coffee.  The driver had tuned the radio to a local country and western station and had the volume loud enough so they could hear it in the back.  There was not much traffic once they passed San Jose and continued south, going against the morning commute. The high fog had dissipated the further they went from San Francisco and the sun was shining brightly.  As they approached Morgan Hill, traffic thinned even more until it seemed they were the only vehicle on the road.  The technician dozed off while the guard read the latest issue of People magazine.  Mitch had not spoken or moved since they began their journey.

The highway narrowed to two lanes in each direction as they drove past the town of Morgan Hill in the Santa Clara Valley.  They continued south on the highway, and as the  van rounded a curve, he passed a tow truck parked on the shoulder with its flashing yellow lights on. A short distance further on, the driver felt a slight bump as the van ran over something in the roadway. 

The killer watched the van pass the spike strip he had placed on the highway.  He got in the tow truck and drove along the shoulder a short distance and stopped.  Getting out of the truck, he walked to the small spike strip and pulled it off the road,  confident the van driver did not suspect his right front tire was losing air.  He made his way to the stolen tow truck and threw the makeshift strip in the back. Getting in the driver's seat, he  put the truck in gear, pulled it onto the highway and started driving after the van. From the tests he had done last week, he knew the van could go no further than a mile before the driver realized the tire was going flat.  That would put them just past the little community of San Martin, a farming and livestock town just off the highway.  The country was open, being mostly farms and ranches, and there was little traffic and no buildings or businesses open that could house troublesome witnesses.  The perfect location for what he had in mind.  Besides, what could be more normal than a tow truck stopping to help a motorist with a flat tire? He smiled to himself as he drove, seeing the van a half a mile up ahead.  He tuned the radio to the oldies station as he sped up, slowly closing the distance.  

After another half mile, he saw the van pulling off the highway onto the shoulder.  As the van came to a stop, he continued past, to give them time to see their tire had gone flat and start to change it.  He needed them to open the back of the van before arriving there and offering his help.  He drove another two miles before finding the next off-ramp.  He got off the highway, drove under the overpass and took the on ramp heading in the opposite direction, back toward the disabled van.  As he passed it on the other side of the highway, he could see both deputies were out and the rear doors were standing open.  He made a u-turn across the median a half-mile past them, and drove back to their location, pulling over behind their van.  He got out and walked toward the deputies, a broad smile on his face.

 

[image: Image]

 

Two hours later, Vince was sitting at his desk talking to the records division trying to find out if any officers made a traffic enforcement stop on a van or SUV in the few hours before Barajas body was found. The civilian clerk told him she would do a check and get back to him in an hour or so. Vince thanked her and hung up the phone, frustrated at the lack of clues and information he and the others had been able to find over the last four days.  The press had printed a small article on page nine of the newspaper three days ago, and there was a brief mention of the killing on the local radio and TV stations before interest in the case waned.  Another dead gang member did not generate much media interest.  

"Hey, Clark," he called out, seeing his partner walking through the office, "any luck with that paper or the writing I found?"

"Nah.  Had the crime lab check the paper for prints, but there were none.  Guess our suspect wore gloves.  They said the writing was done in chalk you could buy anywhere.  There was nothing unusual about the writing either.  I had our handwriting expert look at the photos and she said it would be impossible to do any kind of comparison with chalk writing.  So far we're shit out of luck on this one, Vince."

"Seems that way, doesn't it, Mike," Vince said.  

"Oh, yeah, you didn't get this yet.  I just got the lab report an hour or so ago.  The lab found the mud contained a high salt content, which means it came from somewhere near the waterfront.  Also contained traces of creosote, so that means it was
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