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Prologue

The name was unimportant, one of the few accidents of rebirth, but for this return it was Harold Taylor and he was a reincarnation. He also killed people.

Unlike others who believed themselves to have had previous lives, Taylor most definitely knew: doubly unique, he had total and perfect recall of each existence.

As Myron Nolan he’d taken Mafia tuition on New York’s mob-controlled waterfront to make millions as a US Army quartermaster sergeant during and after the Second World War.

He’d discovered the advantages of a military existence – the ability to steal and to kill with impunity – serving as Patrick Arnold in the British Army in the First World War, which had also given him his first experience of a court-martial and on that occasion a firing squad that had reduced that life to his shortest ever.

Until the public recognition had been so cruelly – wrongly – taken from him, his favourite had been as Maurice Barkworth, a name still listed in the medical reference books of the late nineteenth century, for almost twenty years of which he’d been fêted as one of London’s leading surgeons, specializing in the experimental treatment of the human eye.

He’d qualified as a doctor in America, where forty years previously, as Luke Thomas, he’d travelled West on an early settlers’ wagon train as far as the then Spanish-governed town of St Louis to establish the first of his several self-patronized brothels.

It had all begun as Paul Noakes, in the raucous, teeming St James’s streets of eighteenth-century London. There, in the temple of his beloved shaman mystic, he’d literally abandoned himself, body and soul. And in exchange been taught the mantras and the blood sacrifices necessary to return from the afterlife. He hadn’t, of course, believed it. Not then. Not until his death, when the flames in which his parents destroyed him had begun to melt his first body and he’d felt the agony and then the total, moment-of-death peace of meeting his mystic teacher on the threshold of the afterlife.

Do you want to live again?

Yes.

Water – cultivate – every existence with the blood of others.

That is my pledge.

And your guarantee of rebirth. Do not fail me and I will never fail you.

He enjoyed the killing, which he’d been encouraged to do. Offering the sacrifices, which the shaman, who called himself Tzu – ‘master’ – appointed him to perform: who’d taught him the ritual dismemberment, which none of the other reincarnation disciples could bring themselves to perform and who therefore respected him, because he could. It was almost as good as the sacrificial ceremonies themselves, having the respect of others.

He’d believed in reincarnation when he’d been reborn in America with the power of absolute recall, of course. And from that time the sacrifices continued, his victims always those who’d offended or harmed him in his previous existence.

This latest time was going to be different, Taylor determined. He’d always remembered and he’d always learned, certainly. But always from the past, never exploring the possibilities of the future.

This return he would. He felt – he was sure – he could transmogrify. Was even more curious to see if he could bodily transfer, possess the presence and mind and soul of another living being, which Tzu had preached was possible. He could return so much more quickly if, at the very moment of death, he immediately possessed another living being. Transmogrify and possess. Both would be wonderful. Exciting.

It was time to start. He was ready.


Chapter One

London – his first home – was always the best, the place he most enjoyed. Every reincarnation was exhilarating but this time – here, where his life had begun centuries ago – he felt an extra excitement, an anticipation.

At that moment, standing amidst the vehicle swirl of a Piccadilly he’d first known as a muddied thoroughfare of hand-hauled and horse-drawn carts, the man this time with the name of Harold Taylor determined to make it particularly special. Not just as he had over the past two hundred years with every return. More. Much more.

Maybe, the most outrageously exciting thought of all, actually to let people – ordinary, stupid, one-life people – know. That would be incredible. Unprecedented. He would become famous. Infamous. Terrify everyone by what he was: what the specially chosen in the supernatural afterlife were capable of. With him, on this occasion Harold Taylor, twenty-five years old, of inexhaustible private means, the most capable of all. The super supernatural.

He’d definitely do it all on this return! Plan it with the care with which he was planning the sacrificial killings of those who’d hurt him – got in his way – the last time and go through the whole paranormal spectrum. Good word, spectrum. An after-image. That’s what he’d show everyone. The most sensational after-image, beyond their simple conception. No, not inconceivable. Only inconceivable until he proved he could return from a previous life. Indestructible, no matter how hard the ordinary little people tried to defeat him, obliterate him. Beyond mortal harm. Beyond everything and everyone.

Now was precisely the time for everyone to know. To realize and to worship: the world an electronic global village, no-one, anywhere, separated by more than a television satellite or Internet website. Absolutely perfect.

Like the killings in America it had taken him more than a year patiently and unhurriedly to prepare, every victim in their appointed place on his death list, each about to die as and when he, the immortal judge, decided. And now here in England, the last two to be fitted into the orderly, infallible scheme. Just one more afternoon of surveillance, ensuring the bastard who probably deserved to die more than any of the others maintained the pattern he’d so far followed every day and it would all be ready.

Which left the morning for other things: for the reminiscences he’d until now postponed, single-minded in his priorities. For savouring the sights and sounds and smells and memories that went back more than two centuries, sights and sounds no longer here. Not that long since the last time, of course. Just over fifty years. But even in that short time there seemed so many changes. Nothing appeared the same. Everything better. Even the buildings that had been here then, which a lot of them had despite the blitz, looked different. Bigger. Cleaner.

Cleanliness – always so important, no matter who he returned as – was certainly a positive perception. The old buildings, the historic ones that had survived the bombing, had been soot blackened then, like the people who had hurried head bent and war weary among them. Now those same buildings were proudly scoured white and the people who still hurried did so proudly, heads high, confident.

The ethnocentricity was very different, too. Just before the invasion of Europe, the period of his last return, there had been Indians and Sikhs from the then existing Empire and the black cannon fodder from America but the coloured faces then had been in uniform, very few on the streets. Now they were everywhere, yellow and brown and black and every colour in between, in clothes of every style and hue, a polyglot society.

He’d never considered returning as anything but a Caucasian but with his mind so occupied by thoughts of experimentation and sensation-causing he abruptly wondered how difficult it would be to become part of another culture. Probably not difficult at all. There was always the growing up – or had been, so far – in a family of his choice to learn how to behave and adapt and to belong to the current period, even if his personality and perfect recollection of each previous existence remained unaffected and unaltered.

It might one day be an interesting extension to be Indian or black or native American. Or Chinese, as Tzu had been, with his secrets of ancient teachings and rituals, cast out by those who’d taught him, vilified as a black disciple for following the supposed evil instead of the supposed good. Or then again as an animal, as so many religions – the Hindu most devoutly of all – believed to be possible. Or a bird. To be a bird – descendant of another unbelievable creature, the dinosaur – would be truly fascinating, literally soaring above the ordinary people upon whom figuratively he had only ever looked down. But it might not be possible to take the body of another animal and retain the human ability to reason and think. Maybe that would have to remain an unrealized fantasy.

Taylor’s immediate destination was the end of an essential pilgrimage and he went directly to it, on the corner of Duke Street and Mason’s Yard, although he knew from previous reincarnation visits that the temple – his shrine – wasn’t there any longer. Hadn’t been for almost two hundred years, since the terrified church authorities had held services of exorcism before physically urging the mob and the militia to raze it to the ground, burn the debris – particularly the symbols – and scatter the ashes, idiotically believing that would destroy its power. They’d been too late. They’d hanged and burned his teacher, not knowing that Tzu had grown tired of returning and already chosen the disciple who’d sworn the pledge. Give yourself to me, in body, mind and soul and in return I’ll grant life after life, mind upon mind. Take blood. Cause blood. Water every existence with the blood of others, of those that offend. It had been a perfect life, over and over again, the best bargain he’d ever struck, one he’d never for a moment regretted. Nor would he, ever.

For a long time he remained where the temple had once stood, recalling the sacrificial services and how eagerly he’d done whatever was demanded of him. Most vividly of all he could remember the special prayers and incantations and that morning he silently recited them, renewing the promises that in turn enabled him to renew himself after every death.

He only moved when he became aware that by remaining so long in one place, head bowed, he’d attracted the attention of people at a pavement café in Duke Street. Still he didn’t hurry, meandering at his leisure through the streets of St James’s. Not just the temple had gone. So, too, had the tenement in which he’d originally been born and so many of the landmarks he’d known in that first life.

The buildings seemed much bigger, the streets much wider. But he wasn’t sure the atmosphere was better. He’d felt more at home in his true beginning, running the sewered, brazier-lit alleys among the stalls and the barrows, from the meanest selling sour meat to the best like that of Mr Mason who sold the candle-ends they said Mr Fortnum got from the Royal palaces by permission of King George himself.

Noisier then. More dangerous. Everyone grabbing, stealing, fighting to stay alive. Perhaps more at home but hardly safer. Despite his father’s job – work that made the family rich, judged by the standards of the day – in these streets he’d cut a lot of purses, becoming expert with the knife, and bundled a lot of skirt-lifted whores – bunters, as they were called then – with money he stole, knee-trembling in the archways or more comfortably in the park that was still there, just ahead.

He walked nostalgically into it, able to find the exact spot, by the lake, where he’d started the terror. Carrie, she’d said her name was. Not a full-time bunter. Scullery maid earning an extra copper. Big tits that had come off clean as a whistle, much easier than the head, which he’d left eyeless – because an eye always had to be offered as a sacrifice to the unseen future – facing Buckingham House, not then the palace it later became for King George.

Taylor retraced his steps past St James’s, the palace that had then existed, and up to where he’d killed the others, one in the archway, the other in an alley which wasn’t there any longer. What a panic he’d caused! Militia and the Watch on the streets, braziers on every corner for more light, men forming patrols, hullooing one to the other to make themselves braver, the news-sheets talking of a monster and the hand of the Devil himself, not knowing how close to the truth they were. Water every existence with the blood of others.

Taylor went out reluctantly onto Piccadilly, where that day’s odyssey had begun, crossed it and got to Regent Street, his mind adjusting to another time, another life, another century. Cobbles on the main gaslit avenues that echoed under the horses’ hooves and the wheels of the hansom cabs: child brothels – boys and girls – along Pall Mall: silk top hats and frock coats and dresses dusting the ground: the mourning queen, grieving for Albert: of being honoured – sought out for expert opinion – and of being lionized by society hostesses. The house was still there in Harley Street, the nameplate still that of a doctor. What would have become of the laboratory at the back, the basement dissecting room?

Reminded by the striking of an unseen clock, Taylor hailed a taxi, discarding the past on the ride to Waterloo station and then during the short journey to Richmond. He was still fifteen minutes early, getting into position in the side street with a view of the old man’s shabby terraced house. The bench on which he sat, appearing to read the Daily Mail, had been vandalized and was uncomfortable with two slats missing.

His unsuspecting victim left his house precisely at twelve-thirty, as he had every day that Taylor had been watching, a hunch-shouldered, shuffling figure in a stained raincoat, despite warm spring sunshine. It took him twenty minutes to get to the Almoner’s Arms and half an hour to finish the pie and pickles, with two halves of bitter, before shuffling out again. On his way back he bought a Daily Mirror at the same newsagent’s from which Taylor had earlier got his newspaper.

Taylor filled in the afternoon at the cinema by Richmond Bridge and was back in position fifteen minutes before the old man’s Social Services carer arrived, promptly at seven-thirty. She left just as promptly at eight.

He was ready to start the killing, he knew, as he turned towards the town and the railway station: ready to start watering a new existence with blood. But not here, not yet. America was where most had to die, so that’s where he’d begin. The old man could wait, until he was ready. He’d do it when he returned to England for the final but necessary stalking of the widow he first located a whole year earlier. He might, he thought, even choose to stay when he’d destroyed everyone on his list. It had been a long time since he’d lived a life in England: practically a hundred years. It was certainly something to think about. So much to think about. So much to plan. A whole new life, in fact.


Chapter Two

Beddows said, ‘OK. Life’s not fair. The other guy always gets the breaks.’ He smiled.

Wesley Powell thought that sometimes Beddows tried just a tad too hard to be Harry-the-Hard-Ass, the headquarters animal who knew all the tricks of Washington survival. Why was he sneering? After the recent fuck-ups maybe he should take lessons. He said: ‘Anyone outside recognized it as serial yet?’

Harry Beddows shook his head. ‘Texas and Alabama are a long way apart. I hope they don’t, for a while. Don’t want the son-of-a-bitch trying to be a media star.’

‘How did we make the connection?’

‘Field offices in San Antonio and Birmingham independently filed reports here. Gal in Research and Records, Amy Halliday, made the computer match.’

‘You told the field guys yet?’

‘You’re the case officer. Down to you.’ The division chief hesitated. ‘Be good for you to tuck this one away, Wes.’

‘You telling me something I need to know?’

‘Don’t get paranoid.’

It was becoming difficult not to. They still hadn’t got a killer for the kidnap case he’d co-ordinated and which had gone as cold as a polar bear’s butt. And before that he’d screwed up on a militant group investigation, realizing the lead to their bomb factory too late to prevent six people, one a child, dying in a mall explosion in Des Moines. Powell suspected it was getting difficult for his former friend to keep covering his ass. The unprompted qualification surprised Powell. For the first time he acknowledged he did think of Harry Beddows as a former friend. There was still some kind of special relationship, certainly, but since Beddows had got the top job Powell had grown aware of a reserve, a barrier, separating them. It wasn’t just professional. In San Diego they’d been a foursome, Beddows and Cathy, he and Ann. But since the divorce from Ann there weren’t any more social situations: he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been to the Beddowses home. Or even had a drink with Harry, after work.

Powell said, ‘It gone to Quantico yet?’ The FBI’s criminal profiling Behavioral Science Unit was based at the Bureau’s violent crime analysis centre at the Virginia training academy.

‘This morning,’ confirmed Beddows. ‘Not a lot for them to work on yet.’

Powell picked up the two case folders. ‘A twenty-six-year-old trucker with a twenty-one-year-old hooker and a sixty-six-year-old black ex-con. Why the hell choose them?’

Beddows said, ‘You tell me.’

‘I will,’ said Powell, too casually.

‘It’s important that you do exactly that,’ said Beddows, at once and very seriously. ‘Keep very closely in touch. Learn to be a team player, not a one man band. That’s not the way to get ahead.’

His ass was on the line, Powell recognized. And this case had all the hallmarks of being a bastard. Life definitely wasn’t fair.

Wesley Powell’s first thought at Amy Halliday’s entry was that they should have met somewhere other than in his office, somewhere neutral, which would have avoided any superior-to-subordinate difficulty. And was at once astonished at himself. He was superior, in grade, experience and authority. They were about to embark upon an investigation in which her participation would, at most, probably be little more than peripheral; her involvement was in recognition of her initial identification of the crimes for what they were. Each and all of which made his office the only place to have met. He remained curious at his initial reaction.

The woman certainly didn’t act as if she felt subordinate. She came in quite confidently, her face relaxed but not smiling. It was she who offered her hand, a second before Powell.

Vaguely gesturing towards the case files on his desk he said, ‘You did well, making the match.’

A smile came at last, although only fleetingly. ‘The magic of computer science.’

‘Which I don’t understand. But surely computers are only as good as the people who operate them.’ Amy Halliday was a stand-back-and-think-about girl, not someone about whom an immediate judgement could be made. The word, he supposed, was petite, although she was interestingly full busted beneath the severely practical business suit. The heavy, black-framed spectacles didn’t overwhelm the small features, contributing rather than detracting from the studious attractiveness. Behind the glasses the eyes were deeply blue, almost black, and the bobbed hair was black, too. There was no jewellery – no rings at all – apart from a silver cross on a choker chain holding it high at her throat. She looked like the intimidating sort of girl who played chess well and was good at puzzles and quizzes. He hoped she was.

She adjusted her skirt, although without tugging at it, when she sat down and met his obvious examination with a direct stare of her own, allowing her eyes the slightest wander of returned assessment. She said, ‘Could be a bastard. No obvious pattern.’

Powell only just avoided a frown at the sort of remark he expected from the professional profilers at Quantico rather than from a computer jockey in Research and Analysis. ‘It’ll come, maybe with the next killing.’

‘You going to create a task force?’

The directness was unexpected in the watch-your-back artifice of Pennsylvania Avenue. She’d proved herself good at her job, he remembered: perhaps she regarded that as her strength. Harry Beddows was obviously impressed – as Powell himself was increasingly becoming – and Beddows wouldn’t risk his own self-preservation with anyone he considered second rate. He said, ‘That’s the way it’s done. Deciding where to establish it is going to be a problem, if he goes on striking as far apart as this.’

‘My section head’s made me available. With this much territory to cover you’re going to need a lot of technological back-up …’ The smile came again, as quickly as before. ‘That’s if you want me aboard, of course. You might have other people in mind.’ She’d accessed his personnel file before the meeting – pulled his photograph up on her screen – but hadn’t quite got the right impression. Crinkled hair that probably didn’t need combing a lot, square featured with a tiny cleft in the chin, brown eyed; athletic body – broad shouldered, narrow hipped – although the file didn’t mention any sport. It was the attitude the photograph hadn’t been able to catch, the eye-to-eye, what-you-see-is-what-you-get insouciance. No, not insouciance. That indicated a conceited casualness and she didn’t imagine him uncaring, despite the recent screw-ups. Properly sure of himself, she corrected. In different times and in different circumstances it might have been interesting to find out a lot more about Wesley James Powell not included in his already closely studied personnel file. But now was very definitely not that time. She’d got the professional break she’d angled so hard for and she wasn’t going to be distracted from that in any shape or form, even if that shape looked intriguing under the sports jacket and button-down Oxford.

Powell was asking himself questions. Was the self-assurance, bordering on conceit, genuine? Or forced, to impress him? Whichever, it was succeeding. ‘I don’t have anything – or anyone – in mind at the moment.’

‘You’ll need premises. Computer facilities and filing and record staff back-up. My discipline.’

Powell smiled wryly. ‘Sounds like you’ve got it all worked out.’

‘I have, as much as can be worked out at the moment.’

He found her honesty unsettling and knew a lot of word manipulators at Pennsylvania Avenue would, too. ‘You’re telling me I can’t do without you?’

‘That’s the message,’ she said. There was a hopefulness in her attitude. ‘I really would like to be part of whatever team you put together.’

‘Why don’t we agree that you are?’

Her smile was dazzling. ‘I was worried I came on too strongly.’

‘It worked, didn’t it?’

‘I won’t let you down. This is important to me.’

‘I already got that impression. I think it’s important to both of us.’ Was that an admission he should have made to someone he didn’t know? Amy Halliday was a disarming person, quite unlike anybody he’d ever encountered before in Research and Analysis.

She said, ‘What do you want me to do, while you’re away?’

‘There’s not much you can do, on what we’ve got at the moment.’

‘You mind if I get everything that there is, in Texas and Alabama, sent up? There are templates I could start, for a proper database later.’

She certainly seemed in one hell of a rush. But wasn’t that what they were supposed to be? ‘Go ahead.’

The smile came again. ‘Thank you. For everything.’

‘Let’s hope it works.’

‘It will.’

Wesley Powell left a message on Ann’s answering machine but she didn’t return the call so he telephoned again. She answered on the second ring.

‘I called before,’ he complained.

‘I’ve only just got in. I haven’t had time to get back to you.’ His former wife was a teacher at the Arlington school quite close to the Key Bridge.

‘Is Beth there?’

‘She’s gone to a movie.’

‘She’s thirteen years old.’

‘So’s Jennifer, who’s in her class. And Jennifer’s sister is seventeen, OK?’

‘What’s the movie?’

There was a sigh, from the other end. ‘Disney. You got something to say to me, Wes?’

No, he thought. Hadn’t had, for years. Not ever. He’d never have married her if she hadn’t been pregnant. Why she had become pregnant, he was sure. To get away from the three-kids-in-a-bed existence in the San Diego clapboard and the straying-hands father. Anyone would have done. It had just happened to be him. He said, ‘I’ve got to go away. I don’t know for how long. So I’ll have to cancel Beth this weekend.’

‘I’ll tell her.’

‘I wanted to tell her myself.’

‘She should be back by eight.’

Which was too late for a thirteen-year-old with school the next day. ‘I’ll call.’

‘Jim got let go.’

Shit! It hadn’t been a long relationship, maybe six months with his ex-wife’s new partner having to work away some of the time, but Powell had been hopeful. If Ann remarried it would save a chunk of alimony. ‘I’m sorry. I thought he was a foreman. Secure.’

‘There were four. He got unlucky.’

In between the three calls it took finally to reach his daughter Powell packed a case, cancelled deliveries and warned the janitor he was going out of town. When he finally got Beth he said, ‘It’s nine o’clock. Isn’t that a bit late, honey?’

‘We stopped for pizza,’ said the child.

‘Wasn’t Mom worried?’

‘Why should she be?’

There wasn’t a lot he could do, Powell accepted. It wasn’t enough to challenge the custody order and he could hardly have Beth staying with him, liable as he was to be sent to the other side of the country at a moment’s notice, like now. He wished it was different. He didn’t know anything about the man Ann was with now. Beth was always noncommittal when he asked how things were between her and Ann and he’d become increasingly worried that the silence itself meant the situation wasn’t good. ‘How’s school?’

‘Geography’s not so good.’

‘Mom told you about the weekend?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Where you going?’

‘Texas. Where’s Texas?’

‘Dad! I know where Texas is!’

‘Maybe we can fix something longer than a weekend when I get back.’

‘That would be cool.’

‘Be good.’

‘Sure.’

‘I love you.’

‘I love you, too.’ Powell wasn’t sure he told his daughter that enough. Or proved it.

It had been a first-time experiment for the man who was Harold Taylor and he’d never experienced such power in any previous life – been able to create such total, abject terror. It had been fantastic. The black bastard who’d actually killed him – the one whose retribution it had been the most important of all to realize – had virtually gone insane. So, too, had the needle-dicked trucker who hadn’t been so tough at the end, pissing himself, begging for mercy, screaming he wasn’t responsible for what his father had done. And the whore had been a good fuck, into the bargain.

But the very end had been the best. He’d never before changed his features in front of his victims, facially transmogrifying into the person he’d been when they’d caused him harm. He did it now, in front of the mirror, sniggering in self-admiration at the transformation of Harold Taylor into Myron Nolan and then back again to Harold Taylor: back and forth, back and forth, Harold into Myron, Myron into Harold. It was horrifying. Staggeringly, numbingly horrifying.

He reverted at last to his new face, gazing down at the list on the table in front of him. Still a lot to go, waiting, unsuspecting. He’d do the facial trick every time now, make them remember who he was before he slowly punished them, for what they’d done.

He was having a hell of a time. He sniggered again, at the word: having a hell of a time showing them what hell was like.


Chapter Three

Budd Maddox, the local San Antonio FBI agent, had been a contender for the American Olympic boxing team and still looked fit enough to qualify. He was waiting for Powell at the end of the disembarkation pier, a towering black so tall that Powell had physically to look upwards at the man. The crushing handshake came with the boondock resentment towards a higher-grade takeover by a headquarters honcho. Powell had known it – and probably shown it – himself when his rising-through-the-ranks territory had been invaded. He was prepared for it: headquarters thinking, don’t offend the local guy. Still on the concourse Powell said, ‘You were right. It is serial. There’s been another. Birmingham, Alabama. So I’m co-ordinating.’

The huge man smiled down at him, the reserve perceptibly lessening. ‘A national case, then?’

Powell smiled back at the other man’s professional awareness of Washington knowing that he’d got a case right from the very beginning. And when they solved it, there’d be the public recognition from the major media exposure. If it turned out to be the first killing, Texas would have the right of trial and execution. ‘And you rang the bell.’

‘He wasn’t killed in the city,’ said Maddox. ‘It’s county, not metro. Sheriffs name is Lindropp, Burt Lindropp.’

Caught by the tone of the other FBI man’s voice Powell said, ‘We got a problem?’

‘Lindropp’s enjoyed being on television and getting his name in the papers. I’m to tell you to call for an appointment. And Dr Jamieson, the medical examiner, says he’ll make time.’

‘Why’s it always got to be like this between us and local agencies?’ wondered Powell, irritably.

Instead of answering, Maddox said, ‘I had someone named Amy Halliday on. Said she had your authority to have the complete files sent up?’

‘That’s right,’ frowned Powell, curious at the other man’s response.

‘That’s the problem,’ admitted Maddox. ‘I already sent virtually all that I’ve got.’

‘Positive local obstruction?’

‘That about sums it up,’ said Maddox.

‘Then we’d better see what we can do for ourselves.’

‘They won’t like it, we don’t go to them first.’

‘They don’t get a choice.’

Outside the terminal the heat was like a heavy hand pressing down upon them. Some men were actually wearing cowboy hats and tooled boots. Powell took off his jacket and loosened his tie, the way he preferred to work anyway. In Texas a hip-holstered .44 Smith and Wesson wouldn’t attract any attention except, perhaps, for its smallness compared to what everyone else owned. As they moved off Powell said, ‘Talk me through it.’

‘A real crazy,’ said Maddox. ‘Dead guy’s named Gene Stanley Johnson. He and his sister worked the family trucking business set up by his father, about thirty years ago. He was twenty-six. Single. Girl’s name was Billie Jean Kesby. That’s her real name, which was lucky. Charged under it three times in El Paso, for prostitution. When they were found both had been decapitated, each head arranged upright beside the body. His dick, also cut off, was in her mouth. Both her breasts had been amputated. Their eyes had been gouged out and a religious cross cut into their foreheads.’

‘Jesus!’ said Powell.

‘He sure wasn’t looking after his flock this day,’ said Maddox. ‘The Johnson business has five rigs, bigger than hell. Liquid gas. Barbara – that’s the unmarried sister – ran the business side, Gene looked after the rigs and organized the truckers. Was one himself …’ As he joined Highway 10 Maddox said: ‘This was his route, on the 15th. Same every Wednesday, regular delivery to LA. He pulled into a truck stop, about three miles past the 290 junction, just short of Segovia … That’s where Billie Jean was waiting—’

‘Waiting?’ broke in Powell.

‘That’s the way it looks.’ He jerked his head towards the rear seat. ‘Place is called Jilly Joe’s. Got the owner’s statement in the case there, you want to read it.’

‘How much further past the stop were the bodies found?’

‘No more than two miles.’

‘We’ll stop by on the way back, after looking at the scene. Who found them?’

‘Another trucker who’d seen them both at Jilly Joe’s. Name of Cummings, Sam Cummings.’ Maddox slowed and said, ‘Here’s the stop.’

Heat was shimmering off the black top and the scrub and desert of the Edwards Plateau stretched away to the end of the world, edged at the very extreme by purple hazed mountains. The truck stop was all by itself on the desert’s edge, a rambling, single-storey clapboard surmounted by a sign that proclaimed JILLY JOE’S, and was encircled by red and gold lights that permanently chased themselves around the lettering. There didn’t appear to be any outside perimeter and there were six enormous trucks and five cars that Powell could see, strewn haphazardly where drivers had simply braked to a halt. It seemed much closer than two miles when Maddox said, ‘And here’s where the bodies and the rig were found.’

It was the only spot in what seemed hundreds of miles in which there was an abrupt upthrust of rock that appeared to have pulled the ground up with it. There was an engulfing eruption of dust and sand as Maddox pulled off the metalled road. Maddox parked on the far side of the outcrop. The murder area was still marked out by stakes and yellow scene-of-crime tape, although several of the markers had fallen over and the tape flapped in the wind, as if trying to summon help. There was a wide, dark brown – almost black – patch baked into the lighter desert sand. Maddox said, ‘Blood. That’s where they were found.’

Closer, Powell could still see part of where the body positions had been taped out, side by side.

‘The heads were there—’ said the man, pointing to the left of the outlines. ‘Gene’s dick in her mouth … there weren’t any eyes …’

‘You mean they’d been taken out? Or pushed into their heads?’

‘Dr Jamieson found the left ones way back in the heads. But not the right.’

‘You find them anywhere here?’

‘The bodies had been removed before I arrived. All the examinations completed.’

‘What!’ demanded Powell, outraged.

‘That’s the way it happened: all done before I could intervene.’

‘What about the sheriff’s people?’

‘They haven’t made their evidence available yet.’

It was worse than he’d imagined, decided Powell. ‘Were the buzzards here, before the bodies were found? Desert animals?’

‘No-one said.’

He hadn’t asked, Powell decided. ‘The eyes could have been taken as a souvenir. Serial killers collect mementoes. What else?’

‘The crosses, like in a church, cut into both their foreheads. Right between their eyes.’

‘What about clothes?’

‘Naked. And with their arms and legs splayed out, like in a star shape. All their clothes were folded up, real neat.’

‘On their backs or on their fronts?’

‘On their backs. With their heads propped up beside.’

Powell gestured further along the just visible track that disappeared over the rise. ‘Where’s that lead to?’

‘A broken-down shack, abandoned years ago. Just three walls standing now. Roof’s fallen in.’

‘Who owns it?’

Maddox brightened. ‘According to the land registry the last owner was a desert bum, looking for gold where there isn’t any. Ownership died with him.’

Powell walked a little way up the track towards the rise, then came back. ‘You weren’t able to carry out any proper scene-of-crime examination, right?’

‘Whatever forensic there was had already been done. People gone.’

‘Sheriff call you?’

‘Highway Patrol.’

How the hell much longer was it going to take for local forces to accept the Bureau as an expert, specialized addition, not an enemy intruding into every investigation? ‘What made Sam Cummings stop?’

‘Johnson’s truck was all silver. It wasn’t quite hidden by these rocks, not like our car. Flashing in the sun like a beacon, apparently. He recognized it and decided to take a look. Says he guessed what they were doing and decided to have a piece himself.’

‘He say anything about another vehicle?’

Maddox gave an embarrassed shrug. ‘I haven’t seen his full statement. Just a preliminary.’

Powell sighed, guessing the answer before asking the question. ‘He followed Johnson along the track in his own rig?’

‘Right.’

‘When you got here, after the sheriff’s people—’

‘And the Highway Patrol,’ broke in Maddox.

The other man was mounting a defence against future criticism, Powell knew. ‘… and the Highway Patrol, what about tyre tracks beyond where Johnson had stopped, going to or coming from the disused shack over the hill?’

‘No-one said. It’s not in any Highway Patrol reports.’

‘Let’s get back to Jilly Joe’s, out of the sun,’ said Powell, careless of the despair evident in his voice.

There were only three rigs and some cars strewn outside the stop and maybe ten men inside when they got back. It seemed very dark, in contrast to the white brightness outside, and they had to stop just inside the door to refocus. In the abrupt silence at the entry of two city-dressed strangers, even carrying their jackets, Tammy Wynette’s ‘Stand by Your Man’ sounded harshly loud from the music selector. Maddox led the way across to where a black-waistcoated, black-aproned man stood behind a bar that ran half the length of one wall.

‘Joe Hickley,’ introduced the local man. ‘Owns the place. Wes is down from Washington.’

‘That important, eh?’ Hickley was almost as broad as he was tall, a barrel of a man. There was no stetson but Powell guessed there would be cowboy boots. There was a long snake tattoo curled around the man’s left arm and an insignia – an army or naval unit – on the other. There’d be a shotgun or a baseball bat beneath the bar and Hickley would probably be prepared to use either.

‘Maybe,’ said Powell. ‘Could do with your help. Like to hear what happened that day.’

‘I already told Budd all I can remember.’ The man was talking to them loudly, enjoying the attention, at the same time moving professionally up and down the bar, dispensing drinks.

‘Tell me again,’ encouraged Powell.

Hickley smiled, extending both hands in front of him. ‘That gal had tits out to here. Halter top, no bra. Jeans cut into shorts right up to her pussy. Every guy in the place had a permanent boner. Couldn’t walk straight. She didn’t have any pants on under those shorts.’

‘She ever been in here before? Worked the place professionally?’

‘Definitely not. Against the law.’ Hickley poured himself a drink and said, ‘You guys want something?’

‘Miller Lite,’ accepted Powell.

Maddox nodded for the same.

As Hickley poured, a faded, tired-looking woman with straggled hair emerged from the rear of the bar. The man said, ‘About time. You take over the bar. I got business to talk.’

‘Fuck you,’ said the woman, totally without feeling. She ignored Powell and Maddox, almost automatically starting to serve behind the bar.

‘Jilly,’ identified the owner.

Powell wondered how she came to have her name in front of the man’s. Glad of the undivided attention, Powell said, ‘So the girl was here before Johnson came in?’

‘For a good half-hour.’

‘Doing what, apart from giving everyone a boner?’

‘At one of the window tables at first. Sat on one chair with her legs out on the other, showing her wares.’

‘What time was this?’

‘Eleven, eleven-thirty.’

‘What’d she drink?’

‘Wild Turkey.’

‘At eleven-thirty in the morning!’

‘I tell you, this was some piece.’

‘So it’s on offer?’

‘Two guys go over, one after the other. Chester Payne, from town, and another guy I don’t know at the time: turns out to be Sam Cummings. Start the business, how about drinking with me honey, that sort of thing. She blanks them. Chester, pissed off at her, says “What’s the rules here?” and she says “There aren’t any involving you. I’m waiting for someone …”’

‘That’s what she said! That she was waiting for someone?’ Powell pounced.

‘The precise words.’

‘Then what?’

‘Gene comes in.’

‘You know him?’

‘He’s a regular, on the Wednesday LA run.’

‘Let’s wind back a little. From the time Johnson actually came in.’

‘Before then, even,’ insisted Hickley. ‘She’s on her second Wild Turkey, at the table. Suddenly she gets up and is at the bar, with the cheeks of the prettiest ass you’ve ever seen winking like little moons over the mountains, asking for a refill …’

‘Johnson hadn’t come in by then?’

‘Immediately after, before I’d had time to serve her.’

‘Where’d he park his rig?’

‘Right out front.’

‘So she saw him pull in?’

‘Couldn’t have missed him. That silver thing glowed in the sun like it was on fire.’

‘Did he come on to her right away?’

The man shook his head. ‘Left quite a distance between them at the bar …’ Reminded, he gestured without asking to their beer. Both agents pushed their near-empty glasses forward. Powell put down $5 and left the change lying on the counter.

‘We talked for a moment, Gene and me,’ picked up the man. ‘It was her who hit on him. Looks along the bar while we’re talking and says, “Hi, how’ya doing?” Just like that. And he says he’s doing just fine but a whole lot better since seeing her and she suggests they go back to her table. Which they do. And quicker’n a rattler with jack rabbit she’s cosying up, rubbing her leg against his under the table and Gene’s looking around as if it’s all a dream, which for the rest of us it is and a damned wet one at that.’

‘You get any feeling that he knew her?’

‘Absolutely not,’ insisted Hickley. ‘This was the first but she went for him big time.’

Powell turned his back on the bar, to look out into the parking area. Over his shoulder he said, ‘They go back to the table she was at in the beginning?’

‘The one right in the middle,’ confirmed Hickley.

‘From here you’ve got a pretty good view of the draw-in. How’d she get here?’

‘I didn’t see her arrive outside. First I seen her was when she came through the door.’

‘What about buses?’

‘There’re Greyhounds but this isn’t a stop.’

‘From where you’re standing now, looking out over the park, did you see any car follow Johnson and the girl after they left?’

‘No,’ said Hickley.

‘You sure?’

‘Mister!’ said the man. ‘I looked after that ass till it disappeared over the horizon!’

Powell moved away from the bar, orientating the place in his mind, going to the unoccupied table at which Billie Jean Kesby had waited, leaning forward on it to gauge the view she would have had. Without looking at the other FBI man he said, ‘I’ve got the picture here. You want to call the medical examiner? Tell him we’re on our way?’

Maddox said, ‘What about the sheriff?’

‘My priority, not his,’ said Powell.

Maddox made the call from the car. As they drove Powell said, ‘We got anything from the sheriff’s department to make this a proper investigation?’

‘No,’ admitted Maddox. ‘But everything Joe said back there I’ve already sent to Washington.’

‘I’m going to bring in our own forensic team,’ announced Powell. ‘I want the disused shack taken apart, shingle by shingle. I want the cab of Johnson’s rig stripped and examined for anything that might be in it or on it or around it. I want personally to interview Sam Cummings, tomorrow. And Johnson’s sister. And I want to go back through the history of the Johnson family from the time their ancestors first arrived in America and then, if possible, what the history was in whatever country they came from, before that. I want you to go up to El Paso, find out why Billie Jean had moved down here. What Vice here have on her. By tomorrow this time I’ll have from the sheriff every report and scientific analysis that’s been made, by everyone involved. And while we’re about it, I want the driver of every Greyhound bus that came along this route, either way, from first light to midnight the day of the murder asked about anything they saw around where Johnson’s rig was found, particularly any other vehicle. You think of anything to add to that?’

‘No,’ said Maddox, even quieter than before.

‘You can start setting it up while I’m talking to Jamieson.’

Kingsley Jamieson was an extremely fat, red-faced man in protestingly tight clothes – his shirt front gaped, between button places – who smelt of scented pipe tobacco and whom Powell guessed only just managed to stop short of calling Budd Maddox ‘boy’ before the resident FBI man left to start on Powell’s listed demands.

The man took a bottle and two glasses from the bottom drawer of his desk and said, ‘You’d like a little sour mash? Helps against cholesterol.’

‘No,’ said Powell. ‘I’d like to see the bodies and discuss your findings.’

The obese medical examiner frowned, disappointed. ‘Later, then.’

The bodies of Gene Stanley Johnson and Billie Jean Kesby were uniformly grey, from refrigeration and blood loss. The heads were bagged individually and on their respective trolleys. Johnson’s penis had been removed from the woman’s mouth and was bagged, beside the man. The woman’s breasts were beside her. At Powell’s request the medical examiner took the heads from the specimen bags. Both victims were blond. With stiff, offended formality Dr Jamieson said the bodies were of a male and female Caucasian. Both were well nourished, with no evidence whatsoever of any organic illness. Neither had there been any evidence of brain abnormality or disease, although both had suffered severe trauma to the eye sockets. The left eye of each victim had been in its socket, although burst and forced back almost to the optic nerve from violent pressure. The right eyes had been missing. The woman had been genitally disfigured, although not extensively. Cause of death in both cases was most likely a single puncture, directly into the heart, by a rounded instrument so thin, less than a quarter of an inch at its thickest, that the wounds had virtually sealed themselves and only been found after a minute, magnified examination of the upper torsos. There were no trunk injuries apart from to the neck and the genital areas.

‘Have you sectioned the penis, for semen traces? And taken vaginal swabs?’

The fat doctor frowned, affronted, and Powell knew at once that he hadn’t. Jamieson said, ‘Why should I have done that?’

‘If there had been sexual intercourse there would probably have been semen residue.’

‘Johnson was naked when he was found! It’s obvious there was sexual intercourse.’

‘It isn’t obvious at all,’ challenged Powell. ‘He’s a trucker with a long journey ahead of him who’s picked up a whore in a truck stop. He wouldn’t have got completely undressed to screw her. They wouldn’t have neatly folded their clothes. It would have been a short time, just dropped his trousers …’ Powell moved the sheet further off the bodies, bending close to the legs and arms. ‘You examine the knees, forearms and hands for sand grazes …?’

The examiner’s condescension was going. ‘No. Why?’

‘Or their backs or buttocks?’

‘No.’

‘If they had done it outside his cab, either he on top of her or she on top of him, there’d have been sand grazes.’

‘I could re-examine,’ offered the doctor.

Powell didn’t respond. Instead he bent over Johnson’s body again, examining the ankles and wrists. ‘Don’t you think these are restraint bruises?’

‘That’s what I described them as in my report to the sheriff,’ said Jamieson.

‘What about fingernail debris? Any hair, skin, blood – sand again – where he tried to fight off an assailant?’

‘No.’

Powell wasn’t sure the man had even checked. ‘What was there?’

‘Sump oil. Indeterminate dirt. The nails were chipped but from neglect, not from resisting an assailant. Certainly no skin or hair. Nothing like that.’

The chest cavities had been entered from the side. There were no incisions around the heart wound, which really was extremely small, even under magnification, very close to Johnson’s left nipple and just below where the girl’s left breast would have been. Powell said, ‘You haven’t sectioned the entry wounds.’

‘I followed them from my incision to the sides of the chests.’

‘I want the precise lines. Whether they are upward or downward or came more from the left or from the right. And whether they were clean or struck a rib.’

‘Why?’ demanded the man, truculently.

‘To know if the killer was right or left handed. And how big or small he was. And where he stood when he was killing them …’ He bent even closer over the chest wound, adjusting the magnification. ‘What about the amputation of the penis and the breasts? Were they hacked off? Or could there be an element of medical knowledge?’

‘The amputations were very clean.’

‘And the necks?’

‘Clean again. But there is some sawing.’

Powell straightened from the body, his back cramped. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll carry out a second autopsy, to cover the points you’ve raised,’ offered Jamieson.

‘Don’t bother,’ dismissed Powell. ‘I’m including a forensic pathologist in the team I’m bringing from Washington.’

Dr Jamieson’s face blazed. ‘I am a forensic pathologist, sir!’

‘So I was led to believe,’ said Powell.

Budd Maddox had obviously heard of the confrontation with the medical examiner when he telephoned Powell at the hotel but didn’t try to discuss it and Powell said nothing, either. The meeting with Johnson’s unmarried sister, Barbara, was fixed for nine the following morning. Sam Cummings was due from El Paso by midday. Greyhound had promised the names and addresses of all their drivers by then, too. The sheriff had called the local Bureau office demanding to know why Powell hadn’t contacted him yet.

He said, ‘There’s a lot of catching up to do, isn’t there?’

‘Too much,’ said Powell. There was a danger of it being yet another fucked-up investigation, he thought. When he telephoned Washington Amy Halliday said she was assembling what was available but that she needed more. Powell said he knew that already.

He’d watched Marcus Carr and made his plans eight months earlier, so it was obviously necessary to check everything again and Harold Taylor was glad he did. It had been quite immaterial that the wife would have to die as well – he’d even been looking forward to a bigger audience for the facial change – but by following the old man that first day in Pittsburgh he’d discovered she was hospitalized after a heart attack and wouldn’t be in the apartment after all. The shock of having her husband murdered would probably kill her now. The best thing, to put her out of her misery.

It wasn’t a problem, having to reorganize everything: he’d made allowances for setbacks and this hardly qualified. He’d have it all rescheduled in a week. Would the connection have been made by then, between Texas and Alabama? He hoped so. He’d become quite determined to create a sensation. Killing Carr would probably cause one, all by itself. The three so far were low life. Carr was a retired army general and retired army generals didn’t go around getting their heads and their dicks cut off.

Taylor stirred as Carr emerged from his apartment block, a diminutive man striding briskly upright, despite his age, and cautiously fell into step a good twenty yards behind. According to the newly established routine, now that there was no-one to fix his breakfast, Carr should stop at the hotel coffee shop four blocks down the street. It was the return timing that Taylor wanted to get firmly established.


Chapter Four

The Bureau pathologist from whom the only real progress came that day was a startlingly attractive black girl named Lucille Hooper in whom Powell almost at once detected a no-shit mindset so he didn’t warn her of the attitude she’d encounter from Dr Kingsley Jamieson, confident she’d handle it well enough by herself. During the 7 a.m. conference he did, however, give the forensic group a general caution of the local resentment and when Barry Westmore, the forensic team leader, asked how bad it was, Powell said, ‘As bad as it can get.’

‘We starting from scratch?’ demanded Westmore.

‘Worse than that,’ said Powell, conscious of Budd Maddox’s discomfort, beside him in the San Antonio FBI office. ‘I’m going to kick ass today but I’m not sure what good it’ll do.’

Barbara Johnson was ten years older than her brother and looked it. She wore jeans and a check shirt and moccasins instead of boots. Her hair was strained back in a band and there was no make-up. There wasn’t any obvious grief but then, Powell reflected, grief affected people in different ways.

It was more a man’s than a woman’s office, with no attempt to pretty it up with plants or pictures. Powell guessed the empty desk on the other side of the room from hers had belonged to Gene Johnson. It hadn’t been tidied. The huge yard beyond the darkened glass windows, between the two hangar-sized storage sheds, was deserted: the rig Johnson had been driving was still in the police pound – at that moment, Powell hoped, being swarmed over by the Washington scientists he’d just finished briefing.

Barbara Johnson cut off his hopefully sympathetic apologies for bothering her by saying, ‘Why don’t you just get on with it by telling me what you want?’ The Texas accent was very pronounced.

‘You close to your brother?’

‘I thought so.’

‘You talked to each other? Confided?’

‘To a point.’ She lighted a cigarette with a Zippo she held almost awkwardly by its case top. Her fingers were stained brown by nicotine.

‘He talk to you about girlfriends?’

‘There was no-one regular.’

‘He talk about anyone recently? A blonde?’

‘I know about the hooker in Jilly Joe’s. And no, he didn’t.’

‘She told people there she was waiting for someone. And made a play for him the moment he walked in.’

‘He was a good-looking guy. If he knew her he didn’t say anything to me about it.’

‘Would he have done?’

‘If she was a hooker, you mean? Maybe not. It wouldn’t have meant much, would it? Just a fuck.’

Beside him Maddox stirred. A woman in a man’s world, thought Powell. She hadn’t cursed to shock. It was the way she talked. ‘He was supposed to be driving a rig? Working?’

The woman allowed herself a tight smile. ‘Drivers get rest breaks. It doesn’t take long to get laid.’

Powell wondered how she knew. He got the impression she was a willing spinster, as least as far as the opposite sex was concerned. ‘Joe Hickley says Gene always stopped by on a westerly run?’

‘I don’t know why but he did. I think it’s a pretty shitty place, but he liked it.’

‘Everyone know he always stopped?’

She shrugged. ‘I guess. It wasn’t any secret.’

‘You ever lost a rig? Had it hijacked? Or had a cargo stolen?’

‘Never,’ said Barbara, the pride obvious. ‘All our drivers have CB, as well as mobile phones. Some carry weapons. Gene did.’

Jesus! thought Powell. He hadn’t heard anything about a weapon. Or a mobile phone. ‘What sort of weapon?’

‘Colt Python. Big bastard. Three fifty-seven Magnum. He was good with it. He liked guns. Had several but the Python was the one he always travelled with.’

The right of every American to bear arms, thought Powell, bitterly, paraphrasing the creed that the Rifle Association always misquoted. ‘He carry it on his person? Or keep it in the cab?’

The woman regarded him warily, nervous of state line firearm infringements. ‘He had a holding clip fitted, in the glovebox. Carried it there. Locked, of course. And he had a licence, for all of them.’

‘What about the phone and the CB, when he stopped? He take the phone with him or call in and say he’d be out of touch for a while?’

‘Sometimes. Not always.’

‘What about the 15th?’

‘He didn’t call in after leaving that day.’

‘You hear anything from anyone here – or get the impression yourself – that you were being watched?’

The woman shook her head. ‘Nothing. And we’re careful. Our cargoes are valuable.’

Powell said, ‘I’d like to get some family history, Gene’s most of all. If Budd could call by your place, at your convenience, and go through things when you’ve had the chance to think about it?’

She shrugged again. ‘Not sure how I can help you. We didn’t go in for that family history, early settler shit. From what I know Dad’s family was originally Scandinavian. Lived first in Galveston, before the flood. After that they moved up here. Grandparents died before Gene and I were born. Dad served in the Second World War but not Korea. Went overseas, in some military police unit: there’s pictures of him in uniform, in Germany, places like that. He set the trucking business up around 1957.’

‘That’s the sort of stuff I want,’ encouraged Powell.

Gene Johnson’s desk was a hamster’s nest of paper scraps and telephone notes without name-identified numbers, all of which they bagged, each to be contacted. There was an address book with names against numbers in a top right-hand drawer which they added to the collection. Another drawer held a selection of Hustler magazines, as well as other pornography, in addition to Soldier magazines. There was a half-empty bottle of Jim Beam in a bottom drawer, with four unwashed glasses, and in another an almost full box of .38 shells.

The state of the dead man’s office desk was scant rehearsal an hour later for the condition of the dead man’s apartment, the door to which was still blocked by criss-crossed police No Entry tape secured by the sheriff’s seal, which Powell broke to Maddox’s protest that Lindropp wasn’t going to like it and Powell’s insistence that he couldn’t give a fuck.

The outside surroundings were an exquisitely preserved example of Spanish and adobe architecture and the inside was a refuse tip. It stank, of stale air. The dishwasher gaped open like an over-filled mouth with dirty crockery and glasses that overflowed into the kitchen sink. There were more unwashed plates on the kitchen table and several glasses, empty beer bottles and another half-empty bottle of Jim Beam in the main room in which clothes, shirts and shorts, were discarded over sagged although comparatively new furniture. The bed was unmade. There was a .45 Smith and Wesson automatic, with a full clip of 9mm shells, in the bedside drawer, alongside a pack of coloured condoms. There were two membership cards and some match packs which the local FBI man identified to be from topless bars and massage parlours. There were a lot more Hustler magazines and four pornographic videos beneath the bedroom VCR machine. One was Debbie Does Dallas. There were two different female voices on the answering machine, both asking Johnson to call them back, and Maddox made a note to get the incoming numbers from the telephone company. There was an unlocked gun safe in a bedroom closet, containing a pump action shotgun and a .44 Magnum Colt Anaconda pistol, both loaded. In a bureau drawer there was $350 in a money clip and an expired membership card of the National Rifle Association. Scrawled on a cocktail napkin from the Red Rattler lounge was ‘Annie. $150.’

After half an hour Powell said, ‘We’re wasting our time. There’s nothing here that’s going to help.’ Was he doing just that, wasting his time on established routine? Serial killings usually had patterns, but in the killings themselves, not a routine that identified the perpetrators. Which made what he was doing now largely pointless. But after so many mistakes, one after the other, he couldn’t afford not to do it, he told himself. And his intuition, an antenna upon which he frequently although privately relied, was telling him these were different serial murders. The distance between Texas and Alabama was the most obvious: multiple slayings were usually in a tightly limited radius, which the killer knew and in which he felt safe.

‘Let’s hope Sam Cummings will help.’

‘Let’s hope something will,’ agreed Powell.

Cummings was a thin, leering-faced man of thirty whose halitosis challenged his body odour. Being involved in an FBI investigation into an horrific double murder was obviously the biggest event in his stunted life and he entered the San Antonio office clearly well rehearsed, in demeanour and attitude. Powell wished the trucker had bathed as thoroughly. He patiently endured a near-gynaecological lecture on Billie Jean Kesby’s attributes to get to the trucker’s rejecting encounter, demanding at once, ‘What did she say to you?’

‘“I’m OK. I’m waiting.”’

‘They the actual words?’

‘The very ones.’

‘Did she mention Gene Johnson by name?’

‘No. But from how she moved when he came in it was obviously him.’

‘You knew him, before then?’

‘No.’

‘How close were you when you hit on her? As close as you and I are?’ Powell was facing the man across Maddox’s desk, about five feet between them, and was getting both the bad breath and the sweat.

‘Much closer. Put my foot up on the chair that she had hers on and kinda leaned forward, nice and personal.’

‘It was coming up to noon, the hottest part of the day. She’d just walked in from the desert. So how did she smell? Hot? What?’

‘Sweeter than a rose in June.’

‘You mean of perfume? Or that she didn’t smell of sweat?’

‘Perfume. Heavy. Nice.’

‘No sweat at all?’

‘Absolutely not.’

So there had to have been a car, somewhere. ‘You saw her walk in?’

‘You bet your life I did.’

‘You see how she arrived outside? A vehicle?’

‘Nope.’

‘So how’d she get there?’

‘Another trucker maybe? I don’t know.’

‘When Gene came in and saw her did he give any sign of recognition? Or did he just look because she was hardly dressed?’

‘I don’t think he knew her.’

‘How long after they left did you leave?’

The sly smile was immediate. ‘Maybe half an hour.’

‘You see any cars leave from outside, in between the time they left and you left?’

‘No.’

‘You expect to see the two of them again?’

‘Nope. I just drove along thinking what a lucky bastard he was. I settled down, got the air cool, tuned the radio. Not really thinking about anything. Then after about fifteen minutes I see the flash. Don’t understand it at first and then I realize it’s the sun, off a stainless steel rig …’ The leer came. ‘Thought they were doing the business.’

‘Which was their business. Why’d you stop?’

The smirk stayed. ‘You didn’t see this bunny. There was more than enough to go round, believe me.’

‘You didn’t think either would object?’

‘Rule of the road, as far as a trucker’s concerned.’

‘So what did you find?’

For the first time the macho slipped and Cummings became completely serious. ‘Couldn’t see anything at first. They should have heard me coming, but I gave the horn a little toot, just in case. Still nothing. So I stopped, waited. Didn’t want to spoil a guy’s fun. Then I saw it …’ The man stopped, swallowing, all swagger gone. ‘… I thought it was rocks, from the outcrop. Then I saw it was fucking heads, two of them, with his dick in her mouth. Without any eyes. Then I leaned across the cab and saw the bodies, spread out like they were …’

‘You’re still in the cab?’

‘You bet your fucking life I’m still in the cab and the first thing I do is that I lock it. Then I get out my gun – I carry a .38 ACP Colt – and after that I get on the phone to every 911 and emergency number I can think of ringing …’

‘You didn’t at any time get out of the cab?’

‘Are you kidding! There’s the heads of a guy and a girl I’ve seen drinking and cosying up less than an hour ago staring up at me from the desert, except they haven’t got eyes any more. And you’re asking me if I got out to take a look! Come on!’

‘How long before the police – sheriff’s people and the Highway Patrol – arrived?’

‘Longest fucking time of my life! Forty-five minutes at least.’

‘So for forty-five minutes you sat in your cab, looking at what was in front of you?’

‘And almost shitting myself.’ Cummings actually shuddered.

‘While you were sitting there you never saw anyone – anything – apart from the bodies?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Could you see around Johnson’s rig, further up the track?’

‘Kind of.’

‘Did you look along it?’

‘Sure I did. I didn’t know from which way they might come at me, did I?’

‘Did you see any track marks, in the sand, beyond Johnson’s truck? Going on up over the rise?’

Cummings thought for several moments. ‘No.’

‘No tyre treads?’

‘No.’

‘Or footprints?’

‘No.’

‘Do you think you would have?’

There was another hesitation. ‘I think so. I mean I was really looking!’

‘You see any tyre marks or footprints leading away from Johnson’s rig, back towards the highway?’

‘No.’

‘What about buzzards? Prairie animals? Anything come around the bodies?’

‘No.’

‘You got out when the police arrived?’

‘Highway Patrol first. Yeah, then I got out.’

‘Did you see any tyre marks or footprints then?’

‘The sheriff’s men arrived almost immediately after. A lot of guys walking about. And I wasn’t looking any more. I knew I was safe.’

No-one else was looking, either, thought Powell: not properly. ‘Did you see anyone go up to the top of the rise, to see what was on the other side?’

‘Someone may have done. I didn’t see. You seen what they did to Gene?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jesus. Fucking maniac.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Powell. ‘Whoever did it is certainly that.’

Lucille Hooper didn’t finish her autopsies until the afternoon and declared her findings, knowing their importance, even before sitting down.

‘Billie Jean had sex. But not with Gene!’

Powell said, ‘How can you be sure? You can’t get a DNA match between the bodies that quickly.’

‘We got all the time in the world,’ said the medical examiner. ‘And all the vaginal semen, too. The penis isn’t reliable for semen residue after intercourse. The urethra is the place. It was clean. We need a DNA comparison, of course. But I think our killer banged a willing Billie Jean while Gene had to look on, with handcuffs not just around his wrists but around his ankles, too. He was naked then – there are sand burns on his knees and there was sand beneath his finger and toenails. And not just his shoulders and back were sunburned but the soles of his feet, too, where he’d been forced to kneel. The way I see it, he got completely undressed, let himself be cuffed for something kinky she was suggesting, then got himself forced down into a squatted, kneeling position with both sets of cuffs tied together somehow …’

‘Billie Jean was part of it?’

‘The lure, certainly. To get Gene out into the country. Her usefulness ended there.’

It fitted the picture he was building, Powell decided, as she continued. In both Johnson and the girl there was evidence of long term gonorrhoea which did not appear to have been treated and Powell thought: so much for Jamieson’s insistence that neither had suffered any medical condition. Jamieson hadn’t mentioned the abortion indications that Lucille found in Billie Jean, either. Although the one eye that had been recovered had burst, under intensive magnifications she’d discovered the injuries had been inflicted by an elliptically shaped hard object, not a finger the nail of which, at such force, would have cut as well as indented the globe. An instrument had been used to remove the right eyes, around the sockets of which there was extensive leverage damage. The forehead crosses had definitely been incised, not scratched. She’d subjected the minuscule chest wounds to the same degree of ultra-magnification that she’d used upon the left eyes and detected perfectly rounded discolorations to the skin around the wound, consistent with the murder weapon being driven in to its hilt. That made the shaft of the murder weapon a quarter of an inch at its widest diameter and exactly four inches long, measured from where the tip stopped in the heart.

Lucille was sure both had been dead before the heads, penis and breasts had been removed. The entry wound went from right to left, establishing the killer as left handed, and in a downwards direction, which meant the killer was either taller or had stood over them. She had experimented by putting the heads back onto the torsos and was satisfied that to remove them the killer had stood behind the corpse, which had been propped in an upright position and further straightened by the head being held by the hair or chin for the cutting instrument to be drawn backwards, starting at the front right – also showing the killer to be left handed – and going through to the back. This had resulted in saw-like injuries, although the edge of the weapon had not been serrated. The relative jaggedness of the amputation had been caused by the awkwardness with which the bodies had to be held. The heads had been amputated by the cutting instrument passing cleanly between the third and fourth cervical vertebra and facet joints. The cuts that had removed the penis and the breasts had been extremely clean, like that into the forehead. The ultra-magnification had detected sand adhering to the knees and buttocks and there was also sand in the hair at the back of the girl’s head, although both heads had been found upright, with the necks embedded in the sand and supported by twigs broken from desert driftwood. There were injuries to the scalps, at the back, where pieces of wood had been forced into them to provide support, as well as a substantial amount of sand in coagulated blood at the necks, at the point where they had been severed. There were no marks on the wrists or ankles of the woman to indicate that she had been tied or restrained.

Powell nodded. ‘So the sequence was that they were killed by the wound directly into the heart, stripped, propped up and then mutilated, in that order?’

‘Yes.’

‘What about the amount of blood? The ground is heavily stained.’

Lucille smiled. ‘Careful. They were dead before the heads came off. The heart – the pump – had stopped. There wouldn’t have been a gush. There’d have been a lot, certainly. The ground staining was after they were laid out, in that star shape.’

‘How close would the killer have been, behind Johnson?’

‘Touching. Probably the support, to keep the body upright.’

‘So he’d be bloodstained?’

‘Oh yes,’ Lucille quickly agreed. ‘And heavily, that close. He’d have been pulling the blood in upon himself. And I see where you’re coming from. How does a bloodstained person get away from a murder scene that exposed without being seen? One answer would be totally to strip off.’ She paused. ‘And don’t forget it was the killer, not Gene, who had sex with the girl. He’d have reason to be undressed.’

‘We can positively identify him from his semen DNA when we get him?’

‘Absolutely.’

Powell smiled. ‘You’ve done brilliantly.’

‘That’s my job,’ she said, smiling back.

He stayed smiling. ‘How did you get on with Dr Jamieson?’

She regarded him seriously. ‘You know what the son-of-a-bitch called me?’

‘What?’

‘Girl!’

‘What did you call him?’

‘Boy. He didn’t seem to like it,’

The day went progressively downhill after Powell’s meeting with Lucille Hooper. A heat-exhausted, sun-reddened Barry Westmore returned from the desert to announce that after so long they were wasting their time and would have to rely on whatever Powell managed to get from the sheriff. They’d virtually dismantled the abandoned, collapsing shack and collected as much of its interior as they thought might produce something, for shipment back to Washington. They’d stripped the seating and lining from the cab of Johnson’s rig, also to go back to their specialized laboratories. Westmore openly and irrationally challenged Powell’s insistence that they forensically sweep Johnson’s apartment, and flushed with angry embarrassment when Powell mildly pointed out that if they managed a DNA match of anything identifiable as Billie Jean’s from the rig with anything in the apartment it would establish a prior association between Johnson and the girl.

‘It isn’t any good, my people trying to work like this,’ protested Westmore. ‘We need to be on a crime scene as soon as it’s discovered.’

‘It didn’t become serial before Alabama,’ reminded Powell. ‘You’ll be there soon enough the next time.’

Burt Lindropp was what was known as a good ole boy. There was the regulation cowboy hat and boots and ironically the silvered pistol high on the man’s left hip was a .357 Magnum Colt Python. It appeared polished to match the sheriff’s star beneath which it hung. He would, Powell knew, be a friend of every person it was politically and personally important to know in the county and beyond. The moment the soft handshake ended Powell decided that beneath the fat, affable, courteous exterior was a man with the temperament of a rattlesnake with an amphetamine habit.

‘Seems the rules weren’t quite followed here, son.’

‘What rules?’

‘Made it quite clear to your boy that I wanted my people around when you looked through Gene’s apartment. Now I hear you been there already. Broke my seal, even. That’s discourteous, sir. Downright discourteous.’

‘I didn’t have time.’

‘People are kinda polite around here, sir. They make time, particularly when I ask them to.’

‘If you’re offended, then I’m sorry. But that’s not what I’m here to talk about.’

‘I am offended, son. And getting more so.’

‘It wouldn’t be difficult for me to become offended, either, sheriff. But I don’t think that would help what we’re both supposed to be interested in: finding a maniac killer. So why don’t we start behaving like adults and less like something out of a Tennessee Williams play.’ Fuck the man and the Washington lore about not offending the locals, thought Powell. He wished he’d eaten lunch. And slept better the previous night. He wondered if Lindropp knew who Tennessee Williams was.

Red pinpricks began to form upon Lindropp’s already flushed cheeks. ‘I’m not accustomed to being talked to like this, son. And we don’t need any of your smart young scientific boys coming in from the big city, telling us how to run our investigation. Which, in this case, is running along pretty nicely.’

Powell wished the man would make his mind up whether to call him sir or son. ‘I really am glad to hear that. Because I don’t think the local FBI office here has been properly included, as it should be.’

‘Don’t consider it something we can’t handle ourselves, without any outside interference. All pretty straightforward, to me. Gene’s a good boy. Little headstrong, maybe. No real harm. Met a willing gal, made a mistake. A tragedy.’

‘Killed by someone passing through, is that what you think the evidence points to?’

‘Something like that. A drifter. Happens a lot.’

‘I don’t think it does,’ said Powell. ‘So I’d greatly appreciate my office getting all your evidence files. Today. I want to know what happened to the Colt Python that Gene always had clipped inside the glove box of his cab. I want to know whether Gene was robbed, after being killed. And what it was that was taken, obviously, so we can circulate pawnshops, places like that, as well as the letters and the bank statements. The bank statements might show unusual payments or withdrawals, which I’m sure you’ve followed up. And I want everything that was in Billie Jean Kesby’s purse and a list of all the jewellery that was recovered. You do understand, don’t you, that this is now a federal case? Taken out of your hands.’

Lindropp’s face was now scarlet. ‘You’re talking as if we’ve got a crime wave on our hands here.’

‘It’s become one. There’s been an identical murder in Alabama. We’re talking serial killings. But when we get whoever did it, Texas will have right of trial. Which will be a national affair and every aspect of your investigation will come under courtroom scrutiny.’

The man’s mouth actually hung slightly open. ‘You serious?’

‘Totally serious. You will make everything available to the FBI office here, won’t you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Today.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘There!’ said Powell, rising. ‘We got along real fine in the end, didn’t we?’

*     *     *

The more he thought about it the more Harold Taylor wanted an audience. To know – to see and to feel – the sensation he could cause, not just in those fleeting last moments, before he killed those who had to die, but for much longer. For people who would go on living to realize who he was, what he was. To marvel. He’d have followers, disciples. Become a messiah. He couldn’t understand why it hadn’t occurred to him before. So much time lost. Wasted. Then again, maybe not. The world was a global village, he remembered. Now was exactly the right time. Perfect. But how? All he had to do was work out a way. He knew he could do it: he could do anything he wanted. There were still those who had to die, of course. No reason yet to stop doing that. Never a reason to stop doing that.

He was glad he’d chosen to live, for the moment at least, close to Washington, DC. It was a grand city, properly impressive, the avenues made for marching legions. And convenient, for most of the people he had to kill. Conveniently within striking distance, he thought, amusing himself with the choice of words.
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