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A Note to My Readers 

I did not set out to write this book. I’m not that courageous. But God seemed to have His own plans.

Dead of Night presents evil for what it is—wretched, disturbing, and founded on Satan’s lies. Today we live in a very evil world. But, thanks be to God, the truth doesn’t stop there. The truth ends—and begins—with God’s ultimate grace and power. Those of us living in this world have a choice. We can accept God’s power to help us live, or we can reject it and go out on our own—soldiers in battle without weaponry.

In writing this story, I was greatly helped by a few key people. I’d like to tell you who they are.

My hearty appreciation to the “usual suspects”—my terrific Zondervan crew, including editor Karen Ball, and marketing guru supreme Sue Brower. Also freelance editor Dave Lambert. And I can’t forget Niwana Briggs, my forever eagle-eye first reader. And Sally Ball, for all her help in describing the town and surrounding areas of Redding.

Thanks also to Paul E. Sheppard, pastor of Abundant Life Christian Fellowship in Mountain View, California, for allowing me to quote one of his sermons. For more information on Pastor Paul, his life-changing sermons, and his radio ministry, Enduring Truth, please visit www.pastorpaul.net.

Finally, thanks to the folks living in and around Redding, California, where this series is set. Redding denizens will recognize major geographic landmarks and streets, but will also see that I’ve created certain places, including Tully Road and Annie’s sky park neighborhood of Grove Landing. For this entire series, I’ ve also taken the audacious liberty of giving the Shasta County Sheriff’s Department its own, fictionalized building in Redding. The Record Searchlight, Redding’s local newspaper, does exist, but the reporters in my book do not.

It’s always a trick—figuring out when to leave reality and jump into the chasm of fiction. But you did come for a story.I hope I’ ve adequately prepared you for this one. So now if you dare—climb in, strap on your seatbelt, and don’t forget to breathe . . .
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For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, 
but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world 
and against the spiritual forces of evil 
in the heavenly realms.

—EPHESIANS 6:12



Prologue

Not so pretty in death, are you.

Head twisted, back arched. Contorted mouth, eyes wide in shock, limbs all locked tight.

Now your outside looks like your inside—a black soul, an immoral soul, a horrified and horrifying soul, bound for the black pits, the depths of darkness, for eternity, ever and ever on.

Skin still warm, clothes all askew, bleached blonde hair tangled around your devious head, fragile wisps caught on your evil tongue. Dead, dead, dead and gone, and who will miss you now?

Sit back and look at you, deserving the work of my hands. Look you up and down, your shoes kicked off in the convulsions, wrists bent, fingers curled like the limbs of an arthritic tree, one knee drawn up toward your chest.

How hard they fall, the proud and vain and shallow.

But . . .

Sweep aside the coarse, white-yellow hair. There it is. Pretty earring. Pretty, pretty bauble, so shiny, with a big blue stone and little white stones around it, playing with the spectrum like shimmery fairies. Put my finger behind your earlobe, move it this way and that, watch the dancing colors catch the light. My earring now, only mine, to keep and smile at and watch it shine.

How to take it? It is connected to your ear, right through it. Silly, arrogant woman, piercing holes in your body in the name of beauty. Like her. She was self-absorbed and flirtatious, making eyes at the men, swaying hips and pouting lips, and meanwhile the child saw and was unseen, and no one else knew, and no one else cared, and who would tend the child?

Pull. Tug. Rip at the earring, and still it will not come. It latches to your ear like a leech. You defy me, even in death, you shout to me in your silence that you will not be dejeweled, not be robbed of the sparkly outward display of your wretched and gaudy heart.

Hurry away,my footsteps scuffing the kitchen floor to grab what I need. I grip the handle, one finger testing the blade. I will take the prize from you, and your yawning mouth will scream in silence, but no one else knows, and no one else cares, and who will tend to you?

There.

The earring is mine.

Hold it close to my eyes. Feel the hardness of the stone with my finger, tip it, turn it, watch the light play, the fading light of the setting sun. Darkness creeps toward the earth like it has crept over you, and to the ground you will go, ashes to ashes and dust to dust, to be remembered no more, to wither and rot.

In the dead of night you will be taken. As the dead of night, so shall you ever be.
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Chapter 1

The moment before it began, I stood in my bedroom, folding clothes.

In the last year I’ ve developed a kind of sixth sense—a lingering smudge from my brushes with death. A sense that jerks my head up and sets my eyes roving, my ears attentive to the slightest sound. Nerves tingle at the back of my neck, then pinprickle down my arms and spine. The sensations surge through my body almost before I consciously register what caused them. Sometimes they are right; sometimes they are overreactions to mere surprise.

Experience has taught me to err on the side of caution. And with five local murders in as many months, I was already on edge.

Something . . . something downstairs . . .

My arms stopped to hover over my bed, a half-folded shirt dangling from both hands.

“Hey!”

The male voice echoed up from our great room one floor below—a voice I didn’t recognize. It mixed surliness with a throaty growl, like stirred gravel.

I didn’t hear the doorbell.

“Hey!” The voice again, impatient.

My thoughts flashed to Kelly, my fourteen-year-old. She’d fallen asleep down there, on one of the oversize couches near the fireplace. My daughter in a vulnerable position . . . some man I didn’t know standing over her?

Kelly gasped—loudly enough for me to hear. With the expansive wooden floor and the wood wainscoting of our great room, sounds echo. The fear in that gasp jolted me into action. Almost before I knew what I was doing, I’d run for my purse on the nightstand. My fingers fumbled, looking, searching. Within seconds I felt the smooth, frightening comfort of my gun.

I yanked it out.

No time to think. Pure instinct took over. Hadn’t Chetterling told me it would? I wrapped my hands around the gun, trigger finger ready, and sneak-sprinted down the hall. Below me, the great room jerked into view through banister railings. I skidded to a halt at the landing and nearly dropped the gun. My terrified eyes fixed on an unknown man in profile to me, hulking over Kelly. He was in his early twenties. Big—maybe six two?—with vein-laden, bulging biceps. The wide nose and lips of an African American, but with dusty-colored skin. Light brown hair in thick dreadlocks. Kelly had raised up on one elbow, mouth open, her expression a freeze-frame of shock.

My legs assumed the stance Chetterling had taught me. Feet apart and planted firmly. My arms stretched before me over the banister, gun pointed at the man’s head.

“Stop!”

He jerked toward me, eyes widening. Both arms raised shoulder height, large fingers spread. “Hello. Wait one minute.I was just looking for Stephen.”

His cultured tone so surprised me that I almost lowered the gun. From the looks of him, I’d expected more of an urban hip-hop. Annie, keep it together; he’s right near Kelly! I stared at him, breath shuddering. How could this be happening? I’d drawn a gun on someone. Someone who stood right next to my daughter. “Back away from her.”

He retreated one step.

What if this was the man who’d killed those five women?

“More.”

“Would you mind putting the gun away?” He shuffled back two more steps, but he couldn’t go far. Another three feet and he’d hit the armchair facing the fireplace. To his left sat a big glass-topped coffee table, to his right the sofa where Kelly lay.

Any second he could lunge for her, pull her in front of him as a shield. What would I do? Chetterling, we never practiced anything like this!

“Look.” Sulkiness and an arrogant irritation now coated his voice. “I was just going to ask her about Stephen; you don’t have to threaten my life.”

My insides shook, but my hands did not waver. When I spoke, my voice carried the cynical disgust of a policeman on patrol. “I don’t recall anyone letting you in the house.”

“The door was unlocked.”

Unlocked. Still, that was hardly an invitation. My jaw clenched. “You in the habit of just walking into people’s homes?”

He shrugged.

Anger tromped up my spine. How dare he act so nonchalant? “Well, let me tell you something—you picked the wrong house to walk in to.”

“So I noticed.”A smirk etched his lips. “Is Stephen here?”

Kelly still had not moved. He could be upon her in a heartbeat.

God, help me! How do I get her to safety?

“Kelly.” I kept my eyes on the man. “Get up now. Run into my office and lock the door.”

My daughter blinked, as if trying to rouse herself from a bad dream. Then she scrambled to her feet. I watched my target, the two-inch barrel Chief Special aimed at his head. A double action revolver, the gun didn’t need to be cocked to fire. My finger remained poised to pull the trigger if he gave me reason.

In my peripheral, I saw Kelly back away from the man, then turn and run toward the office. She disappeared beneath the landing where I stood, her bare feet slapping against the hardwood floor. My office door banged shut. The lock clicked.

Relief flooded my chest. At least my daughter was safe. I knew she would call 911.With experiences like we’ve had, you don’t fool around.

“All right.” I forced strength into my words. “Now. Who are you?”

He flicked an impatient look at the ceiling. “Are you going to put that gun down or not?”

“I asked you a question.”

Cold eyes glared at me. “Blake.”

Who knew if he was telling the truth? “Blake who?”

“Smith, all right? S-m-i-t-h.”

Yeah, sure. His cockiness rattled me. This was not a man who’d bow an inch for authority. I could feel sweat beading on my forehead. My only hope was that he couldn’t see it.

“What do you want with my son?”

His arms lowered until both hands were in front of his chest, fingers still spread. “I simply need to talk to him.”

“About what?”

“Business.”

Business? “Really. And what kind of business would that be?”

He stuck his tongue under his top teeth, then pulled it away with a sucking sound. “You’re his mother, correct? The famous forensic artist.”

The way he said those words. His insolence might as well have been a backhanded slap. If we were close enough, I’d bet anything he would jump at me, swipe the gun from my hands. My palms grew clammy. I tightened my grip on the weapon.

Blake eyed me with belligerence, then slowly lowered his left hand. He pointed his right index finger at me. “You will give Stephen a message for me.”

Anger ballooned my lungs, pinned them against my chest. Now he was telling me what do? When he’d walked into my home? Stood over my sleeping, innocent daughter? My fingers began to tremble. “Get out of my house!”

“All right, all right, I’m going.”

He turned his back on me, as if I posed not the slightest threat, and ambled around the far side of the coffee table like some languid lion aroused from sleep. I almost expected him to yawn. Then he took his time moving around the couch. Only then did he face me once more.

“You tell your son that Blake is looking for him, you hear? He’ll know why. And you tell him this.” His eyes narrowed, sharpening blades that would cut steel. “He won’t be able to hide from me.”

With a sneer, he turned and stalked away, the satiated predator from a death-spared deer.

I did not move, gun still pointed. He strode onto the porch and slammed the door.

My legs wobbled as I made my way down our wide curving staircase of polished wood. Dear God, what now? All the terrible murders around Redding, now this. Vaguely, I heard a car door slam outside, the squeal of tires. Fear for Stephen gripped me. What had he done this time? My seventeen-year-old son had been nothing but trouble for a couple years, this last twelve months in particular. A year ago he’d faced his first court appearance for drug possession, receiving six months’ probation—which he hadn’t obeyed. After that came rounds of weekend work detail, then time in juvenile hall. Lately I’d begun to suspect he was selling drugs. Where else had he gotten the new clothes, the constant stream of new CDs? His “a-friend-gave-it-to-me” explanations had long since worn thin.

I hit the bottom of the steps and ran across the long great room. Gun still in hand, I locked and bolted the front door, then peeked through our tall windows to check outside. No sign of Blake. No unknown car. For a moment I leaned against the glass, forehead on my arm, and tried to steady my breathing.

Only then did a thought cross my mind, irreverent in its timing. My sister would be so proud of me. Gun-toting Jenna’s insistence that I learn to shoot had finally paid off.

Far behind me, the lock on my office door clicked.

“Mom?” Kelly’s voice pinched with fear.

I veered from the window. “Yes, honey, it’s okay. He’s gone.” The forced lightness in my tone sank like lead.

Kelly sidled from around the hall corner, hiccuping a sob. She ran toward me, hands outstretched, not even noticing that I still held a loaded gun. What to do with it? I barely had time to lay it on the windowsill before she flew against my chest and burst into tears. “Oh, Kelly, I’m so sorry.”Wrapping my arms around her, I rocked her as if she were a little girl.“It’s okay, now, everything’s all right. He didn’t really want to hurt you. He was just trying to wake you up to ask about Stephen.”

Her body shook. “At first I thought . . .”

Of course she had. “I know, I know.” Even though the murders had occurred on the other side of Redding, anyone in Kelly’s position would have feared the same thing. All denials had ceased after the third body was found in March. A serial killer roamed the area. A killer with remarkable cunning and a chilling manner of murdering his victims.

“But who is he?” Kelly’s voice hitched. “I’ ve never seen him before, and I know a lot of Stephen’s friends.”

I closed my eyes. If only I could close my mind to the questions. Kelly had just finished her freshman year of high school, and Stephen, his junior year. For the first time since we’d moved to Grove Landing, they attended the same school, which had afforded Kelly an all-too-vivid knowledge of the kids Stephen hung out with. But even the worst of them couldn’t measure down to this Blake Smith.

If that was his real name.

“He looked older than a high schooler to me.” I rubbed Kelly’s back. “That’s probably why you haven’t seen him.”

But why was Stephen hanging around with someone like that? Someone so threatening? Only one answer came to mind: drugs.

A shiver rolled across my shoulders.

“Kelly.” I kept my tone as gentle as possible. “You didn’t lock the door when you came in from Erin’s. I know it’s hard to remember in the summer, when you two are running back and forth so much, but you really do need to.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Believe me, I won’t forget again.”

I patted her back.

She pulled away to look at me, her eyes red. “I called 911.You’d better call them back—I hung up when I saw the guy drive away.”

“Yeah, okay.” I loosened a strand of brown hair from her cheek, struck for the millionth time by her beauty.When had my daughter grown as tall as I was? “You sure were brave, Kelly. That must have been really scary.”

She blew out air and stepped away, summoning the fortitude of her fourteen years. “Yeah, scary all right. I’ve never seen you pull a gun on somebody.”

“I meant the man, Kelly.”

“Oh.”

We managed to smile at each other.

Speaking of the gun, I needed to put it away. But first I had to call the Shasta County Sheriff’s Department. If Detective Ralph Chetterling had heard that 911 call, he’d no doubt be speeding here like a freight train. So would anyone else from the department, for that matter.With a massive hunt for a predatory killer under way, every member of local law enforcement had the jitters.

“Kelly, I need to make that call.” I turned to pick up my weapon, and she flinched from it. Kelly felt the same way I did about guns—she was scared to death of them.

I headed into the kitchen for the phone, my artist’s mind conjuring Blake Smith’s features. The wide nose, the deep-set eyes. Thick, almost straight eyebrows. As soon as I got the chance, I would draw that face from memory. Give it to Chetterling, have him show it around the department. Maybe some deputy would know this guy. Although I wasn’t sure which would be worse—if a member of law enforcement did know Blake . . . or didn’t.

What had Stephen done?

I laid the gun down on the kitchen counter and picked up the phone to dial 911, my mother’s heart quailing. If only I could stop the wreckage of my son’s life. My call was answered on the first ring. “Hi, it’s Annie Kingston.”

“Annie! Are you all right, what’s going on? We’ ve got a car on the way.”

“Thanks. The immediate danger is over. No need for any deputies to hurry now, but I’d still like someone to come so I can make a report.” I explained what had happened and described Blake. “The deputy coming here should keep an eye out for this guy. Unfortunately I didn’t see what kind of car he was driving.”

“Okay, we’ ve got it. The unit will be there in about five minutes. Stay safe, Annie.”

Yeah. Stay safe.

Back upstairs, as I placed my gun into my purse, a dark precognition swooped over me. I had driven Blake Smith out of my house, but not out of our lives. Stephen was in real trouble this time.

Not with law enforcement, but with the criminals themselves.



Chapter 2 

An hour after the deputy left, Chetterling called. “Annie, I heard you had some trouble out at your house. Just checking up on you.”As if the man didn’t have anything better to do.He was lead detective on the serial killer case.

“Ralph, thanks. We’re okay. Calmed down now. It was scary to see this huge, belligerent guy in my house, standing over Kelly. But after it was over I realized he’d never intended to hurt us. He did want to make the point that he’s looking for Stephen. That’s what scares me now. I don’t know what my son’s gotten himself into this time. The guy said his name’s Blake Smith. Ever heard of him?”

“Blake Smith.” Chetterling paused. “No, don’t think so.”

“Neither had your deputy. Anyway, I’ve made a sketch of him and want to show it to you. But I know you’re awful busy with—”

“Annie, I’m never too busy when you need something.You should know that by now.”

“I do.” I floundered for my next words. Sometimes I couldn’t figure how to read this man. A year ago he’d even sent me roses—but of course, that was just because of the case we’d worked on.

I heard muffled sound as Chetterling covered his phone mouthpiece and told someone to give him a minute. “Sorry about that,” he said to me. “Look, anything I can do to help with this, you just tell me. You may be right that this guy wasn’t out to harm you this time. But if Stephen’s continuing with this drug business, he may have gotten mixed up with some mighty unsavory characters.You never know what they’ll do.”

“Yeah, I hear you.” Oh, God, please protect us. Particularly Stephen.

“Where is your son right now? With you?”

“He’s at his new job at the video store. I called to make sure he’s okay. But it wasn’t the time to ask any questions, especially with his manager around, who doesn’t like personal phone calls. I did tell Stephen to come straight home after work because I have something important to tell him. Maybe his curiosity will make him listen.”

“Okay, good.” More muffled noise. Chetterling sighed. “I’ ve got a meeting to get to, and they’re buggin’ me.You want to fax me your sketch? I’ll look at it as soon as I can.”

“Okay, Ralph, I will. Thank you again for calling. So much.”

I hung up the phone and faxed my drawing to Chetter-ling’s attention. Then headed to the TV room to check on Kelly. She was watching some cable reality show, boredom flattening her expression. Erin and her dad were out somewhere. Nothing looks more morose than a teenager sans best friend.

“Kelly, I need to do that weeding in the backyard. Come help me, would you?”

She made a face. “It’s so hot out there.”

“Not as hot as in the middle of the day. Besides, it’s right near the trees, in the shade.”

“Oh, Mom, do I have to?”

Truth was, I didn’t want to leave her alone in the house.

“Yes.”

Kelly grumbled but did as she was told.

Five minutes later we were hunkered down at the corner of our large backyard, forest stretching before us. Our house sits at the end of Barrister Court, the woods wrapping behind all the homes on our street and around our property right up to the cul de sac. The air hung with the earthy scents of dirt, leaves, and bark. I pulled some weeds, sending up a little cloud of pollen, and sneezed.

“Bless you.” Kelly waved a hand in front of her face.

“Thanks.”

Within minutes I was sweating. I told myself that was a good thing, even as my neck itched under my T-shirt collar. Maybe I needed to work more outside every day so I could lose those ten pounds. Then my figure would be perfect. Sort of.

“You must have stayed up late at Erin’s last night.” I threw a handful of weeds into a plastic bag. “Not very typical to see you fall asleep in the daytime.”

“Yeah. We watched movies until after three. And then for some reason we woke up early and never went back to sleep.”

The energy of the young. “No wonder you were tired.”

For a few minutes we worked in companionable silence.

Kelly affected a sigh. “Do you know one year ago we were in Hawaii? That was like so much fun.”

“Yes, it was.”

“I wish we could go again this year.”

Me too. But with Stephen’s summer job, we couldn’t. If he’d proven trustworthy, maybe I’d be willing to leave him home alone. But you don’t turn your back on a kid who’s sunk into the mire of drugs. Kids like that steal, cheat, lie to your face with flawless manipulation. And their friends are all cut from the same cloth. One week of Stephen alone in our home, and I knew we wouldn’t have a house left standing.

“I know, Kelly. I’m really sorry we can’t.”

It wasn’t fair that Kelly had to bear the brunt of her brother’s foolishness. Some of her friends from church weren’t even allowed to come over anymore because of Stephen. An older brother who bounced in and out of juvenile hall did not exactly make mothers comfortable with our home environment.

We shuffled on our knees, down the lawn. I was beginning to wish I’d brought out a water bottle. But maybe we wouldn’t work too much longer. I checked my watch. After six. Stephen would be home from his job soon.

Oh, joy.

I’d get to interrogate him for the millionth time. Try to decipher any hint of the truth in his answers. Would he even admit to knowing a Blake Smith?

I sat back on my haunches, wiping sweat from my forehead. We’d moved into a small patch of sun, and the heat assaulted us. Bumblebees drifted by now and then. I ignored them, but Kelly cringed whenever one ventured too close. A few minutes later, we worked in shade again, lingering vestiges of the sun glowing red against my eyelids when I blinked.

Kelly tossed her thick ponytail. “When’s Aunt Jenna flying back, Mom?”

“By tomorrow evening. She needs to stay with Stephen while you and I go out to dinner with Dave and Erin.”

“Oh, yeah, great. And guess what, she said maybe she could fly me and Erin down to Disneyland when she finishes.”

“I know, Kelly, that would be wonderful. You’ll have a good time.”

“Yeah. Aunt Jenna’ll probably scream louder than us on some of those rides.” Kelly laughed, then scratched her cheek, leaving a streak of dirt. “Only thing is, I wish you could go.”

So did I. But of course, there was Stephen.Always, always Stephen.

We reached the middle of the lawn. A small, much-needed breeze arose, its fingers tickling the sweat on my face.

And riding on the palm of that breeze was a faint smell.

“ Ew, what’s that?” Kelly wrinkled her nose.

The back of my neck tingled. “Probably some dead animal down in the woods.”

“Oh, great.”

“Well, maybe the breeze will carry it away in a minute.” It didn’t.

When we moved a few feet over, the smell grew worse. Not enough to be overpowering by any means, but still sweet and cloying, like rotting vegetables.

I knew that smell.

A private projector resides in my head, stubbornly uncontrollable. To say that it makes me a visual person would be like saying water makes the ocean wet. At that moment the smell provided all the encouragement my projector needed to click on, spewing film in vivid Technicolor.

Flash, and I envisioned myself

standing in the morgue last month, my camera heavy in my hand. The fifth victim of the Poison Killer lies before me on the slab, face uncovered. I swallow hard, breathing in tiny tufts of air. The smell is powerful enough to make me shudder. I glance at Chetterling and medical examiner Harry Fleck, hoping they haven’t noticed. Before this onslaught of dead bodies, I’ve never had to enter the morgue for my forensic art work. If Harry saw my reaction, he does not let on.

Chetterling gives me a wan smile. “It never gets any easier, Annie.”

I nod, not completely sure that’s a comfort . . .

Kelly covered her nose with a hand. “Mom, it’s getting stronger.”

For some reason I refused to listen to my sixth sense. Illogical, since it had so recently proven itself. Still, on some unconscious level, I knew I couldn’t listen. Human nature provides a magnificent barrier to fear when you stumble too close to true evil: denial. Whatever tragic thing happened to her or him can’t possibly happen to you, because of some differing factor. Our factor was geography. All five victims of the serial killer had been found in forested areas west of Redding, while Grove Landing lay about ten minutes’ drive to the northeast of town. Those poor people over there—they were living in fear. But we were safe.

Besides, hadn’t I been praying for protection for me and my family? We’d been through enough crises in the past two years; surely God would spare us now. Particularly since I’d become a Christian a year ago. I was now God’s child. Evil could not, would not, befall me.

Right?

My heart thumped. “Let’s stop here, Kelly.We can do the rest another day.” I pushed to my feet, bending over to rub sensation back into my calves. Biting my cheek, I peered into the forest.

Kelly stood up—a lot more easily than I had done. The smell still tainted the air. We looked at each other.

“Why don’t you stay here a minute,” I told her. “I’ll just go in a little ways and check that out. If some animal died in there, it’s really going to reek by tomorrow. I’ll have to call someone to cart the thing away.”

“Yuk. Go right ahead.” Kelly hitched her shoulders.

“Gee, thanks.” I turned and entered the woods.

The smell led me. Whatever it was couldn’t be too far away. A squirrel, I told myself. Or something bigger. Maybe even a bobcat? I’d never seen one, but . . .

I threaded my way around trees and brush, about thirty feet. Saw nothing. The breeze shifted, and the foul scent disappeared. I turned toward Kelly, still able to see her head and shoulders. “You okay back there?”

“Yeah.”

I hesitated. Should I go any farther?

My neck tingled.

Suddenly, I didn’t like this. Not at all.

My eyes swept the shrubbery ahead of me. Nothing. I looked to my right. Only forest. To my left.

My gaze landed on something white, sticking out from behind a manzanita bush.

I leaned forward, frowning, staring. It almost looked like . . .

The sight registered. A foot, clad in a white shoe. Electricity jolted down my limbs.

No. There had to be another explanation. This couldn’t be here, so close to my house.

I jerked my head back toward Kelly. She stood at the border of our property, watching me.

“What is it, Mom?” Tension edged her voice.

“Don’t move, okay? I just need to . . .” I moved to the left, noticing for the first time signs of earlier passage—the matted grasses, broken twigs. And I knew. My mouth turned cottony. The fickle breeze changed again as if to taunt me, accuse me for denying. It hit me full in the face with the stench.

My limbs froze.

I licked my lips. Managed to take three halting steps.My maddening, visual brain churned out pictures of colorless faces on a cold slab—Debbie Lille, victim number one; Wanda Deminger, number three . . .

He’d been here. No denying, not now. He’d dragged this one right where I now stumbled. I’d entered a crime scene, and I knew what lay at the end. Goose bumps raised on my arms, even as my mind scrambled for rational thought.Watch, Annie, watch where you step; the detectives won’t want anything disturbed.

The manzanita lay before me, the broken trail sweeping around it. Flies buzzed. I saw the foot, and the lower part of a jean-clad leg. My breath stalled.

I cast a final, nervous glance at Kelly. Then pushed my feet forward until I stood beside the shrubbery, still within sight of my daughter. Steeling myself, I peered around the bush.

The woman lay on her back, neck twisted to one side. Her shoulders dug into the ground, chest arching. One leg drew up toward her torso. Her arms bent and her fingers hooked like frozen claws. Her face . . . Oh, dear God, her face—a mask of horror, eyes sprung wide open, her lips contorted in a nightmarish, silent scream.

My teeth clamped against instant nausea. Air groaned from my throat.

Help me, God! Oh, help us all.

I started to whirl around, then—amazingly—caught myself. Kelly. She’d be upset enough without me crashing toward her all wild-eyed. Heart banging against my ribs, I backed away from the bush, throat tight, back rigid, calm slapped on my face like wet plaster.

Far ahead, Kelly awaited me, shoulders hunched. My beautiful daughter. So sweet, so alive . . .

My best intentions melted. Panic swelled around me, shoved at my spine.With a small cry, I flung myself through the forest. When I reached our yard, I grabbed Kelly’s arm, dragging her away, pulling her toward home, toward some semblance of safety, the walls of my denial crumbling at our thudding feet.



Chapter 3

June twenty-first—the longest day of the year. Investigators from the Shasta County Sheriff’s Department would need the extra daylight.

Detective Chetterling had raced to our cul de sac in near record time, followed by Jim Cisneros in a second vehicle. Matt Stanish, the coroner’s investigator, pulled up right behind. More cars, flashing lights, slamming doors, voices. The commotion pulled Grove Landing neighbors from their homes and up Barrister Court to mill in front of my house, shaken and defiled and murmuring all-too-vivid memories of Lisa Willit’s murder two years before.

As I watched the scene, the old, familiar guilt settled over me. I’d come so far in ridding myself of it over the past year, and now this. I couldn’t seem to get away from the glaring truth: ever since I’d moved to Grove Landing, danger and tragedy had stalked this neighborhood.

As if my guilt had conjured him, Dave Willit drove up in his Lexus with Erin. He squealed tires into their garage, then ran toward me, fear cinching his tanned face. His daughter ran behind him, white-blonde hair flipping against her back.

“Erin!” Kelly hurried down our porch steps toward her friend. Erin swerved in her direction, and they met to hug in the street.

“Annie.” Dave gripped me by the shoulders. “Are you all right? What happened?”

I sought his green eyes, my own stinging with sudden tears. “I’m okay. I found a body behind my house. One of his .” The guilt squeezed my heart. Here I stood again before Dave, flinging vile news in his path.

The next half hour blurred with activity. More officials arriving, Dave taking over the care of a distraught Kelly as I prepared to lead investigators to the body. In the midst of the chaos, Stephen finally returned home from work. He gunned his car up the street, screeched to a halt in front of Dave’s house, and jumped out, panic jerking his movements. Thanks to our past experiences, he couldn’t help but assume the worst.

Quickly, I took Stephen aside to tell him what happened. He listened to me, jaw flexed, eyes narrowed against the lowering sun. Despite the upsetting news, I could have sworn his first reaction was one of relief. Had I really seen that? If so, he quickly chased it away, replaced with a look of concern. All the same, his spiked blond hair and wide-legged stance, the baggy jeans, the spread of his fingers against his hips, radiated the cocky attitude I’d come to know all too well.

Stephen made a face. “Why can’t that crazy guy stay on his own side of town? I’m tired of our house being a draw for maniacs.”

His thinly veiled accusation struck home. “I didn’t ask for this, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. But it’s another body you might have to draw, right? And now because you found it, you’ll be all the more involved.”

It.

“Stephen, there’s a person lying back there. Where’s your compassion? She can’t be older than twenty-five.”

His expression half softened. He glanced at the busy deputies and detectives, biting at the inside of his cheek. My indignation melted away, the familiar mother’s pain rising in its place. Oh, Stephen, if only . . . I understood my son’s ambivalence, even as I loathed its cause. Because of the choices he’d made, to him all law enforcement was the enemy. Even when we needed their protection.

“Stephen, I want you to stay in the house. Make sure the doors are locked, and turn on the alarm.”

“But—”

“I know, I know, all these people are around. Do it anyway. Kelly’s going to stay with Erin. She’s pretty shaken up.”

He sniffed and turned away. “Yeah, okay.”

Before I could stop myself, I touched him on the shoulder.

“What?”

I fixed on his eyes. “Do you know a Blake Smith?”

Something flickered across his face, then was gone. Stephen drew back. “No. Why?”

“He paid us a little visit today.”

A second’s hesitation. “What for?”

“He said—”

“Annie!” Chetterling’s call cut me short. “We’re ready now.”

“Okay, coming.” I looked back to Stephen.“We’ll have to talk about this later.”

“But what did he want?”

“Not now.”

“Mom!”

“Later, Stephen. Just . . . do what I tell you for once.”

With that, I turned on my heel and headed for the waiting men.



Chapter 4

Eight thirty.

I stood at a distance as Chetterling, Cisneros, and Matt Stanish examined the victim. When they gave me my cue, I would join them. I dreaded the thought of looking again at that ravaged face.

With careful steps, the three men sought evidence, first on the ground—any piece of forensic material that could have been left by the murderer. Cisneros photographed the area and the victim from a distance. Slowly, they’d progressed to the woman herself.

All around them, yellow crime-scene tape fluttered. Even amid the trees at evening, the air hung hot, oppressive. In the past hour, everything about these woods had changed. No longer did they seem beautiful, beckoning. Now they reeked with decay and death.

Even if the killer was caught, how could I ever walk back here again?

No. When the killer was caught. I couldn’t imagine this darkness hovering over us forever, like rain-blackened clouds that refused to break.

Chetterling and Cisneros stood back from the victim, pointing at various marks, taking notes and photographs. Stanish, as coroner’s investigator, had the authority to touch the body. All too soon, if they could not identify the woman, I’d be visiting the morgue to take my own pictures of her face. From the photographs I would determine how she appeared in life and draw a composite to circulate in the media. Somewhere out there a mother had lost a daughter, perhaps a man had lost the one he loved. Failing to identify a murder victim only added tragedy upon tragedy.

Stanish squatted near the woman’s tortured face. “I’ll bet this is our man’s sixth victim. Got to be another strychnine poisoning. Only this time we found her soon enough to see how violent the death is.”

Despite the warm air, I hugged my arms to my chest. I knew, as did the public, that all the killer’s victims had been young women and that they’d died from a lethal dose of strychnine. No visible predeath trauma could be found on them—no signs of sexual assault; no beating, stabbing; no strangulation marks.

But because of my work on the case, I knew more than the public.

While death by poison didn’t fit the normal profile of a serial killer, one other feature certainly did. The killer took something from every one of his victims, something expressing femininity. A piece of hand-beaded shirt was missing from the first victim. Locks of thick blonde hair from the second. From another, a gold bracelet. The last two “trophies” were more gruesome. The fourth victim, with long red nails, had the tip of her left index finger cut off. The fifth, with painted toenails, was missing the little toe on her right foot.

I glanced at Chetterling. He looked gray. For all his experience, and for being a huge bulk of a man, he’d proved more than once how much he cared for people. And he’d done more for me than I could ever repay.

He rubbed a hand across his brow. “She can’t have been dead long, Matt, not with this amount of rigidity.”

Stanish turned aside to cough. “Yeah. Twenty-four hours at the most, despite the smell. The heat’s accelerated that. Her muscles will start to relax soon.” He took a gulping breath. “But this is what I’ve been telling you about a strychnine death. I’d only heard about it before, never witnessed it. Pretty rare. See this opisthotonus? The arching of the neck and back? It’s caused by powerful muscle contractions. This poor woman convulsed so violently that she finally asphyxiated. And it takes awhile too. It’s an excruciating way to go.” He shook his head. “That death smile says it all.”

Oh, no, here it came. My overactive brain threw out film, displaying gruesome imaginings of the victim’s last moments. The convulsions . . . the agony of gasping for breath . . .

I squeezed my eyes shut and willed the scenes away.

“Man.” Cisneros tapped his camera. “It’s hard to imagine rigor mortis sets in quickly enough to freeze the body in that position.”

“Yeah. But it does, pretty much immediately.” Stanish pointed to the woman’s drawn-up leg. “The intense contractions deplete enzymes in the muscles, so the rigid phase of rigor sets in right away.”

Chetterling jotted in a notebook. “Anything missing?”

“Not that I can see yet. Unless there’s something on the underside.” Stanish tilted his head, peering at the woman. “Wait, though, let me just check . . .” He pulled a tangle of hair away from her face, then looked up at the two detectives, disgust etching his forehead. “Spoke too soon.” He pointed toward her ear, and they leaned in to look.

Stanish lifted the woman’s head to check the other ear. “Big earring.”

From where I stood, I couldn’t see what they did. But I could imagine.

The two detectives nodded, their expressions unchanged. Chetterling wrote in his notebook.

Stanish sat back on his haunches, while Cisneros took a picture of the exposed ear. Chetterling raised his eyebrows at Stanish, then tilted his head toward me. The coroner’s investigator nodded.

“Annie.” Chetterling beckoned.“You want to come on in?”

I’d just love to.

I took as deep a breath as I could stand in the foul air, then ducked under the crime-scene tape. Straightening, I approached the body.

When I’d entered the field of forensic art two years ago, I hadn’t thought about having to deal with the dead. Forensic art incorporates so many facets. I started my career by drawing composites of suspects. Then, in the Bill Bland case over a year ago, I drew an updated picture of the twenty-year fugitive to help find him. This year, for the first time, the Poison Killer case forced me into the morgue. I’d drawn three of the first five victims so they could be identified. Like Chetterling said, it hadn’t gotten any easier.

I came up beside Chetterling, who touched my arm briefly. The demeanor of all three men seemed to change in my presence. As if they became more solemn, more . . . aware of the devastation, as viewed through my eyes. Not that they were uncaring. But like all in their field, they’d seen so much death, so much tragedy, that they had to clamp down on their emotions out of sheer self-preservation.

My gaze lowered to the woman’s face—and stilled at the sight of her right ear. The bottom portion, where an earring would attach, had been sliced away.

“Okay.” My voice sounded shaky, and I hated that. I wanted to act like a professional, not a rattled female. I cleared my throat. “She’s lost some of the rigidity since I found her, but not much. It’s going to be easier for me if I wait until she’s fully relaxed. I’ll visit the morgue tomorrow to take most of the photos if you haven’t identified her.”

Stanish nodded. “But you wanted to see her now.”

“Yes, because of her hair. By the time I made it to the morgue in the other deaths, the bodies had already been washed, and the hairstyling was long gone. I remembered this woman’s hair had a lot of height on top, and I didn’t want to lose that.”

“All right, I’ll get that for you.” Cisneros shot a couple pictures. “Anything else?”

From the way the woman’s head was twisted, I couldn’t see her left ear. I looked to Matt Stanish.“You said she’s wearing a large earring? I’ll want a good picture of that. May be easier to wait until tomorrow, though, when it’s removed.”

Distinctive jewelry or clothing could help in identification. I’d drawn the fancy beaded blouse of the first victim, and numerous callers had recognized it.

I wanted to get out of there. The smell was enough to kink my stomach, and the sight of the victim’s face too much to bear any longer. I couldn’t suppress a shiver. “Okay, I’m done.” I turned away from the body, but I still felt her. The constricted muscles, the contorted face, threatened to set the movie in my brain running again. “Ralph—” the name squeezed from my throat—“just call me in the morning if I’m not needed. Otherwise I’ll come to the morgue.”

“Sure. So far, nobody’s been reported missing, so . . .”

“Yeah. I know.” I nodded a good-bye to Cisneros, and noticed him exchanging a glance with Chetterling. Something about that look made me uneasy.

“Uh, Annie, wait,” Chetterling said. “I’ll walk you out.”

He followed me under the yellow crime-scene tape and back to the trail. There we stopped, and I took the first good look into his eyes. I could see the fatigue. Everyone at the Sheriff’s Department had already been working overtime on the Poison Killer case, and now with a new victim, Ralph and his colleagues would likely get no sleep at all for the next few days.

“You okay?” He towered over me with his six-foot-three frame.

I pressed my lips, feeling suddenly vulnerable. Despite our close friendship, I did not want to get teary in front of him.

“I’m fine.”

He surveyed me. “You don’t look too fine.”

“Thanks.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Ralph—” I raised my hands, palms toward him—“I just . . . it’s been a long day.”

“I can imagine. Two scares in one afternoon.” Chetterling glanced toward his colleagues. “Look, I know it’s a bad time for you, but I need to let you know a feeling I’ve got.” He brought a hand to his jaw. “Where’s Jenna, by the way?”

He was stalling, which meant it was some piece of news he was reluctant to tell me.

“In the Bay Area. She’ll be back tomorrow. What is it, Ralph?”

He cleared his throat. “A couple things, unfortunately. First, you can imagine the media coverage we’re going to get on this. I’ll bet reporters have already come and gone—they’ve just got time to get this in the morning paper. But you know they’ll be back. No doubt they’d have run down this trail if our men didn’t stop them. And since you discovered the body . . . I know how much you hate publicity.”

Yes, I did. But I was becoming more adept at handling it. How could I not, after the national attention I’d received last year?

“Okay, thanks for the warning, but I’ll be fine. The second thing?”

Ralph sighed again. “It’s the question I’m afraid they’re going to ask. The same question I’ve been asking myself, Annie.” He hesitated. “Looks pretty clear this is another victim of our killer. But why was this body dumped here, fifty yards behind your property? All the other victims were left in woods way on the other side of Redding.”

His implication hit with the sting of BB pellets. In all the commotion, I’d had no time to consider this. “You’re saying you don’t think this was a coincidence?”

Ralph winced.“With your notoriety around Redding? The two times you’ ve helped nail a killer—multiple murderers, both of them? And now you’ve been drawing composites of this guy’s victims. So do I think this body, here, is a coincidence? Afraid not.”

I closed my eyes. God, not again. Why do I keep getting pulled into these things? I’m just a forensic artist. Why haven’t You protected me this time?

“Annie? I don’t want to upset you. But you need to take extra precautions. ’Cause my guess is this madman has purposely changed his tactics. I think he’s teasing us by leaving this body practically in your backyard. Jim thinks so too.”

Strange, how irritation rose within me. I wasn’t quite sure why. Was I upset at Chetterling for his warning—as if I didn’t know to be cautious? Or at God for letting all this happen in the first place?

Maybe both.

Quickly, then, the emotion faded, replaced by plain old weariness. My shoulders slumped. I ran a hand over my face, realizing for the first time that I’d never showered after my yard work. I must look a sight. “Okay, I hear you. I’ll be extra careful. Thanks for telling me.”

A deputy escorted me the short distance up the trail. Then I dragged myself to my house and errant son. My thoughts pinged back and forth, back and forth . . . from Blake Smith’s sneer to the horrific grimace on the latest victim’s face.

God, please help me. Please help us all.



Chapter 5

“Stephen, I need to ask you again if you know anybody named Blake. A big guy, with dreadlocks.”

We faced off in the kitchen. I hadn’t even taken the time to drink a glass of water. Too much had happened too fast, and I needed some answers.

“I told you I don’t know who you’re talking about.” Stephen curled one side of his mouth. “Why do you keep bothering me with this?”

“Well, excuse me for bothering you. But this ‘friend’ of yours walked right into the house and scared us to death. I found him standing over your sister, who was sleeping on the couch. I got my gun, Stephen; I could have killed the guy.”

His eyes rounded. “You pointed a gun at him?”

I surveyed my son. “Thought you said you didn’t know him.”

“I don’t!”

“Then why do you care so much that I got my gun? You more worried about some stranger than your own sister?”

He blinked. “No.”

“Really. Doesn’t look that way to me.”

“I don’t care how it looks to you.”

Anger stiffened my neck. Why on earth did I waste my time trying to get answers from this kid? He certainly wasn’t about to give them. I pointed a trembling finger toward the door that led to his basement bedroom. “Go, Stephen. Just go. I don’t want to talk to you right now. I don’t even want to see you.”

He threw me a look as if to say fine with me and stalked through the great room. The door to the basement stairs opened, then slammed.

The blaze of my wrath quickly burned itself out, leaving coals of renewed fear for my son. I put a hand over my face and stood in the middle of the kitchen, breathing, praying. Some day this all would pass.

If I lived that long.

The phone rang. I sighed, then moved to the counter to answer it. “Hello?”

“Hi, Mom, can I spend the night with Erin?”

I looked through the window and across the street to the Willits’ house. “Sure, Kelly, that’s fine.” Can I come too? “Just borrow a pair of Erin’s pajamas, okay? I don’t want you running across the street in the dark.”

Before Kelly hung up, Dave wanted to talk to me.

“Annie, do you and Stephen want to stay here? You know we’ve got a bedroom for each of you.”

Had he read my mind? I gazed at Dave’s house. The front lights were on, illuminating his porch and lawn, and some of the multicolored flowers lining his walk. “No, really, we’re okay. You couldn’t lure Stephen out of his own room if a bomb hit the house. And I don’t want to leave him, so . . .”

“All right. Well. You know I’m here.”

“Yeah. Thanks, Dave.”

I clicked off the phone and carried it with me into the great room, where I sank onto a couch. A dull ache now pounded my head. Closing my eyes, I rubbed my temples. Stephen’s ever-present rap music beat up from his bedroom. The massive log home Jenna and I had inherited from our father sat on a sloping lot, with two stories visible from the front, and Stephen’s bedroom and a large rec area visible as a third level from the rear. A sliding glass door off the rec room led to our backyard deck. I would have to make sure Stephen kept that door locked, with the sawed-off broom handle wedged behind it.

And now, more than ever, Kelly and Erin would need to lock the front door as they went back and forth between houses. Either Dave, Jenna, or I would have to watch them cross the street. I didn’t want them so much as stepping out on the porch alone right now.

The phone rang again, and I jumped, then glanced at the grandfather clock. Past nine thirty. It was probably Jenna, checking in for the night. I winced. She’d demand my head on a platter when she heard all that had happened—and I hadn’t called to tell her. Jenna was seven years younger than I, but I’d swear she was the bossiest mother anyone could have.

I let the phone ring three times before answering it.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Sister, and what’s wrong.”

It was more of a statement than a question. How did Jenna do that—read my emotions from a single word? I pressed my knuckles against my chin, tired already at the prospect of having to relate the day’s events. “Um, it’s my forty-second birthday tomorrow?”

“True, but I haven’t known you to mourn too much over that. You handled forty-one just fine. Want to try again?”

“Okay, Jenna. It’s not been a very good day.Where would you like me to start?”

“At the beginning.”

Stupid question. I took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay. The beginning is, today some huge, creepy-looking guy with dreadlocks and biceps out to here walked into the house and stood over Kelly, who was sleeping in the great room, and about that time I heard him, and believe it or not, instinct took over after all of my trips to the shooting range with Chetterling, and I jerked out my gun and pointed it at the guy and demanded that he leave. Which he did. After threatening Stephen. Sort of.”

Silence.

“And by the way, Stephen won’t tell me who he is.”

I could hear Jenna breathing. Could almost hear her sorting through reactions, a parent seeking logic from a nonsensical child.“Okay.Annie. I am now sitting down. Maybe you’d better start over.A little more slowly this time.”

She wanted details, she got them. Everything. How condescendingly cool the guy had been, how threatening. How he’d terrified Kelly and me both. My questions. His demands. The way he’d turned his back on my pointed gun. Truth was, I felt nothing but relief in sharing the burden with my sister. I didn’t know what I’d do without her. Then, after all the sordid details, I made sure to inform her how well I’d handled the gun.

“So, Jenna. You proud of me?”

“Oh . . . yeah, Annie. Real proud.”

“You don’t sound it.”

“Well, give me a minute, okay? It’s like we just stepped into some scary movie. Right now I can’t help focusing on the ‘creepy-looking guy with dreadlocks’ part.” She fell silent.

“So you think Stephen’s lying?”

“No question. It was all over his face.”

“But if this guy and Stephen know each other, wouldn’t the guy know Stephen would be at work at that time?”

A rational thought. I’d hardly had the time to ponder such questions. “Maybe he doesn’t know where Stephen works. It is a new job.”

She exhaled. “When did this happen?”

Oh, boy, here it came. “I don’t know. Around four.”

“Four? And you’re just telling me now?”

“Jenna, you have a life too. What do you think I am, some kid who comes running to you every minute? Besides, I had things to do.”

“Annie, we’re each others’ main support, remember? Who was the first person I called when I lost my job? You. ”

“I know, but—”

“What possibly could have kept you from calling me?

Four o’clock was almost six hours ago!”

I pressed my fingers against my forehead, suddenly very weary. “Not much, really. Other than I had to lead Chetter-ling and his men to a horribly gruesome dead body I discovered in the woods off our backyard. Latest victim of our friendly local serial killer. Who, by the way, according to Ralph’s theory, purposely placed the body where I might find it. Some kind of new chess game he’s playing. Guess I’m the chosen pawn.”

That did it. My sister practically came unglued. If she could have reached through the phone, hauled me into some insurmountable castle, and pulled up the drawbridge, she’d have done it. By the time I’d told her the entire story, all of my blithe pretense lay in tatters at my feet. In fact, I was fighting tears.

“Annie, Annie, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe all this.” Jenna exhaled loudly. “This is just—Okay. I’m flying home tonight.

Right now.”

Jenna stayed in her Redwood Shores town house when consulting for her Bay Area clients. In her Cessna Turbo 210, she could fly to Grove Landing in under an hour.

“What about your software project?”

“It’ll . . . I don’t know. I’ll figure it out. But I’m not leaving you in that house alone.”

“I’m not alone; Stephen’s here.”

“Oh, that’s a relief.”

Dear Jenna. I almost managed a smile.“Okay.Thank you, Sis. I’m really glad you’re coming.”

“Yeah. Well, just think, I’ll be there for your birthday after all.”

“Mm. For the best of reasons.”

Her absence wouldn’t have bothered me. Jenna and I didn’t tend to make a big deal of our birthdays. However, Dave and Erin had planned to take me and Kelly out to dinner. Stephen was invited too, of course, but he had to work that day until after seven. Besides, he wasn’t interested.

Which is why Jenna couldn’t go to dinner with us. She had to stay home and “babysit” Stephen when he returned from work.

“Annie. Hey, Annie, you still there?”

I rested my head against my forearm. “Sorry, my mind was wandering.”

“I was just saying I’ll leave as soon as possible. Hang tight.”

“Okay.” I checked the clock. Nine fifty. If she left for the San Carlos airport within fifteen minutes, she could be touching down on the Grove Landing private runway before eleven thirty. Not long after that I’d hear her chutting up the extra-wide streets of our sky park. “I’ll wait up for you, open the hangar door.”

“Well, I should think so. It’s the least you can do, considering I’m dropping everything to come back.”

“You’re not dropping everything and you know it. You’ll bring your work with you.”

She huffed. “You’re an ingrate, you know that?”

“Jenna. Just get home.”

The tease fell from her voice. “I’m on my way.”
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