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IN SEARCH OF A KILLER

“I thought I explained all this,” Olivia said. “I’ve been in to the police department before. No one took me seriously. Just like you.”

“Try me,” Bentz suggested. “Just tell me what you saw.”

‘Well … where to begin? I’d have these nightmares, more fragmented than this last one, but intense. It wasn’t a vision of someone being violently murdered like last night … but rather short images, every other day or so, of a victim being left to starve to death. She … she was trapped somewhere like a crypt of some kind and she was screaming and crying. And I felt him. His presence.”

“The killer?”

“Yes. Whoever abducted her and left her to die would come and visit her, shine a flashlight into her terrified eyes, then leave. So I only got glimpses of where she was being held, only quick images of the surroundings. Anything else?” she asked.

“Yeah, a couple of things. I’ll want a list of everyone you know. Family, friends, anyone you work with or see at school.”

“You think my friends are involved.”

“That’s the problem. I don’t know who is, but if I take what you’re telling me at face value, then somehow you’re connected with the killer … right? There’s something between the two of you … I mean, I assume that’s the way it works.”

She nodded. “Sometimes …” She let her voice fade away and didn’t go on.

“Sometimes what?”

“It sounds so crazy, but sometimes I get this feeling … it’s like crystals of ice over the back of my neck, and I feel that he’s close … closer than I ever imagined …”
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Prologue

He saw her.

Half-running, head bent, fingers clutched at the hood of her coat, she hurried through the darkness to the small church.

From his hiding spot beneath the magnolia tree, The Chosen One waited. His blood began to sing through his veins as he crouched in the darkness, every muscle tense, nerves strung tight as piano wire.

How easy it would be to catch her. In three swift strides he could be upon her and drag her away. While her father waited inside. That particular thought appealed to him, was warm seduction.

But it wasn’t her time, he reminded himself. There were others.

She paused beneath the overhang near the front doors, tossing off her hood and shaking her hair free. Long and wavy, the strands gleamed a tempting red brown in the lamplight. The Chosen One swallowed and felt the first stirring between his legs.

He wanted her.

So badly he ached.

Just looking at her, his senses were heightened. He heard his heart beating, felt his blood pulse through his veins, smelled the heavy odor of the Mississippi River winding dark and slow through the town where traffic whined on slick streets and sin was waged at every corner.

As she disappeared through the doors, he edged deeper into the dense foliage of the grounds to his hiding spot near the flawed stained-glass window. A tiny panel of glass had been removed and replaced by a small clear pane, giving a perfect view into the nave. Crouching, The Chosen One peered through this portal and he watched as she walked down the aisle, genuflected, then slid into the pew to take her seat next to her father. The bastard cop.

They exchanged a few words before she planted herself next to him.

Once seated, she fidgeted in the pew. Looked bored. As if she’d rather be anywhere than at evening mass with her father. She flipped her long hair this way and that, glanced at the others as they entered, slumped onto her lower back to bite at one fingernail as dozens of candles burned.

The Chosen One let his gaze move to the cop.

The enemy.

He was a solid man, over six feet. His jaw was square, his eyes deep-set and world-weary, showing his forty-plus years. Rick Bentz was a detective whose tarnished reputation had been polished to a recent sheen, his past sins forgotten if not forgiven. In his black suit and starched shirt, he appeared more uncomfortable than his daughter, definitely out of place in the house of God.

As well he should be.

Tugging on his tie, Bentz leaned closer to the girl and whispered into her ear. Immediately she stopped biting at her nails and straightened in the pew. She folded her arms over her abdomen defiantly and inadvertently raised her breasts, making them plump a bit at the neckline of her dress. White supple flesh against turquoise silk.

The Chosen One imagined what was hidden beneath that smooth fabric … rosebud nipples, virgin skin, and lower, a dark nest of curls the same reddish brown as that luxurious tangle of copper that tumbled to her shoulders.

He thought of her as the princess.

Her father’s pride and joy.

Athlete, scholar, and … a little naughty. Rebellious. It was there, in her eyes. He’d seen it before. Heard it in her deep, sexy laughter.

She glanced toward the window with her wide green eyes. The Chosen One froze in his hiding spot.

Her mouth pulled into a tiny, defiant pout.

His cock responded. Just a little twinge.

He imagined what those lips might do with the right sort of prodding … Closed his eyes, felt the cool caress of the rain running down his neck as his fingers strayed to his crotch.

His erection stiffened to full mast. Hard. Throbbing. Anticipating.

Soon, Princess, he thought. Soon. But I must take care of the others first. Then it will be your turn.

Be patient.

Beep! Beep! Beep!

His eyes flew open at the sound of his watch’s timer. He clicked off the alarm and bit back a swear word. That was careless. Unlike him. Angry with himself, The Chosen One took one last glimpse of the church’s interior and found the princess still staring at the window. As if she knew he was there.

Quickly he ducked from beneath the tree and jogged through the curtain of rain. He’d stayed much too long. Furious with himself, he picked up his pace, long legs sprinting easily across the wet lawn to the corner, where he turned down a narrow alley, ran three blocks, then doubled back to a parking space in front of an abandoned, boarded-over building that had once been a garage.

He was sweating, not from exertion but anxiety as he climbed into the older car with its tinted windows. He stripped off his running clothes and gloves, then folded them neatly into a leather duffel.

Soon it would be time.

Soon Rick Bentz would feel the pain of losing that which he held most dear.

But first Bentz needed to know what was at risk; he had to feel real fear—a dark, gnawing dread that would eat at him when he realized that everything he did, everywhere he turned, every place he’d once held sacred, would no longer be safe.

A smile crept across The Chosen One’s jaw as he withdrew a towel from his bag. Quickly he swiped the rough terry cloth over his face and neck. Then he took the time to check the rearview mirror. Blue eyes stared back at him. Hungry eyes. “Bedroom eyes,” he’d been told by more than one woman who was foolish enough to think he could be seduced.

But … beneath his gaze he caught the merest glimmer of a shadow, something wrong, out of sync in the reflection. As if someone were watching him. He snapped his head around, stared through the foggy rear window to see if the mirror’s reflection had caught someone peering into the car. He squinted through the raindrops and fog of condensation.

Nothing moved outside.

There was no one around on this deserted street. And yet he felt … a connection somewhere. This wasn’t the first time; he’d sensed a presence on several occasions. Each time the feeling became a little more certain, a tad more intense. Sweat rolled down his temples. His heart hammered wildly.

Paranoia … that’s what it is. Stay cool. Keep focused.

There was no one in this desolate part of town, no one who could possibly see through the smoky glass windows of the sedan on this gloomy night.

He had to calm down. Be patient. Everything was coming together.

Rick Bentz’s worst nightmare had already begun. He just didn’t know it yet.





Chapter One

“You need a woman,” Reuben Montoya observed as he pulled the police cruiser into the lot of Bentz’s apartment.

“Good. Maybe I could borrow one of yours.” Bentz reached for the handle of the door. What he didn’t need was any advice from a young cop with more balls than brains as evidenced by the earring winking in Montoya’s ear and the neatly trimmed goatee covering his chin. The younger detective was smart as hell, but still a little wet behind the ears. And he didn’t know when to keep his nose in his own business.

“Hey, I’m a one-woman man these days,” Montoya insisted and Bentz snorted.

“Right.”

“I mean it.” Montoya slammed the cruiser’s gearshift lever into park, then reached into his jacket pocket for a pack of cigarettes.

“If you say so.”

“I could set you up.” Montoya was a young cop, not quite thirty, with smooth bronze skin, a killer smile, and enough ambition to propel him out of his poor Hispanic roots and through college on an athletic scholarship. Not only had he kicked the living hell out of a soccer ball, but he’d made the dean’s list every semester and then, upon graduation, with his future as bright as the damned sun, he decided to become a cop.

Go figure.

Montoya shook out a filter tip, lit up, and blew a cloud of smoke. “I know this nice older lady, a friend of my mother’s—”

“Can it.” Bentz shot him a look meant to shut him up. “Forget it. I’m okay.”

Montoya didn’t back off. “You’re definitely not okay. You live alone, never go out, and work your tail off for a department that doesn’t appreciate you. That’s your life.”

“I’ll bring it up when I’m up for my next raise,” he said and climbed out of the passenger seat. It was a cool night; the wind rolling off the river had a winter edge to it.

“All I’m sayin’ is that you need a life, man. Your kid’s gone off to school and you should have some fun.”

“I have plenty.”

“My ass.”

“ ‘Night, Montoya.” He slammed the door of the Crown Vic shut, then made his way into the building. A woman. Yeah, that would solve his problems. He grabbed the evening paper and his mail on the ground level, then climbed up the stairs to his second-floor unit. What did Montoya know?

Shit. That’s what the kid knew: shit.

Bentz had learned long ago that women only added to his problems; and he’d learned from the master.

Jennifer.

Beautiful.

Intelligent.

Sexy as hell.

His wife.

The one woman he’d given his heart to; the only woman he’d allowed to break it and break it she had. On more than one occasion. With the same damned man. He unlocked the door and snapped on the lights.

Hurt me once, shame on you.

Hurt me twice, shame on me.

Tossing his keys onto the desk, he shed his jacket and yanked off his tie. God, he could use a beer and a smoke. But not a woman. Trouble was, he’d sworn off all three. No messages on the answering machine. Montoya was right. His social life was nil. He worked out by pounding the hell out of a boxing bag that hung in the second bedroom, didn’t even belong to a bowling league or golf club. He’d given up sailing and hunting years ago, along with high-stakes poker and Jim Beam.

Rolling up his sleeves, he walked to the refrigerator and stared at the dismal contents. Even the freezer, where he usually kept a couple of those frozen man-sized microwave meals, was empty. He grabbed a can of nonalcoholic beer and popped the top, then clicked on the TV. A sportscaster started rattling off the day’s scores while highlights flashed in rapid-fire images across the screen.

He settled into his recliner and told himself that Montoya was way off base. He didn’t need a social life. He had his work and he still had Kristi, even if she was off at school in Baton Rouge. He glanced at the telephone and thought about calling her, but he’d phoned last Sunday and had sensed she was irritated; hated him intruding on her newfound freedom at college, acted as if he was checking up on her.

He turned his attention back to the tube, where highlights of Monday night’s Saints game was being replayed. He’d grab a sandwich at the local po’boy shop two blocks over then open up his briefcase and catch up on some paperwork. He had a couple of reports to write and he wanted to pull his notes together; then there were a few open cases that were going stale; he’d need to look them over again, see if there was anything he missed the first, second, third, and fourth times through.

He had plenty to do.

Montoya was wrong. Bentz didn’t need a woman. He was pretty sure no one did.

Olivia didn’t like the lawyer. Never had. Never would. She couldn’t imagine how her grandmother could have trusted anyone so obviously crooked. Ramsey John Dodd, who liked to be called RJ, was as oily as Grannie Gin’s fried chicken and twice as plump. “… so the estate’s all wrapped up, the taxes and fees paid, all the heirs having gotten their disbursements. If you want to sell the house, now’s the time.” From the other side of his oversized desk in this hole-in-the-wall he called an office, Ramsey John tented his pudgy hands together and patted his fingertips. Behind him, trapped between the blinds and the only window in the airless office, a fly that should have died days ago buzzed in frustration, banging against the glass.

“I’m still not sure about moving.”

“Well, when and if you decide, I could put you in touch with a good real estate man.”

I’ll just bet you could.

“Wally’s a real go-getter.”

“I’ll let you know,” she said, standing abruptly to end the conversation and help disguise the fact that she was lying through her teeth. She wouldn’t give any associate of RJ Dodd the time of day much less any business.

He shrugged the shoulders of his too-tight suit as if it were no matter, but Olivia sensed his disappointment. No doubt he would have gotten a kickback for any referral that panned out.

“Thanks for all your help.”

“My pleasure.”

She shook his sweaty palm and dropped it.

Her grandmother could usually smell a con man six miles away. How in the world had she ended up with this snake? Because his services come cheap, was the obvious answer. Aside from that, RJ was a nephew of one of Grannie’s friends.

“Just one thing that troubles me,” RJ said as he forced himself from his squeaky chair.

“What’s that?”

“How come you ended up with the house and contents, and your mama, she only got the insurance money?”

“You’re the lawyer. You tell me.”

“Virginia would never say.”

Olivia offered him a weak smile. He was fishing and she didn’t understand why. “I guess Grannie just liked me better.”

His fleshy jaw tightened. “That could be, I suppose. I didn’t know her very well, just enough to figure out that she was an odd woman, you know. Some people around these parts claim she was a voodoo priestess. That she read fortunes in tarot cards and tea leaves and the like, you know. ESP.”

“Well, you can’t always believe what you hear, can you?” she said, trying to change the subject. It touched a little too close to home.

“They say you inherited it.”

“Is that what you want to know, Mr. Dodd? If I’m psychic?”

“It’s RJ,” he reminded her, grinning and showing off the hint of a gold molar. “No reason to get your back up. I was just makin’ conversation.”

“Why don’t you ask my mother about all this?”

“Bernadette claims she didn’t inherit the gift if that’s what you want to call it, but that you did.”

“Oh, I see … it skips a generation. Of course.” Olivia smiled at him as if to say only an idiot would believe such prattle. There was no reason to confirm or deny the rumors. She knew only too well how true they were. It just wasn’t any of Ramsey Dodd’s business. She hoped it would never be.

“Listen,” he suggested, stepping more agilely around the desk than a man his size should have been capable of. “A word of advice. Free.” He seemed to drop his usual pomposity. “I know your grannie thought a lot of you. I also know that she was … an unusual woman, that because of her visions, she was considered odd. Some people trusted her with their lives. My aunt was one of ‘em. But others, they thought she was into the dark arts or crazy or both. It didn’t make her life any easier, so if I was you, I’d keep my mouth closed about any of that vision shit.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Do that … It would have behooved your grandmother.”

“Is there anything else?” she asked.

“Nope. That’s it. You take care.”

“I will. Thanks again for all your help.” She stuffed the manila folder he’d given her into her backpack.

“It’s been a pleasure workin’ with you. Now, if you change your mind about Sellin’ the place, just give me a jingle and I’ll have Wally call ya …”

She didn’t wait for him to escort her to the door, but showed herself out through the paneled reception area where a single secretary was poised at a desk situated on a shabby carpet that stretched between three offices, two of which looked vacant as the name plates upon the doors had been unscrewed, leaving telltale holes in the thin veneer. Grannie sure could pick ‘em.

Outside, she crossed a parking lot where the potholes had been patched and climbed into her truck. So RJ knew about her trips to the police department. Great. It was probably all over town, would probably get back to her boss at the Third Eye and even to the University, where she was taking graduate classes.

Wonderful. She rammed the old Ford Ranger into gear and roared out of the lot. She didn’t want to think about the visions she’d had, the glimmers of evil that she sometimes felt rather than saw. Disjointed, kaleidoscopic shards of horrid events that cut through her brain, made her skin rise in goose bumps, and troubled her so much that she’d actually visited the local police.

Where she was considered a nutcase and had been practically laughed out of the building.

Heat climbed her neck at the thought. She flipped on the radio and took a corner a little too fast. The Ranger’s tires screeched in protest.

Sometimes being Virginia Dubois’s granddaughter was more pain than it was worth.

“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,” the naked woman whispered, unable to speak loudly, unable to scream because of the tight collar at her neck. On her knees, chained to the pedestal sink, she obviously didn’t begin to recognize the magnitude of her sins or the reason that she was being punished, that he was actually saving her.

“Tell me,” The Chosen One whispered. “What sins?”

“For … for …” Her terrified eyes bulged and blinked as she tried to think, but she wasn’t penitent. Just scared. Saying what she hoped would convince him to set her free. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “For all my sins,” she said desperately, trying to please him, not knowing it was impossible; that her destiny was preordained.

She was quivering with fear and shivering in the cold, but that would soon change. A bit of smoke was already beginning to waft into the tiny bathroom through the vents. Flames would soon follow. There wasn’t much time. “Please,” she rasped. “Let me go, for the love of God!”

“What would you know about God’s love?” he demanded, then, tamping down his anger, he placed a gloved hand upon her head, as if to calm her, and from somewhere outside, through the cracked window he heard a car backfire on the wintry streets. He had to finish this. Now. Before the fire attracted attention. “You’re a sinner, Cecilia, and as such you will have to pay for your sins.”

“You’ve got the wrong woman! I’m not … her … I’m not Cecilia. Please. Let me go. I won’t say a word, I promise, no one will ever know this happened, I swear.” She clutched at the hem of his alb. Desperate. And dirty. She was a whore. Like the others. He turned his attention to the radio sitting on the windowsill and swiftly turned the knob. The sound of familiar music wafted through the speakers, fading to the sound of a woman’s sultry voice.

“This is Dr. Sam, with one last thought on this date when John F. Kennedy, one of our finest presidents, was killed … Take care of yourself, New Orleans. Good night and God bless. No matter what your troubles are today, there’s always tomorrow … Sweet dreams …”

He turned the dial, switching stations, and heard the static and chirps of announcers’ voices until he found what he wanted: pipe organ music. Full. As if echoing in a cathedral.

Now it could be done.

As the whore watched, he withdrew his sword from behind the shower curtain.

“Oh, God. No!” She was frantic now, pulling at the chain as the collar tightened even further.

“It’s too late.” His voice was measured and calm, but inside he was shaking, trembling, not with fear but anticipation. Adrenalin, his favorite drug, sang through his veins. From the corner of his eye he noticed flames beginning to lick through the screen of the vent. The time had come.

“No, please, don’t … oh, God …” She was clawing at her tether now, vainly trying to hide behind the pedestal as the collar tightened, her wrists and ankles bleeding and raw from her bonds. “You’ve got the wrong woman!”

His pulse throbbed, pounded in his brain. For a second he felt a tingle against the back of his neck, like the breath of Satan. He glanced at the mirror, searching the shimmering surface, looking beneath the reflection of his own image, his face hidden in a tight black mask, but feeling as if someone were watching through the glass. Witnessing his act.

But that was impossible.

Sweat slid into his eyes as he lifted his sword so high his arm ached. Smoke burned in his lungs. Blood lust ran through his veins as he grabbed a fistful of hair in his free hand. He stared down at her perfect neck surrounded by the choke collar. He was hard between his legs, his erection nearly painful. Oh, how he would love to thrust into her body, to taste of her before absolving her of her sins. But that was not his mission. Denying himself of such wicked pleasure was his own act of martyrdom.

“For your sins, Cecilia,” he said, biting out the words as ripples of pleasure passed through him, “and in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, I commit your soul to God.”





Chapter Two

“No!”

Olivia’s eyes flew open.

Her own scream echoed through her small bedroom. The dog gave up a sharp “Woof!”

“Oh, God, no.” Her heart was a drum, her body drenched in sweat, the vivid dream lingering as clearly as if she’d just witnessed a murder. Again. Oh, God, it was happening again.

The vision was so damned real. Her nostrils still stung from the smell of smoke, her ears rang with that eerie pipe organ music, her mouth was dry as cotton, her throat raw from her scream. A blinding headache started at the base of her skull and moved upward.

She glanced at the clock. Three-fifteen. Her hands shook as she pushed the hair from her face.

At the foot of the old bed, her grandmother’s mutt lifted his head and was staring at her. Yawning, he emitted another warning bark.

“Come here, you,” she said, patting the pillow as Hairy S stretched. He was all scraggly bits of fur, mottled gray and brown with splotches of white, heavy eyebrows that hinted of some schnauzer hidden back in his bloodlines. He whined, then belly-swamped up to the pillows next to her. Absently, she pulled him close, needing something to cling to. She ruffled his coarse coat and wished she could tell him it would be all right. But it wouldn’t. She knew better. She buried her face in his fur and tried to calm down. Maybe it was a mistake … maybe it was just a dream … maybe … no way. She knew what the images meant.

“Crap.”

She scooted up to a sitting position. Calm down. But she was still shaking, the headache beginning to pound. Hairy S wriggled out of her arms.

“Damn you, Grannie Gin,” she muttered as the sounds of the night floated in through the open window, the rustle of the wind moving through the trees underscored by the hum of traffic, eighteen-wheelers on the distant freeway.

Dropping her head into her hands, she massaged her temples. Why me? Why? The visions had started at a young age, before she could really remember, but they had been less defined then, and rare. In the off-and-on-again times when her mother had lived with them, the times between husbands.

Bernadette had never wanted to believe that her daughter had inherited her grandmother’s psychic gift.

“Coincidence,” Bernadette had told her child often enough, or, “You’re making this up. It’s just a cheap attempt to get attention! Now, knock it off, Livvie, and quit listening to Grandma. She’s touched in the head, you know, and if you aren’t careful … You hear me?” she’d said sharply, shaking her daughter as if to drive out the monsters in her brain. “If you aren’t careful, you’ll be touched too, not by some ridiculous gift of sight as Grannie claims, but by the devil. Satan never sleeps. Do you hear me? Never.”

Once Bernadette had pointed a long red-tipped nail at the end of her eldest daughter’s nose. They had been in the kitchen of this very house where the smells of bacon grease, wood smoke, and cheap perfume had adhered to pine cabinets yellowed with age. A fan had sat near the ancient toaster, rotating on the corner of the countertop and blowing hot air around the tiny, sparse room.

As Olivia recalled, Bernadette had just gotten off the day shift down at Charlene’s restaurant at the truck stop near the Interstate. She was standing on the cracked linoleum floor in bare feet, a white blouse, and the ever-present black skirt of a waitress. One strap of her bra was visible and a tiny gold cross hung from a chain around her neck and lay nestled in that deep cleft between her breasts. “Listen, child,” she’d said seriously, her expression intense. “I’m not kidding. All this mumbo jumbo and hints about voodoo are just bullshit, you hear me? Bullshit. Your grandma has delusions of being some damned voodoo priestess or some such nonsense, but she’s not. Just because way back when there was some octoroon blood mixed in with the rest, doesn’t make her a … a … damned fortune teller, now, does it? She’s not a psychic and neither are you. Okay?”

Bernadette had straightened, adjusted her short black skirt, and sighed. “ ‘Course it doesn’t,” she’d added, more, it seemed, to convince herself than Olivia. “Now, go outside, will ya, ride your bike or skateboard or whatever.” She picked up an open pack of Virginia Slims on the counter, shook out a cigarette, and lit it quickly. With smoke seeping out of her nostrils, she stood on her tiptoes and reached into an upper cabinet, where she pulled out a fifth of whiskey.

“Mama’s got herself a whopper of a headache,” she’d explained as she found a short glass, cracked ice cubes from a plastic tray, and poured herself a healthy drink, which she’d explained was her reward for a hard day’s labor while enduring the leers, winks, and occasional pinches at the truck stop. Only after taking a sip and leaning her hips against the counter did she look at her daughter again. “You’re an odd one, Livvie,” she’d said with a sigh. “I love ya to death, you know I do, but you’re different.” With the cigarette planted firmly between her lips, she’d reached forward and grabbed Olivia’s chin, moving her head left, then right. Narrowed eyes studied Olivia’s profile through the smoke.

“You’re pretty enough,” Bernadette finally allowed, straightening and flicking ashes into the sink, “and if you use your head and don’t go spouting off all this crazy talk, you’ll land yourself a good man, maybe even a rich man. So don’t go scarin’ ‘em off with all this weird talk, y’hear me? No decent man’ll have you if ya do.” She’d rolled the drink in her hands and watched the ice cubes clink together. “Believe me, I know.” A sad smile had curved her lips, which showed only a hint of lipstick applied much earlier in the day. “Someday, honey, you’re gonna git yerself outta this dump”—she fluttered her fingers to take in all of Grannie Gin’s cabin—“and into a fancy house, just like Scarlett Damned O’Hara.” She managed a wider grin, showing off straight, impossibly white teeth. “And when you do, you’re gonna take care of your mama, y’hear?”

Now, thinking back, Olivia sighed. Oh, Mama, if you only knew. Olivia would have done anything to make the demons in her mind be still. But lately, those dreams she’d repressed had come back with a vengeance.

Ever since she’d returned to Louisiana.

She had to do something about the visions. She had to do something about tonight.

The woman’s dead, Olivia. There’s nothing you can do for her and no one’s going to believe you. You know that. You’ve tried to contact the authorities before. You’ve tried to convince your family, your friends, even your damned fiancé. No one believed you then. No one will now.

Besides, it was a dream. That’s all. Just a dream.

Slowly she edged off the bed, dragging her grandmother’s quilt with her, then unlocked the French doors to the verandah. The dog trotted after her as Olivia stepped into the cool winter of early morning, the floorboards smooth beneath her bare feet. The bayou was quiet, mist rising slowly, huge cypress trees guarding the sluggish waters that lapped near the back of the house. She leaned a hand against the rail, worn smooth by the touch of human hands over the past hundred years. Some creature of the darkness scuttled through the brush, rustling dry leaves and snapping thin branches on its way into the swamp. Goose bumps sprouted on Olivia’s arms. As she gazed across the still, dark waters, she tried to shake the dream from her mind, but it remained steadfast, clinging with razor-sharp talons, digging deep into her brain, refusing to be dismissed.

It was more than a nightmare.

Olivia knew it with horrid certainty.

It wasn’t the first time she’d “witnessed” someone’s death. They had come and gone over the years, but whenever she was here, in this part of bayou country, the visions had preyed upon her. It was one of the reasons she’d stayed away so long.

Yet, here she was. Once again in Louisiana. And the nightmares had already begun, back with a blinding, soulscraping fury that scared her to death. “It’s your fault,” she muttered as if Grannie Gin, bless her voodoo-lovin’ soul, could hear her.

Olivia’s fingers gripped the railing. As clearly as if she’d been in that minuscule bathroom, Olivia saw the murder again. Smoke rose as the masked priest lifted his sword and swung downward, not once, but three times….

Olivia squeezed her eyes shut, but the vision wouldn’t go away. A priest. A man of God!

She had to do something.

Now.

Somewhere tonight a woman had been murdered. Violently.

By rote Olivia sketched a quick sign of the cross over her chest. She rubbed her arms and pulled the quilt more snugly around her as a soft November breeze sighed through the trees overhead and the dank smell of the swamp filled her nostrils. She couldn’t pretend this hadn’t happened even though no matter what, no one would believe her.

Turning quickly, she hurried inside, Grannie’s quilt billowing after her. Hairy S was right on her heels, toenails clicking across the hardwood floor as she made her way to the desk. Flipping on a small lamp, she scrounged through the dusty cubbyholes, discarding pens, note cards, thimbles and rubber bands until she found the scrap of paper she’d been looking for, a tattered piece of newspaper. It was an article that had been in the Times-Picayune after the latest rash of murders in the Crescent City had occurred. According to the report, a detective by the name of Rick Bentz had been instrumental in solving the bizarre killings. He’d been the man who had discovered the link in the crimes and how they were related to Dr. Sam, Samantha Leeds, host of the talk-radio program Midnight Confessions.

The same radio show Olivia had heard tonight in the vision.

She shuddered as she scanned the article she’d torn from the paper months ago.

Bentz and his partner Ruben Montoya, were given credit for breaking the “Rosary Killer” case where several prostitutes had been killed by “Father John,” a man who had stalked the city of New Orleans a few months back. Father John. The killer who was obsessed with Dr. Sam and her radio show, a sadist who would demand his victims don red wigs so that they would look like Dr. Sam, a murderer who scripted the dialogue for his victims, insisting they repent for their crimes … just as she’d seen the priest in her vision demand his victim’s pleas for mercy and forgiveness.

Her blood turned to ice.

First a man calling himself Father John and now a priest.

She had to talk to Detective Bentz. ASAP. No one else at the police station had even listened to her—just written her off as a lunatic. But then, she was used to the ridicule. Maybe Rick Bentz would be different. Maybe he’d listen to her.

He had to.

She dropped the blanket and reached for her jeans and a sweatshirt she’d tossed over the bedpost and grabbed a bottle of ibuprofen from the night table. She downed four tablets dry and hoped they’d take the edge off her headache. She had to think clearly, to explain …

Slinging the strap of her purse over her shoulder, she slid into a pair of moccasins and flew down the stairs. Hairy S scrambled after her. But as she dashed past the bookcase in the alcove near the front door, she felt a draft—a whisper across her skin, something evil.

She stopped short. Glanced out the window. The dog growled, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. Again, through the open window, she heard the rustle of dry leaves, a gust of wind through brittle branches. Was it her imagination or was someone outside … lurking in the darkness?

Fear pulsed through her blood. She moved close to the window, peered through the mist and darkness, but saw no one. The night was suddenly still, the rush of wind having died.

She slammed the window shut, locked it, and snapped the blinds closed. This was no time to get spooked. But at the bookcase she felt it again, that icy sensation.

You’re overreacting. Stop it, Livvie!

Her breath was shallow, the hairs lifting on the back of her arms, as if there were someone in the room with her. She caught her reflection in the mirror mounted next to the bookcase and shivered. Her hair was wild and uncombed, her face pale beneath a few freckles, her lips bloodless. She looked as scared as she was.

But she had to go…. She dug into her purse and grabbed her key ring, held the longest and sharpest key in her fingers as if it were some kind of weapon, then headed for the front door. Hairy S followed after her, his tail between his legs.

“You have to stay here,” she insisted, but as she opened the door, the scrappy little mutt streaked through, tearing through the fallen leaves to her beat-up truck. Olivia locked the door behind her, checked over her shoulder, and jogged to the driveway, where the dog was whining and jumping against the cab of her pickup. “Fine, get in.” She opened the driver’s side and Hairy S hurtled inside. He took his favorite spot on the passenger’s side of the bench seat, propping his tiny feet on the dash, his tongue lolling as he panted. “This isn’t a joyride,” Olivia said as she backed into a turnout, the beams of her headlights splashing over the face of her little cabin. She saw no strangers lurking in the shadows, no dark figure hiding behind the wicker furniture on the porch. Maybe her vivid imagination had run wild again.

It had to be.

Still her heart pumped wildly.

She shoved her old Ford Ranger into gear. With a rumble, the pickup shot forward, turning up gravel in its wake. The lane was long and wound through stands of cypress and palmettos, across a small bridge and onto the main road.

New Orleans was a good twenty-minute drive. She pushed the speed limit. But she didn’t want to bother with any other police officer, no other detective. No. She wanted Bentz. It was too early for him to be on duty. But she’d wait. As long as it took.

As the road turned south, she noticed a glimmer of light that grew into a faint glow on the horizon, an orange haze that was visible through the thick stands of cypress and live oak.

Her insides twisted.

The fire.

Dear God.

She knew before the firemen or the police that somewhere in that hellish inferno was the body of a woman; the woman she’d seen in her vision.





Chapter Three

“Uh-oh.” Reuben Montoya’s voice held the knell of doom.

Bentz looked up from his stack of paperwork as Montoya, carrying two paper cups of coffee, slipped through the open door of his office.

He handed Bentz one of the cups, then leaned a hip against the file cabinet of Rick Bentz’s office. In his trademark black leather jacket and black jeans, he let his gaze wander back through the half-open door, past the maze of cubicles and desks in the outer office, to the stairway.

“What?” Rick asked from behind the desk and a mountain of paperwork that never seemed to diminish. Crime was big business in New Orleans.

“Trouble.”

“There’s always trouble.”

“No, you don’t understand, the resident nutcase is here again.”

“Again?” Bentz repeated, looking out the door to see the object of Montoya’s interest, a petite woman with wild gold-colored curls, smooth white skin, and attitude written all over her. In faded jeans and a New Orleans Saints sweatshirt that had seen better days, she was charging straight toward Bentz’s office.

“She’s been calling Brinkman, claims she’s a psychic and that she sees murders before they take place,” Montoya explained.

“And Brinkman says?”

“What he always says. ‘Bullshit.’ He doesn’t believe in any of that crap.”

At that moment, she barreled into the room. Her cheeks were flushed, her pointed chin set in what Bentz took as angry determination. Her eyes, the color of fine malt whiskey, bored straight through him.

“Detective Bentz?” she asked without so much as a glance in Montoya’s direction.

“Yeah. I’m Bentz.”

“Good. I need to talk to you.”

By this time Bentz was half standing. He flipped a hand at Montoya. “And this is Detective Reuben Montoya, my partner.”

“Reuben D. Montoya. I go by Diego,” Montoya added.

Bentz lifted a brow. Diego? Since when? Oh … Since a beautiful female entered the room. Montoya might have referred to this woman as a nutcase but he was interested in her—of course he was—it was the younger man’s MO whenever a good-looking woman was nearby. Regardless, apparently, of her mental condition. And in spite of his talk the other night of being a one-woman man. Montoya’s male radar was always on alert.

She barely gave Montoya a second glance as Bentz offered his hand. “I read about you in the Times,” she said.

Great. Another citizen who thought he was a damned hero. To her credit, her gaze leveled straight at Bentz and she didn’t give Montoya’s flirtation a passing glance. Her grip was surprisingly strong as she gave his palm a hand shake then released her fingers. “You can’t believe everything you read.”

“Trust me, I don’t.”

He waved her into a chair. “So what’s on your mind?”

“A murder.”

At least she didn’t beat around the bush. He pulled a legal pad from beneath a pile of half-finished reports. “Whose?”

“A woman.” She fell into a chair and he noticed the smudges of exhaustion beneath her eyes, the little lines pinching the corners of her mouth. A faint scent of jasmine entered with her. “I don’t know. He called her Cecilia but she said that wasn’t her name and … and she never told him what her name was.”

“Told who?”

“The killer,” she said, staring at him as if he were as dense as granite.

“Wait a minute. Let’s start over,” he said. “You witnessed a woman being killed, right? You were there?” he asked.

She hesitated before answering. “No.”

“No?”

“But I saw it.”

Wonderful. Just what he needed to start the day right. Bentz clicked his pen. “Where did the murder take place, Miss—?”

“Benchet. I’m Olivia Benchet, and I don’t know where it happened … but I saw someone, a woman about twenty-five, I’d guess, being killed.” Olivia’s face paled and she swallowed hard. “She … she had shoulder-length blond hair, blue eyes, a few freckles, and … and kind of a heart-shaped face. She was thin, but not skinny … in … good shape as if she worked out or … oh, God.” Olivia closed her eyes, took in a deep, shuddering breath, then slowly let it out. A second later her lids opened and she seemed calmer, in control. Again the scent of jasmine teased his nostrils.

“Wait a minute. We’d better back up. You heard him say her name and you saw him kill a woman, but you weren’t there?” Shit. Montoya had called this one, and the Cheshire cat smile beginning to stretch across his chin indicated he knew it.

“That’s right.”

“Was it on film?”

“No,” she said, then rushed on, “I think I should explain something.”

That would be a good start. She leaned forward in her chair, and then, as if trying to grasp something, anything, she opened and closed her hands. Here it comes, Bentz thought. The part where it all falls apart but she tries to convince us that this outrageous story is true. She was, no doubt as Montoya had explained, a bonafide nutcase.

“I’m able see some things right before or as they’re happening. In my mind. Even though I’m not there. I know it sounds bizarre, even crazy, but it’s true.”

“You’re a psychic.” Or a psychotic.

“I don’t know if you’d call me that. I think of myself as having a little bit of ESP.”

“A little bit?”

“It comes and goes. Last night, while I was sleeping, this was very real. I mean, I was there.”

Hell, this just got better and better. She’d been asleep. Great. “So you were dreaming.”

“It was more than that.”

“And all of your dreams, do they come true?”

“No. Of course not!” She threw her hands into the air. “I already told you I know this sounds nuts, but just hear me out, okay? And please, don’t make any judgment calls. I’m telling you these ‘dreams,’ if you want to call them that, are different. I can’t explain it. They’re beyond real. Beyond surreal.”

I’ll bet. Bentz rubbed the back of his neck as he studied her. She was so earnest. She wasn’t lying. Whatever it was she was peddling here, she believed every word of it.

“I woke up and I could still smell the smoke, feel the heat, hear her cries for help. I mean, I was there. Not physically, but …”

“Spiritually?” he offered.

Montoya suggested, “Mentally. Or telepathically.”

“However you want to explain it,” she said, starting to sound irritated.

“I can’t.”

“I know. Neither can I,” she admitted.

Because it’s inexplicable.

“I know … I mean, I understand that you’re used to working with facts. Cold, hard evidence. I don’t blame you, but surely you’ve worked with psychics or people who have a different level of sensitivity, or psychic prowess. I’ve read about police departments using psychics to help solve particularly difficult cases.”

“That’s when they run out of that hard evidence,” he said to her, “when they actually have a dead body or missing person and have exhausted all other conventional avenues.”

“There’s nothing conventional about this.”

“Amen,” Montoya said and she tossed a sharp look over her shoulder.

“My grandmother, she had the same gift, but not my mother.” Her lips twisted into a wry, self-deprecating smile. “Lucky me,” she said. Her smooth forehead was suddenly lined, her eyebrows pulled together, and she leaned back in her chair as if exhausted.

“It’s genetic?”

“I don’t know how it works, okay? That’s just what happened in my family. And it’s not always at night, in dreams. Sometimes it can happen in the middle of the day, driving down the Interstate.”

“Could be dangerous.”

“That’s right, it is. And it’s … a royal pain telling people about it and trying to make them understand. To believe.”

“It’s a big leap for most of us mere mortals,” Bentz agreed.

Behind her Montoya tried to keep his expression bland, but there was a glimmer in his dark eyes as he took a sip of coffee. He didn’t say it, but I told you so was written all over him.

“I already admitted that I know it sounds crazy,” she said, as if she, too, felt the skepticism in the small room. She seemed so small and out of place in the station where, though it was barely eight in the morning, the place was a beehive of activity. The door to Bentz’s office was ajar and through the opening he caught glimpses of officers and civilians, heard snatches of conversation and muffled laughter, watched as more than one suspect was dragged to a desk for a statement. But this woman didn’t belong here. Whatever she was, it wasn’t a cop, a criminal, or, he suspected, a valid witness.

Slumping down in the chair, she rubbed her shoulders as if she were cold to her bones though the room was stuffy, hot enough that he’d cracked the window open. The sounds of the city waking up wafted inside—pedestrians walking and talking, the tires from passing cars whirring, engines rumbling, and pigeons cooing and flapping their wings from an upper ledge. She ran long fingers along her jaw. “I shouldn’t have come here,” she said as if to herself. “I knew you wouldn’t believe me … but I had to try.”

“Detective Montoya, maybe you could scour up some coffee for Ms. Benchet?”

“I’m fine—” she protested, but Montoya was already out the door.

Olivia leaned forward, as if now that they were alone she could confide in him. “You have to believe me, Detective Bentz. A woman was murdered early this morning. Brutally. I saw it.”

“But you weren’t there.”

“No, no, in my mind’s eye.”

“While you were sleeping,” he pointed out.

“It wasn’t a dream!” she said emphatically, not so much angry as desperate. “I know the difference.” Montoya, carrying a paper coffee cup, slipped into the room again. “The priest tortured her and—”

“Priest?” Montoya repeated as he handed her the cup. Some of his cocksure bravado slipped. “A priest was the killer?”

“Yes. He was dressed in robes. Vestments.”

Bentz scowled as he understood why she’d singled him out. He set the pen on his notepad and leaned back in his chair. “Let me guess. You read about Montoya and me solving the other case this past summer, so you thought that we’d be able to help out. Because we’re kind of experts on the whole Catholic-homicide thing and you’ve seen a priest.” He tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.

“I hoped so,” she admitted, and she looked so guileless he had the unexpected urge to believe her. But he knew better. “Oh, I get it,” she said, and those amber eyes sparked as the light dawned. “You actually think I read about the serial killer last summer, and because I didn’t have anything better to do, I just bopped down here with a wild story about a priest to try and stir things up, right? To gain some attention, my ‘fifteen minutes or seconds of fame'?”

He didn’t reply.

“Oh, give me a break. Who would do that? Come on!”

“Ms. Benchet—”

“Don’t patronize me, okay, and it’s Olivia. Let’s get that straight, right now. I realize my story sounds hideous, and believe me it was, but I witnessed the murder, as surely as if I was in that tiny bathroom.”

“A bathroom?” Montoya interjected again.

“That’s where it happened. Where a priest, a man who was supposed to have dedicated his life to God, killed a woman he had chained to a sink.”

Montoya arched a brow. “So, Ms. Benchet—Olivia—you’d recognize the killer?”

“No.” She shook her head and bit down hard on her lip. “He was wearing a mask—like a black ski mask that covered his entire head.”

“Now we’ve got a priest in a mask,” Bentz repeated.

“Yes!” Her eyes flashed angrily.

“And this murder that you witnessed though you weren’t there, happened in a bathroom?”

“I told you the woman was chained to the sink and—” She shuddered. “God, it was awful. The flames were coming in through the vent and he didn’t seem to care; it was like he expected the fire somehow, but that wasn’t enough.”

“Not enough?” Bentz asked, dreading what was to follow.

“No. He had a sword,” she whispered, visibly shaking and squeezing her eyes shut as if to close off the memory. “He swung down three times at her bowed head.”

“Jesus!” Montoya muttered.

Tears formed in Olivia Benchet’s eyes and she blinked several times. Either she was one hell of an actress, or she really believed her own lies. “It—it was horrible. Horrible.”

Bentz glanced at Montoya as he found a box of tissues and handed it to Olivia. She pulled out a couple and looked embarrassed as she wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t even think about it,” he said. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but one way or another, Olivia Benchet was at the end of her decidedly frayed rope. He decided to go by the book and take her statement formally. Just in case. Crackpot or not, she was scared to death. “Let’s start over. I’ll tape this if that’s all right with you.”

“Please … fine … whatever.” She waved her fingers as if she didn’t care what he did, then sipped her coffee as Bentz found his recorder, put in a fresh tape, and pressed the record button. “November twenty-second, this is an interview with Olivia Benchet. Detective Rick Bentz and Detective Reuben Montoya are with the witness.” Angling the microphone so that she could speak into it easily, he said, “Now, Ms. Benchet, please spell your name for me and give me your address….”

As the tape whirred and he took notes, Olivia cradled a cup of coffee and spoke in soft, calmer tones. She told him she lived out of the city, in bayou country, gave him her address and phone number along with the name of the shop where she worked—the Third Eye, just off Jackson Square. Before moving to Louisiana a few months back to care for her ailing grandmother, she’d lived in Tucson.

With Bentz’s prodding she repeated much of what she’d already said, and as Montoya watched, Bentz scribbled notes, listening as she explained her “vision” only hours earlier, that she was certain she’d “seen” a priest who had chained a naked woman to a sink in a smoky room and that the woman had repeatedly begged for mercy.

Olivia’s voice was a low whisper, nearly a drone, almost as if she was in some kind of trance, detached from Bentz’s small office with its piles of files, overflowing wastebasket, and dying Boston fern littering the floor with dried, curled fronds.

“… after he was certain that the radio was playing the right song, some kind of hymn, then he used the sword,” she said, describing again that he’d swung three times. “I sensed he was in a hurry, probably because of the fire or a fear of being caught, but after he was finished, while the flames were beginning to come up from the vent, he took the time to dig into his pocket. He pulled a chain or a necklace of some kind and hung it over the shower head. The radio was playing some weird music and the smoke was so thick I could barely see, but I think he stripped off his robes and left them there.”

“So he was naked?” Montoya interjected. He was leaning against the door frame, his arms folded over his chest, his forgotten cup of coffee in one hand. “You could see identifying marks. Like tattoos or birthmarks or moles …”

“He wasn’t naked. He was wearing something like a wet suit or one of those tight biking suits, all black.”

“And a ski mask that covered his entire head.”

“And gloves?” Montoya asked.

“Yes.” A muscle worked in her jaw and she glanced through the open window. “I think … I mean I got this eerie feeling … that somehow he knew, or he sensed, that I was watching him.”





Chapter Four

A nutcase. Pure and simple. He hated to think it of her because she seemed so convinced of what she’d seen, but Bentz decided Montoya was right. Intriguing as she was, Olivia Benchet was certifiable. Pretty—with her wild light brown hair and full lips—but certifiable. Sitting across from him, alternately seeming small and vulnerable, then angry and tough, always animated, she was desperate for him to buy into her story.

So far he wasn’t.

“This priest-slash-killer. How did he know you were watching him? Did he see you?” Reuben asked.

“I don’t know. I can’t explain it, but I swear he looked at me.”

Montoya persisted. “How could he see you? You weren’t there, right? You were at your grandmother’s house … this was kind of like a foggy dream.”

“There was smoke but I could see through it. I felt like I was staring through glass or clear plastic, a window, maybe …” Letting out a discouraged sigh, she set her unfinished cup of coffee on the desk, then pushed her unruly hair from her eyes. “I realize you don’t want to believe me, that it would be easier if I just disappeared, but I know this happened.” She leveled her gaze at Bentz. “I’d bet my life on it.”

Bentz glanced down at the legal pad in front of him. He heard the sounds of phones ringing, conversations buzzing, keyboards clicking from the outer office and felt like he was wasting his time, but decided to hear her out. “Okay. So go on. You said the priest took off his clothes. What happened then? Where did he go?”

“He left. Went out the door of the room.”

“Didn’t you follow him?”

“I don’t think I could have. It doesn’t work like that.”

“What does it work like?”

“I wish I knew. I usually just get glimpses. Pieces that I have trouble putting together. This was much more complete, but … but then … I woke up.”

Convenient, Bentz thought, but didn’t comment, and when he did speak, tried to keep the skepticism from his voice. “Do you remember anything else? For example, was there anything distinguishing that would help us locate the house or apartment where this happened?”

“The building was on fire,” she snapped. “I’d think that would narrow the search down a little.”

He didn’t rise to the bait. “You’re sure it was in New Orleans?”

“The radio was playing. I recognized one of the programs. So it was in the vicinity, I think, and … I can’t explain it, but it felt like he was in the city or nearby … oh, God.” She sighed and shook her head. “You still don’t believe me, do you?”

“I’m just sorting through what you’re saying, trying to get to the facts.” Whether she intended to or not, she was bothering him, getting under his skin. So sure of what she’d seen one minute yet admitting that she knew she sounded like a loon the next. One second on the verge of tears, the next mad as hell. He had a dozen questions, but didn’t want to overwhelm her. And if she was lying, he relied on the old adage: Give her enough rope and she’d hang herself.

“So,” Bentz said gently, “all you know is that someone was murdered, nearly beheaded, by a priest you can’t identify, in a building you can’t describe, but you somehow think it happened here. In New Orleans.”

She looked at her hands. “Yes. I—I can’t tell you where specifically. But I do know it happened this morning.”

“Because that’s when you were dreaming.”

Her cheeks flushed. “No … I assume the visions occur simultaneously with the act, but I’m not certain about it. However, as I mentioned earlier, Detective, there was a radio in that damned bathroom and the host of the late-night program, Midnight Confessions, Dr. Sam, was talking about it being a significant day in history, the day President Kennedy was assassinated. That’s today, the twenty-second.”

“Sure is,” Montoya said.

“So is that significant?”

“I don’t know!”

“Look,” she said, pointing a finger straight at him, those gold eyes snapping fire, “I’ve been in before. I’ve talked to Detective Brinkman and he just blows me off every time, but when I read about you two, I thought maybe you’d be different. That you might help me. That somehow you could find a way to prevent what happened last night from happening again.”

“If something happened.”

“It did, Detective. I swear on my grandmother’s grave.” Her face was flushed with color, conviction setting her jaw.

“Except that maybe you just had a bad dream.”

“No way in hell. I know the difference.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us?” he asked, and she let out a long, protracted sigh.

“No. Not that I can think of. Not now.”

Time to end this. He managed a smile he didn’t feel. “Look, Ms. Benchet—Olivia—there’s not much I can do. I can’t very well start a murder investigation without a body, or at least a report of a missing woman matching your girl’s description. You haven’t given me much to go with here other than you had a pretty bad nightmare.”

“Pretty bad?” she repeated. “Pretty bad? I don’t make it a habit to run to the police station every time I have a nightmare. The least you can do is check it out. Start with the fire.”

From his position near the file cabinet, Montoya scratched at his goatee. “There was a fire. An old house, not far from City Park, off of Esplanade, I think.”

Bentz glared at his partner. “How do you know this already?”

Montoya flashed his practiced grin. “Ear to the ground, eye on the sky, nose to the grindstone.”

Head up the ass, Bentz thought. Sometimes Montoya’s practiced cool bugged the hell out of him. “Anyone inside?”

“Don’t know. When I heard about it, they were still hosin’ down the place.”

Bentz swung his gaze back to Olivia. “Okay. We’ll check it out.”

“Good.” Her gaze centered on his, but her shoulders relaxed a bit, as if she were relieved. “Look, I know you’d like to write me off as a crazy person, but don’t, okay? Please.”

He clicked off the recorder and stood, signifying the interview was over. “Thanks for coming in. As I said, we’ll look into it and let you know if we find anything.”

“That’s all I can ask.” Reaching into her purse, she withdrew her wallet, unfolded it, and pulled out a business card that read:



Olivia Benchet
 Owner
 The Crystal Prism
 Collectibles, New Age, Spirituals

The phone number and Tucson, Arizona, address had been scratched out and a local number inserted. She slid the card across his desk, past the bifold picture frames where two photographs of his daughter, Kristi, smiled up at him.

“She’s pretty,” Olivia observed, glancing at the pictures. “Yours?”

“Yeah.” He picked up the card. “Look, I’m gonna tell you straight out, Ms. Benchet. All you’ve brought me is something that looks a helluva lot like a wild goose chase, but if I hear anything, if there’s any reports of a missing woman who matches your description, if … any bodies are found in a fire … I’ll be in contact with you.”

She nodded, hesitated, and seemed to be struggling with something more. Montoya observed it too, because in his peripheral vision Bentz noticed his partner straighten slightly and say, “You’ve got something else on your mind?”

Glancing from Montoya to Bentz, she said, “No doubt you’ll talk to Detective Brinkman about me. Check me out and I don’t blame you, I would, too. So here’s the deal; I’m sure the murderer’s struck before. I—I didn’t have the kind of clear vision I had last night—the visions were much more fragmented. Pieces of glass rather than a whole window. But I sensed, and I can’t explain why, that this man—this priest—has not only killed before, but that he’s on some kind of mission. A vendetta. He won’t quit until he is stopped. There have already been several victims—two, maybe three … or more. I’m not as clear as to what happened to them, but they died. Cruelly.” She bit at her lower lip, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “Something’s very wrong in this city. Evil. Last night I saw the whole thing and it was hideous. This mission of his, it’s not finished yet. In fact, it’s probably just started.”

Bingo. Bonafide lunatic. Bentz had heard enough, but Olivia Benchet glanced at the photos of his daughter again. In the first picture Kristi wasn’t quite six, grinning widely enough to show that she was missing a front tooth as she entered kindergarten. The other taken just last year was of a pretty, composed seventeen-year-old. She smiled softly, but there was just the hint of defiance in her hazel eyes, a bit of a challenge in the tilt of her chin—the promise of rebellion yet to come.

“You’re a father, Detective Bentz, and some monster is out there killing women in this city. How would you feel if the killer zeroed in on her?” She motioned to the double-fold pictures. “That girl he killed last night is someone’s daughter, possibly someone’s sister or mother.” Those whiskey-gold eyes beseeched him again. “I hope you’ll call me when you find out I’m telling you the truth because there’s a chance that I can help.”

He rounded the desk and pushed the door open further, signifying she should leave. “We’ll get back to you if anything comes up.”

“I asked you not to be condescending,” she reminded him, her lips pinching at the corners. “I can’t read your mind, thank God, but I’m pretty good at seeing what’s in your eyes.” She swung out the door.

“Ouch,” Montoya said as she walked out. More than one officer turned a head to watch her swing by in her tight hip-hugging jeans and sweatshirt. Her back was ramrod stiff, her chin held high. Bentz never took his eyes off her, but she didn’t so much as glance over her shoulder and he hated the fact that he still smelled a tinge of her perfume.

Montoya let out a long, low whistle. “What a piece of … work.”

“Yep.” Bentz fingered the card she’d left him and watched as she disappeared down the stairs. He gave himself a swift mental kick. He wasn’t a horny kid anymore. Not like Montoya. Sure, she was an attractive woman, but big deal. They were a dime a dozen. And not all of them were prancing around with a significant amount of screws loose. He tapped the edge of her business card against the calluses of his other palm.

“Just another beautiful looney tune,” Montoya said thoughtfully. “We’ve got our share down here.”

“Amen to that,” Bentz said. “But she’s been in Tucson for a while.”

“Hey, they’re not hurtin’ in the weirdo department, either. Isn’t that where they see all the damned UFOs?”

“Roswell, New Mexico.”

“Close enough.” Montoya zipped up his leather jacket, then flipped the collar to cover the back of his neck. “Too much desert sun if you ask me.”

“I didn’t.”

Montoya ignored the comment, downed the dregs of his coffee, and crushed the cup in his fist. “Their brains get baked. You’ve seen those cow skulls. The sun does that. Strips the bones bare of any flesh or gray matter.”

“Even if they’re alive?”

“It starts slow.” Montoya flashed his killer smile again as he tossed his empty cup into the trash.

“What time was that fire?” Bentz asked, wishing he could just dismiss Olivia Benchet.

“Early this morning. Three or four.”

That jelled with Olivia’s story. Midnight Confessions, Dr. Sam’s popular talk show, had been expanded on some nights of the week. She now signed off at three on Friday mornings.

“A priest,” Montoya muttered under his breath. “I don’t think so.”

Neither did Bentz. Even though he had his own bone to pick with the Catholic Church and one priest in particular. The guy was a bastard, but as low as he would stoop in or out of his fancy vestments, the good father wouldn’t commit murder. Bentz was convinced of it.

The phone jangled and he moved back to the desk, grabbing the receiver. “Bentz.”

“Yeah, Rick. It’s Stan Pagliano.”

The hairs on the back of Bentz’s neck rose. He played cards with Stan every six months or so. Stan was a single dad, too, with a daughter Kristi’s age. And he was with the New Orleans Fire Department. “What’s up?” He rounded his desk, stretching the cord tight.

“I’ve been workin’ half the night. We had ourselves a bad one not far from Bayou St. John. Small house. By the time the first call came in, it was too late.”

“Someone inside?”

“Yeah. What’s left of her … Well, we think it’s a woman. Hard to tell. Not much left. The ME and the crime scene team are here, but I thought you might want to poke around. The deal is this, Rick, this isn’t someone who fell asleep in bed while smokin’ a damned cigarette. Looks like arson and there was a woman trapped inside; she was chained to the sink, man. Her hands and feet were chained there. She had something around her neck, too, and the body’s burned bad, but it’s—it’s—her head.” He let out a breath and Bentz knew what was coming. “It was nearly severed. Sick stuff.”

Bentz’s skin crawled. He glanced at the door, wishing he could call Olivia Benchet back into the room.

“There are some other things, too. The crime scene team will get it all, but it might not hurt for you to take a look before everything’s bagged and tagged.”

“I’m on my way,” Bentz said. His gut clenched tight as Stan rattled off the address. He hung up and was reaching for his jacket when his eyes met Montoya’ s. “There was someone killed in the fire over by Esplanade. Probably a woman. Burned beyond recognition, her hands and feet chained to the sink, her head nearly severed.”

“Holy shit,” Montoya muttered, sucking in his breath.

Bentz stuffed his Glock into his shoulder holster. “Precisely.”





Chapter Five

Kristi Bentz dragged her body from the Olympic-sized pool. Two miles. The longest she’d swum in six months and it felt good. She grabbed her towel from the hook over the benches against the wall and breathed deeply. Her nose was filled with chlorine, her ears plugged though she heard the echo of voices of the few other swimmers out this early. Ms. Carter, a masculine-looking swim coach wearing sweats and a whistle, was patrolling the area, padding in plastic slip-ons along the concrete siding, picking up kick boards and a pair of goggles that had been left.

Mist covered the windows, but through the foggy glass, Kristi noticed that students were hurrying to their classes, cutting across the quad by the athletic facility. She glanced at the clock.

Shit. It was seven forty-five. If she didn’t hustle, she’d be late to her first class. Dripping, she reached for a towel and noticed something out of place in her peripheral vision, something dark through the windows. She turned, got a glimpse of a figure through the foggy glass—a man abou six feet tall, peering inside. So why didn’t he just walk through the door?

And what did she care? So what if the guy was looking? He was probably some guy getting his jollies out of watching girls in swimsuits. A lame nerd who didn’t have the guts to ask a girl out.

Pathetic pervert.

She wrapped the towel around her, hurried into the locker room and took a quick, hot shower. The voyeur pushed out of her mind, she changed into jeans and a sweater. Quickly she snapped her hair back in a ponytail, slapped on some lipstick and mascara, then hauling her backpack, jogged across campus. Most of the kids who were awake at this hour had already disappeared into the lecture halls. Only a few were hurrying along the concrete paths crisscrossing the lawns between the ancient brick buildings. She glanced past the library to Adam’s Hall where she had English with Dr. Northrup back to back with Psychology with Dr. Sutter, both of whom were odd ducks in her estimation. They were so … intense. Northrup thought Shakespeare was a God, for Christ’s sake, and Sutter gave out tons of homework. Tons! If only she’d registered early and gotten into classes by some of the easier professors, but, as usual, she’d signed up late and ended up with Northrup, Sutter, and Dr. Franz, another gem of a professor. Talk about a nutcase!

She jogged down a path to her favorite class. Philosophy of Religion. But it wasn’t the subject matter that interested her, or the curmudgeon of a professor—Dr. Zaroster. God, he was as ancient as the books he taught from, but his T.A. Brian Thomas, a grad student. Now he was a reason to get up early and never miss a class. If Dr. Sutter or Dr. Franz had T.A.s like Brian, maybe she wouldn’t oversleep or skip class.

Kristi smiled at the thought of Brian. He’d showed her special attention during a couple of discussion groups and she’d been flattered. Tall, with thick hair and a body to die for, he’d flashed a shy smile in her direction more often than not. She’d caught him watching her upon occasion during the lectures, then quickly look away when she glanced in his direction. As if he didn’t want her to see him.

Well, it hadn’t worked. She hurried into the lecture hall and walked down the steps to take a seat in the front of the auditorium. Zaroster was just opening his book. The cranky professor shot Kristi an irritated glance.

Big deal. So she was a minute or two late. She ‘d wanted to make an entrance. So Brian would notice … only … he wasn’t in the cavernous room. Kristi pulled out her notebook and paper. Others were already writing furiously; a couple even had palm pilots and were furiously entering data. Zaroster’s high-pitched voice started filling the cavernous room as he flipped through the pages of some musty old tome.

She hazarded a glance around the room and then she saw him. At the back of the lecture hall, in the top row, handing out some kind of quiz. She must’ve missed that part by coming in late.

Oh well … she’d wing it. How tough could a quiz on the Buddha be?

She looked over her shoulder and caught Brian looking at her. She smiled, and to her surprise, he smiled back.

Oh, God. Her heart did a major flip. She felt the color rush up her face and she glanced down for just a second. Caught her breath. He was so much older than she was—probably closer to thirty than twenty.

So what? Who cared?

And what about Jay?

She felt a moment’s guilt. Jay was her boyfriend. Or had been. But since she’d left New Orleans and started college, their relationship had turned rocky. She glanced at the ring on her finger. A promise ring. The kind you get before you get engaged. It seemed foolish now. Adolescent.

She worked it off her finger as old man Zaroster droned on, then slipped the simple silver band into her pocket. Then she hazarded one last glance over her shoulder. Brian was only two rows above her, still handing out the tests. His eyes didn’t meet hers again, but she wasn’t worried. Sooner or later he’d ask her out. She’d bet on it.

The air smelled bad.

Smoky and damp, filled with the scent of wet ashes and charred wood.

Bentz glowered at the crime scene where a burned-out shell of a house smoldered in the morning light. Roped off by yellow tape, saturated by the firemen’s hoses, a few blackened timbers remained standing around the smokestack of a crumbling chimney. In the yard, half a dozen crepe myrtles and live oak trees had been singed, matching the seared siding and roofs of neighboring houses.

Rubbing the back of his neck, he stared at the soggy, smelly mess. The crime scene staff were already working, carefully sifting through the rubble, a photographer and vidiographer scanning the site, preserving a visual image of the remains. Uniformed officers were keeping out the curious, and department vehicles, some with lights flashing, were parked across the street, closing access. One news crew was still filming; another was already packing up a van to leave.

Good. The press was always a nuisance.

The deceased had already been examined, photographed, and taken away in a bag. Bentz had taken a look and nearly lost the contents of his stomach. He’d witnessed a lot in nearly twenty years of being a cop, but what had happened to this woman was up there with the worst he’d seen.

One fire truck remained. Several police cars and a police van were parked at odd angles around the perimeter of the site. Some of the neighbors were still hanging around, asking questions, or talking among themselves as a wintry sun peeked through a bank of thick gray clouds layering over the city. Bentz had talked to a couple of the officers and the ME and was still trying to piece together how in the hell Olivia Benchet had called this one.

Right on the money.

As if she’d been here. Bentz found a pack of gum in his pocket and removed a stick of spearmint from its wrapper. What the hell was with that woman? If she hadn’t been here, in the room or looking through a window, how could she have known what had happened in the house?

Stan Pagliano walked up. His face was smudged with soot and dirt, the lines webbing across his forehead appearing deeper than usual. “Man, this was a nasty one,” he was saying, “but then they all are.”

“What happened?” Bentz had heard the story from one of the cops on the scene, but wanted Stan’s assessment.

“From what I understand, a neighbor got up to go to the bathroom, looked out the window, and saw the flames. By the time he called it in, it was too late to save the house. The first truck got here within three minutes, but by then the whole house was fully involved. We were lucky to save the surrounding property.” He motioned to the single-story homes, most of them identical shotgun doubles with decorative supports, hip roofs, a door on each side, and narrow windows in between. “Near as we can tell, the fire started in a closet in the back, one that housed an old furnace … and for some reason the fire moved from the firebox through one of the vents, almost as if it followed a trail of something slow burning to the bathroom … strange.” His dark eyes met Bentz’s. “But then there was the victim—chained, for Christ’s sake. Chained. What kind of sick bastard would do something like that?” He reached beneath his sooty yellow slicker and found a crumpled pack of cigarettes. He shook one out and offered a filter tip to Bentz, but much as he craved a smoke, he shook his head.

“Oh, yeah, you quit, right?” Stan flicked his lighter to the end of his Winston and inhaled deeply. “You know, Bethie always tried to get me to quit, for years. All that shit they hear about secondhand smoke in school, then just last summer she dropped her purse and guess what fell out? A half-pack of Marlboro lights.” He said this through a cloud of smoke. “Go figure.”

“They start to grow up and realize that we’ve been lyin’ to ‘em half the time,” Bentz said, watching as Montoya talked to several people clustered around the street. The neighbors.

“Ten to one the victim was young. Not much older than Beth Ann or Kristi, unless I miss my guess,” Stan said, and Olivia Benchet’s words burned through Bentz’s mind: You’re a father. Detective Bentz … How would you feel if the killer zeroed in on your daughter?

“Hey, Stan, over here. Give a hand, would ya?” another fireman called from the remaining truck.

“Right there.” He took a long drag, then nodded to Bentz. “Talk to ya later,” Stan said. “And Rick—”

“Yeah?”

“Nail this shit head, would ya?”

“You got it.” Bentz watched Stan jog toward the truck.

Montoya had finished with the neighbors. Skirting the crime scene, he wended his way through the parked vehicles, then leapt over a puddle on the street. “What’s the ME have to say?” he asked.

“He’ll send us a report, but from what he observed, it looks like our ‘witness,’ if that’s what you want to call her, definitely knew what was going on.”

“Makes ya wonder, doesn’t it?” Montoya observed.

“I think we’d better check her out, front, back, sideways, and inside out.” He stuffed his fists into the pockets of his slacks. “There’s more to her story.” Frowning, considering Olivia Benchet and how downright determined and innocent she appeared, he wondered what he’d dig up. Probably nothing he’d like. “I’ll talk to her again, and you, check out her background. The grandmother, mother, boyfriend, if she’s married, how many times, where she went to school, all that stuff.”

“You got it.” Montoya gave a quick nod.

“So what did you find out? Any of the neighbors see anything?”

Montoya snorted. “Not much. No one remembers anything suspicious, or if they did, they’re keepin’ it to themselves. Aside from the guy takin’ a leak in the pink house, there”—he gestured to a shotgun house next to the one that had burned—“none of the neighbors so much as looked out their windows until they heard the sirens. Then they smelled smoke and noticed that the neighborhood was glowing like a damned nuclear explosion.” He shook his head, disgusted. “The neighbor who noticed the fire, Elvin Gerard, he saw the flames, woke up his wife, Lois, and called nine-one-one. End of story. Except that he claims the house was a rental duplex, but it had been empty for a month or so. Both sides of the unit vacant.”

“But someone was there tonight.”

“Yeah.” Montoya flipped open a little notebook. “According to Gerard, the house had been owned by an elderly couple, the Jalinskys. First he died, then the wife within the year. Their kids inherited it and rented it out through a local management firm, Benchmark Realty. No one’s been there, except someone from Benchmark showing it to potential renters and a janitorial company that cleaned up the mess from the previous tenants.”

The firemen were beginning to retrieve the hoses, the neighbors were disbursing, and even the last television crew was packing it in. A police officer was taking down the barricades on the street and waving cars with rubbernecking drivers through.

“I’ll check with Benchmark, get a list of who’s been asking about the place,” Bentz said. “Anything else?”

“Yeah. Maybe. The only break we’ve got is one of the neighbors pulled out his video camera and caught the fire on film just as the fire department arrived.”

“You get the tape?” Bentz was interested.

“Yep. The guy was only too happy to oblige.” Montoya reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a cassette. “I think we’ll have to suffer through the Hendersons’ trip to Disney World, but after that we can take a look at the fire.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and see something on the tape,” Bentz said, not believing it for a moment. The killer would have been long gone by the time the groggy neighbor had focused on the inferno, unless the murderer had gotten his rocks off by sticking around to view the havoc wrought by his work. It happened upon occasion and then the police got lucky. But it was a long shot. Right now, the most serious link they had to the crime so far was Olivia Benchet. Bentz’s eyes narrowed on the soggy mass that had once been a house and thought about Olivia Benchet’s bizarre story—a naked chained victim, a priest with a radio and a sword, and the anniversary of JFK’s assassination.

“I’ll check with missing persons, see if we can figure out who the victim is, then talk to Ms. Benchet again.”

“You’re not buying the ESP-voodoo thing.” Montoya swallowed a smirk.

“Not yet.” They started walking to their Crown Victoria. “We’ve got to figure out what makes her tick. You talk to Brinkman. Pull out anything he’s got on her, no matter how insignificant. He must have notes or a file or something. And see if she talked to anyone else, here in the city or in the surrounding parishes. She acts like there are other murders, so check around and I’ll contact the FBI. They can put it through their computer.”

“They’ll want another task force, if this is linked.”

“Fine.”

“I didn’t think you liked working with the Feds.” They dodged a few remaining firemen and thick hoses.

“Nah. That’s not it. Long as they don’t get in my way.”

They reached the cruiser and Bentz slid into the passenger side. He wasn’t going to leave any stone unturned when it came to the psychic—just what the hell was her angle?

“So, maybe we should check out the local priests,” Montoya suggested as he climbed behind the steering wheel.

“Maybe. And while we’re at it, maybe we can find one with a rap sheet for arson and murder,” Bentz joked.

Montoya snorted a laugh as he started the car. “The nutcase’s vision was right on the money, wasn’t it?”

“Either that or she was involved.”

“Ya think?”

Bentz shook his head as he conjured up the desperation in Olivia’s eyes, the genuine fear in her expression, the way her teeth sank into her lower lip and worried it when she was telling her story. “I don’t know what to think.”

Montoya backed up and jockeyed the Crown Vic between the other rigs. “If she was involved, why come to us? Nah, that doesn’t wash.”

Bentz didn’t think so either, but weirder things had happened. He wasn’t leaving anything to chance. “We’ll see.”

“Yeah, I’ll check with DMV, Vital statistics, the SSA.”

“Once I get the preliminary information on her and the ME’s report, I’m going to have another chat with her.”

“Man, she really nailed this one. I mean nailed it. Ten to one we find a burned-out radio and some necklace on the shower head, just like she said.” Montoya’s dark eyes held his for a second. “Somethin’s up with that woman.”

#x201C;It sure is, Diego.”

“Hey, that’s what I go by these days,” Montoya shot back as he turned off the side street.

“Why?”

“My heritage.” He patted the video sticking out of his jacket pocket.

“My ass.” Bentz stared out the window. “Diego,” he snorted.

“It just sounds good, don’t ya think?”

“Whatever.” Bentz didn’t care. Chewing his tasteless gum, Bentz glanced at the video cassette and wondered what it would show. Probably nothing. Unless the tape caught the image of a fleeing suspect, or someone in the crowd of curious onlookers at the scene whom none of the neighbors recognized, and who might be the killer watching the aftermath of his destruction. Or possibly one of the neighbors himself. Either way, Olivia Benchet was the best lead they had.
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