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        Prologue 

      

      Nebraska State Penitentiary, Lincoln, Nebraska 
 Wednesday, July 17 

      “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.” Ronald Jeffreys’ raspy monotone made the phrase a challenge rather than a confession. 

      Father Stephen Francis stared at Jeffreys’ hands, mesmerized by the large knuckles and stubby fingers, nails bitten to the quick. The fingers twisted—no, strangled—the corner of his blue government-issue shirt. The old priest imagined those same fingers twisting and choking the life out of little Bobby Wilson. 

      “Is that how we start?” 

      “That’s fine,” Father Francis answered quickly. 

      His sweaty palms stuck to the leather Bible. The prison’s deathwatch chamber didn’t have enough air for both men. 

      “What’s next?” Jeffreys asked. 

      Father Francis couldn’t think, not with Jeffreys’ unflinching stare. Not with the noise of the crowd outside, down below in the parking lot. The chants grew louder with the approach of midnight and the full effect of alcohol. It was a raucous celebration, a morbid excuse for a party. “Fry, Jeffreys, fry!” over and over again. 

      “What’s next?” Jeffreys repeated. 

      Yes, what came next? Father Francis’ mind was completely blank. Fifty years of hearing confessions, and his mind was blank. 

      “Your sins,” he blurted out. “Tell me your sins. Those sins for which you are truly sorry.” 

      Jeffreys hesitated but only for a moment. “I killed Bobby Wilson. I put my hands…my fingers…around his throat. At first he made a sputtering noise, a sort of gagging, and then there was no noise.” His voice was hushed and restrained, almost clinical—a well-rehearsed speech. 

      “He kicked just a little. A jerk, really. I think he knew he was going to die. He didn’t fight much. He didn’t even fight when I was fucking him.” He stopped, checking Father Francis’ face, looking for shock and smiling when he found it. 

      “I waited until he was dead before I cut him. He didn’t feel a thing. So I cut him again and again and again. Then, I fucked him one last time.” 

      “I’ve already confessed once before,” Jeffreys continued. “Right after it happened, but the priest… Let’s just say he was a little surprised. Now I’m confessing to God, you understand? I’m confessing that I killed Bobby Wilson. But I didn’t kill those two other boys. Do you hear me?” His voice rose. “1 didn’t kill the Harper or the Paltrow kid. But then, God already knows that. Right, Father?” 

      “God does know the truth,” Father Francis said, trying to stare into the cold blue eyes but flinching and quickly looking away again. What if his own guilt should somehow reveal itself? 

      “They think I’m some serial killer who murders little boys,” Jeffreys spat through clenched teeth. “I killed Bobby Wilson. Maybe I even deserve to die for that. But God knows I didn’t kill those other boys. Somewhere out there, Father, there’s still a monster. And he’s even more hideous than me.” 

      Metal clanked against metal down the hall. Were they coming to take Jeffreys away? It seemed too soon. 

      “Are you sorry for your sins?” Father Francis whispered. 

      Yes, there were footsteps coming down the hall, coming toward them. It was time. Jeffreys sat listening to the click-clack of heels, getting closer and closer. 

      “Are you sorry for your sins?” Father Francis repeated. 

      Jeffreys stood up. The locks grunted open, echoing against the concrete walls. Square-shouldered guards clogged the doorway. 

      “It’s time,” one of them said. 

      “It’s show time, Father.” Jeffreys’ lips curled. He turned to the three uniformed men and offered his wrists. 

      Father Francis winced as the shackles snapped. Then he listened to the boot heels clicking, accompanied by the pathetic shuffle-clank, shuffle-clank of the leg-irons all the way down the long hall. 

      “God help Ronald Jeffreys,” Father Francis whispered. 

      At least Jeffreys had told the truth. He had not killed all three boys. And Father Francis knew this, not because Jeffreys had said so. He knew, because three days ago the faceless monster who had murdered Aaron Harper and Eric Paltrow had confessed to him through the black, wire-mesh confessional at St Margaret’s. And because of his holy vows, he wasn’t able to tell a single soul. 

      Not even Ronald Jeffreys. 
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      Five miles outside Platte City, Nebraska  
Friday, October 24 

      Nick Morrelli wished the woman beneath him wore less makeup. He listened to her soft moans—purrs really. Like a cat, she slithered against him, rubbing her silky thighs up and down the sides of his torso. She was more than ready for him. And yet, all he could think about was the blue powder smeared on her eyelids. Even with the lights out, it remained etched in his mind like fluorescent, glow-in-the-dark paint. 

      “Oh, baby, your body is so hard,” she purred in his ear as she ran her long fingernails up his arms and over his back. 

      He slid off her before she discovered that not all of his body was hard. What was wrong with him? He licked her earlobe and nuzzled her neck, then moved down to where he really wanted to be. Instinctively, his mouth found one of her breasts. He ravished it with soft, wet kisses. He loved those sounds a woman made—the short little gasp, then the low moan. He waited for them, then wrapped his tongue around her nipple and sucked it into his mouth. Her back arched, and she quivered. Normally, that reaction alone would immediately give him an erection. Tonight, nothing. 

      Jesus, was he losing his touch? No, he was too young to be having this problem. After all, he was four years away from forty. 

      “Ooh, lover, don’t stop!” 

      He didn’t even realize he had stopped. 

      He began the descent down her body, devouring her with kisses and nibbles. Her body squirmed beneath his touch. She was writhing and gasping for breath even before his teeth tugged at her lace panties. He kissed his way to the inside of her thighs. Suddenly, a sound stopped him. He strained to hear from under the bedcovers. 

      “No, please don’t stop,” she groaned, pulling him back into her. 

      There it was again. Pounding. Someone was at the front door. 

      “I’ll be right back.” Nick stumbled out of bed. He pulled on jeans as he checked the clock on the nightstand—10:36 p.m. 

      When he opened the door, Nick recognized Hank Ashford’s son, though he couldn’t recall his name. The boy was sixteen or seventeen, a linebacker on the football team. 

      “Sheriff Morrelli, you have to come…on Old Church Road…please, you have to…” 

      “Is someone hurt?” The crisp night air stung Nick’s bare skin. It felt good. 

      “No, it’s not…he’s not hurt… Oh, God, Sheriff, it’s awful.” The boy looked back toward his car. It was only then that Nick saw the girl in the front seat. He could see she was crying. 

      “What’s going on?” 

      “In the tall grass…we found…we found a body.” 

      “Hang on a minute.” 

      “Nick, what is it?” 

      The voice from the top of the stairs startled him. He had forgotten about Angie. 

      “I’ve got to check something out.” 

      “Is someone hurt?” 

      “I don’t know.” 

      “Did someone find the Alverez boy?” she asked. 

      The boy had been missing since Sunday, gone, taken before he began his newspaper route. 

      “No, I don’t think so,” Nick told her. Even the FBI was certain the boy had more than likely been taken by his father, who they were still trying to locate. It was a simple custody battle. 

      “I might be a while, but you’re welcome to stay.” 
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      Old Church Road was filled with ruts from the rains of the week before. The gravel popped against the Jeep as Nick weaved from side to side, avoiding the deep gashes in the road. 

      “What exactly were you two doing out on this washboard?” As soon as he said it, he realized the obvious. He didn’t need to be seventeen to remember all the benefits of an old deserted gravel road. “Never mind,” he added before either of them had time to answer. “Just tell me where I’m going.” 

      “It’s about another mile, just past the bridge. There’s a pasture road that runs along the river.” 

      Nick slowed down as the Jeep bumped across the wood-slatted bridge. He found the pasture road even before Ashford pointed it out. 

      “All the way down to the trees?” Nick glanced at Ashford, who nodded and stared straight ahead. As they approached the shelterbelt, the girl, who sat between them, hid her face in the boy’s sweatshirt. 

      Nick stopped, killed the engine, but left on the headlights. He reached across the two of them and pulled a flashlight from the glove compartment. 

      “That door sticks,” he said to Ashford. He watched the two exchange a glance. Neither made any attempt to leave the Jeep. 

      “You never said we’d have to look at it again,” the girl whispered to Ashford as she clung to his arm. 

      Nick stood outside the Jeep, waiting. The boy’s eyes met his, but still he made no motion to leave the Jeep. Instead of insisting, Nick pointed the flashlight toward an area down by the riverbank. Ashford’s eyes followed. He hesitated, looked back at Nick and nodded. 

      The tall grass swished around Nick’s knees, camouflaging the mud that sucked at his boots. Jesus, it was dark out. Even the orange moon hid behind a gauze of clouds. Leaves rustled behind him. He spun around and shot a stream of light from tree to tree. Was there movement? There, in the brush? He could have sworn a shadow ducked from the light. Or was it just his imagination? 

      It was an effort to walk, pulling each foot out and carefully placing it to avoid slipping. 

      “Damn it,” he muttered. “This better be good.” He was going to be mad as hell if he found a group of teenagers playing hide-and-seek. 

      The flashlight caught something glittering in the mud, close to the water. He locked his eyes on the spot and quickened his pace. He was almost there, almost out of the tall grass. Suddenly, he tripped. He lost his balance and crashed down hard, with his elbows breaking his fall. The flashlight flew out of his hand and into the black water, a tunnel of light spiraling to the bottom. 

      The sucking mud pulled at him as he pushed himself to his hands and knees. A rancid smell clung to him, more than just the stench of the river. The silvery object lay almost within reach, and now he could tell it was a cross-shaped medallion. The chain was broken. 

      He glanced back to see what had caused his fall. Something solid. But not more than a yard away was a small, white body nestled in the mud and leaves. 

      Nick scrambled to his feet, his knees weak. The smell was more noticeable now, and it filled the air. He approached the body slowly. Then he saw the boy’s slashed throat and mangled chest, the skin ripped open and peeled back. That was when his stomach lurched and his knees caved in. 
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      “All it takes is one bad apple,” Christine Hamilton pounded out on the keyboard, in the Platte City office of the Omaha Journal. Then she hit the delete key and watched the words disappear. She leaned back to steal a glance at the hall clock—the lighted beacon in the tunnel of darkness. Almost eleven o’clock. Thank God, Timmy had a sleepover. 

      Janitorial services had shut off the hall light again. Just another reminder of how important the “Living Today” section was. At the end of the dark hall, she saw the newsroom’s light glowing under the door that segregated the departments. Just on the other side of that door, news was being made while she fussed over apple pie. 

      She whipped open a file folder and flipped through the notes and recipes. Over a hundred ways to slice, dice, puree and bake apples, and she couldn’t care less. She knew her journalism degree was rusty, thanks to her husband’s pigheadedness and his insistence that he wear the pants in the family. Too bad Bruce couldn’t keep his pants on. 

      She shoved away from the computer terminal and raked her fingers through her thick mass of blonde hair. 

      She ignored the building’s no smoking rule and slapped a cigarette out of the pack she kept in her handbag. Quickly, she lit it and sucked in, waiting for the nicotine to calm her. Before she exhaled, she heard a door slam. She smashed the cigarette into a dessert plate that bulged with too many lipstick-covered butts for a person trying to quit. 

      Footsteps echoed down the hall. Pete Dunlap, the duty night editor, entered the room. 

      “Hamilton. Good, you’re still here.” Pete had been with the Omaha Journal for almost fifty years. Despite the white hair, bifocals and arthritic hands, he was one of the few who could singlehandedly put out the paper. 

      “Bailey called in sick. Russell’s still finishing up on Congressman Neale’s sex scandal, and I just sent Sanchez to cover a three-car smashup on Highway 50. There’s some ruckus out by the river on Old Church Road in Sarpy County. I know you’re not part of the news team, Hamilton, but would you mind checking it out?” 

      In the dark parking lot, Christine twirled once and shouted, “Yes!” to the concrete wall. This was her chance to get on the other side of the door, to go from recipes and household anecdotes to real news. Whatever was happening out at the river, she planned to capture all the nitty-gritty drama. And if there was no story…well, surely a good reporter could dig something up. 
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      The rancid smell clung to Nick. He wanted to crawl out of his clothes, but the scent of river and blood was already soaked deep into his pores. He peeled off his shirt and thanked Bob Weston for the FBI windbreaker. 

      So little time had passed and yet the scene looked pre-Halloween. Blinding searchlights teetered from branches. Yellow tape flapped around trees. The sizzle and smoke of night flares mixed with that awful smell of death. There was a crowd of FBI agents and uniformed cops. And in the middle of the macabre scene lay the little white ghost of a boy, asleep in the grass. 

      In his two years as sheriff, Nick Morrelli had pulled three victims from car crashes. He had witnessed one gunshot wound. He had broken up numerous fistfights, sustaining his own cuts and bruises. Nothing, however, had prepared him for this. 

      “Channel Nine is here.” Eddie Gillick, one of his deputies, pointed at the new set of headlights bumping down the path. The bright orange nine emblazoned on the top of the van glowed in the dark. 

      “Shit. How did they find out?” 

      “Police scanner. Probably have no idea what’s going on, just that something is.” 

      “Get Lloyd and Adam to keep them as far from that line of trees as possible. No cameras, no interviews, no sneak peeks. That goes for the rest of the bloodsuckers when they get here.” 

      “Oh, good. Another fuckin’ set of tire tracks,” Weston said to the agents who were on their knees working in the mud, but he looked at Nick to make sure he knew the comment was meant for him. 

      Weston made it no secret he thought Nick was a small-town hick of a sheriff. They had been at each other’s throats since Sunday when Danny Alverez had disappeared into thin air, leaving behind a brand-new bike and a bagful of undelivered newspapers. Nick had wanted to call in the masses to search fields and parks, while Weston had insisted they wait for a ransom note that never arrived. Nick had succumbed to Weston’s twenty-five years of FBI experience instead of listening to his gut. 

      Nick saw George Tillie making his way through the crowd, and he was relieved to see the familiar face. George looked as if he had come straight out of bed. He took George’s elbow and let the old coroner lean on him as they plodded through the mud and the crowd. 

      An officer with a Polaroid camera flashed one last picture of the scene, then made room for them. One look at the boy, and George froze. 

      “Oh, dear God. Not again.” 
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      As she skidded into the pasture road Christine Hamilton’s excitement grew. Rescue vehicles, two TV vans, five sheriff cruisers and a slew of other unmarked vehicles were scattered at haphazard angles in the mud. Three sheriff’s deputies guarded the scene, which was cordoned off with yellow crime-scene tape. Crime-scene tape—this was serious. 

      Then she remembered the kidnapping—the paperboy whose face had been plastered over every newscast and newspaper since the beginning of the week. Had a ransom drop been made? There were rescue units. Perhaps a rescue was in progress. 

      She jumped from the car. Immediately the mud swallowed her leather pumps, refusing to surrender them. She kicked out of her shoes, threw them into the back of the car and padded her way in stockinged feet to the crowd of news media. Tall grass and a mass of uniformed bodies blocked any view of what was going on. 

      Christine recognized Deputy Eddie Gillick in the line. She approached slowly, making certain he saw her. 

      “Deputy Gillick? Hi, it’s Christine Hamilton. Remember me?” 

      “Mrs. Hamilton. Sure, I remember. You’re Tony’s daughter. What brings you out here?” 

      “I work for the Omaha Journal now.” 

      She noticed Gillick’s slicked-back hair, not a strand out of place, and the overpowering smell of aftershave lotion. Even the pencil-thin mustache was meticulously trimmed. His uniform looked wrinkle-free. A quick glance showed no wedding band. She’d take a chance that he considered himself a bit of a lady’s man. 

      “I can’t believe how muddy it is out here. Silly me. I even lost my shoes.” 

      Gillick checked out the feet, and she was pleased when his eyes ran the length of her long legs. The uncomfortably short skirt would finally pay for its discomfort. 

      “You should be careful you don’t catch cold.” One more look, this time his eyes took in more than just her legs. She felt them stop at her breasts and found herself arching her back to split the blazer open just a little more to accommodate him. 

      She leaned in close to him, despite the smell of Brylcream. Even without shoes she was almost his height. “I know you’re not allowed to discuss anything about the Alverez boy,” she whispered, her lips close to his ear. 

      “How did you know?” He turned to see if anyone was listening. 

      Bingo. She’d hit the jackpot. Careful now. Cool and calm. Don’t blow it. 

      “Oh, you know I can’t say who my sources are, Eddie.” 

      “Sure, of course.” 

      “You probably didn’t even get a chance to look at the scene. You know, being stuck out here doing the real dirty work.” 

      “Oh, no. I got more than an eyeful.” He puffed out his chest. 

      “The boy’s in pretty bad shape, huh?” 

      “Yeah, looks like the son of a bitch gutted him,” he whispered without a hint of emotion. 

      She felt the blood rush from her head. Her knees went weak. The boy was dead. Murdered. To quote Deputy Gillick, “gutted”! She had her first big story, yet in the pit of her stomach the butterflies had turned into cockroaches. 
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      The Platte City Courthouse Building  
Saturday, October 25 

      “Morrelli.” Bob Weston came into Nick’s office without knocking. The FBI man plopped down in the chair across from Nick. “You should go home. Shower, change clothes. You stink.” 

      “What about the ex-husband?” 

      Weston shook his head. “I’m a father, Nick. I don’t care how pissed off he might be with his wife—I just don’t think a father could do that to his kid.” 

      “So where do we begin?” 

      “I’d start with a list of known sex offenders, pedophiles and child pornographers.” 

      “That could be a long list.” 

      “Excuse me, Nick,” Lucy Burton interrupted from the doorway. “Just wanted to let you know that all four Omaha TV stations and both Lincoln stations are downstairs with camera crews. There’s also a hall full of newspaper and radio people. They’re asking about a statement or press conference.” 

      “Shit,” Nick muttered. “Thanks, Lucy. We’ve avoided the press all week,” Nick said, returning his gaze to Weston. “We’re gonna have to talk to them.” 

      “I agree. You need to talk to them.” 

      “Me? Why me? I thought you were the hotshot expert.” 

      “That was when it was a kidnapping. Now it’s a homicide, Morrelli. Sorry, this is your ball game.” 

      Nick slumped back in his chair. 

      “Look, Morrelli, I’ve been thinking. This being a kid and all, maybe I could request someone to help you put together a profile.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “We have experts who can put together a psychological profile of this guy. Narrow things down for you. Give you a fuckin’ idea of who this asshole is.” 

      “Yeah, that would help. That would be good.” 

      “I’ve been reading about this Special Agent O’Dell, an expert in profiling murderers practically right down to their shoe size. I could call Quantico.” 

      “How soon do you think they could get someone here?” 

      “Don’t let George Tillie cut up the boy yet. I’ll call right now and see if we can get someone here Monday morning. Maybe even O’Dell.” 

      Weston stood up. Nick untangled his legs and stood, too, surprised that his knees were strong enough to hold him. 

      Deputy Hal Langston met Weston at the door. “Thought you guys might be interested in this morning’s edition of the Omaha  Journal.” Hal unfolded the paper and held it up. The headline screamed in tall, bold letters, BOY’S MURDER ECHOES JEFFREYS’ STYLE. 

      Weston ripped the paper from him and began reading out loud. 

      
        “‘Last night, a boy’s body was found along the Platte River, off Old Church Road. Early reports suggest the still-unidentified boy was stabbed to death. A deputy at the scene, who will remain anonymous, said, ‘It looked like the bastard gutted him.’ Gaping chest wounds were a trademark of serial killer Ronald Jeffreys, who was executed in July of this year. Police have yet to make a statement concerning the boy’s identity and the cause of death.’ 

      

      “Goddamn it, Morrelli. You’re gonna have to put a gag order on your men.” 

      “It gets worse,” Hal said, looking at Nick. “The byline is Christine Hamilton.” 

      Weston looked from Hal to Nick. “Oh, please don’t tell me she’s one of the little harem you’re bopping?” 

      “No,” Nick said slowly. “Christine Hamilton is my sister.” 
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      Maggie O’Dell kicked off her muddy running shoes in the foyer before her husband, Greg, reminded her to do so. She missed their tiny, cluttered apartment in Richmond, despite surrendering to the much-needed convenience of living between Quantico and Washington. 

      She peeled off the damp sweatshirt and shot it into the laundry room as she passed on her way to the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator, grabbed a bottle of water and slammed the door, now shivering in only running shorts, a sweat-drenched T-shirt and sports bra that stuck to her like an extra layer of skin. 

      The phone rang. She searched the spotless counters and grabbed it off the unused microwave before the fourth ring. 

      “Hello.” 

      “O’Dell, it’s Kyle Cunningham.” 

      She ran her fingers through her wet mass of short, dark hair and stood up straight, his voice setting her at attention. 

      “Hi. What’s up?” 

      “I just received a phone call from the Omaha field office. They have a murder victim, a little boy. Some of the wounds are characteristic of a serial killer in the same area about six years ago.” 

      “He’s on the prowl again?” 

      “No, the serial killer was Ronald Jeffreys. I don’t know if you remember the case. He murdered three boys.” 

      “Yes, I remember,” she interrupted him, knowing he hated long explanations. “Wasn’t he executed in June or July of this year?” 

      “Yes…yes, in July, I believe.” 

      “So this might be a copycat.” 

      “It could be. The point is, they requested a profiler. Matter of fact, Bob Weston requested you specifically.” 

      “So I’m a celebrity even in Nebraska? When do I leave?” 

      “Not so fast, O’Dell.” She clutched the phone and waited for the lecture. “I’m sure Weston’s pile of glowing reports about you didn’t include the last case file.” 

      “I certainly hope you’re not going to hold the Stucky case over my head every time I go out into the field.” The quiver in her voice sounded angry. That was good—anger was good, better than weakness. 

      “You know that’s not what I’m doing, Maggie. I’m simply concerned. You never took a break after Stucky. You didn’t even see the bureau psychologist.” 

      “Kyle, I’m okay,” she lied. “I’ve seen plenty of blood and guts in the past eight years. There’s not much that shocks me anymore.” 

      “That’s exactly what I’m worried about. I don’t care how tough you think you are—when the blood and guts get sprayed all over you, it’s a little different than walking in on it.” 

      She didn’t need the reminder. Fact was, it didn’t take much to conjure up the image of Albert Stucky hacking those women to death—his bloody death-play performed just for Maggie. His voice still came to her in the middle of the night: “I want you to watch. If you close your eyes, I’ll just kill another one and another and another.” 

      She had a degree in psychology. She didn’t need a psychologist to tell her why she couldn’t sleep at night, why the images still haunted her. She hadn’t even been able to tell Greg about that night; how could she tell a complete stranger? 

      Of course, Greg hadn’t been around when she had staggered back to her hotel room. He’d been miles away when she tore pieces of Lydia Barnett’s brain out of her hair and scrubbed Melissa Stonekey’s blood and skin out of her pores. When she had dressed her own wound, an unsightly slit across her abdomen. And it wasn’t the kind of thing you talked about over the phone. 

      “How was your day, dear? Mine? Oh, nothing too exciting. I just watched two women get gutted and bludgeoned to death.” 

      No, the real reason she hadn’t told Greg was that he would have gone nuts. He had ranted and raved once before when she had confided in him. It had been the last time she had talked about her work. He didn’t seem to mind the lack of communication. He didn’t even notice her absence beside him in bed at night, when she paced the floor to avoid the images, to quiet the screams that still echoed in her head. The lack of intimacy with her husband allowed her to keep her scars—physical and mental—to herself. 

      “Maggie?” 

      “I need to keep working, Kyle. Please don’t take that away from me.” 

      There was silence. 

      “I’ll fax over the details,” he finally said. “Your flight leaves in the morning at six o’clock. Call me if you have any questions.” 

      She listened to the click and waited for the dial tone. With the phone still pressed against her ear, she sighed, then breathed deeply. The front door slammed and she jumped. 

      “Maggie?” 

      “I’m in the kitchen.” 

      “Hey, babe.” 

      Greg came around the counter. He started to hug her, but stopped when he noticed the perspiration. He manufactured a smile to disguise his disgust. When had he started using his lawyer acting talents on her? 

      “We have reservations for six-thirty. Are you sure you have time to get ready?” 

      She glanced at the wall clock. It was only four. How bad did he think she looked? 

      “No problem,” she said, guzzling more water and purposely letting it dribble down her chin. 

      The phone rang, and Greg reached for it. 

      “Let it ring,” she said. “It’s a fax from Director Cunningham.” She raced to the den, checked the caller ID, then flipped on the fax. 

      “Why is he faxing you on a Saturday?” 

      “He’s faxing some details on a case I’ve been asked to profile.” 

      “Tonight was supposed to be a nice quiet dinner, just the two of us.” 

      “And it will be. It may just need to be an early night. I have a six o’clock flight in the morning.” 

      Silence. One, two, three… 

      “Damn it, Maggie. It’s our anniversary. This was supposed to be our weekend together.” 

      “No, that was last weekend, only you forgot and played in the golf tournament.” 

      “Oh, I see. So this is payback.” 

      “No, it’s not payback. It’s work.” 

      “Work, right. That’s convenient. Call it what you want. It’s payback.” 

      “A little boy has been murdered, and I might be able to help find the psycho who did it.” 

      “Tell them to send someone else, Maggie. We need this weekend together.” 

      She looked into his gray eyes and wondered when they had lost their color. She searched for a flicker of the intelligent, compassionate man she had married nine years ago when they were both college seniors ready to make their marks on the world. She would track down the criminals, and he would defend the helpless victims. 

      “Tell them to send someone else, or we’re finished.” 

      “If this one trip means we’re finished, then maybe we’ve been finished for a long time!” 
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      Sunday, October 26 

      And so it begins, he thought as he sipped the scalding-hot tea. 

      The front-page headline belonged on the National Enquirer and not a newspaper as respectable as the Omaha Journal. FROM THE GRAVE, SERIAL KILLER STILL GRIPS COMMUNITY WITH BOY’S RECENT MURDER. The byline was Christine Hamilton again. He recognized the name from the “Living Today” section. Why would they give the story to a newcomer, a rookie? 

      Quickly, he turned the pages, searching for the rest of the story, which continued on page ten, column one. The entire page was filled with connecting articles. There was a school photo of the boy. Beside it ran an in-depth saga of the boy’s sudden disappearance during his early-morning paper route just a week ago. The article told how the FBI and the boy’s mother had waited for a ransom note that never came. Then, finally, Sheriff Morrelli had found the body in a pasture along the river. 

      He glanced back at the paragraph. Morrelli? No, this was Nicholas Morrelli, not Antonio. How nice, he thought, for father and son to share the same experience. 

      The article went on to point out the similarities to the murders of three boys in the same small community over six years ago. And how the bodies, strangled and stabbed to death, had each been discovered days later in different wooded, isolated areas. 

      He used the fillet knife to scoop jelly and spread it on his burnt English muffin. The stupid toaster hadn’t worked right for weeks, but it was better than going down to the kitchen and having breakfast with the others. 

      The room was very plain, white walls and hardwood floors. The small twin-size bed barely accommodated his six-foot frame. On the nightstand stood the most elaborate of his furnishings, an ornate lamp, the base a detailed relief of cherubs and nymphs tastefully arranged. It was one of the few things he had splurged on and purchased for himself with his meager paycheck. That and the three paintings. Of course, he could only afford framed reproductions. They hung on the wall opposite his bed so he could look at them while he drifted off to sleep. 

      He finished his breakfast and meticulously cleaned the table, no crumb escaping his quick swipes with the damp rag. From his small, brown-stained bathroom sink he removed the pair of Nikes, now scrubbed clean, not a hint of mud left. Still, he wished he had taken them off sooner. He patted them dry and set them aside to wash the one plate he called his own, a fragile, hand-painted Noritake. 

      His morning ritual complete, he got down on his hands and knees and pulled a wooden box from under the bed. He laid the box on the small table and ran his fingers over the lid’s intricate carving. Carefully, he cut out the newspaper articles. He opened the box and put the folded articles inside on top of the other newspaper clippings, some of which were just beginning to yellow. He checked the other contents: a bright white linen cloth, two candles and a small container of oil. Then he licked the remnants of jelly off the fillet knife and returned it to the box, laying it gently on the soft cotton of a pair of boy’s underpants. 
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      Timmy Hamilton pushed his mom’s fingers away from his face as the two of them hesitated on the steps of St Margaret’s. It was bad enough that he was late. He didn’t need his mom fussing over him in front of his friends. 

      “Come on, Mom. Everybody can see.” 

      “Is this a new bruise?” Christine held his chin and gently tilted his head. 

      “I ran into Chad at soccer practice. It’s no big deal.” He put his hand on his hip as if to conceal the even bigger bruise hidden there. 

      “You need to be more careful, Timmy. You bruise so easily. I must have been out of my mind when I agreed to let you play.” She opened her handbag and began digging. 

      “I’m gonna be late. Church starts in fifteen minutes.” 

      “I thought I had your registration form and check for the campout.” 

      “Mom, I’m late already.” 

      “Okay, okay.” She snapped the bag shut. “Just tell Father Keller I’ll put it in the mail tomorrow.” 

      “Can I go now?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “You sure you don’t want to check the tags on my underwear or something?” 

      “Smart-ass.” She laughed and swatted him on the butt. 

      He liked it when she laughed, something she didn’t do much of since his dad had left. When she laughed, the lines in her face softened, denting her cheeks with dimples. She became the most beautiful woman he knew. 

      Timmy knocked on the ornate door to the church vestibule. When no one answered, he opened it slowly and peeked in before entering. He found a cassock in his size among those hanging in the closet, and he ripped it from the hanger, trying to make up for lost time. He threw his jacket to a chair across the room, then jumped, startled by the priest kneeling quietly next to the chair. His rod-straight back faced Timmy, but the boy recognized Father Keller’s dark hair curling over his collar. His thin frame towered over the chair, though he was on his knees. Despite Timmy’s jacket almost hitting him, the priest remained still and quiet. 

      Finally, his elbow lifted to make the sign of the cross. He stood without effort and turned to Timmy, taking the jacket and draping it carefully over the chair’s arm. 

      “Does your mom know you throw around your Sunday clothes?” He smiled with white, even teeth and bright blue eyes. 

      “Sorry, Father. I didn’t see you when I came in. I was afraid I was late.” 

      “No problem. We have plenty of time.” He tousled Timmy’s hair, his hand lingering on his head. It was something Timmy’s dad used to do. 

      Father Keller seemed like a best friend instead of a priest. Sometimes on Saturdays, he played football with the boys down at the park, allowing himself to be tackled and getting just as muddy as the rest of them. At camp, he told gory ghost stories—the kind parents forbid. Sometimes after mass, Father Keller traded baseball cards. He had some of the best ones, really old ones like Jackie Robinson and Joe DiMaggio. 

      Timmy waited for Father Keller to put on the last of his garments. The priest checked his image in the floor-length mirror, then turned to Timmy. 

      “Ready?” 

      “Yes, Father,” he said and followed the priest through the small hallway to the altar. 

      Timmy couldn’t help smiling at the bright white Nikes peeking out from under the priest’s long black cassock. 
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      The information Maggie O’Dell had accessed from the Nebraska Tourism website described Platte City (population 3,500) as a growing bedroom community for many who worked in Omaha (twenty miles to the northeast) and Lincoln (thirty miles to the southwest). That explained the beautiful, well-manicured homes and neighborhoods—many recently built—despite the non-existence of any nearby industry. 

      Small shops lined the downtown square: a post office, Wanda’s Diner, a movie theater, something called Paintin’ Place, a small grocery store and, yes, even a drugstore/soda fountain. Bright red awnings hung over some of the shops. Others had window boxes with geraniums still in bloom. In the center of the square, the redbrick courthouse towered over the other buildings. Built during an era when pride overrode expense, its façade included a detailed relief of Nebraska’s past—covered wagons and plow horses separated by the scales of justice. 

      Inside the lobby of the courthouse, Maggie’s heels clicked on the marble floor, sending an echo all the way to the vaulted cathedral ceiling. She scanned the wall directory. The County Sheriff’s department resided on the third floor. 

      The department appeared empty, though the smell of freshly brewed coffee and the hum of a copy machine seeped in from one of the back rooms. The wall clock showed eleven-thirty. Maggie checked her watch. She was still on eastern time. She reset it as she walked to the windows facing south. The thick gray clouds now blocked any hint of sun or blue sky. Below, the streets remained quiet. It wasn’t noon, and she was already exhausted. She was drained from her battle with Greg and another sleepless night avoiding visions of Albert Stucky. Then, this morning, the turbulent flight had jerked and jolted her thousands of feet above control. She hated flying, and it never got any easier. 

      She wished she had checked into a hotel first and eaten some lunch instead of coming directly here. But she was ready to dig in, having spent the hours in the air preoccupying herself with details of Ronald Jeffreys. The recent murder resembled Jeffreys’ style, right down to the jagged X carved into the boy’s chest. Copycats were often meticulous, duplicating every last detail to amplify the thrill. 

      “Can I help you?” 

      Maggie spun around. The young woman who appeared out of nowhere was far from what Maggie had expected of someone working in a sheriff’s office. Her long hair was too tall and stiff, her knit skirt too short and tight. She looked more like a teenager ready for a date. 

      “I’m here to see Sheriff Nicholas Morrelli.” 

      The woman eyed Maggie suspiciously, keeping her post in the doorway as though guarding the back offices. “What exactly is it that you need to talk to Nick…to Sheriff Morrelli about?” 

      Maggie had reached into her jacket pocket, ready to flip out her badge, when two men came noisily in the front door. The older man wore a brown deputy’s uniform, the pants impeccably pressed, the tie cinched tight at his neck. The younger was wearing a gray T-shirt drenched in sweat, shorts and running shoes. His dark brown hair, though short, was tousled, strands wet against his forehead. Despite his disheveled look, he was handsome and definitely in good shape, with long muscular legs, slender waist and broad shoulders. 

      Both men stopped talking as soon as they saw Maggie. They looked from Maggie to the young woman still at her post in the doorway. 

      “Hi, Lucy. Is everything okay?” the younger man said as his eyes scanned the length of Maggie’s body. When his eyes finally met hers, he smiled as if she had met his approval. 

      “I was just trying to find out what this lady—” 

      “I’m here to see Sheriff Morrelli,” Maggie interrupted. She brought out her badge and flipped it open. “I’m with the FBI.” 

      “You’re Special Agent O’Dell?” the younger man said. 

      “Yes, that’s right.” 

      He wiped his hand on his T-shirt and extended it to her. “I’m Nick Morrelli. This is Deputy Eddie Gillick, and I guess you already met Lucy Burton. I am really sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived. Actually, I just got back from Omaha. I ran in the Corporate Cup Run.” He seemed eager to explain, almost uncomfortable, as though he had been caught at something he shouldn’t be doing. He shifted from one foot to another. 

      “It’s a fund-raiser for the American Lung Association…or maybe it’s the American Heart Association. I can’t remember. Anyway, it’s for a good cause.” 

      “You don’t owe me an explanation, Sheriff Morelli,” she said, although she was pleased that her presence seemed to demand one. 

      “After over thirty-six straight hours on the case,” Morrelli continued, “we decided to take a break today. I really didn’t think you’d be here until tomorrow. You know, it being Sunday.” 

      “My superiors gave me the impression that time may be important in this case. You are still holding the body for my examination, aren’t you?” 

      “Yes, of course. We’re using the hospital morgue. If you’d like, I can take you there.” 

      “Thanks. But first, there’s someplace else I’d like you to take me.” 

      “Sure. You probably want to unpack. Are you staying here in town?” 

      “Actually, that’s not what I meant. I’d like to see the scene of the crime.” She watched Morrelli’s face grow pale. “I’d like you to show me where you found the body.” 
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