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Praise for the novels of international bestselling author

P.D. MARTIN
“[A] gripping read.”
—Herald Sun on Fan Mail
“Martin ratchets up the fear and the tension expertly.”
—Courier Mail on Fan Mail
“[A] twisted, intriguing and brilliant plot.”
—Sunday Territorian on Fan Mail
“Martin provides solid entertainment as she takes a high-concept premise and runs with it. The narrative is fast-moving, the protagonists likable, the police detail and dialogue believable and the serial killers just as evil as they need to be.”
—Publishers Weekly on The Murderers’ Club
“Just as gripping and original as the first…certainly a riveting read.”
—Herald Sun on The Murderers’ Club
“A real page-turner, with a dastardly mix of villains.”
—The Age on The Murderers’ Club
“A taut and terrific debut novel…Martin is a real find. Can’t wait to read her next.”
—Women’s Weekly on Body Count
“P.D. Martin…ticks all the right boxes.”
—Sydney Morning Herald on Body Count
“Enough procedural details to satisfy CSI junkies, with humor, emotion and a generous number of chills.”
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Prologue

15 years ago

Tokyo, Japan
He took another long drag of the cigarette and flicked the butt, mesmerized by its perfect arc and fall. The red embers glowed against the white snow for a moment before the cold wetness engulfed them. The butt lay next to roughly ten others, but he wasn’t really counting. He’d been freezing his ass off for an hour, catching a glimpse every now and again of a silhouette. Some of his peers would have grown impatient and charged into the small apartment, taking out both the target and his mistress. The killing of a wife would never be sanctioned, never forgiven, but a mistress…they were expendable. But why kill an innocent woman just to avoid discomfort? It was unnecessary and uncivilized; and this business could still be conducted with honor—his father had taught him that. He sighed. It wouldn’t be much longer now. The mark rarely spent more than an hour with his mistress.
He returned his gaze to the window, and the entrance. Waiting. This was a big hit, and as the time dragged by he felt himself growing anxious. It was paramount that no one link the killing to him, or his boss. It had to be fast and discreet, no half-alive victim and no witnesses. He must live up to the honor bestowed upon him. To be trusted with this kill…It wasn’t his first, and probably wouldn’t be his last, but the high-profile nature of the target made him keen to get it over with. The warmth of his fiancée’s bed also called to him. He’d had many other women, but she was different, special. She was the only one he’d wanted to marry.
His fingers slipped inside his down jacket until he felt the cold hardness of his gun. It was instinct to check it every few minutes, to make sure he could draw it fast. He looked up at the window again—movement. This time the silhouettes were moving toward the door. He slipped his hand into his inside jacket pocket again and withdrew the gun, glancing up and down the street. He could take the shot from the doorway and then slink back into the shadows, before inserting himself into the crowd that would gather around the body. The entrance light flicked on and the target came down the stairs, smiling and buttoning his full-length overcoat. A satisfied man.
He leaned back into the doorway and brought the gun up. The mark had only taken two steps onto the pavement when the bullet hit him, piercing his lung and nicking his heart. The perfect shot. He staggered backward, the smile gone from his face, and slumped against the outer glass door before sliding slowly down it. The killer watched the blood pooling and melting the snow ever so slightly, just like his cigarette butt had moments before. He smiled, happy with the visual analogy. And happy with the amount of blood. His shot had been good.
It wasn’t long before the crowd gathered. He moved onto the street, toward his victim, ready to confirm the kill. Then something, a feeling of being watched, made him look up. The mistress stared directly at him from her window. They both froze, eyes locked. Then she ran, and he ran. She’d seen him. She’d recognized him.
He pushed past the dead mark and into the apartment complex, racing up the stairs. As he rounded the last step onto her floor, he saw her hurtling up the stairs and away from her apartment. She was barefoot, dressed only in a jade-colored negligee. He ran, confident he’d soon catch up.
She looked over her shoulder, panicked. “Help!” she screamed, but her plea for help was cut short as he put his hand around her mouth.
“Shh.”
She struggled, kicking.
He didn’t want to kill her. He’d never killed a woman before. It wasn’t right. But the other option—failing his boss—was much worse.
He took a deep breath before grabbing her head in both hands and twisting. He heard the snap as her neck broke and then her body went limp in his arms. He let her fall gently to the ground, her long black hair fanning out around her milky-white skin. Her eyes were open, staring at him, judging him. She looked so helpless, so still, in her lingerie with her neck at an unnatural angle. He’d had no choice…he had to kill her. But still…
He stood motionless, trying to let his rational side catch up to his actions. He must get rid of her body. Quickly.



One

I’m sitting down, tied to a chair, when the deafening sound of a gun going off close range hits me. Searing pain follows.

I wake up to my 6:00 a.m. alarm and automatically reach for my notebook. I don’t remember dreaming or waking last night, but sometimes when I dream I have no recollection the next morning, so I always check the dream diary on my bedside table. This morning I see the words Someone shot scrawled across the page. Someone shot…not exactly my most illuminating dream. It doesn’t sound like any of my current cases—at the moment I’m profiling a series of rapes in The Valley and the homicide of a young boy who was beaten to death in a video-game arcade. No bullets, no gunshot wounds. So far the dream diary I started a month ago hasn’t given me much, but I wanted to start recording as many of my dreams as possible…given some of them come true.
Half an hour later I jump on the gym scales and the digital readout levels off at 136.4. I smile, but while I am happy with my weight from an aesthetic point of view, for me it’s about a lot more than getting into a size-eight dress or looking good in lingerie for my man. Besides, it’s been a while since anyone’s seen me in lingerie—a fact that I’m happy about most of the time. No, it’s about health for me. I know firsthand that fitness can be the difference between life and death and I don’t want to haul more than a hundred and forty-five pounds in a chase.
The Bureau used to test field agents every year, making sure they fell within a set weight range and that they could pass a physical, including fitness tests…until the 1990s, when a judge found in favor of a discrimination lawsuit. However, I agree with the Bureau’s original stance, and so I plan to test myself every year, using the Bureau’s physical requirements for its new recruits—the only time agents now need to meet the weight requirements and prove their physical fitness.
I’ve asked Mercedes Diaz, one of the L.A. field office’s IT resources and my workout partner, to help put me through my paces. Diaz is five-six and all lean muscle, accentuated by a natural olive skin tone—no fake tan required. While her job may be tied to a computer, she makes up for her sedentary nine-to-five routine with lots of exercise. Our shared obsession has made us friends—we kept running into each other at the gym and eventually planned our workouts together. I hardly use my apartment’s gym anymore, opting for the better facilities at FitnessOne, only a block away from the office. This morning it’s busy as usual, but everybody starts a new fitness regime on a Monday, right?
Mercedes hovers over the mat I’m lying on. “This will be a breeze for you, Sophie.”
“Hopefully,” I say, even though I know I’m incredibly fit at the moment. FBI recruits need twelve points across a series of tests to pass, and members of the Bureau’s elite Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) need twenty. I want to push myself and make twenty.
“Ready?”
“Yep.” I lie on the mat, hands behind my head and elbows back.
Mercedes brings up her stopwatch, finger poised, and counts me in. I work on my abs a lot, with stomach exercises and pilates, but I still only have a four-pack not a six-or eight-pack. A genetic potbelly makes the lower four bumps pretty much unachievable, unless I starve myself to the verge of anorexia. Besides, I like the rounded look.
When Mercedes calls time after one minute, I’ve clocked up forty-eight sit-ups, equal to five points. Next I flip over for the push-ups, skipping the three-hundred meter sprint, which is too hard to do on the treadmill. Mercedes and I are meeting at Westwood Park right near my place tomorrow morning for the sprint test. I’m aiming for around fifty-six seconds, but I know that will be tough. Likewise, I’ll have to push myself for the push-ups, but at least they’re not timed—it’s just pump out as many as you can.
I line my hands up directly below my shoulders and stretch my legs out fully. Mercedes checks my posture and pushes my bottom down slightly—no cheating, even though this isn’t a real test.
“No more than an inch between your face and the mat, Sophie.” Mercedes and I push each other during our workouts and today is no different.
“Give a girl a break, Mercedes.”
“You don’t need any breaks, Sophie,” she says with a smile. “Hit it.”
I lower myself all the way down and push up. Even after fifteen I’m slowing down. Fifteen is only one point on the Bureau’s scale, and while that is the Bureau’s minimum requirement for each activity, it’s not enough for me. I keep going, pushing my muscles as each one gets harder and my arms threaten to shake.
“Keep it low,” Mercedes says, both warning and encouraging me as I sink into my twentieth push-up. Twenty is two points. I decide to force myself to twenty-two and three points. The last push-up is slow and my shaking arms are on the verge of collapse, but I manage it. I flop onto my stomach, my biceps and triceps cramping.
“Excellent.”
“Mmm…” It’s hardly excellent, but I know my upper body is my weak point.
After a few arm stretches and a couple of minutes I move onto the treadmill for the one-and-a-half-mile run. In this one, the number of points is determined by how long it takes. I normally run fast—nine or ten miles an hour—which means the run should take me around ten minutes. And that’ll give me the full ten points for the task.
The rhythm comes easily, and ten minutes and five seconds later I clock up the distance. I slow the treadmill to a steady walking pace.
“Ten, five. You’d outrun most of the guys in the office.” Mercedes gives me a little wink.
That’s the point—to be able to outrun most men. One man that comes to mind is AmericanPsycho, the president of an online group of serial killers that we took down eight months ago. We got three of the four members, but he managed to escape. Mercedes knows about AmericanPsycho; unfortunately most of the office does, given he sends me a single red rose on the first of every month. But I don’t point out that at some stage in my future I might have a sadistic serial killer on my tail—literally.
“You’re already up to eighteen points, but if you were at the Academy you’d still need to get a point in the sprint.”
I nod. One point means I have to run the three hundred meters in less than 64.9 seconds. Totally doable, given I’m aiming for fifty-six. Looks like I’ll make my goal of twenty.
“What you got on today?” Mercedes jumps on the treadmill next to mine and starts walking.
“I’m working on that boy’s murder, the one I was telling you about.”
Mercedes nods with a little wince. In her job, she’s often removed from the case details.
The murder victim’s a fourteen-year-old boy who was found in the men’s restroom of an arcade in South Central. I think this case bothers Mercedes because she’s got a nephew that age, so she’s personalized the case. Every case gets to me, one way or another, but I consciously try not to relate to the victim too much. It’s hard to be objective when I’m a profiler—after all, part of my job is to get into the minds of the killer and victims—but I still need a buffer. I need to be able to come up for air and, more important, stay up.
The LAPD believes the perpetrator is a youth and that the death may be gang related, but two weeks after the murder they still had lots of suspects without any hard evidence, so they sent the case details to George Rosen, the head of the Criminal Division, and requested a profile of the perp.
“Don’t worry, Soph. You’ll get to it.”
“I better.” The case has been on the back burner for the past couple of weeks, with other cases taking precedence. I increase the treadmill’s speed, moving back into a fast jog. “It’s been four weeks since his murder and every time I bump the boy down the list I can’t help but think about his parents.”
“Can you finish it today?” Mercedes asks.
“If I get the whole day, yeah.” Problem is, my caseload has been heavy and I’ve already been putting in thirteen-hour days, plus some time on the weekends. L.A.’s got a high murder rate—one murder every twenty-six hours according to the L.A. Sheriff’s Department. And that’s only in L.A. County, not the wider area that the Bureau services. It makes assigning the whole day to the boy’s case difficult—who knows what will come my way?
 
A couple of hours later I’m sitting at my desk with the boy’s file open when George Rosen pays me a visit. I immediately notice he’s carrying a file, but that’s not surprising given that most of my profiling work originates from his division—homicide, kidnapping, sexual assault, armed robberies and so on.
“We’ve got a new request from the LAPD. A homicide. We’re waiting on identification of the body and the autopsy report, but the injuries are a little strange.”
“How so?”
“The throat and hyoid bone have been crushed.”
That doesn’t sound so strange to me. “Strangulation,” I say, even though to crush the hyoid bone rather than simply break it requires substantial force.
“Not exactly. Here’s what I received from the LAPD.” Rosen slides the file across my desk.
When I flip it open, the photo of the victim hits me. He’s lying on top of a couple of stray bricks and wood, partially propped up against a fence that surrounds a building site. The front of his throat almost looks as though it’s been ripped off, like an animal grabbed him by the throat, pulled and then let go. The front section of the vic’s throat hangs limply, and congealed blood covers the skin, exposed muscle and the bricks on which his head rests.
“And I’m guessing there’s no report of a wild dog in the area,” I say sarcastically.
Rosen raises an eyebrow. “No.”
I guess the sarcasm was lost.
“This is a fresh one—it happened yesterday. Brady’s approved your involvement.”
I nod. Brady’s the big boss, the assistant director in charge of the L.A. office. Brady and I didn’t exactly get off on the right foot when I started here in August, but over the past four months I like to think I’ve won him over. I’ve also realized that his general manner is a little distant, so he wasn’t as annoyed with me in that first week as I thought.
Rosen continues. “He said to work it in with your other cases…sorry. And given the LAPD’s called us in so early, I’d like you to make it your priority.”
I see a flash of my fourteen-year-old boy, James Santorini.



Two

I flip through the crime-scene photos. While part of me would like to leave this victim until after my profile of the arcade murder, Rosen was pretty specific. Besides, this crime scene is fresher, which means fresher leads. I can be called in at any stage of an investigation, but the more recent the crime scene, the better for me. Especially given the extra “gift” I bring to my work.
The file contains both day- and nighttime shots, indicating that the sun rose while the crime scene was being processed. The imagery’s not lost on me…a new day was dawning, but not for our dead male. A quick check of the police report verifies the timing. The first photos I look at are the ones taken of the victim’s full body, without much else in the frame. I can make out bricks, pieces of wood and other building debris underneath him and the mesh of the fence that partially supports him, but nothing else, no indication of the wider locale.
The victim is of Asian descent and wears jeans and a dark gray T-shirt with a black design on the front. I’m not up with the latest styles or labels, but the clothes look expensive and I make a mental note to check with someone a little more fashion-minded than I am. The clothes could even help us during the search for the victim’s identity. For example, if he’s wearing designer clothes we can cross-reference his photo against missing persons in the higher socioeconomic bracket. This detail may also be important for the victimology. The profile of the victim often helps us to understand how or why he or she was chosen by the killer; and ultimately that can lead us to our perp.
Next I look at close-up shots of the man’s face and the throat wound. I notice a couple of thin scars on his face, one that runs halfway across his right eyebrow and a larger scar along the underside of his jaw. Childhood accidents or evidence of prior violence? Either’s possible. I examine the close-ups of the throat wound carefully. There are no bite marks—ruling out any animal involvement—but also no tool marks that I can see on the skin to indicate what sort of implement caused the wound. Once the body has been washed by the coroner, the wound will be easier to examine.
The next series of photos I study are of the overall crime-scene location. The building site is on the edge of a large, open-air parking lot and a quick cross-reference to the preliminary police report tells me the lot’s in Little Tokyo. The body was found roughly centered between Second Street and Third Street, an area of the lot with fewer people and less light. Anyone walking along the streets on the parking lot’s edge would be nearly two hundred yards away and probably oblivious to a confrontation; and the building site would have been deserted in the early hours of the morning. Despite being in the middle of downtown L.A., the crime scene was isolated. The spot for the kill was either well planned or dumb luck. Regardless, there’s still a chance of a witness. Perhaps someone was walking back to their car and saw our victim prior to the murder. Or maybe they saw the killer, before or after the fact. Then there is the apartment block on Third Street that overlooks the lot, and a few businesses on Los Angeles Street opposite the crime scene. Maybe we’ll find a witness there. The amount of blood at the scene certainly indicates our victim was killed where he was found. And even if time of death comes back as the early hours of the morning, that area of town would have been busy.
The next series of shots focuses on the light closest to the victim’s body, a square spotlight with several globes that have all been blown out. Another photo shows shattered glass directly beneath the light. Even though the murder probably took place at night, the killer had the sense to darken the scene even further, either beforehand, during or after the kill.
I read over the initial police report, taking note of the major details. The body was discovered by two San Francisco university students, in L.A. for the weekend. They’d been sampling Little Tokyo’s nightlife at one of its most popular karaoke bars and had left the bar around 4:00 a.m. After a brief McDonald’s stop, they cut through the parking lot to their hotel, but one of them decided he wouldn’t make it without a pit stop. So he looked for a dark nook in the parking lot; midstream he turned his head and saw the body. Bet that put a stop to the waterworks. He called 911 on his cell phone, and the LAPD was on scene at 4:30 a.m., five minutes after the witness called in. According to the crime-scene log, the detectives arrived thirty minutes later, with the crime-scene techs and the forensic pathologist hot on their heels.
The victim had no jewelry, no wallet and no ID on him, nor were any of these items found around the large area the police cordoned off for the crime-scene search. On the surface, that suggests a mugging gone wrong. In fact, if our guy was sitting in the morgue with a gunshot wound, I doubt the case would have warranted FBI attention. After I’ve read over the witness statements, I punch the lead LAPD detective’s number into my desk phone.
“LAPD, Ramos.”
“Detective Ramos, it’s Special Agent Sophie Anderson calling from the FBI.”
“Hey, Anderson. That was quick…You work with Rosen, right?”
“Yeah. I’m the behavioral analyst for L.A.”
“Swell. You got the file?”
“Yup, it’s in front of me.”
“So you got questions, huh? Shoot.”
“First off, any news on ID?”
“Not so far. Nothing came up on Live Scan so now I’ve got people going through L.A.’s Missing Persons.”
Live Scan allows us to digitally scan the prints of a suspect or victim and run them against the Automated Fingerprint Identification System. No match means he’s not on our radar—no criminal record and not a government or ex-government employee. Lucky for us that the body was found relatively quickly and the skin still had enough oils present for the digital system, otherwise we would have had to print the vic the old way, with ink and a card before scanning his print.
Even though we can’t match his prints, maybe we can match his face—against L.A.’s Missing Persons. “You think he’s an L.A. native?” I ask. “This is a big tourist destination.”
“I know, it could be anyone…and Little Tokyo’s popular with tourists. But Missing Persons is a start.”
“It could complicate things if he’s not American,” I say, thinking about the repercussions of getting international consulates involved.
“Exactly.”
“Tourist or resident, not many people go out without a wallet or passport.” I start doodling on my notebook.
“It looks like a mugging gone wrong.” Ramos voices the most obvious scenario—if it wasn’t for the unusual throat wound. The lack of conviction in his voice tells me he’s not sold on the mugger theory.
“Or the killer took the ID, didn’t want us to discover the victim’s identity, or wanted to delay that knowledge.”
“But why?” Ramos is quiet, but only for a second before answering his own question. “Would buy someone time to get out of L.A., maybe even flee the country if they thought the victim’s identity would make it obvious who they were.”
“True. Well, let’s hope the ID doesn’t take too much longer.” I move on to my next question. “What do you make of the two guys who discovered the body?”
“Typical college kids down for a big weekend in the City of Angels. They were a little boozed up when I interviewed them, but I can’t see that they’re involved in any way.”
“The report didn’t list any other witnesses.”
“No.” He pauses. “Even though the area’s pretty isolated, I’m thinking someone had to have seen or heard something. But no one’s come forward yet.”
“You think they will?”
“Hard to know. It’s probably the usual…someone saw something but didn’t realize the significance. There aren’t many Japanese residents in the area nowadays except for a few older people, but there are a few businesses nearby, and a large apartment block. I’m going back to visit them today if you want to tag along.”
“Sure.”
“With the light out of action, I guess it’s possible it was dark enough for the killer and murder to go unnoticed.”
“Maybe.” I chew on my bottom lip. “And the autopsy?”
“Scheduled for this afternoon. I’ll probably sit in.”
“Mind if I come, too?”
“If you think it will help.”
“Any firsthand contact with the victim and crime scene will help me draft an offender profile, not to mention a victimology.”
“Victimology. That’d be nice.”
I sympathize with Ramos. Besides a rough age range, race, height and some other vital statistics, we don’t have much to work with in terms of a victim profile.
“I’ll meet you at the crime scene at ten. You’ll see it from Second Street…or South Los Angeles or South San Pedro for that matter.”
Bright yellow crime-scene tape is hard to miss. I thank Ramos and hang up.
After spending another forty-five minutes going over the file, I come back to the victim’s clothes. So who in the office would know? My first stop will be Melissa. She’s always got fashion magazines poking out of her handbag. Then I might go with a cliché and try Bobby from the Cyber Crime Division—he’s gay, so he’s bound to know men’s fashion, right?
Melissa’s typing furiously when I arrive at her desk. She glances up at me and smiles but keeps typing, showing her ability to multitask with ease. “Hey, Soph. What’s up?”
“I’ve got a question for you.”
“Fire away.” She stops typing and gives me her full attention.
“You’re into fashion, right?”
“’Course.”
“I’ve got some crime-scene photos of a John Doe I’d like you to look at.”
She grimaces slightly. Like Mercedes, Melissa can usually avoid photos of victims.
“Sorry,” I say. “It’s just that the guy looks really well dressed, and I want to confirm a level of affluence for the victimology.”
She nods reluctantly. “Okay, I can do that.”
I’ve chosen a couple of photos that show the victim’s clothing fully, and in the best lighting. Moving in next to Melissa, I use the back of one photo to cover the victim’s head and the neck wound. No point freaking her out more than I have to. She seems relieved when there’s no visible blood or gore.
“The jeans are Ralph Lauren. And this pocket cut is new this season, so your victim’s in the latest design.” Her eyes move upward. “Now the T-shirt…um…oh, hang on, there’s the Yves Saint Laurent symbol, just there.” She points to a tiny dot on the victim’s sleeve.
I bring the photo up for a closer look. “Oh, yeah, so it is.” I smile at Melissa. “Thanks, that’s a huge help.”
“Awesome.” Melissa’s chuffed to have helped.
I walk back to my desk and grab my keys and bag, thinking about the case. So our victim is definitely into his appearance, taking the effort to wear the latest fashion. Maybe it is how it looks—a mugging. The guy could have been wearing a Rolex and some bling to match his designer clothes, and that’s mighty attractive for someone looking for fast cash.
 
I pull up at the parking lot on Second Street exactly two minutes before the hour. The scene is very different to how it would have looked yesterday, but even from the street I can see the area cordoned off with police tape deep in the belly of the parking lot. Yesterday morning, people would have been overflowing from both inside and outside the tape. The cops and forensics would have been bustling inside, gathering evidence and inspecting the scene; the media and onlookers would have been pushing forward, trying to see more, find out more. Now, a lone uniformed cop keeps an eye on the area and even the tape will probably be gone by evening, certainly by this time tomorrow. Then there’ll be nothing to indicate to a passerby that someone’s life ended in this lot.
As I walk toward the entrance, a dark-complexioned man in his late forties to early fifties gets out of his car and makes a beeline for me. He’s fit and healthy looking, with virtually no sign of middle-age spread. His black hair has a slight wave to it, and he wears it long for a man, coming down to his ears and the nape of his neck, Antonio Banderas style. Gray streaks add distinction and help give away his true age.
“Agent Anderson?” He gives me a large grin, his white teeth contrasting against dark lips.
“Yes.” I take his outstretched hand. “Detective Ramos, I presume.”
He nods and we both walk toward the cop and the crime-scene line.
“You’re letting the parking lot carry on business as usual?”
“Yeah. Except for the area we’ve cordoned off.”
He points to the back of the lot, and I notice the sea of cars stops well short of the fence and building site.
“It’s a well-chosen location,” I comment.
Ramos nods. “Little Tokyo’s usually busy, but this spot’s buried.”
When we get to the crime-scene tape, the cop stands aside for us to enter and acknowledges Ramos by name.
“Thanks, Officer Saxon. Anything happening down here?”
“No, sir. Quiet since I took over shift at eight. Officer Graves said there wasn’t much action last night, either. Just a few curious citizens coming in for a closer look.”
We both nod. Same old story the world over. The thing is, one of those nosy citizens could be our killer. Killers often return to the scene of the crime. Sometimes it’s just out of compulsion to see what’s happening, but hardened killers will get off on it, reliving the moment of death. They see murder as the ultimate power over their victim, and they want that sense of power to run through them again and again. But that trait is more something we see in serial killers, or other types of sadistic killers. If it’s a mugging gone wrong, or someone who took the victim’s ID just to prolong our discovery of his identity, they’ll keep a wide berth between them and the scene.
Ramos holds the tape up for me and I slip underneath it. Looks like he’s old-school—I just hope he doesn’t mind a woman on his homicide case. Women are still well and truly outnumbered in law enforcement and some of the older cops don’t like our movement up the ranks. But so far there’s nothing to indicate Ramos is one of those.
A few of the crime-scene markers are still on the asphalt, but most of the evidence has been removed and the corresponding markers with it. I recall some of the crime-scene photos and manage to fill in some of the blanks. Marker number six was a cigarette butt, and both the marker and butt are gone. Maybe the cigarette was the victim’s, maybe the killer’s or maybe some unrelated third party’s. The butt will be swabbed for DNA and compared to the victim’s. If that doesn’t give us a match we can run it against CODIS, the national DNA database. Sometimes we get lucky and get a direct match on our perp.
Near the corner of the farthest parking space was marker number ten, which flagged the place where the witness urinated. It was from this point that he looked around and saw our vic.
I move back to the place where the glass from the light fell. “Has the match been confirmed?” I ask, gazing up at the jagged edges on the light post.
“Initial visual confirmation, yes, but the lab’s still going to run the glass and reconstruct the light to make sure. The light’s being removed this afternoon.”
I nod. “You want to take me through it?” I jerk my head to the wire fence on my left.
“Sure.”
Ramos would have done an initial walk-through as soon as he arrived on site, assessing the crime scene and going through a few possible reconstructions in his head. And he’s probably spent the past twenty-four hours going through it over and over again.
“How many people you got on this, by the way?”
“Me, my partner, a junior detective and I’ve got two uniforms at my disposal—Saxon and Graves. At the moment I’ve got them taking watches, but later on today I’ll close up the crime scene and get them to follow up with the door-to-door canvassing.”
I nod. A murder investigation goes through cycles. It often starts off with a few cops working it, but then if nothing breaks, some of those resources might have to be directed elsewhere. Conversely, if it’s a time-critical or high-profile case, the resources go up as time goes by.
“Okay.” He takes a breath. “I’m afraid we haven’t got much at this point. Especially given we don’t even know if the vic was here of his own accord or was brought here. His car might even be in the lot.” Ramos motions with his hand at the now-full lot over his shoulder. “The manager’s keeping an eye out for cars that have been sitting here for a while. And we’re running all the plates that were here at 5:00 a.m. yesterday to interview those people, too.”
“Big job.”
“Uh-huh.” Ramos goes back to the walk-through. “Let’s start with the mugging angle. So let’s say our vic is on his way back to his car, or walking along Second Street. Our attacker or attackers entice or drag him to the fence and take his wallet. Maybe our guy fights back or tells them he’s seen their faces and will make sure they go to jail, and the situation escalates. No word yet on what might have caused the throat injury, but there were no obvious teeth marks and the human hand’s not capable of that sort of damage, so the killer must have been holding the guy at the neck with some sort of weapon.”
We really are working in the dark. At this stage we’ve got no ID, no witnesses to the crime itself and a highly unusual cause of death—although that will still have to be confirmed by the coroner. Our guy may have died of internal bleeding or something else and the throat wound was simply an additional injury.
“Is the area known for muggings?” I ask.
“Not really, no. But on a Friday and Saturday night there are also lots of people under the influence. Easier targets.”
“And also more likely to respond violently.”
“True. Again, no blood-alcohol results for our vic yet.”
“Just as a matter of interest, what did our two witnesses come out at?”
“The guy who saw the vic first blew 0.12 and his friend was 0.14.”
“I guess that’s pretty sedate for two uni students out until 4:00 a.m.”
“Yeah. They’re both on track scholarships and their college coach told the team members if they get in trouble, they’re out.” He pauses. “I’m not convinced on the mugging theory. Seems to me maybe there’d be more of a scuffle, and more…” he searches for the word “…conventional injuries. Plus the light indicates premeditation.”
If someone took out the light, they may have picked this location well before the murder actually took place. Still, we should consider all possibilities.
I play devil’s advocate. “He may have shot it out seconds before the murder, realizing it was too light, or he might have done it after the deed in an effort to delay the discovery of the body.”
“Also possible.”
“Find any bullets or rocks?” I ask.
“No. But the parking-lot manager said the light was operational until the night before last.”
“So take me through your premeditated reconstruction.”
Ramos rakes his hand through his hair. “Our killer and victim arrange to meet on Second Street or even here in the lot. So they know each other. The killer came by earlier in the night to take out the light, and set up the place for maximum darkness and privacy.”
“There are places a lot more private than this.”
He shrugs. “Maybe our victim would have been suspicious of somewhere even more isolated. Or this could be a regular Saturday-night drug deal and the killer picked this as the best time and place to take out our vic, who might have been his client or his supplier.”
“Any sign of drugs?”
“Waiting on trace evidence from his clothes and blood analysis to see if he was on anything himself.”
“Maybe the client owed our vic money,” I suggest. “Money’s always good motivation for murder.” I think about the scene, the guy’s clothes. “Our vic was very well dressed. All designer stuff, apparently. So he’s probably quite well-off.”
“Which could tie in with drugs.”
I nod. “Either he’s got the money to feed his habit or he’s getting money from dealing.” I pause. “Let’s circulate his picture to some of the cops and agents working gangs and organized crime.”
“Good idea. I’ll send it to the DEA, too.”
I nod. Most drugs are run by gang members these days, and the DEA will have files of all known dealers in the area. Maybe our guy’s picture will ring a bell.
Ramos opens his phone. “I’ll get someone on it straightaway.” He calls the station and requests that an e-mail with a couple of pics be circulated to all DEA, organized crime and gang law enforcement personnel in L.A. I bet that’s some e-mail list.
After he hangs up he puts his hands in his pockets and surveys the scene. “What do you think, Anderson?”
“Like you said, it’s early days yet. A mugging is possible—if the guy had designer clothes on, maybe he had nice jewelry, too. Or it could be a staged mugging. Our killer wants us to think the primary motivation was robbery, not murder.”
Ramos nods. “The light.”
“Yeah. I agree that if the light was purposely cut out of the equation, we’re definitely talking about premeditation and someone who’s smart enough to do everything in his power to ensure there were no witnesses to his actions.”
“I’m hoping to hear back from the lab in the next day or two on the light.”
I nod. “In terms of a profile, I need to find out more about the victim and his injuries before I can even start to get a picture of the person who killed him. Especially in this case, where the cause of death may be hard to pinpoint.”
“Fair enough.”
“You worked with a profile before?”
“Yeah, on a few cases. I know how it works.”
A psychological profile gives investigators extensive information about their perpetrator, from age and sex to their educational level, likely occupation and personality traits. It doesn’t give them a name, of course, but they can look at any suspects in light of the profile and use it to help zero in on the killer.
“I’m just going to take a look around.” I walk away from Ramos to the fence line, hoping he’ll hang back and give me some privacy. I do want to look around the crime scene some more and get a feel for the place, but I’m also hoping to induce a vision. Thankfully, he stays put.
I stand next to the fence, gazing at the building site. There’s still blood on the asphalt, but the rain forecasted for this evening will soon remove that evidence. The way the vic landed, it looked like he was standing close to the fence, looking out over Los Angeles Street and the city skyline. Then he fell back and to one side, so that his right shoulder was propped up, preventing his body from falling to the full horizontal. Blood drained from his neck to the building debris and trickled down onto the ground. I kneel down to get closer to the place where he died and I’m instantly hit by dizziness.
He staggers back, blood flowing heavily from his throat. He’s shocked, shocked that I’ve struck and shocked by the realization that the blow is fatal.

So quickly, his life is over. But I don’t linger to watch his last breath. I turn back to the lot.

A sharp jab of pain hits my throat, and I have to fight the urge to double over. My face is crumpled in agony, but I manage to stay upright and resist the urge to put my hand to my throat. I look up, relieved that Ramos is talking to Officer Saxon and both have their backs to me. The pain begins to subside and is replaced by a dull ache. With no one watching me, I act on the instinct to rub my throat.
I replay the vision. From the killer’s perspective I saw the victim’s shock and fear, but they don’t tell me much—most victims of any sort of violent crime, or even nonviolent crime, experience these emotions. The shock could also be surprise about who his killer was, but that’s impossible for me to know from what I saw.
I hate experiencing a violent crime from the victim’s perspective because I feel their fear and their pain. But having a vision from the killer’s perspective is even more disturbing because I often feel their excitement and adrenaline—I’m happy to be murdering my prey, to be inflicting unspeakable pain. I’m the predator and I enjoy it, just like he does. After a vision from the killer’s point of view, it can take a long time to orientate myself back into the real world, and to release the repulsion I feel. It also leaves me with a sense of violation.
But this time, when I switched from victim to killer, I got no sense of excitement or fear.
I take a deep breath in and clear my mind in an effort to replay the vision and any important emotional elements, or maybe even see something else. Nothing new comes to me, but I am able to visualize the last moments of the vision and experience the killer’s emotions again. When he turned away from the dying man, he purposefully looked up at the light, pleased he’d dealt with it earlier. But there was no adrenaline, no happiness, no regret, no anger. His emotions feel very different from what I usually sense from a killer’s perspective. It’s almost…almost…
Indifference.



Three

“Hi, Agent Anderson. It’s been a while.” Forensic pathologist Lloyd Grove holds his hand out. I’ve worked with Grove on a couple of homicides since I’ve been at the L.A. field office.
“Yes, almost two months.” Unfortunately it hasn’t been two months since I worked a homicide case, just since I sat in on an autopsy conducted by Grove.
“And Detective Ramos. It hasn’t been so long for you.”
“No.” Ramos looks at me. “Drive-by shooting last week.”
I nod, remembering the news reports from last Wednesday, when a young male was caught in the crossfire between the Crips and MS-13.
“Well, let’s get started.” Grove flicks on some surgical gloves. “I got my assistant to take blood yesterday, so I’ll get those results from my office before you go.”
Grove moves toward the body and we follow. The autopsy procedure is always the same. The vic’s clothes are removed, then the body is searched for any trace evidence before being washed. Finger, hand and footprints are also taken and sometimes initial blood is completed first, too, depending on when a forensic pathologist is available to do the full autopsy. While the procedure is usually conducted within twenty-four hours, law enforcement working the case can push for blood sooner, to kick things off while their vic’s waiting in the autopsy queue.
In the case of our vic, his head and pubic area have also already been shaved. The hair will be examined by forensic scientists looking for foreign matter, including hairs that do not belong to the victim. It’s a technique that often reaps rewards in sexual homicide cases, where the victim has usually been raped pre- or postmortem. However, we can find traces of the killer on a victim’s body from almost any crime.
I lean into the throat region to take a closer look. The flap of skin and tissue has been placed back in its normal position and I can make out two indentations on either side of the wound. These are the only “tool marks” from the weapon that was used to inflict the injury.
Grove flicks on the room’s recording equipment and says the time, date and case number before leaning down with me. “Yes, it is an unusual wound, Anderson. We might not be able to narrow down a murder weapon.”
“I was hoping it would be more obvious once it was cleaned.”
“You and me both. Can’t say I’ve seen anything like this before.”
Just what you don’t want a forensic pathologist to say, especially when you’ve already got unknown identity in the mix.
After taking a swab for DNA from the inside of the victim’s cheek, Grove methodically moves over the victim’s body, looking for anything unusual. As always, he pays particular attention to the victim’s hands, looking for defensive wounds.
“Anything?” Ramos peers over the body to the hand that Grove is examining.
“Slight discoloration of the knuckles, but it’s an older bruise, not from the night he died.”
“A punch?” I ask.
“Probably. See how it spreads down from the top knuckles onto the fingers, like the fist was clenched?” Grove clenches his own fist to demonstrate.
I lean over to get a closer look. “Uh-huh.”
“So a punch seems likely. But no broken skin, and it doesn’t feel like there are any broken bones, either.”
“So not a hard punch?”
“It depends where the punch was delivered. If our vic punched someone in the stomach or kidneys, for example, he would have had to hit them extremely hard to produce this bruising. But if the punch was to the face, it wouldn’t take much to bruise the knuckles.”
Of course…striking soft tissue isn’t going to cause as much damage as striking someone on the head or any other bony area.
“It’s on our victim’s right hand, so it seems likely he’s a right-hander.”
Just then Grove’s assistant enters. “Here are the X-rays.”
Grove takes his gloves off and inserts the X-rays into the light box. “Wow,” he says.
Ramos and I move closer.
Grove keeps his eyes on the film. “We’ve got one fresh break, the lower left rib.” He points to the floating ribs. The very bottom left rib is not just cracked, it’s broken clean through.
“That’s some break,” I say.
“Yes, but it’s one of the floating ribs, so less force required than with the upper ribs.”
I nod. The bottom two ribs aren’t attached to the sternum, hence the term floating. The upper ribs need a massive force to break clean through; even in a car accident, cracked ribs are more likely than a full break. Even so, you’re still talking about significant force to break clean through a rib.
“My wow is about the old breaks…there’s lots of them,” Grove continues. “This guy saw a lot of action, or maybe he was involved in a car accident or something.” He pauses. “No, the breaks aren’t right. His fingers aren’t broken at the moment, but they have been in the past. He’s also had his nose altered—” Grove glances back at the cadaver “—and the surgery was masterfully performed. Visually, I wouldn’t have guessed his nose had been altered. And he’s even had hairline fractures to his lower jaw. His left little finger has also been broken, but it’s the kind of break you’d see if the finger was bent back.” He demonstrates on himself. “Maybe sporting, trying to catch a ball…or maybe purposefully inflicted.”
“Like torture?” Ramos asks.
“Yes.”
“Any other signs of his past?”
“Not in the bones, no. From the hips and cranium it looks like he’s in his forties. I’d say somewhere between forty-two and forty-eight.”
Again, it’s nothing concrete for ID, but it gives us a better understanding of the victim.
“Obviously Asian descent, but I’ll have to plug his facial dimensions into the computer to give you an exact location.”
I nod, knowing that this technique is often done when a body has fully decomposed, leaving us only bones. The skull is measured and when these measurements are entered into a computer program, the software comes back with the most likely racial genotype.
“What about the scars on his face?” I ask.
Grove moves back to the body. “They’re both well healed.” He pulls across a magnifying glass to take a closer look at the skin. “The one along the underside of the jaw has actually been stitched—again, extremely well. The stitch marks are hardly visible to the naked eye. I don’t think they’re childhood scars, but they’re probably about fifteen to twenty years old.” He removes the magnifying glass. “See how this scar’s jagged?” Both Ramos and I move in closer and nod. Grove holds a clenched fist under the victim’s chin “Could be from a broken bottle held under the chin.”
“That’s street fighting,” Ramos says. “Maybe this is gang related.”
I stand upright again. “Gangs would tie in with the drugs theory, too.”
“Yeah, and we have a lot of Asian gangs in L.A., plus the more organized crime structures like the many Chinese tongs and the Japanese Yakuza.”
“So this guy could be Chinese or Japanese?” I ask no one in particular.
“Leave it with me,” Grove answers. “But it might not be an easy question to answer. Particularly given I don’t think he’s full-blood anything.”
“You’re thinking Eurasian?”
“I’m no expert, but maybe. Or maybe mixed Asian races.”
It can be hard to tell mixed racial features. Even full-blood siblings of a mixed race couple can look totally different, with one looking nearly completely Caucasian and the other completely Asian.
“You’ve got someone who’s an expert?”
“Doctor Ramira over at California State University has been involved in a research project that looks at racial identification in melting-pot areas like L.A. You know, in two thousand years will we all look the same, as interracial marriages become the norm and our cultures blend into one?”
“Sounds interesting,” Ramos says. “But I know my mother would have disowned me if I brought home a woman who didn’t have Latin blood running through her veins.”
Grove smiles. “Yeah, but what would you say to your children?”
“Point taken.” He pauses. “Mind you, I think my wife would prefer if both our sons married Latinas.”
“Your mum would have disowned you and your sons’ mum would prefer Latino. That’s a big leap in one generation. Imagine what it will be like in twenty generations’ time.”
Again, Grove’s got a good point. It’s the same story in Melbourne, my home town and one of the most multicultural cities in the world. The mix is different to L.A.—mostly Asian, Greek and Italian—and although racial boundaries still exist they’re fading with each generation. I’d say it’ll only be a few generations’ time before most people have some Asian, Greek or Italian heritage.
I look back at the body. “But this is no smashed bottle.” I point to the mushed throat.
“No. This wasn’t caused by anything sharp.” Grove uses his gloved finger to point to the two indentations on either side of the throat. “Whatever caused this was blunt. The skin’s perforated, but it’s been torn using a forward force, rather than being punctured by a point or sharp implement. But the force…”
“So the killer’s strong?” Ramos jumps to the logical conclusion.
Grove nods. “Whatever was used to damage the throat like this was wielded with great force.”
I instantly picture a big, thuglike attacker.
“The marks are cylindrical,” he continues, “but they don’t match any weapon I know of.”
“Forceps?” I offer.
Grove shrugs. “It’s possible, although I suspect forceps would leave a more elongated impression.” Grove pulls the large chunk of skin back, exposing the throat. “The force totally crushed the hyoid bone and damaged the trachea, as you can see.” He points to the windpipe and the once-horseshoe-shaped bone.
“So that’s what killed him?”
“Not exactly. His airway was compromised, but he still would have been able to get some air. And if paramedics had arrived on scene within a few minutes of the attack, they could have eased his breathing further. No, blood loss is the primary cause of death. The weapon, whatever it was, ruptured the carotid artery.”
“So he bled out?”
“Looks like it. Pending anything else out of the ordinary. Let me finish the external examination and then I’ll open him up. That will give us a closer look at the throat.”
Grove finishes the external sweep of the body, checking the victim’s nose, mouth, ears and sexual organs as part of the exam. Twenty minutes later he pulls his surgical instruments toward the table and looks up at the microphone. “Okay.”
Once Grove has finished with the surgical examination of the head and brain, he moves on to the chest, cutting through the skin and muscle structures. But unlike surgery, no blood seeps from the wounds—what was left of the victim’s blood is drawn by gravity to his back. Once both incisions are finished, Grove peels back the whole area, revealing the organs and other internal workings of the body. The corpse is fresh, so fresh that rigor mortis is still in play, although it is beginning to wane. It begins in the eyelids a few hours after death and first spreads to the face and neck, then the limbs. After about thirty-six hours it starts to dissipate until the body is completely supple once more, about forty-eight to seventy-two hours after death. In another day our victim’s body will be limp and pliable again.
Pulling the front section of skin forward doesn’t shed any more light on the cause of death. We could already see the exposed windpipe and hyoid bone. However, congealed blood around the other layers of skin in the throat and neck confirm the force of the blow. If his throat hadn’t been literally torn from his neck, the guy would have had a mighty bruise. But he died before the bruise could show up.
As Grove’s examining the neck area, he uses one of his instruments to part the tissue around the vic’s neck and points to a thin, ropelike structure. “See here…the vagus nerve is inflamed. Probably from the force applied to the throat before the weapon perforated the skin.”
Again, I picture a big strong man as our attacker.
“The vagus nerve runs in between the carotid artery and the jugular.” Grove uses one of his instruments to point to the carotid and jugular on either side. “And while the carotid has been totally perforated and the vagus shows signs of trauma, the jugular is intact.”
The three structures—artery, nerve and vein—are all very close to one another, but the weapon has managed to only affect two of them.
We hang around while Grove checks all the organs and takes samples as necessary, before putting them back in and closing our guy up.
“Let’s go check the blood work,” he says, snapping off the gloves and taking off his medical gown before washing his hands and turning off the recording gear.
We follow Grove up to his office, and wait while he checks his e-mail. “Okay, here we go. Blood analysis indicated no alcohol whatsoever and no other drugs in his system, prescription, nonprescription or illegal.”
“Mmm…” Ramos rests his chin on his thumb and runs his forefinger across his lips. “Doesn’t rule out the drug theory. But it makes him more likely to be the seller than the buyer.”
“He could have still been the buyer if the stash was empty, so empty it was out of his system,” I say. “He needed supplies.”
Ramos nods. “You’re right, could be either if the drug theory holds.” He sighs. “Or maybe we’re just looking at old-fashioned premeditated murder.” He slips his hands into his pockets. “With the usual motives…If it’s not money, could be jealousy or revenge.”
“But without an ID we don’t know who’d benefit financially from his death, or who could be jealous of him, or who might have wanted revenge. Plus we’ve got those old injuries—a rough past like that ties in with drugs or some sort of criminal activity.”
Grove nods. “And they’re not injuries from boxing or anything like that. I’ll send the dental records out, see if we get any takers.”
“Thanks, Doc.” Ramos takes his hands out of his pockets. “After you, Anderson.”
I thank Grove with a handshake.
“I’ll make sure I include you on my e-mail list for this case,” Grove says.
“Appreciate it.” I give him a nod before turning to the door.
Ramos says goodbye and is by my side within a few seconds. “Damn.” He lets out a long sigh as we move down the corridor. “Let’s hope we get a hit on a missing person.”
The L.A. coroner’s office is always busy, always full, and today is no exception, with gurneys lining the corridor—the dead waiting for their turn. I squeeze between the body bags. “Anything from Forensics yet?”
“No, not yet. But it’s probably time I touched base with them.”
“County lab?”
“Uh-huh.” He pulls his phone out.
I go through the forensic evidence in my head. We’ve got the light, which is probably being meticulously examined and then glued back together as we speak, then the cigarette butt, from which DNA will be extracted. DNA will also be isolated from remnants of the witnessing student’s urine and cross-referenced with the sample he gave police. I’m sure it’ll be a match, but it’s always good to check out the account of anyone who discovers a homicide victim. Then the fence and building debris were dusted for prints which need to be processed, and some lucky bugger’s got the job of going through all the nearby building-site remnants that were removed for further examination. Leave no stone unturned.
“Did you get many prints?” I ask.
“Yeah, they lifted quite a few from the bricks and they’re still looking at the fence and some wood that was lying near the vic, too. I’ll check with Prints first.” Ramos finds a number in his phone and dials.
I think he’s dreaming—it’s early days yet—but I keep my mouth shut. The crime scene would have been dusted for prints, and these would be awaiting processing at the county lab, with the head of the fingerprint area, Maggie Court. She’s great—very professional and a lovely woman—but like any lab servicing such a large area, it’s hard to keep up with the caseload.
I listen in to Ramos’s side of the conversation and gather the current status—the fence has been examined and some prints from it are being run at the moment. That’s pretty fast. Looks like we hit the lab on a slow day. Next he asks to be transferred to Sam Gould, the head of DNA at the lab. Again, I glean the gist of things—the DNA’s still being processed. Finally Ramos asks to be transferred to Sally Hart and I soon realize from the conversation that she’s the lab tech working on the parking-lot light. Based on my vision, I’m sure the light wasn’t a coincidence. When the killer turned away from his dying victim, he looked at the light and it was already broken. There’s no doubt in my mind. But I can’t give Ramos or Sally Hart a heads-up. What would I say?
Ramos hangs up. “Sally Hart will have the light reconstruction finished in about two hours. She suggested we come over at five so she can take us through it in person.”
“Fine by me.” A visual’s always good and I don’t know how our killer took it out.
“I’m going back to the station for a couple of hours to check in with my people. You want to come?”
I consider it for a moment, but then decide my time is best used elsewhere. “Thanks, but I might head back to the Bureau. I’ll see you at the lab.”
In the coroner office’s parking lot we part ways in our government cars. But instead of going back to the field office, I wait until I see Ramos drive past and give him a wave while pretending to be on the phone. Once I’m sure he’s out of the parking lot I head back to our vic.
My ID is enough to get me back into the morgue and buy me some time alone with the unidentified male. My aim is to induce another vision, something more than a flash of our vic in pain and shock. I stare into the face of the man and wonder what he was like in life. What was his occupation? I look at his hands and notice they’re smooth, indicating he didn’t earn a living from manual labor. In fact, his hands are so well maintained they look manicured. His cuticles are neat and trimmed, his nails rounded with perhaps a millimeter of overhang between the end of the nail and the fingertip. I decide to check his toenails, too, curious as to whether his impeccable grooming extends to his feet. Sure enough, his feet are smooth and his toenails also look manicured. So we’ve got an expensively dressed male who has regular manicures and pedicures, someone meticulous about his appearance and who can probably afford to keep himself well-groomed—unless he was living beyond his means and was so in debt that someone took payment in the form of his life.
I shake my head, it doesn’t add up…the grooming seems to be in opposition with his healed wounds. Not many highly paid professionals get into bar fights or confrontations with gangs on the weekend. But then there’s the age of those injuries.
I nod my head as I come to the only logical conclusion. This man spent at least part of his life, maybe his late teens and early twenties, involved in violence but then turned his life around. It would explain the well-healed wounds and bones, and his current state of maintenance. Maybe his past came up to bite him on the ass. I’m jumping to conclusions, but all the pieces fit…extremely well.
I take a deep breath in and clear my mind of all thoughts, including my preconceptions. I need to see something about this man’s life…or death. As each thought pops into my head, I force it out. I need my mind to be still. In this state of near meditation, I am the most receptive to visions. Eventually I’m rewarded.
He gets into a car and starts the engine. He’s alone. His cell phone rings and he’s talking. He’s upset…annoyed. He raises his voice. The caller hangs up and the man’s left with a dial tone. He yells into the silent phone and then throws it across the car. It ricochets off the passenger door and lands on the seat.

His anger turns to grief, and tears trickle down his face.

I open my eyes and I’m staring at the lifeless face of the victim lying on the hard metal in front of me. I replay the vision. Both his voice and the caller’s were barely audible, but it sounded as if they were talking in another language. I try to replay a word or two in my head, something I could repeat or spell to try to find out the language, but it’s spoken too softly and too quickly. Okay, what else was there? Whatever he and the caller were talking about, it was heated and I felt many emotions pulsing through the victim. He was initially shocked but that soon turned to concern…maybe even fear. That was quickly replaced by anger, but once he’d thrown his phone, a sense of sorrow or loss was the only remaining sensation.
I sigh, trying to piece it together. I don’t think it fits with a drug deal gone wrong. So how does it fit with other motivations for premeditated murder? It could be blackmail of some sort. Shock and horror over what the caller knows or has, then anger that he’s being blackmailed, and finally sadness as he realizes he has to submit to the blackmailer’s demands? That would fit. What about jealousy? Could the caller have been the jealous partner of some woman, accusing our victim of impropriety? That might fit with the victim’s emotions, too—he’s concerned, then angry that the caller’s discovered the affair, but also sad because it will have to end. I shake my head. The emotions align with many motivations behind murder, and wild speculation won’t get me anywhere.
I try to induce another vision, but after twenty minutes and nothing, I sign out of the morgue and head back to my car. A glance at my watch tells me it’s 4:00 p.m. Not enough time to go back to the office and work on another case. Even without factoring in the travel time, an hour’s not long enough to get inside the mind of a killer or victim. You need to immerse yourself in the case, live it and breathe it. Working on something else now will be useless and it will take my mind away from our Little Tokyo victim.
I drive to the lab at California State University and spend thirty minutes in my car flicking through the case file again…live and breathe it.



Four

At 4:55 p.m. I enter the building and ask for Sally Hart, showing my ID. At the elevator doors on the third floor I’m greeted by a frizzy redhead in her mid-twenties wearing thick but stylish glasses. Her creamy skin is dotted with freckles. She wears well-cut jeans with square-toed ankle boots, a black sweater and a tailored purple jacket that emphasizes her petite waist. The smile that accompanies her outstretched hand reveals straight white teeth.
“Agent Anderson, nice to meet you.”
I shake her hand. “You, too, Ms. Hart. Or is it Dr. Hart?”
She laughs. “Not yet. Another year of study, I’m afraid.” She fingers her glasses. “I just got a call from Detective Ramos. He’s running a few minutes late.” She turns around. “Come through.”
We make our way along a series of corridors and doors until we get to her lab. The light, now mostly assembled into one large piece from the million shards of glass, sits on her desk. It’s a square, dark orange frame with four square panels of glass, underneath which sit the powerful bulbs. At the base of the frame is a large round hole, which marks the place where the light attaches to the post. With the reconstruction complete, four distinct bullet holes can easily be seen.
“Nice job,” I say.
“Thanks. There are a few pieces missing—” she points to tiny gaps that are barely noticeable on first viewing “—but they’re all insignificant…except for these ones, obviously.” She bends down and points to the small holes in each panel of glass.
“Bullets.”
“Uh-huh,” she says. “Looks like a .45. It splintered the glass here, here, here and here.” She points to the tiny cracks that radiate from each hole.
“Does Ramos know this yet?”
“Yeah, I called him once I’d finished it.” She straightens up. “That’s why he’s late—he stopped off at the crime scene to set the techs up to take another look around, this time for some bullets.”
“A bullet…gee, that’d be nice.” A bullet would give us something we could match to a weapon; good for court, and sometimes good if the weapon’s unique striation marks are already in the ballistics computer database.
She laughs. “That’s exactly what Detective Ramos said.” She takes her glasses off and gives them a polish. “I’ve just started the computer analysis looking at the angle of the bullets, the likely position of the shooter and the possible resting place of the bullets, but I think it’ll be another hour or two before I can give the techs anything more concrete to help them pinpoint where the bullets might have landed.” Hart takes me over to her computer. “I’ve triangulated the initial angle of the bullets, based on the way the glass shattered, and it puts the shooter somewhere between here and here, depending on his height. All four bullets were fired from the same spot and I’ve followed the possible trajectories through for someone five-five to six-five.” She points to two dots on her computer, but so far it’s just blank space, with no obvious visual relationship to the crime scene.
I look at the basic computer-generated model and try to overlay it in my mind’s eye with the crime scene. “That takes him right back to the fence line, if we’re talking a five-five perp.”
The trajectory of the bullet tells us the angle it traveled, not its point of origin. But Hart’s made a sensible call on the height range, and following the bullet’s trajectory, the shorter he is the farther back he would have had to stand to produce the same angle.
“I haven’t inputted everything into the model yet.” She shuffles through some papers and pulls out a photocopy of the crime-scene sketch that would have been done by Ramos or one of his detectives. It shows all the key structures and points of evidence and includes exact measurements between items. Hart compares her computer breakdown with the sketch, measuring out the distances. “Yup, right on the fence, assuming the sketch is accurate.”
Experienced cops know the importance of the sketch, know that it can become critical to solving the case or that it can become essential evidence in court.
“It’s Ramos…it’ll be spot-on,” Hart continues. “So the fence line is the farthest point and if our shooter’s around six-five you’re looking at him standing level with the edge of this parking spot.” She points to the crime-scene sketch. “I’ve still got to finish the model and then work out the bullet’s trajectory after it hit the light.”
“Could it have been a clean-through shot?” I walk back to the light to take a closer look and soon have my answer. The light has a thick metal backing, so once the bullet went through the glass, it would have hit the metal and ricocheted off somewhere.
“No, the angle’s wrong,” Hart confirms.
“How big are the bulbs in these things?”
She pulls an industrial-looking bulb, nearly the size of her hand, from a box on the floor. “This is the brand used in the light.”
I picture the scene, picture the shot. “How high is the light?”
“Twenty-four feet.”
I raise my eyebrows. “So he’s a reasonable shot—to blow out all four bulbs.”
She nods. “Probably. Depends on the time of day when he took the shot.”
“Go on.”
“Well, I’ll have to do a reconstruction to be sure, but I imagine the bulbs themselves would be most visible in daylight, with the sun behind the shooter. Whereas if the sun’s in his eyes it’d be harder—”
The phone on Hart’s desk cuts off her sentence. “Hold on.” She picks up the phone. “Hart…okay.” She hangs up. “Ramos is on his way up now.” She unclips her security pass from her jeans waistband. “I’ll go buzz him through.”
While I’m waiting, I take another look at the computer and the light. The glass that covers the bulbs is slightly frosted, so with the right lighting the bulbs would be easily visible.
A few minutes later Ramos and Hart arrive. Ramos gives me a nod and a smile and I listen in while Hart runs through her findings to date with Ramos, showing him the light itself and then the computerized trajectory.
“I’ve set the team up to search the whole parking lot.”
She nods. “I’ll keep working on the trajectory, see if I can’t narrow that search area down for you.”
“Before dark?” Ramos glances at his watch.
Hart shakes her head. “I doubt it. Sorry.” She pauses. “I’m also going to run a reconstruction of the shooting, see if I can’t give you guys a rough time of day. Or at least eliminate the possibility of a night shot.”
I know the shot wasn’t taken after the murder, but our killer could still have taken the light out earlier in the evening.
“That’d be great,” Ramos says. “If it was a daylight shot it’ll help prove premeditation.” Like all good law-enforcement personnel, Ramos is already thinking about the evidence from a jury’s point of view, thinking about how we can get a conviction. He pauses. “A likely time of day will also help when we’re canvassing for possible witnesses. So far we’ve come up with a big fat zero from the area.”
“I’ll set it up for three tomorrow,” Hart says. “You guys are welcome to sit in.”
“Thanks. I’m hoping we’ll have something else by then, but—” Ramos gives her a smile “—if you’re all I’ve got I’ll be here.”
“Gee, thanks.” Hart smiles. “You sure know how to make a girl feel wanted.”
 
I leave the lab at 5:45 p.m., giving myself just enough time to get home and grab a snack before my kung fu class. I’ve been studying kung fu for nearly eight years, and in addition to attending classes three times a week I also have one-on-one sparring training with my teacher for half an hour before the Monday-night class.
I’m only a block away from the school when my BlackBerry rings. The traffic’s too heavy to glance down at the display to see who’s calling, but my headset is configured to pick up after two rings.
“FBI, Anderson.”
“Hey, it’s Darren.”
Detective Darren Carter and I met sixteen months ago, when I was new to the Bureau and working out of the Behavioral Analysis Unit in Quantico. I was investigating a serial killer who’d struck in Washington, D.C. but started off on Darren’s turf—Tucson, Arizona. We hit it off immediately and have stayed in contact. And if I’m honest, Darren’s a contender to maybe, just maybe, break the drought of men seeing me in lingerie. Or maybe not. Most days I don’t want any contenders in that department, but sometimes…
“What’s up?” I ask.
“The usual. Murder. You?” Darren works in Homicide.
“Surprise, surprise, it’s murder in L.A., too.”
He sighs. “Why do we do it?”
I know he’s not serious, but I answer him anyway. “To get justice for the victims and hopefully save potential victims.”
“That’s right.” The comment sounds flippant but I know it’s not, not coming from Darren. Darren and I have both been touched, personally, by murder. For me it was my brother when I was eight, and for Darren it was his aunt, over ten years ago.
“What’s your case about?” Darren asks.
Cases are confidential, to a point, but there’s no harm in discussing the basics with a fellow law-enforcement professional.
“Little Tokyo murder. No ID and the guy’s got a weird throat injury. You?”
“Nothing that interesting. Gunshot wound and we’ve got a jealous ex-boyfriend we like for it. We’re waiting on evidence from the lab, but the ex isn’t that bright. I think the forensics will nail him.”
“So you’ve got your man.”
“Looks that way.”
“I’m just starting out on this one. No suspects yet.” I swing into a parking space just outside the studio. “Listen, Darren, I’ve got to go. Kung fu class.”
“Oh, yeah, Monday night. You can tell me all about the weird throat wound another time. Go kick some ass.”
I laugh. “Will do.”
I rush into the school right at 7:00 p.m., but still have to get changed. The place is quiet, with only three people here so far—my teacher, Sifu Lee; his assistant, Steve; and Marcus, one of the other advanced students. Lee is on the warm-up mats going through a series of blocks and strikes, and Steve and Marcus are both stretching in one corner. Lee looks up when I burst through the door.
“Sorry I’m late. I’ll be out in a second.”
He nods. Lee’s in his forties and half-Chinese. His five-eleven frame is muscular, but not bulky, and extremely strong. He trained in China and Hong Kong in many different kung fu forms before choosing Tiger and Crane. He then trained to sifu—master—stage and has been teaching in L.A. for over fifteen years. And, L.A. being L.A., he’s also had some involvement with the film business, training students who’ve gone on to become stunt doubles in movies.
In the changing room I pull on my uniform: baggy black pants, a black T-shirt with the school’s logo on the front and my black sash. I also slip into my special martial arts shoes before running out to join Lee.
“I take it you’re not warmed up?”
“No, sorry.”
While Lee continues his own training, I do some quick stretches to warm up my legs and follow through with rotations of most of my joints. I pay particular attention to my shoulders and elbows, knowing how easy it is to jar those joints or hurt the surrounding muscles if you’re not warmed up.
When I’m ready I give Lee a nod. We start with punches, which he counts out as I strike the pad he holds in front of me. Once we’ve done straight punches, arrow punches and leopard punches, we move on to blocks. Lee gently throws pre-arranged punches and kicks my way, which I defend.
We’ve been going for fifteen minutes when Lee says, “Ready to spar?”
“Sure.” I’m definitely warm…and sweaty. I take a drink of water and suit up in my protective gear, putting on my shin guards, gloves and helmet. My groin guard is underneath my uniform from when I was getting changed. Lee only puts on a helmet and a groin-piece over his clothing—his hands and shins are rock hard from thirty-five years of conditioning. Once we’re on the mats, Lee and I bow to each other.
“Okay, try to hit me.” He gives me a teasing smile.
Our individual sparring time always starts off this way and, as usual, the invitation is enough for my competitive spirit to hit overdrive. I stand side-on to him, in horse, guard up. He mirrors this position, waiting for the first incoming strike.
I go with a left jab, followed quickly by a right, then a left, then a right. He blocks them all effortlessly and with precision, but I don’t let this discourage me. A right hook punch followed by a straight kick and then a roundhouse kick still leave me no closer to hitting my target, and, in fact, I can feel a slight buzz in my shin where his forearm blocked my kick and connected with my leg. I’m wearing shin guards, but his forearms are amazingly hard. Damn, he’s good. Then again, I probably shouldn’t be able to connect a blow with my instructor. Not when he’s been studying kung fu most of his life.
I try again, with another series of kicks and punches, including a spinning side kick, multiple jabs and even some fakes, where I start to throw a punch or kick then withdraw and go for my real move. But he’s fast enough, even for these. As usual, he’s left untouched and I’m left frustrated. One of these days…
He smiles. “Okay, my turn.” He glances briefly at the wall clock—five minutes before class starts. Now, the stream of students coming through the doors is at its peak—allowing people just enough time to get changed. There are more sets of eyes on us, and some people have moved closer to see the action. The onlookers make me self-conscious, but they also spur me on. I may not have been able to hit Sifu Lee, but hopefully I’ll be able to block most of his incoming strikes. I’m also aware that he won’t be using full force or speed—that’s too dangerous, especially since we’re so unevenly matched. Lee’s hands are lethal weapons, so he’ll have to hold back.
Again we start side-on from each other, in horse stance with our guards up. Lee begins with a couple of punches delivered at low speed. After I easily block those, he starts to increase the pace. Blocking is definitely my strong point. I’ve always been able to pick what my sparring partner is about to do next and react accordingly. Until recently, I’d assumed it was good reflexes, but now I think maybe my psychic abilities allow me to sense what’s about to come.
I adjust back and cross-block Lee’s incoming roundhouse kick.
“Very good,” he says, a hint of surprise in his voice. He waits only a second before sending some faster strikes my way, all aimed at my head. Again, I’m able to block these, but this time it takes complete concentration.
I move down to block a low punch—Lee changed it to catch me off guard. He keeps them coming, high, middle, low, and throws in a few kicks, but only one punch connects and even then I’d blocked almost in time, diminishing its impact.
Lee bows. “I’m impressed. Your blocks are still much better than your punches, so let’s keep working on improving your strikes.”
I smile and notice with some triumph that there are a few beads of sweat on Lee’s upper lip. It’s taken me four months of these one-on-one sessions to get him to sweat. He definitely stepped things up toward the end, too, and he may even have been close to going full speed with the last series of strikes.
We both take our helmets off and Lee gives me a small bow before turning to face the students who mill around us. “Okay everyone, line up please.”
I move to the front of the class, and Marcus and the other second- and third-dan black belts join me. We always line up according to level, with the most advanced students in the front.
“You nearly had him that time, Sophie,” Marcus says, before taking the spot next to me. Like Lee, Marcus is also of Asian descent, though I’d put him as only one-quarter. He’s taller, at around six-two, and more overtly muscular than Lee. He wears his hair short all over, which accentuates the masculine angularity of his face—a wide square jaw, pronounced brow and high cheekbones. His skin is slightly olive, but that could be an L.A. tan rather than his racial heritage.
“One of these days I’m going to connect.”
Marcus laughs, highlighting two large dimples.
“You ever tried sparring him?” I ask.
“Once. And once was enough. But I should do what you do, organize to come in early and train with him like that. It’d keep me on my toes.”
Marcus is probably the best in our class. He’s fast, strong and efficient—all the hallmarks of a good kung fu fighter. He doesn’t really need the extra training, but at least he’s modest about it.
Lee takes us through a quick warm-up before dividing us into groups of two. The first group starts on forms with his assistant, while Lee takes the rest of us over to an area that’s set up with mats and punching bags. My group works on punches, kicks, throws and techniques to break falls, before swapping with the other group to focus on our kung fu forms. With half an hour to go, we break into our levels, creating four groups—black belts, first-dan black belts, second-dan black belts and third-dan black belts. Tonight, we focus on punches, with Lee and Steve supervising and teaching us new moves as necessary.
At 8:55 p.m. Lee brings the whole group together again for a five-minute cooldown, and while my body starts to relent, my mind doesn’t. When I leave just after 9:00 p.m., my adrenaline’s still pumping. It’s going to take me a good couple of hours before I can even think about sleep.
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