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  Prologue

 Three months ago
  

  	The voice is deep and smooth. Agent Sophie Anderson?
 Yes. I stop typing and give the person on the other end of the phone my full attention.
 Its Justin Reid.
 The last time I saw Reid was about a month ago, after Id arrested Heath Jordan, his R&D manager and longtime friend. Jordan, using the online ID of AmericanPsycho, had brought together three other killers and formed an online club called the Murderers Club. Collectively, the group had killed seventeen peopleincluding twelve workmen whod built the bunker where the victims were held. Thats some toll. But even so, Reid couldnt accept Jordans involvement; at least he couldnt back then.
 How can I help you, Mr. Reid?
 Actually, Id like to help you.
  I pause, letting him continue, but when he doesnt I prompt him. How so?
 I think you might be right about Heath, Agent Anderson.
 Its not exactly a revelation to me, but I can imagine what Reid must be going through and I try to be sympathetic. The computer evidence is overwhelming, plus weve got positive visual IDs for the kidnapping charges. Im referring to the victims who escaped from the bunker and later identified Heath Jordan as their abductor.
 Yes. His voice is sad, like even though he believes it, he still hasnt come to terms with it. But murder is hard for most people to understand, especially multiple murders. Id like to help, he says.
 This time I dont have to prompt him to continue.
 Id like to help you find this NeverCaught.
 NeverCaught was one of the four members of the Murderers Club, the only one who got away. He remains nameless and facelessall weve got is his online pseudonym. We still havent been able to trace him, and the fact that he slipped through our fingers chills me, especially when I know what hes capable of doing to young women. He may have already killed again or be selecting a target right now. A cold shudder travels through me as I visualize some of the crime-scene photos of NeverCaughts handiworkwomen stabbed to death in a frenzied attack and then wrapped in plastic and dumped. I want NeverCaught real bad, but its Bureau business, not Reids.
 Special Agent Gerard is working on that, I say. But Gerard, a senior consultant in the Bureaus Cyber Crime Division, has also admitted to me that tracking down NeverCaught will be a long haul.
  Yes, and Im sure hes more than capable, but weve got a new specialized search engine in testing that I think will help you and Agent Gerard. Were still ironing out all the bugs, but Id happily turn the code over to the FBI to help you catch this killer. He sighs. Maybe it will make up for what Heath did.
 My anger is immediate. Nothing can make up for what Heath Jordan did, Mr. Reid. For the lives he took.
 Of course Reids on the back foot. II didnt mean it like that.
 I cool down a little. I know Im being harsh on Reidhes an innocent bystander, caught up in this through his employees actions, and now Im giving him a hard time. Sorry, Mr. Reid. I know youre just trying to help.
 Yes. His voice softens. And please, you really must call me Justin. The hint of flirtation that characterized our previous conversations returns.
 Okay, Justin, I say, but I make sure my voice is neutral, with no hint of anything other than the professional. Im not sure how this new search engine of yours would help us.
 Well, it analyzes Internet-browsing habits to build a user profile. He pauses. Im not sure if you have any information about your killers online behavior, but if you did, this could then be matched against an existing user, and their IP address.
 While I have a pretty good grasp of computer basics, its time to hand Reid over to someone who can really speak his language. But so far it sounds promising. I know IP stands for Internet Protocol, and an IP address is a unique identifier electronic devices use to communicate on a computer network, including the World Wide Web. An IP address is pretty damn specific and should give us a name. Agent Gerard would be the best person for you to talk to. Can you hold the line while I put you through?
 Sure thing, Sophie. Ill speak to you later. Again the flirtatious voice, this time coupled with the uninvited use of my first name. Reids a powerful man, used to getting his way, used to women falling for him. I want to pull him up, but then think the better of itI dont want to be antagonistic toward a man who may help us catch NeverCaught. I hit the transfer button and dial Gerards extension.
 Hi, Anderson, he says warmly as soon as he picks up the phone. Whats up?
 Ive got a call Id like to put through to you, Gerard. Its Justin Reid from San Francisco. He says hes got some new search engine that he thinks will help us find NeverCaught. Hes talking about browsing habits and matching a profile against an IP.
 Really? The interest in Gerards voice is obvious. Im not the only person haunted by the one that got away.
 Will it help us? I ask.
 Yeah. Especially if hes thrown money and resources at the code.
 Which Im sure Reid has, I say. Reid may only be in his thirties, but he owns SysTech, the worlds biggest computer security company, which is worth billions.
 Exactly. Gerard pauses. Weve got search engines that routinely go through ISP logs and flag any IP addresses that are accessing our target child-pornography sites, but if this search routine is based on browsing habits, thats a little different. Gerard pauses. Ive been working on the case on and off, actually. And not just NeverCaught.
 Really? Why? As far as I knew, everything else had been handed over to the lawyers.
  There are a few anomalies on Jordans computer, and I want to make sure the computer evidence is watertight by the time we get to trial. I dont want some computer-whiz witness for the defense outsmarting me on the stand.
 Fair enough, I say, but given Gerards skills, not to mention his IQ, I think hes being a little paranoid.
 He sighs. Its not my priority at the moment, though.
 I understand. Gerards usual focus is predators who stalk children online.
 Anyway, put him through. If he can make my job easier or faster Im not going to say no.
 Okay. Call me back as soon as youre done.
 Will do.
 I hit the transfer button again, connecting Justin Reid with Agent Daniel Gerard.
 With each minute my excitement builds. I want NeverCaught The fact that one of the murderous group got away keeps me awake at nightliterally.
 I find myself pacing when the phone rings five minutes later. Gerards name is on the display. Well? I say.
 He might have something, Anderson. Hes putting it onto a secure server for me now and Im going to download it. If it does what he says, we could have NeverCaughts real name by the end of the day.
 Holy shit, I say, unable to contain my excitement. How? I pause. In terms that I can understand.
 The lines silent for a while, presumably while Gerard mentally translates into laypersons terms.
 Well, we know that while NeverCaught was logged on to the Clubs shared laptop, he accessed other Web sites.
 Uh-huh. All members had a special Club laptop, but there was also a communal laptop kept at a house where they took the victims. We never found NeverCaughts Club laptop, but we know he logged on to the Clubs Web site a couple of times from the communal laptop.
 Well, we can plug the Web sites accessed under the user ID at NeverCaught into Reids search engine. The software will then compare that user profile with Internet Service Provider records. And because Reids company has got marketing agreements with all the major ISPs, well have instant access to a comprehensive data set without having to contact the ISPs ourselves and get permission or warrants for this stage of the process. The program will simply spit out any matching IP addresses, which we can then trace back to an individual through the ISP.
 Okay, I get it.
 Its pretty impressive stuff. You should see the heuristic search algorithm, its really advanced, and Gerard trails off, realizing hes getting too technical.
 Whatever gets your motor running, Gerard. I stifle a laugh.
 Sorry, but its good code. And that, coupled with Reids access to the ISP databases Ill let you know the minute I have something. Gerard hangs up, probably as keen to get this moving as I am.
 The thought of going back to the offender psychological profile I was working on and ignoring what could be happening down the corridor is unbearable, so instead I bring up the profile of NeverCaught. An offender profile is usually quite detailed, covering everything from age to occupation to the kind of car an offender drives. We use a four-step processanalyzing the profiling inputs, which include the crime scene, the victimology, the forensic information, the preliminary police report and the crime-scene photos; reviewing decision models, which include the type and style of murder, the primary intent of the murder, the time taken by the offender and information about the location; an assessment of the crime; and then drafting the profile itself. Its not an exact science, but it is something that has been highly refined by the Bureau since the seventies, when a team of agents started looking at commonalities between perps and crime scenes. NeverCaughts profile is based more on the murders we were able to link him to in the past, rather than his activities in the Murderers Club. Using signature elements plugged into VICAP, a national database of violent crimes, we were able to tie him to seven unsolved murders from 2002 to 2007. Im confident the profile is accurate, especially given I had so many murders to draw on. Generally, the more crime scenes and victims, the better the profile will beheartbreaking, but true.



                                      	Sex:             	Male         
                      	Age:             	Chronological: 20-25 Emotional age: 16-20         
                      	Race:             	Caucasianbut hunts across non-Caucasian races and is attracted to difference.         
                      	Type of offender:             	Organizedwell-planned murders, transports victims before and after death, intelligent. Knife attacks are frenzied, but still organized (similar knife wounds from victim to victim and clean crime scenes forensically). Frenzy is indicator of youth, and the need to bolster his ego.         
                      	Occupation/ employment:             	White-collar but likes his victims to be lower than him in socioeconomic status and intelligence. Office worker in middle managementhas some power but not enough to satisfy him.         
                      	Marital status:             	Single but sexually active with casual partners. Sexual partners more likely to be his equals (college-educated).         
                      	Dependents:             	No dependentsstereotypical bachelor.         
                           	Childhood:             	Quite a privileged upbringingknife wounds and the savagery of the rapes indicate a spoiled brat whos used to getting his own way.         
                      	Personality:             	Charming, but also very manipulative of others. Can be impulsive if things arent going his way. Needs to exert power through rape and murder because he cannot exert this violent power on his peers. Hides his own sense of inadequacy by acting like an egotistical playboy. Channels these feelings of inadequacy into murder.         
                      	Disabilities:             	None.         
                      	Interaction with victims:             	Keeps his victims for a day or two (based on forensics). Long enough for multiple rapes and for him to feel in control. Stalks his victims and knows their routines. Nabs them at night, when they are in vulnerable positions (e.g., the barmaid disappeared on the walk home from worksomething she did every night). Spends time with them postmortemelaborate positioning of the body.         
                           	Remorse:             	The plastic wrapping indicates some feelings of remorse because hes symbolically covering the victims. Yet the fact that the plastic is clear shows that hes not overwhelmed by shame. Positioning a body facedown is normally done by a killer who doesnt want the victim looking at him or judging him, but in this case the facedown position is more about the sexual pose. He poses the victims in what he feels are provocative stances, with their legs slightly parted.         
                      	Home life:             	Lives alone in a modern apartment or town houseclassic bachelor pad. Would spend a lot of his wealth on his home, which would have the latest gadgets and be decorated in a modern yet stark style.         
                      	Car:             	He transports the victims, so he must own a van or SUV. More likely an upmarket SUV to tie in to his wealthy bachelor look. Also possible he has two carsone for show, and one for dealing with his victims.         
                           	Intelligence:             	High IQ         
                      	Education level:             	College-educated (although he probably spent more time partying at college than studying). Takes education for granted because his family is wealthy.         
                      	Outward appearance:             	Highly educated and wellgroomedall the girls seemed to go willingly with him so he must look trustworthy in some way (although women are more likely to trust a man in a business suit with a nice car than a man covered in tattoos on a motorbike). Well-dressed at all timesdesigner suits or more casual wear.         
                      	Criminal
             background:             	Probably no criminal record but
             its possible he was charged with
             something at college such as drug
             possession or DUI (wealthy boy
             away from parents).         
                           	Modus operandi (MO):             	Stalks the victims, getting to know their routines. Lures the victims into his car but then takes them to a remote location (not his house). Ties them up and repeatedly rapes them before stabbing them to death. Transports victims to wooded location for dumping (not much blood at dump sites, so he transports them postmortem).         
                      	Signature:             	Frenzied knife attack. Posing of body postmortem, with plastic.         
                      	Post-offensive behavior:             	May revisit the dump site and look at his victimsclear plastic facilitates this.         
                      	Media tactics:             	This killer will follow the media very closely and will want to see his actions in the paper. He uses the media reports to fuel his ego (and cover up his underlying sense of inadequacy). This could be dangerousif he gets lots of media coverage, this will excite him and may propel him into action in terms of taking his next victim.         
      
 

  Reading the profile brings back images of the seven women in North and South Dakotaone had over a hundred individual knife wounds, mostly centered around her breasts and abdomen. The killer, NeverCaught, wrapped his victims in plastic and dumped them in the woods in posed positions. The women were placed on their stomachs with their arms reaching above their heads and their legs parted. The women were all young with dark, exotic complexions. I remember the cases, the girls, easily. His first victim, as far as we know, was a nineteen-year-old Italian girl. But soon he struck again, and again, and again. These women are the reason I lie awake at night, thinking about NeverCaught.
 Please let Reid be right. I pace in my office a bit before remembering Detective Darren Carter. The Murderers Club is his case, after all. I punch the familiar number into my phone. Darren and I started out as colleagues, but we quickly became friends.
 Homicide, Carter. His voice is hurried.
 Hi, Darren. Its Sophie.
 Hey. His tone changes instantly. Whats up? Darrens using the expression as a greeting, but in this case there really is something up.
 I launch straight into it. We might have something on NeverCaught.
 Really? What?
 I relay Reids phone call and update Darren on our current status.
 He lets out a whistle. Itd be nice to nail him. The words may be casual, but I know Darrens never casual about an investigation. Just like with me, NeverCaught will be on his mind most of the time. Darren and I have more in common than I care to think about.
  Hows everything else going? he asks.
 Goodgood. You? Normally I could happily chat to Darren for hours, but not today, not now.
 Alls well here. Guess you need to get back to it, huh? He senses my hesitation.
 Yeah. Im going to talk to Gerard. But Ill call you as soon as we have something.
 Look forward to it.
 Im standing up before Ive even hung up, ready to head down to the Cyber Crime Division.
 Gerard shakes his head when he sees me. Im not surprised.
 I couldnt go back to my other case. Hows it going?
 It looks good. This search routine is amazing. His voice and face are animated, excited.
 Amazing how?
 The algorithmits really smartcreativeand clean.
 At this point Id normally have another dig at Gerards excitement over computer code, but I cant bring myself to be flippant when Im still visualizing the womens dumped bodies. So, will it help you find NeverCaught?
 Gerard looks up at me and cocks his head to one side. Youve been looking at the files. Hes serious now too. Reviewing the profile and remembering the photos. He winced. I just have to plug in all the Web sites he visited when he was logged on as NeverCaught on the communal laptop and see what hits we get back.
 What sort of sites?
 Weve got an online game called Kill Kill, a custommade-knife retailer, CNN and the New York Times.
 And that will help us find NeverCaught?
 He nods. Well search the ISPs records through SysTechs live links with them and see if theres a user out there who visits all those sites on a regular basis. Id expect to get way too many hits if we only had CNN and the New York Times, but when were cross-referencing that with the more obscure sites of the online game and the knife retailer, we might get lucky.
 I motion toward Gerards screen. I guess Reid did throw some money at this.
 Yup. Gerard nods. But dont give him a knighthood hes using this code for marketing and growing the SysTech empire. He didnt do it for us. Gerard stops working and turns to me. Now, shh. He puts his index finger across his lips. Or Ill make you wait at your desk. The gesture manages to lighten my mood a little.
 Less than five minutes later, Gerard turns to me and circles his index finger in a theatrical motion before hitting the enter key one more time. Voil.
 I lean forward, but cant see anything that makes sense on the screen. And?
 We wait. He stands up. Coffee?
 How can you be so calm? How long do we have to wait?
 He smiles at me. Sometimes you have to wait, Anderson. You know that.
 I manage a smile at his dig. Everyone I work with knows patience isnt my strong suit.
 It could be up to an hour. Its a big database of users. He starts walking. Maybe you dont need the caffeine, but I do.
 I follow him, but its to keep myself busy rather than to get a coffeecaffeine is the last thing I need at the moment.
  Back at his desk, Gerard plants his rear end on the seat and shoves his coffee cup to one side. Im going to work on something else while the search program runs in the background.
 I nod.
 You sure you want to stick around?
 Uh-huh. I probably should go back to my desk and do some work, but Im too agitated to think about any other case. Sitting here watching the gibberish on Gerards screen is better than sitting at my desk.
 I lean back, willing myself not to ask questions. I dont want to break Gerards concentration. But half an hour later Im more than restless. As much as I want to make something happen, it is pointless waiting here. Ill be at my desk. Call me
 The minute I know something.
 I dont get much work done in the next fifteen minutes, but at least Im out of Gerards way. When the phone rings, I snatch it up quickly.
 Well? I ask.
 Weve got a few matches. The best one is a ninety-two percent match on an IP address of 64.12.96.54.
 Whats his name? Where is he?
 One thing at a time, Anderson. The IP belongs to an AOL user, but if we want a name well need a court order. We did the hard bit without warrants, but theres no way AOL will give us specific user info without one.
 Unless its a life-threatening situation, I say, knowing that in those circumstances we could follow up with the paperwork later. But while its true that NeverCaught could be targeting someone right now, locating him comes under the scope of a historical investigation, so wed better play it safe and get the court order first. Ill draft the request now, and make sure its fast-tracked.
 Okay, Ill ring AOL and line us up a good contact.
 Two hours later, Gerard and I are faxing the court order to AOL from my office. Gerard must have done a good job convincing his contact of the urgency of our request, because its only a few minutes later that Gerards cell phone is ringing.
 He scribbles something down and hangs up. The IP is registered to an A. Picking from Seattle.
 Seattle? I raise my eyebrows. But his previous killings are in North and South Dakota.
 Hey, Im just the messenger, remember?
 I laugh. Fair enough. What else you got?
 Gerard waves a Post-it note. His address.
 I stand up. Lets go.
 Do you want to see what he looks like first? He motions to my computer. May I?
 I stop in my tracks. Sure. I push the keyboard closer to him and move my chair in the opposite direction to give him more room.
 He minimizes Word. Lets see what weve got on him. Within a few keystrokes the interface for the Washington State Department of Licensing is on my computer. Gerard types A as the first initial, then Picking as the last name and then types in the address.
 We get full details of twenty-five-year-old Andrew Picking, including his social security number. Another few keystrokes and Gerards in the IRS database, typing in the number. On his last tax return, Picking listed his occupation as manager and his industry as telecommunications. He fits. Id profiled NeverCaught as twenty to twenty-five years old, white collar and in middle management.
 He matches the age and the occupation. I cross my arms and grin. Lets go catch NeverCaught.
   

 Twenty-four hours later, Darren and I are in Seattle, having confirmed Andrew Picking as a very real suspect. He matches the profile in just about every way, and the office he works for has an operation in Bismarck, near the murders in North and South Dakota. After discreetly speaking to his employer, weve put him in Bismarck at the time of all seven murders in North and South Dakota between 2001 and 2006. From there, we focused on the most recent South Dakota murder, locating Pickings rental car for that trip. Forensics found traces of human blood in the trunk. The DNAs still being processed, but it was enough to get us a search warrant for Pickings Seattle home and an arrest warrant. With these important documents in hand, its time to get our man. Our team is made up of local police, SWAT and FBI.
 Picking will no doubt have a weapon. Knives do it for him when hes with his female victims, but hes the type to have several guns in the house, for his enjoyment and to make him feel more powerful. At the moment we have the element of surprise, and we need to make the most of that. Pickings probably feeling pretty safe because its been a month since everything went down, but a man like that is always prepared. I profiled Picking as a spoiled brat whos used to getting his own way, so I dont believe hes the type to negotiate. We need to take the offensive.
 The SWAT leader positions his people: four sharpshooters on neighboring roofs, and two team members for each of the four escape routes we identifiedthe back door, two side windows and one back window. Its probably overkill for one suspect and no hostage, but you can never be too careful in this business. And for all we know, he could have his next victim in there.
 I refasten one of the straps on my bulletproof vest, pulling it tighter across my chest.
 I take a deep breath. The mixture of excitement, anticipation and fear builds as I run through the many possible scenarios. We know hes home, know that were not barging into an empty house, but other than that anything is possible. Even though Pickings normal hunting ground is Dakota, he could have a victim with him right nowhe didnt kill his victims in the woods, he killed them beforehand. We could take him quietly, or maybe the execution of our warrants will turn into a shoot-out. I take another deep breath and push my fears aside. If I did busts like this regularly, the job might just turn me into an adrenaline junkie.
 Darren gives me a smile and a discreet wink.
 Thirty seconds, the SWAT leader says into the comms link. Everyone in position?
 The units all respond in the affirmative.
 Shooters, can you see anything?
 Negative, blinds are drawn.
 Id prefer it if our sharpshooters had a target in their sights, but I also want Picking taken alive. Id rather make him face the families of his victims and see him suffer in prison than go down clean and quick with a slug in his chest. Is that vengeance or justice? Sometimes the line is blurry.
 The SWAT leader counts down the final ten seconds into his mouthpiece, and then gives the order to go. We move single file up the stairs to the front door. One of the SWAT guys tries the door handle very, very slowly, checking to see if the doors unlocked. Its not, so they get ready to break the door down. With his hand up and visible, the SWAT leader counts to three, his lips mouthing the numbers in unison with his hand gestures. On what would have been the fourth count, he points toward the door with his full hand and mouths, Go. The door only takes two hits before the lock gives. The team files in, SWAT leading the way to secure the house. Im the fifth person in the living room, with Darren directly behind me, and theres already yelling, but thankfully no shots.
 Weve caught Picking off guard, lying on the couch watching TV in only his jeans. He looks at us, his eyes wild with anger, and I eyeball the gun on the table, only a few inches away from his left hand. I wonder if hes been carrying that everywhere with him since the rest of his Club members were arrested last month.
 Youre right-handed, Andrew. I keep my stance open and solid, ready to take the shot. Youll never make it.
 He could reach for the gun with his left hand, but hed never get a shot off before we fired. And if he had to reach across himself with his right hand
 Youre screwed, whichever way you look at it, I say, hoping my thought processes are in sync with his. What else could he be thinking, faced with so many guns trained on him?
 What the fucks going on? He screams it so violently that his body bucks.
 I keep my gun pointed at him, while one of the SWAT guys moves toward the coffee table and takes the gun, all the while keeping his eyes on the target.
 Its loaded, he says, taking the magazine out of the gun.
 I scan the area, making sure there are no other weapons in sight.
 Hands on your head, slow, says the SWAT leader.
 Andrew Picking, aka NeverCaught, moves his hands up slowly, but his body is still tense. He should be frightened, but I know from getting inside his head and profiling him that its anger taking hold of his muscles.
 His hands reach his head. Whats all this about? His voice is calm now.
 I move forward, ignoring his question. Interlace your fingers and then sit up, real slow.
 His dark brown eyes look almost black in the dimly lit room and he focuses all that anger on me. Im ignoring him, and to someone like Picking, thats plain unacceptable.
 Well? he demands, but he has followed my orders and is now sitting on the couch.
 Knowing Pickings got six guns trained on him, I put my gun back in its holster and take out handcuffs. Stand up, hands behind your back.
 He hesitates. Answer my fucking question.
 My natural reaction is to laugh at his petulance, but I know that would push him over the edge. Sure, I say. Once I cuff you.
 Youre smart, Ill give you that, he says. Youre right to be wary of me. He turns around, giving me his back.
 What an arrogant SOB. Hes turning this situation into an ego boost. I can imagine whats going through his head, what stories he would tell: They needed SWAT, cops and FBI to take me down.
 Once hes cuffed, he yells, Tell me!
 Murder, Andrew. Youre the last one, NeverCaught. I use his online pseudonym. DialMs dead and Black-Widow and AmericanPsycho are in jail. I pause. But I guess you knew that.







    
 			One

Present day 
 		   

 		 	I lie on top of my bed fully clothed, and breathe deeply. Im hopeful rather than optimistic, hopeful that something I see may help save her.
Her is a Montana girl called Tabitha, the only file in my Inbox and the last case Ill be profiling in my current job at the FBIs Behavioral Analysis Unit in Quantico. Tabitha disappeared on her way home from school in Helena and its the second disappearance in the area, with the first happening six months ago. The case details swirl in my mindthe locations; the crime-scene photos; the police reports; and the photos of both girls, happy and smiling for their school portraits.
I take another deep breath and let it out slowly. Like the first girl, Tabithas eleven years old, an age that many predators like because girls are on the brink of adolescence, showing the first signs of physical development. I shudder at the thought of what he, whoever he is, would be doing to her nowif shes even still alive. They never found the first girl.
I clear my mind of its daily noise, hoping something will come to me. The past four months Ive been in training. Just like I exercise my muscles, Ive learned to exercise whatever part of my brain it is that lets me tune in to other peoples livesand deaths. The images come to me in either dreams, or as waking visions. But theyre not just imagestheyre all the emotions of the situation too. Sometimes the vision or dream is played out like a movie and Im watching the events unfold, but often Im in the killers or the victims shoes. Ive come a long way since I realized I had this gift, accepting and learning to control it more. But ultimately, inducing visions is still a bit of a crapshoot. And if I do see something, it may be unrelated, or just a replay of what we knowbut sometimes it gives us something meaningful.
Its still hard to distance myself from the emotions, but Im getting a little better at that toosort of. I hate experiencing a violent crime from the victims perspective because I feel their fear and their pain. But having a vision from the killers perspective is even more disturbing because I feel their excitementIm happy to be murdering my prey, to be inflicting unspeakable pain. Im the predator and I enjoy it, just like he does. After a vision from the killers point of view, it can take me a long time to orient myself back into the real world and to release the repulsion I feel toward the perp. I feel violated too, but unlike the victims, whose bodies are violated, in this case its my mind thats been violated by the murderers.
The discovery of my ability has been a rocky road. I had my first premonition at eight, but was so distressed by it that my subconscious repressed the memory, and my gift. It wasnt until nearly a year ago that my latent abilities resurfaced with the D.C. Slasher case when a serial killer got close. But after the case my sixth sense dived underground again until I was out in the field, watching a body being uncovered. The vic was on his back, his arms tucked underneath him, and a bright red love heart had been drawn on his chest with body paint. But suddenly I wasnt looking at a dead body, I was having sex with the victim and he was very much alive. For a few seconds, I was the killer. Over the next few weeks the visions kept comingthey were back with a vengeance. With the help of Darren, whose aunt had been a professional psychic, I realized that being at the scene, instead of viewing crime-scene photos months or years later like I normally do, gave me a connection to the case. And even though I have some control over my gift now, my remote episodes still dont seem to be as strong or detailed as when Im at a crime scene in the field.
Finally, the dizziness that usually accompanies my visions engulfs me. I see flashes from the Montana case, flashes of things that arent in any police report or crime-scene photo. At first the images are of Tabithas lifeshes blowing out candles at a birthday party, shes playing at school, shes giving her mom and dad a kiss goodnightbut then the visions become more sinister. A car with tinted windows. The passenger window glides down. Tabitha moves closer to the car. Then shes in a dark room. I dont know if the scenes from the past or presentI can never tell. She may be cowering in the room now, or she may already be dead.
I concentrate on the dark room, zeroing in on what I know will be important details. A single window is boarded up, I think from the outside. I can make out the silhouettes of a bed and a toilet, but theres nothing else to help me in the room. No wallpaper or anything else on the walls, no other furniturenothing. So I shift my attention to the house. Whats it like? Where is it? Im rewarded with a flash of the houses exterior. This image only pops into my head for a second. When nothing else follows, I break my concentration on getting a vision and think back to the scene. Using my memory, I re-create the image, getting a fix on things. A small log cabin, surrounded by woods. Out front is a dark gray car. I cant make out the license plate. I jot it all down in a notebook beside my bed before returning to my relaxation techniques.
Another ten minutes go by, but nothing else comes. I open my eyes and sit on the edge of the bed, still a little dizzy and now also feeling drained. I would have liked to have gotten more, but then again Id always like more. If Id been at the place where Tabitha went missing, maybe the vision would have been more vivid, more accurate or more detailed. Then wed have a better chance of finding Tabitha, of saving her. And thats why I had to ask for the transfer. I need to be in the field again, where I can do the most good with this gift of mine.
I look around my half-packed bedroom. Another week and Ill be in Los Angeles, working out of the Bureaus L.A. Field Office. It took a couple of months for the right position to come up, but the L.A. profiling job was a perfect fit. And the West Coast means warmer weather and living slightly closer to my family in Australia.
Maybe in a few years I wont need to be out in the field anymore, maybe by then I will have learned enough about my abilities to get the same vivid sensations simply by looking at photos. Then I might come back and work for the Behavioral Analysis Unit again. Id like that.
 		    

 		 	I arrive at the Quantico offices at 8:00 a.m. and fire up my computer. It whirs to life as I make my way to our small kitchenetteand coffee. I end up with the dregs from the bottom of the pot, and set another jug in motion. Back at my desk I find my replacement, Bessie Jackson, sitting in my spot.
Bessie is a five-fiveAfrican-American dynamo with pure muscle packed tightly around her short frame. Shes about my age, midthirties, and has been working in the Bureau as a field agent for nearly ten years. Making this team has probably been her dream for most of that time. The Bureau has profilers stationed at our busier field offices, but most profilers start off in the Behavioral Analysis Unit. If you want to be a profiler, you need to focus on getting a job on this team. Everyone wants into this unit, despite the macabre nature of most of our cases. The Behavioral Analysis Unit tends to get the worst of the worst, almost exclusively violent serial offenders. Occasionally we may get called in to profile a series of armed robberies or a kidnapping, but most of our work is of a much more gruesome nature.
Sorry. Bessie stands up. I just had to make a call.
I smile. Thats okay. Id hoped the Bureau would find a replacement for me quickly, to give me time to hand over my cases properly, but sharing a desk is going beyond the call of duty. At least they managed to get a laptop for Bessie. Otherwise the situation over the past week would have been unbearable.
Bessie returns to the desk behind mine, which was cleared of junk especially for her. After today, the desk situation wont be an issue. Today I wrap up the Montana profile and officially finish all my desk work. Then tomorrow Ive been assigned to entertain Loretta Black. Great. Babysitting a famous crime novelist isnt exactly my ideal way to spend my last day at the FBI Academy.
Coffee in hand, I go back to my profile. In this case, the only crime scene we have is where we found Tabithas school bag, where we assume she was abducted. The street was between her school and her home, a journey she often made by herself.
I move on to the victimology to get an insight into the victim. By getting to know the victim, we can understand the perpetrator. Based on information we have about Tabitha, I dont believe she would have gotten into that car without good reason. She was a smart girl who tended to be shy rather than outgoing. From my vision, I know she approached the car willingly, but the evidence of her school bag at the scene indicates that some force was involvedwhy else would she leave her bag? Tabitha was very close to her family and I can imagine the perpetrator using this to his advantage, perhaps telling her that one of her parents was ill. The family did have a safety-word system in place, but something made Tabitha move closer to the car, even though the man couldnt have known the familys special code word. Maybe Tabitha knew him, maybe not. Once she was close enough, he was able to grab her. As a child, shes a high-risk victimtrusting and innocent. But most importantly, how can an eleven-year-old girl physically fight off a grown man? It sickens me to think about guys like this perp. I focus on the profile, trying not to get caught up in how I feel about the crime and about the little girl.
Next I would normally look at forensics, but in the case of Tabitha we dont have anythingno body, no fibers, no blood, no DNAso I move on to the police report. There were no witnesses to Tabithas abduction, at least none that the police could find, and the police have included a basic sketch of the area and some general neighborhood information. I absorb it all, getting a feel for the location.
The final profiling input is the photos, which in some ways are the single most important factor. Like the saying goes, a picture tells a thousand words. Generally, each crime scene will have many photos. A complex murder case could have hundreds. But in this case, with no body, the photos I have only help to paint a picture of the neighborhood, helping me understand how it was possible for the perp not only to fit in, but to take Tabitha unnoticed.
Tabitha is only half the picture, and before I can think about drafting the offender profile, I need to get to know the first victim, Sue-Anne. Again, I go over the victimology, the police report, the case photos and the forensicsor lack of it. Like Tabitha, Sue-Anne was eleven years old and grabbed on the way home from school. The only differences between the cases are that Sue-Anne had stayed back for an after-school practice, and theres nothing to pinpoint the exact abduction site. She left the girls locker room and was last seen by a school friend just after 5:00 p.m. out the front of the school. She never made it home, and was abducted somewhere during the two-mile walk, again with no witnesses. As far as the police were able to establish, the girls didnt know each other or have any other connection with one another. They lived ten miles apart and attended different schools. But certainly, looking at their photos, we have a victim type: long blond hair, slim but athletic builds and girls who, unlike their peers, actually seemed to dress their age.
For both girls Im already assuming the worstkidnap, rape then murder. Its got all the hallmarks of a sexual predator targeting young girls. And statistics tell us that during a stranger-child abduction, most of the victims are killed within an hour or two. Still, theres hope yet, at least for Tabitha. Our guys differenthe keeps them for longer than that. Why else would he take them to the cabin I saw in my vision? But how long does he keep them for? While I cant answer that question, I know one thing for surehes going to keep going until we stop him. And if he escalates, which he might, the time between abductions will increasenot a comforting thought for Montana families.
The last thing I need to consider before drafting the actual profile is the interaction between the girls and their abductor. This is always an extremely important factor when assessing a crime and drafting a profile. Both girls were smart enough, and sensible enough, not to get into a strangers car. So what went wrong? Or did they know their abductor? Two possibilities emerge. One, a killer whos composed and convincing, so much so that hes able to persuade the girls that hes been sent by their families. In this case, part of his stalking process would include gathering enough information about the families that he could carry it off. Hed have to mention both parents by their first names, maybe pretend he worked with one of them, or drop another relatives name or some other pertinent information. The second possibility is that the girls knew the killer, perhaps only in passing. Maybe they met him at a barbecue or through friends. But even so, our perp followed the girls routines carefully. They werent victims of opportunity, these were planned abductions, carefully tied in to the times the girls would be walking home from school. And once the girls were in the car, he could drop the ruse, if there was one, or even simply knock them unconscious and push them onto the car floor, out of sight of any nosy motorists. The abductions were fast and well-planned, especially given there were no witnesses.
With all my background work finished, Im ready to paint a picture of the Montana perp. The standard profiling process can take anything from hours to days, depending on the complexity of the case, the number of victims and offenders, etc. Ive allocated one more day to Tabitha and Sue-Annetoday.
My profile covers the standard areassex, age, race, type of offender (organized or disorganized), occupation, marital status, dependents, personality, interaction with victims, home life, car, post-offense behavior, intelligence, education level, outward appearance, criminal background and any signature elements of the crime. In this profile, Im able to add in the cabin from my vision this morning, rationalizing it by saying I believe he keeps his victims for some time and so he must have somewhere quiet and isolated to take them. The fact that he plucked the girls so boldly from the streets indicates he knows the area well, so his primary residence or workplace will be close to the abduction sites, within ten kilometers, and the cabin wouldnt be more than an hours drive awayhe needs to see his victims regularly. I look up a state map of Montana and notice the number of national forests around Helena. The cabin is probably near one of these, but the local cops will know the area and can identify suspect sites.
Before I finalize the profile I jump online and surf a few car Web sites until I find the car from my visiona Lincoln Zephyr. In the profile, I write it as Upmarket sedan (but not European), such as Lincoln Zephyr, Ford Crown or Buick Lucerne. We normally include the type of carsedan, pickup, sports carso its not unusual to be so specific in a profile. The Montana perp likes his girls fresh and simple and I believe these tastes would run to his car toohed see a European sedan, pickup or sports car as too flashy, just like a young girl wearing clothes and makeup to look like something shes not. The Ford Crown and Buick Lucerne are similar to the Lincoln Zephyr; this is my padding around the real car. No one in the FBI knows about my visions and I intend to keep it that way.
Its 6:00 p.m. by the time I finish the profile and e-mail it to the task-force head in Helena. Im happy with the profile, but experience tells me this case wont be resolved anytime soon. The perps been careful so far, and thats what hell keep doing. Im helpless to do anything more about it. I lean back in my chair and flip the manila folder over. The red cardboard cover floats down slowly, hiding the smiling face of Tabitha, the first photo in the file. Bile rises in my stomach as I see a flash of Tabitha, her body too still for anything but death.


    




    
 			Two

The next day when I arrive at headquarters, Bessie is at my desk again, but this time shes there for good. With all my cases officially handed over, Im relegated to the laptop and the cramped spare deskwith no phone. But I wont be at a desk today anyway.
I hang my jacket on the back of my chair and Bessie smiles at me apologetically. Loretta Black is due to arrive at 9:00 a. m., which gives me half an hour to check my e-mails and get enough coffee into my system to make the day bearableand today that could be a tall order.
At ten minutes to nine my boss, Andy Rivers, calls me into his office.
Hows it going, Anderson?
Under control. Finished off that Montana profile yesterday and everything else is handed over to your new gal.
He nods and grunts his affirmation and then pauses before going on. I guess its no use then, trying to convince you to stay on my team.
I smile at the use of myit was a strategically planted word to make me feel disloyal. Come on, you know its not personal, Rivers.
Now he smiles. Ive tried everything else to convince you to staythat was my trump card.
We both know human behavior all too well.
Well miss you, Anderson. He stares out his window for a second before looking back at me. Ill miss you.
Me too, boss. If Rivers only knew how much Im going to miss it, all of ithim, the job, the unit, the Academy, even Quantico and all the buzz cuts. Working in the FBIs Behavioral Analysis Unit has meant everything to me and Ive never felt so professionally fulfilled as I do here. But Im not doing this for me. If I was driven only by what I wanted, Id stay here indefinitely. But Ive always felt such a strong loyalty to victims and potential victims that I have to go where Ill do the most good. And at the moment, thats in the field. But I cant tell Rivers any of this. Instead, I have to play it cool. Who knows, maybe Ill be back one day.
He stares at his desk and fiddles with the small, gold-rimmed glasses in his hands. Im sorrysorry about what happened. His eyes only meet mine on the last word.
I force a small smile. I know. So am I. Rivers is referring to the D.C. Slasher case twelve months agothe killer got close, real close, and it was nearly my undoing. Nearly. But Ive moved on now, although Im still not entirely comfortable about being intimate with a man. Thats not why Im going. You know that, right?
Right, he says, but without conviction.
His intercom buzzes. Yes, Janet?
Loretta Black just passed through the security checkpoint.
The checkpoint is at the outer rim of the base, and the FBIs buildings are in the grounds belly, so Ive still got ten to fifteen minutes up my sleeve.
Thanks. Rivers releases the intercom button. He looks at me. Youre on.
Joy oh joy. After this final torture, maybe I wont come back.
Rivers smiles. Its not that bad. All you have to do is answer Blacks questions.
I resist complaining about the fact that Ive had to work sixty-five hours a week for the last four weeks to clear my cases and fit Black in. She must know someone pretty high up to be getting this sort of treatment.
You read any of her books, sir?
No. But my sisters a big fan.
Really? Maybe Rivers is the source of the preferential treatment. Well, I hope you get a few autographed copies out of this.
Rivers smiles. Hell, I better. My sisters been at me for months, since I first told her about Blacks request.
I nod. Guess I should read one of her books, huh?
I turn to leave and Rivers yells after me, And dont be late for your send-off!
 		    

 At the elevator doors I envision what Black is like. Shes probably lovelyentertaining, interesting, inquisitive. I sigh and think of my half-packed apartment. Man, so much to do and so little time. Five days to finish packing, get over to L.A. and settle in before I start work. Maybe Rivers is rightthis isnt such a bad way to spend my last day. At least Im not madly trying to close off files and hand over last-minute cases. And maybe Black will be charming enough to keep my mind off the packing. Its a big move. A scary move. Especially when I am happy here.
The elevator doors open and Im greeted by a tall woman, around six foot, whos immaculately groomed and appears to be in her early fifties. Her jet-black hair is swept up into a bun, and several loose strands of hair fall on her face to ensure the bun looks casual and stylish rather than severe. Her makeup is spare and tasteful and she wears trendy square-framed glasses. Next to her is a shorter, younger blonde, who, by the look of her notebook and pen at the ready, must be Blacks assistant. Damn, two of themI forgot about that. I stifle a large yawn. I need another cup of coffee already.
I hold my hand out to Black. Hi, Ms. Black, Im Special Agent Sophie Anderson.
She gives me one firm pump and looks over my shoulder, like Im the appetizer and shes waiting for the main course to be served up.
Im a profiler on Andy Riverss team. Ill be showing you around and answering your questions.
Fine, she says briskly.
The assistant holds out her hand. Deborah Holt. Wonderful to meet you, Agent Anderson. Her handshake is firm but friendlier, more prolonged, and I sense genuine admiration in her voice.
Black takes control again. Is Andy Rivers here?
Rivers really is torturing me. Hes in. Ill introduce you later.
Her lips tighten. Shes acting as though she was expecting a personal tour from the head of the unit. Get real. Besides, she would have been told Id be showing her around.
I lead the way to a small meeting room Ive booked for the day, even though well probably only need it for a few hours this afternoon. I sit down and Black and Holt follow suit, Black still pursing her lips and Holt still smiling.
I give Holt a quick smile before turning my attention back to Black. Ive reviewed the request you sent through to our Future Publicity Department. I thought wed start by having a look around the Academy, giving you an idea of where we work and how we work. Then well come back here and Ill move on to your specific questions about profiling and the unit.
Fine.
Thank you, Agent Anderson. Once again, the assistants personality has to make up for Blacks.
You can call me Sophie. I smile at Holt with some sympathy. I bet Black goes through assistants.
Thank you, Sophie, Holt says, again with a warm smile. Its so exciting to be here and meeting a profiler.
Debbie. Blacks voice is a warning.
Sorry. Holt hangs her head, like shes done something wrong.
I look at the pair questioningly.
Theres silence for a few seconds before Black rolls her eyes. Debbie is writing a little book of her own and it involves profiling, I believe. She pauses. But were not here for that. Were here for my research. For my next book.
I stand up, ready to start the tour. While many of the facilities are located in this central complex, the Academy has a substantial three hundred and eighty-five acres, and I decide to start with the outdoor stuffits a nice day out and I need some fresh air. I lead the way back to the elevator and Black trails after me, with Holt hot on her heels. The ride down in the elevator is silent. My natural instinct is to talk, to smooth things over. But I resist this instinct for no other reason than my initial dislike of Black. Petty, but hey, it is my last day and its not like Blacks a life-and-death case.
Black breaks the silence once were in the parking lot. How long have you been working here, Sophie? She nudges Holt, who responds instantly by bringing her pad up to her chest, her pen hovering above it. No doubt shes practiced in walking and writing at the same time. Bet shes not wearing high heels. Rather than looking down to check my assumption, I visualize Holts shoes from the initial once-over I gave herblack flats. Its the details that matter in law enforcement, especially profiling, and Ive trained my mind and memory.
I force myself back to the conversation. Eighteen months. But I was a police officer for six years in Melbourne, Australia, before coming over here.
I see. And what sort of cases have you worked on recently?
I wonder if this is my job interviewam I worthy of her attention? I rattle off the rough details of some of the cases, but make sure not to include any specifics, like names or locations. I include the Montana kidnappings but refer to it simply as a child-abduction case, and explain why we feel the perp kills the girls, even though no bodies or other similar physical evidence such as blood has been found. Black probably knows the dismal statistics for survival rates of child abductees.
She nods. I see. I notice with interest that she has a level of practiced detachment similar to law-enforcement professionalsin some ways she deals with perps as much as we doits just that her bogeymen are make-believe. What a luxury.
She continues. I did Google you, Agent Anderson. Youve made some press in your day, albeit a short day so far.
True. Im noncommittal at first, then say, But the media are intrigued by profiling, you know how it is. Once Ive unlocked the car, Black slides in the front next to me, and Holt climbs into the back, hitting her head as she gets in because shes still busy writing.
Oops, sorry, Holt apologizes.
Black shakes her head. Honestly, Debbie.
You okay? I ask. You couldnt pay me enough to do her jobBlack seems to be an unpleasant taskmaster.
Fine.
Black doesnt let Holts potential pain or the change of location break her rhythm. Youve worked several high-profile cases. The D.C. Slasher, the kidnapping of Senator Robert Keens daughter, the Wisconsin murders. And theyre only the ones in the press.
I shrug. Guess so.
When Black buckles her seat belt I notice theres even a sense of detachment in the way she moves. Its almost robotic.
And your name came up associated with that bizarre case in Arizona four months back, she says. Nasty business, that one.
Yes. I manage a smile to myself before flicking the ignition of the car. Despite the gruesome nature of the case, we got them all in the end, including NeverCaught. Case closed. The DNA in Pickings rental car came back as a match for his last victim in Dakota. But better still, like many serial killers Picking took trophies from his victims, and these items will ensure a conviction for the seven murder cases in North and South Dakota. In addition, a search of a storage facility in his name also gave us his Club laptop, and enough evidence to prosecute him for his involvement in the Murderers Club. I do love it when we get the bad guys.
There was an interesting signature in Arizona, I believe. Blacks oblivious to my sense of triumph.
I concentrate on what shes saying, the signaturethe detail shes talking about has been made public, so I feel no hesitation in discussing it. Yes. A love heart was painted onto the victims chests with body paint.
She nods. I like it. Ive used something similar in my latest book.
I try to ignore Blacks I like it commentthe victims sure as hell didnt like it. Blacks looking at it not as a crime but as a story. Again, I dont have that luxury.
A look in the rear-vision mirror tells me Holts buckled in toocant be breaking the law in my car. Whats the book about? I ask Black.
A serial killer who targets women he meets at speed-dating evenings. The succinct sentence has a practiced ring to it, but I guess lots of people have asked about the book.
Realistic, I say. And for the first time, I dont have to force my interest. Perps are hunters who need an area where they can select and stalk their prey. For some its their local video store, for others its the random selection of someone walking down the street. Speed-dating events would have lots of single women, many of whom probably live alone. One date with Blacks fictional character
I thought so. Black crosses her arms and nods.
So whats the signature? I ask.
The women are strangled with torn-off panty hose, which are then pulled over their heads. On top of the panty hose is a kiss mark, drawn on with lipstick.
Its a great book, Holt says from the backseat.
Black acknowledges the compliment with a slight nod. I know its not exactly like the Arizona case. Blacks voice is authoritative. But the signature indicates the same romantic overtone.
I let myself imagine it was a real case, a real signature. True. And the stocking also has the sexual element. Womens panty hose do it for many men.
Ive used a highly sexualized pose too. My killer pulls his victims knees upwards but with the soles of her feet together, exposing her, and also cuts off her breasts.
Most sexual homicides demonstrate the killers need to leave the body in a highly sexualized pose, with the womans legs open to expose her genitalia. Sometimes theres sexual mutilation, sometimes not. Its all about a mans desire to degrade his victim and punish her sexuality as much as possible. Im about to comment on this as I turn the cars steering wheel to guide us toward the parking lots exit, when a slight dizziness hits me. Shit. Not now, I cant have a vision now. I fight it off, like I used to when I was running away from my gift, and it only takes a couple of seconds for the sensation to subside. I come back to the conversationBlacks book, the signature. A flash of Blacks fictional signature element passes across my imagination. Its good, I say, acknowledging the plausibility of Blacks idea.
Thanks. Black smiles genuinely for the first time, but its gone in an instant. Do you read crime fiction, Agent Anderson?
I get enough crime at the office, I say. I do like reading, but fantasys my favorite genre. I dont add how much I enjoy letting myself get into a fantasy world, rather than a killers world. Ill take wizards, dragons and magical worlds over rape and murder any day.
Black seems disappointed Im not a potential fan.
We pull out of the parking lot and after a few beats of silence, I say, Whats your next book about? The one thats brought you to the Academy?
Im starting a new character. Its very exciting. A woman this time, Angie Base. Shes a criminal psychologist who lectures at New York University and consults for the police. I hope shell be as popular as Benson, and Im thinking of moving her to the FBI in a few books time. She pauses for a breath. Debbie suggested I should find out how a Behavioral Analysis Unit works firsthand.
Well then, youve definitely come to the right place.
I head for the outdoor running track and start my tourist-guide duties with pride, if not gusto. In some ways its fitting that I get to show off the FBIs setup on my last day. Who knows when Ill be back again? And I really have loved every minute of my time here.
After the running track, we come to the defensive-driving track before moving on to Hogans Alleythe Bureaus famous simulated town. I stop the car and from our vantage point its possible to look down into the fake ten-acre town, which includes a post office, a bank, a hotel, a laundromat, a barbershop, a pool hall and suburban homes.
Once were out of the car, I start the spiel. Hogans Alley is used to train new recruits and is also used by many other agencies for training exercises. Youll often find the Drug Enforcement Agency, police officers from all around the States and even international law-enforcement professionals down there. In fact, that was my introduction to the FBI.
You came over from Australia officially?
Yes. The Victoria Police sent me on the International Training Program. I met Rivers, and we got talking after one of the profiling sessions. When I mentioned my dad was American I had a job offer.
The Bureaus citizenship criteria, Black says.
Uh-huh. To apply for the Bureau you have to be an American citizen. I hold dual citizenship, thanks to an Australian mother and American father.
Black nods. I see.
I move back to Hogans Alley and the tour. The town can be set up to simulate any criminal activity, like a bank robbery, a kidnapping, a murder, a terrorist attack, etcetera.
It certainly looks impressive in real life. She turns to her assistant. Debbie, you getting this?
Holt nods and writes furiously, switching from looking at Hogans Alley to her pad, where she must be taking notes on layout and other items Black might need for her research.
Black peers over her glasses at the town. Lets go down and have a better look. She starts to walk down the embankment.
I grab her arm. Im afraid we cant go down there. A training exercise is scheduled for later this morning and its off-limits. I point to the activity in one corner of the fake town. Theyre setting up.
Her lips purse slightly again, like a petulant child who hasnt been given the sweet theyre demanding. I wonder if a tantrums brewing.
We wait in silence for Holt, whose pen is still dancing across the page of her notebook. When shes finished, I take the two of them back to the main complex. We spend the next couple of hours wandering around the dormitories, dining room, library, auditorium, chapel, gym and finally around the offices. While the Academy is primarily a training ground, it also houses several centralized departments that operate from Quantico rather than the D.C. head office. The National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crimes, which my unit sits under, is one of these departments. I finish up there and take Black and Holt to the three divisionsthe Child Abduction Serial Murder Investigative Resources Center, the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program and my unit, the Behavioral Analysis Unit. After Ive explained each area and shown Holt and Black some of what the center does, I finish up outside Riverss office. Once Janet announces us, we crowd into the office.
Rivers extends his hand. Ms. Black, lovely to meet you.
Thank you, Special Agent Rivers. And you.
Black doesnt make a move to introduce Holt so I do it for her.
After hes shaken Holts hand, Rivers turns back to Black. My sisters a big fan.
Yes, we have Black turns to Holt and is about to snap her fingers when she thinks the better of itperhaps only because shes in company.
Holt fishes out seven books. This is the George Benson series, to date, including the new one. She passes the books to Rivers. Theyre made out to your sister, sir, she adds.
Thank you. Thats very kind of youand efficient.
Holt gives him a small nod and a slightly embarrassed smile, but Black doesnt acknowledge the compliment to her assistant.
Next Holt pulls out another book from her bag of tricks and passes it to me. This is a copy of the new one for you too. She smiles.
I take the book. Thankscongratulations, I offer, studying the striking, glossy book cover. A woman lies dead on white tiles, and a large lipstick mark is embossed across one quarter of the cover. On the bottom Loretta Black is written in big black letters and the title, Ladykiller, is in red at the top. Not surprisingly, given that the killer poses the victims with their legs open, the cover image only shows the top half of the girls body. The breasts are attached but blood trickles from a cut on one of them.
So, how are you finding the tour so far? Rivers asks Black.
Very informative. Black says it without appreciation or passion. I make an inward humph soundits a damn good tour, if I do say so myself.
Anderson is one of our best. Its a pity were losing her.
Black turns to me. Youre leaving?
This is my last day. Im transferring to the L.A. Field Office.
Oh, she says with no emotion.
Really? Holt adds her voice to the mix, and I can tell from her face that shes thinking. Then she says, You should come to the launch party.
Um I have no desire to go to Blacks party.
When do you fly? Holt asks.
I pause, wishing I knew when the party was so I could name a date after that. Friday night. I give her the truth.
No good. She seems genuinely disappointed. The launch is tomorrow night.
The buzz of the intercom interrupts us and Janets voice comes over the speaker. The sandwiches are in the project room, Sophie.
Thanks, I say. I would ask Rivers to join us, but I dont want to impose. Then again, it would be a fitting punishment for dumping Black on meI bet he knew she was a pain in the ass. Why dont you join us for lunch, sir?
Black jumps in quickly. That would be lovely.
She thinks Rivers can give her more information than I can. Hes got more experience, yes, but anyone in the unit will be able to answer her questions about the Academy and profiling.
Rivers looks at the papers on his desk but only hesitates for a second. Thatd be great. But theres probably not enough food. He looks at me with a slight pleading look in his eyes.
No way is he getting out of this. Of course theres enough food. Janet will have organized enough for an army, she always does. I give him a smug smile and he forces a smile in response.
Im leading the way to the project room when a wave of nausea envelops me. I make it to the door and steady myself against it, trying to be as discreet as possible but also ready for whatever Im about to see and feeland ready for the dizziness.
A womans running through woods. Someones chasing her.


    




    
  Three

 I jump at the sound of my ringing phone before hunting around for it in the rubble that is my bedroomnow half unpacked on the other side of the country. My new apartment is on Veteran Avenue in Westwood. The rents costing me a fortune, but the place has got everything I need, including a small swimming pool for the hot summer months and a fitness center that I can use whenever it suits me. The apartment complex itself is only six stories high, with approximately thirty apartments arranged in a square shape around the pool and landscaped gardens. The ground-floor apartments have small, enclosed patios, and the higher apartments have balconies that stretch across the living rooms and usually a bedroom. Im in a one-bedroom place on the second floor, set in the front of the complex. Its very different to the high-rise apartment building in Alexandria where I lived while working in Quantico.
 My front door opens directly onto the living room and a small kitchen thats tucked away in the left corner. The hardwood floors of the living room lead to glass doors and my balcony, with two doors off the small living space opening to a carpeted bedroom and a compact bathroom.
 I find the phone and pick it up. Hello?
 Hi, honey. How are you settling in?
 Hi, Dad. Good. Youre my first phone call.
 He laughs. Your moms been making me call every hour, just to see if the phone was on yet.
 Thatd be right. I sit down on my bed.
 Are you sure about this move? I dont know about L.A.
 Dad grew up in Providence and hes always been very pro East Coast.
 Itll be great, Dad. And maybe Ill run into some movie stars. Get some autographs for you.
 Mmm. He sounds neither hopeful nor impressed.
 A loud click on the line tells me that Mums picked up the other phone. Finally, darling. I thought theyd never connect that phone of yours.
 I shake my head. Mum, they said Saturday morning. Its 11:00 a.m. here.
 I know, I know. But She trails off, presumably realizing that theres no logical way to finish her sentence.
 And you could have called me on my mobile.
 We wanted to speak to you in your new home. She quickly moves on to her next topic. Are you unpacked yet?
 Almost. Its an exaggeration more than a lie. The removalists put all the furniture in place, leaving me with only the unpacking. I started with the kitchen, essential bed things and the bathroom, and now Im making my way through all my clothes and other bedroom items before tackling the living room. My bedroom furniture has a definite Japanese theme, with a dark-wood slatted bed, two matching bedside tables, a long, skinny tallboy and a three-panel Japanese screen. A small Buddha sits below my bedroom window, and Ive placed indoor plants on either side of the balcony doors. Gradually the bland shell of my white-walled, cream-carpeted apartment is looking cozier and more like mine.
 I wish we were there to help, Mum says. Or that you had someone. Her voice is melodramatic. Someone special.
 I roll my eyes, but I guess its fair enough. Im a thirty-five-year-old single woman and her only hope of grandchildrenof course she wants me to settle down. Im fine on my own, Mum. Honest.
 L.A.s a dangerous place. Her voice is still full of drama. I dont like the idea of you being there at all.
 Come on, Mum, you didnt like me moving to D.C. either.
 Shes silent for a while. No.
 We all know the real thing shes unhappy aboutmy job. My dads not exactly over the moon about my chosen career either, but at least he doesnt go on and on about it.
 Mum, L.A.s going to be great for me. Warmer weather and, dont forget, Im closer to Melbourne now. Its only fifteen hours away. Fifteen hours is small fry for Australians. Heading north from Melbourne it takes over five hours to clear Australias coastline. And we can meet in Hawaii for your holidays this year.
 My cell phone rings and Im almost as surprised to hear it buzzing as I was to hear my new landline ringing. I move to the kitchen bench, where I left my cell. I look at the number coming up, but dont recognize it. Curiosity gets the better of me. Hold on a sec, I say to Mum and Dad.
 I answer my cell and hear the sobs before the person on the other end manages to speak.
 Hello? I say. I repeat my name. Sophie Anderson.
 Agent Anderson, its Debbie Holt. More sobs. Loretta Blacks assistant.
 Yes?
 Itsits about Loretta.
 Yes? I repeat, trying to coax her out of the panic. What is it, Debbie?
 Shes dead. Lorettas dead.
 Dead? I repeat loudly, then realize Mum and Dad can probably hear me. Damn.
 More sobs from Holt on the other end of the phone. Lorettas husband found her this morning. She wasshe was strangled. But
 Yes? I want to tell Holt to hold on while I deal with my parents, but I can tell shes teetering on the edge, about to break down completely. Theres something she needs to get out, now.
 Sheshe had the stocking, the lipstick andand her legs were spread, and her breasts were Holts voice cracks and she doesnt finish the sentence. Its just like her book.
 This is bizarre news. I automatically visualize the front cover of Ladykiller, the face and upper body of the dead redhead lying glassy-eyed on a stark white bathroom floor. Even through the stocking that covers her face you can make out the open eyes, the slightly startled look. Sorry, Debbie. But I need you to hold on for a sec. Okay?
 Sure. Holts voice is more even now that shes managed to verbalize the distressing news.
  I move back to the landline. Mum, Dad, Ive got to call you back.
 Whos dead? Mum yells.
 Its a case, Mum. No one you know.
 Oh, darling. Mums voice is disapproving, but theres also a hint of hysteria to it and thats something I cant deal with now.
 Im sorry, Mum, Ive got to go. Ill call you back. Love you.
 Its Dad who answers. We love you too. Be safe, sweetie.
 Always, Dad, always. I hang up and move back to Holt. Sorry, Debbie, I was on the phone to my parents.
 In Australia?
 Yes.
 Im sorry. I shouldnt have bothered you. I just
 Its fine, Debbie. Where are you? You have called the police, havent you?
 Oh yes, we called the police straightaway. Im at Lorettas house in Beverly Hills. The tears start again.
 Whos we, Debbie?
 Scott, Lorettas husband, and me.
 I process the information. Hell be the prime suspect, even more so if he found the body. Just tell me everything that happened.
 Through Holts tears I manage to pick up the basic facts. Black and Holt arrived back in L.A. on Thursday morning, ready for the launch. Blacks husband had to fly out to an important meeting in Chicago on the Friday morning and returned to L.A. Saturday morningthis morning. He claims to have spoken to Black on the phone at 10:00 p.m. last night, but then when he rang this morning from the airport there was no answer at home or on her cell. He caught a taxi home and found his wife dead in the bathroom, with a stocking over her face and a kiss-shaped mark drawn on her cheek with lipstick.
 Holt sobs some more on the phone and Im at a losswhat do I do? I cant exactly jump in a cab, race to the crime scene and work my way into the investigationthats not the way things are done. It would be the equivalent of slashing my wrists, professionally. And its not a federal casemurder in Beverly Hills is the jurisdiction of the Beverly Hills Police Department.
 Im not sure what I can do to help, I say.
 She takes a few seconds to respond. When I organized that tour for Loretta and I, we were told you were the best. I know Lorettas family would want the best to investigate. Loretta would want you involved too. She spoke very highly of you.
 I stop myself from spluttering with surprise at this last comment. If Black felt that way she sure didnt show it. The problem is, Debbie, its not my jurisdiction. I havent even started at the L.A. Field Office yet, and the Beverly Hills police are more than qualified to handle a murder case. If they want FBI help theyll contact the field office. Beverly Hills PD would probably ask for assistance from the sheriffs department first, anyway.
 Then they could assign anyone. Loretta would want you. Holts adamant, and I can almost imagine her pursing her lips and digging her heels in, just like her bossexboss.
 Im sorry, Debbie. Sorry to hear about Loretta and sorry I cant be of more help. Lets wait and see how things pan out in the next forty-eight hours.
  She starts sobbing again and I feel guilty, not to mention professionally curious.
 Tell you what, why dont you explain to the lead detective that you were at the Academy earlier this week and that youd like him or her to give me a call.
 She sniffles. Okay. More sniffles. Ill do it now.
 The police are still there?
 Yes. Theyre all over the place. I havent even seen Scott since they arrived, but I think theyre still questioning him.
 No surprise thereits standard practice to separate witnesses at the scene and Id still be questioning Scott too, because the old adage the husband did it often turns out to be true.
 Thank you, Sophie. And Im sorry I interrupted your phone call with your folks.
 Thats fine. Call me if you need anything else.
 We say a brief goodbye and I disconnect. I probably wont be hearing from Beverly Hills finest, at least not today. Theyll have plenty of leads to follow without wanting to pull an FBI profiler into the mix at this early stage. I think back to Blacks visit and, with a sickening sense of dread, I remember the dizziness in the parking lot. Id fought off a vision when I was with Blackwas it of her? Her death? It was while we were talking about her killers signature. Maybe if Id let the vision come, Black would be alive now. Images of Black posed like the front cover of her book flash across my field of vision. Dammit! A minute ago I felt empathy for Holt and was intrigued, but now guilt is riding me hard.
 I pace up and down for a bit before I suddenly remember my parents. I wouldnt want to make my mother any more hysterical by not calling back. I make the call, but only spend ten minutes on the phone before cutting the conversation short with the excuse of unpacking. I know they worry about me, especially after what happened to my brother, but sometimes I just wish theyd accept that I love my job and am not going to change it for anyone, not even them.
 Half an hour later Ive made some progress on my apartment, managing to unpack my wardrobe, but I havent been able to keep my mind off Black. Eventually I succumb and hunt out her book. Flicking through it, I find the section on the first murder scene and read from the start of the chapter.
  The media throng surged forward, spitting out the man with the badge, Detective George Benson. But he wasnt released without a fight from the many journalists, hungry for the story, willing to do just about anything to find out if the body in the motel room was the fourth victim of the citys serial killer. The killer had been labeled the Terminator for his violent killings, or maybe it was just a name some smart-ass journalist came up withit was usually the media rather than the public who dubbed serial killers.
 Benson ignored the frantic and aggressive questioning, pulling long and hard on his cigarette and making sure anyone and everyone close enough got a dose of his secondhand smoke. Thatll teach the fuckers, he thought as he watched the closest journalists back away from his cancer stick. Bensons rationale was that he was more likely to die from a bullet than lung cancer, so hed prefer to indulge his bad habiteach cigarette could be his last. He burrowed his cigarette butt in the sandbox outside the motel-room door. He still remembered the days when you could smoke inside, smoke anywhere you darn well likedthose were the days.
 You the first responder, boy? he asked the officer on the door who, while he did look young, could hardly be called a boy rather than a man.
 Yes, sir. He answered with respect and fear. Hed heard about Benson. Cranky old bastard, they all said, but a damn good detective. Rumor had it that he used to have a wife and daughter, used to be a nice guy. Until a car accident took them away and changed him forever.
 Anyone else been on the scene since you arrived?
 No, sir.
 Benson smiled, enjoying the show of respect. You touch anything, boy?
 No, sir!
 Goodgood he gave the officer a slap on the shoulder and glanced at his name badge Officer Graves.
 The uniform offered Benson a schoolgirl smile and they stood there grinning at each other for a couple of seconds before Benson put his hands in his pockets.
 Guess I better go in.
 Yes, sir. He nodded. Holler if you need anything.
 Like a coffee? But Benson only thought it. He wasnt that much of a bastardnot today, at least. Besides, he needed someone standing guard at the motel room. He moved closer, toward the open door.
 Was it open when you found it? Benson yelled back to Officer Graves.
 Yes, sir. Cleaner opened the door, saw her and ran, leaving the door open. Then the manager on duty came and saw her but said he was real careful not to touch anything, including the door. Hes a CSI fan.
 Benson tried to smile but it came out more like a grimace. Isnt everybody? Hes probably already decided whodunit.
 The officer laughed briefly before making eye contact with the manager, who was well within earshot. The managers eyes burned with humiliation and the officers face fell before he gave himself over to the standard blank stare. Who knows when or where they learn it, but every cop can do it.
 Benson slipped into the motel room, sucking in his paunch so as not to touch the door or the door frame as he squeezed through the open door. No contact was quite a feat, given the size of his beer gut. Bensons attitude was, If you cant smoke and drink beer and bourbon, life just aint worth living.
 A chair sat in the middle of the room, with rope partially draped around it, falling down one side and coiling at the chairs legs. The rest of the room looked normal. Benson noticed a womans round handbag on top of the TV. It was molded rather than softened leather, and it sat up perkily. Benson smiled, drawing an analogy between the handbag and a good pair of tits. But the smile faded when he remembered how long it had been since hed seen a good pair of titsunless you counted dead bodieswhich he didnt. Particularly not the ones in this case.
 He moved into the bathroom. The tall, curvaceous redhead lay still on the white tiles. Her lily-white skin was covered in light freckles from top to bottom, and the positioning of the girl made sure everyone knew right off that the girl was a true redhead. Her feet were pulled up in a froglike pose, and her exposed genitals were directly in line with the bathroom door, so her full frontal slapped you in the facehard.
 Bensons eyes moved up her body. A circular cut extended around each breast, but Benson couldnt tell if the killer had detached the breasts or simply cut around them. Only a closer examination would reveal if the underlying breast tissue was cut through. Stretched thinly over the womans face and head was a light-colored stocking, just like the first three girls. Fuck, how did that female cop describe it? Thats right, sheer. It was sheer all right. Despite the panty hose, her facial features were easily distinguished. Her mouth was large and pouty, her jaw squarish and her cheekbones high. Her blue-green eyes were open but lifeless, now a window to nothingness, rather than to her soul. Drawn on her cheek in bright red lipstick was a pair of lips. Unfortunately for Benson, it wasnt a real lip printsome labs were printing lips and ears, not just fingers. Benson noticed that there werent any toiletries in the bathroom, none of the usual crap that a woman had to travel with, and there was no suitcase, no clothes. The redhead was checking in for a fuckbut who was she fucking?

 Despite the fact that the redheads murder is the fourth, its the first one in the book, the place where the reader comes into the crime investigation. I can only assume there are more murders after this one, or perhaps flashbacks to the first three girls. This particular victim is also obviously the one on which the front cover was based. Even though I havent seen Blacks body, the similarities are disturbing. Is the crime scene exactly the same? If not, how does it differ? For a start, the fictional murder took place in a motel room, and Blacks was in her home. I think about Blacks detective, BensonI hope the lead detective on Blacks case isnt like him. Bensons just the sort of cop Id hate to work witha self-destructive misogynist. And unfortunately, those characteristics arent unique in this job.
 I cant do anything useful from here for Black, so I force myself back to the unpacking. The thought of boxes everywhere for days or weeks is good motivation. I like my house neat and tidy, in stark contrast to my work desk, which is usually covered in a thick layer of papers and at least one or two old coffee cups.
 Im working on a box of clothes for my chest of drawers when my cell phone rings. The caller ID says Private Number and curiosity gets the better of me again.
 Sophie Anderson.
 Hi, Agent Anderson. Its Detective Dave Sorrell here from Beverly Hills Homicide.
 Detective. I keep the surprise and excitement out of my voice. I want in on the investigation and I want to see the crime scene firsthand, and fresh.
 Sorry to bother you on a Saturday, Anderson, but Debbie Holt was persuasive, to say the least.
 So shes been bugging you to call me I look at my watch for the last hour.
 Uh-huh. Sorrells tone of voice says it all.
 I respond to his tone by playing it cool. Well, I told Ms. Holt Id do everything that I can to help, but I dont know if I can shed much light on the case.
 No offense, but my thoughts exactly.
 None taken. I pause. Although the signature elements are interestingand certainly something that holds a professional interest for me. Truth be told, its exactly the sort of case that most cops would at least consider calling in a profiler for, though perhaps not this early on.
 Holt says youre the new profiler at the Bureaus field office here.
 Thats right. I start on Monday.
 Should I call you back then?
 No, thats fine, I say.
 So, the signature. Sorrell accepts my interest and moves back to the case.
 Its intriguing. Especially given the books only just been released, so, realistically, how many people could have read it and then had time to plan and reenact the murder?
 Thats what I thought, until Holt set me straight. Holt reckons a new release of Blacks would normally sell a few hundred thousand in the first week, plus preorders. Its official release date was Wednesday, three days ago. Im trying to get the book pulled off the shelves so we can at least limit the number of people who know about the books plot and crime scenes.
 I bet the publisher will love you for that, I say, though its unlikely Sorrell will get anywhere with his request. For a start, to pull a book nationwide would take a federal directive, which means FBI, and thats unlikely when the book itself isnt breaking any laws. Movies have been pulled by the FBI beforeone case that comes to mind is Traci Lords. She made dozens of adult movies when she was sixteen, using a fake birth certificate and drivers license as proof of age. The feds found out her real age and pulled and destroyed every one of the videos she made before she turned eighteen. But showing a minor in sexual acts is a criminal offense and writing a crime-fiction book isnt. Besides, Blacks basic plotline would already have made its way onto the Web and into newspaper reviews. Cant pull all that too.
 Everyone will want that book if they find out Blacks murder replicates the story line, Sorrell says. And once that happens, itll be much harder to track down who had the book before her murder and who bought it after.
 I dont want to put a damper on Sorrells plans and tell him he hasnt got a hope in hell, so I change the topic. Do you think its worth me coming down to the crime scene? I keep my voice cool and only slightly interested.
 Maybe.
 Silence. I ride out the silence, not wanting to pushnot yet at least.
 About fifteen seconds pass before I hear an intake of breath on the other end of the phone. I probably would have got a profiler on this eventually. What the heck. You may as well see the crime scene at its freshest.
 I smile. Hes right about thatespecially if I want to increase my chances of using my visions to find Blacks killer. I didnt like Black, but I sure as hell didnt want her dead.
  Dear Ms. Black,
 I read the latest George Benson novel with both fascination and repulsion. While the killer was fantastic and inventive, I think youve taken it too far. All you authors these days are committing horrible crimes against our society. What if someone read your work and was inspired to act? To kill?
 Think about our youth. Your stories give them a terrible, terrible role model to follow, maybe terrible, terrible ideas. Do you want to be responsible for some poor womans murder? 
 You seem to be able to capture the heart and soul of a killer. Do you know what its like to feel a persons life literally in your hands? To have the power to drain their blood, ounce by ounce? And the way your victims legs are spread is such an exciting and suggestive concept for a man. Do you know how strong that imagery can be for us? How powerful the desire to see a woman laid out like that is? Your words could make someone act.
 You must stop writing this filth. It can only bring you pain, believe you me. 
 Yours sincerely, 
 A fan
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