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Prologue

Tuesday night

Outside Socorro, New Mexico

'Now what in hell is that?' Bill Weeks murmured to himself, raising the binoculars to his face and staring out across the prairie, straining his eyes to see the object more clearly. An object that he could neither recognize nor explain.

Weeks was a practical, rather than a philosophical, man, like most farmers the world over, and the whole reason he was out patrolling his boundary fences was simple, even mundane, but none the less worrying. He was losing cattle, and that was a real problem.

He wasn't even sure how many had gone missing. Right then his herd was supposed to number exactly one hundred and eighty-one animals, mainly beef cattle but with a number of milking cows, about right for the amount and quality of pasture that his farm possessed, and counting them had never been a daily or even a weekly task. And even when he did decide to do a quick headcount, there were always a few stragglers that had drifted away from the main herd into another pasture, which meant that he was never entirely certain of the total. And then there was the occasional death, an older animal brought down by coyotes or which simply missed its footing and tumbled down one of the escarpments which dotted his farm.

But even allowing for all of this, the last time he had checked, checked properly, the number he come up with was only one hundred and seventy-nine, and however you sliced it, that was a couple too few. And now one of his milkers was missing as well, and there was no doubt about that because the daily yield produced by every animal was recorded, and both that morning and evening, and twice the previous day as well, one animal hadn't come into the yard with the rest of the herd.

The farm was fenced, but Weeks knew as well as anyone that fences could be cut and gates could be opened, though he'd never seen any sign of strangers, people who could be rustling cattle, around his property. And the idea of rustling didn't really make sense anyway, because he couldn't think of a good reason why anybody would just take two or three cows. If they were going to target his herd, they'd probably take the lot.

So he didn't think any human agency was involved, but something was definitely going on. And that was why he'd taken to patrolling the fields, and especially the boundaries of his land each evening, once the work of the day was over, riding his quad with his trusty 30-30 Winchester Model 94 with a fully-loaded magazine, which was in his opinion probably the best sporting rifle ever made, clamped in the rack behind his seat. He did it to check his fences and generally keep an eye on both his own cattle and on anything that looked suspicious outside his property.

While he'd been mounting his patrol that evening, he'd done another headcount of his cattle, and he'd made the total one hundred and seventy-eight, so it looked as if only the one head he knew about – the milker – had gone missing. It just didn't make sense. He had never found a single break in any of his fences, and all his gates were closed. In fact, since he'd first noticed the problem, about three weeks earlier, he'd secured them all with lengths of chain and heavy-duty padlocks, just to make absolutely certain that nobody was opening them and taking out a single animal. Unless somebody was going to the trouble of picking the padlock and then re-locking it again after they'd taken some of his cattle, the animals weren't going out that way. And that scenario didn't make sense for a whole bunch of reasons.

He'd reached the southernmost point of the big paddock and stopped his quad bike beside the fence. Then he'd stood up on the vehicle, lifted a pair of compact binoculars up to his face and looked in both directions. The fence ran straight and true, no breaks, no damage, or none that he could see. He'd shifted his gaze to the area outside his property, scanning the ground for the slightest sign of anything untoward, but had seen nothing.

Weeks had sat down again in the saddle and prepared to move off, but then he'd stopped. He knew the land which lay outside his property almost as well as he knew his own ground, and his subconscious had registered something out there that he didn't remember. Some shape that was unfamiliar to him.

That was when he'd stood up again, pressed the binoculars to his eyes and scanned the ground slowly and carefully. It had all looked very familiar to him, and for a few seconds he'd wondered if his eyes had deceived him. And then he'd stopped moving, concentrating on a single shape perhaps two hundred yards beyond the fence, a dark rounded mass with a narrow and straight object apparently embedded in it.

And then he repeated the remark he'd made to himself just a few seconds earlier.

'Now what in hell is that?'

He was too far away, and the binoculars didn't have sufficient magnification, for him to make out exactly what it was, and the fading light wasn't helping him either. But whatever he was looking at, he didn't think it had been there the last time he had carried out his patrol along this fence, the evening before last. And, he thought, maybe it wouldn't be there the next time either. He needed to get out there and investigate it immediately.

There were no breaks in the fence for about two hundred yards in either direction, so it really didn't matter which way he went. He gunned the engine of the quad bike, and the vehicle shot nimbly forward, covering the ground rapidly, the wheels bouncing across the uneven surface. At the end of the fence, where it turned north through about ninety degrees, was one of his perimeter gates.

Weeks stopped the quad beside the gate, leaving the engine running, hopped off and pulled a set of keys out of the pocket of his dungarees. He released the padlock and tossed it and the chain onto the ground beside the fencepost, then opened the gate. He accelerated the quad through the opening, again stopped briefly to close but not lock the gate, and then turned the handlebars to head over to where he'd seen the strange object.

He wasn't absolutely certain where it was, but he knew he was moving in more or less the right direction. After he'd covered about two hundred yards he stopped again, stood up on the vehicle and checked where he was going through the binoculars. For a moment, he didn't see it, but then spotted the dark shape once more. He memorized the layout of the terrain, turned the handlebars slightly and then set off again.

About a hundred yards further on, he stopped once more, but this time it wasn't because he was uncertain which way to head. This time he stopped because of the smell.

Something – and it had to be quite near him – was as sure as hell dead. The light was now beginning to fade more quickly, and the headlights on the quad weren't particularly powerful. He had a couple of hand torches with him, but until he found whatever had died out here, there was no point in getting them out.

He started the quad moving forward again, but this time much more slowly. He swung the handlebars from right to left repeatedly, so that the headlamps would illuminate a larger area than that directly in front of the vehicle.

And then, suddenly, he saw the shape just off to the right hand side. He swung the quad to point directly at it and then braked to a standstill.

For a few seconds he just sat there on the quad and stared. Then he glanced all around him, a complete circle of surveillance, before he quickly dismounted and reached for his Winchester. He unclipped the rifle and jacked the loading lever to chamber a round before he did anything else. Only then did he approach the source of the foul smell which was filling his nostrils.

The dead animal was a cow, which was hardly a surprise, and what he'd seen from the boundary of his pasture through the binoculars was the bloated side of the animal and one of its legs sticking stiffly up into the air. But this wasn't just any dead cow, not an animal taken by coyotes or other predators. That had been quite obvious from the moment he saw the corpse.

Weeks walked cautiously across to the body of the animal, to its head, and examined the tag attached to its ear, which at least served to confirm his suspicions, because it was one of his herd, the missing milker. Cows are pretty much circular in cross-section even when alive and walking the fields. When they die, the gases which form naturally within their digestive system, and the other gases produced by the start of the process of decomposition, serve to bloat the body even more. This animal was lying on its right side, and both of its left legs were pointing rigidly up at an angle of about thirty degrees, forced into that position by the expansion of the animal's body.

But none of that was either unusual or unexpected. In general terms, the dead cow looked pretty much like any other dead cow Weeks had seen during his career as a farmer. What lifted the appearance of this bovine casualty from the mundane to the exotic was what had been done to certain parts of it.

The skin on the left-hand side of the animal's jaw had been removed, apparently with surgical precision, in a strip about three inches wide and some ten inches long. That had exposed the upper and lower jaws of the cow, and a section of the lower jaw, complete with the teeth, had been removed. That was peculiar enough, but Weeks also registered the fact that the ground was dusty and completely dry where the animal's head was lying. So if the surgery – for want of a better word – had been performed on the animal in situ, where was all the blood?

And there were two other wounds on the carcase which puzzled him. On the cow's udder, one teat had been removed, complete with the skin and interior flesh of the udder and, when he moved around to the back of the animal, he saw that the anus had also gone, an almost perfectly circular hole showing where it had been removed, as if by some kind of a corer. And, again, there wasn't even a single drop of blood on the ground anywhere near either injury.

Weeks stared at the dead animal for a few moments longer, then again scanned all around him, looking for trouble, because whatever had killed the cow wasn't any kind of predator that he'd ever met before. Or, rather, the predator that had killed his animal walked on two legs. And he didn't like that.

His mobile phone, like almost every other device of that type, was equipped with a camera, and before he left the scene Weeks took about a dozen pictures of the animal, including a number of close-ups of its injuries. Then, because there was nothing else he could do right then, he climbed back onto his quad bike and headed away towards his own property.

But that wouldn't, he swore to himself, be the end of the matter. Quite apart from anything else, cows were expensive animals and the loss of even a single head of cattle meant he would incur a financial penalty. Though that was actually the least of his concerns. His discovery meant that, despite his unbroken fences and locked gates, somebody, somehow, was managing to get his cattle off his property and was then killing them and removing certain parts of their bodies. And it was this latter aspect of the situation that was both disgusting and incomprehensible to him.

And he was going to do something about it, no question. As soon as he got back to the farmhouse, he would pour himself a large drink, and then he'd give the new Sheriff in Socorro a call, and see what he made of it.




Chapter 1

Wednesday afternoon

Outside Socorro, New Mexico

Steven Hunter was experiencing an unpleasant sense of déjà vu as he steered the Bureau sedan along the bumpy track which bordered a stretch of open farmland, because he'd done this kind of thing before.

In fact, to call what he was driving along a track was in some ways stretching the truth: it was simply a ribbon of hard-packed earth intermittently edged with stunted bushes on one side and the boundary fence of the pasture on the other. Several times he'd had to pause for a moment, or at least slow down, to see where he should be heading next, because the directions he'd been given were something rather less than precise.

It was also, not to put too fine a point on it, bloody uncomfortable, the wheels dropping into ruts and holes in the track and causing the car's soft suspension to bottom frequently. And everything behind the car was completely invisible, hidden behind the dense cloud of grey-brown dust that the wheels were kicking up and which extended behind the vehicle like the tail of a rather grubby earth-bound comet.

Quite apart from the physical discomfort and irritation he was feeling about the job he'd been given, Hunter was also absolutely certain that he was wasting his time, even before he reached his destination.

The problem he had was that, although he wasn't exactly in disgrace, he was certainly not flavour of the month with his temporary employers in America, the Federal Bureau of Investigation and that was, at least in part, his own fault. He wasn't American, for starters, but had been seconded to the FBI for a period of two years on exchange from a police force in Britain, which meant he was by any definition an interloper. He also didn't go to church which, in a nation where belief in God and Jesus was virtually compulsory, had marked him out as a person who was probably untrustworthy and unreliable. And then the head of the Field Office he'd been assigned to in Montana had finally worked out that Hunter and his partner, FBI Special Agent Christy-Lee Kaufmann, were an item, or at the very least were sleeping together.

The result of that discovery being made was as predictable as it was petty. She had been sent to the Albany, New York, Field Office in a junior capacity, and he'd been packed off to the New Mexico office in Albuquerque, which was about as far apart as the Bureau could manage if they were both going to remain in mainland America. For a while they'd still talked to each other, by e-mail and phone, but getting together in one place had proved impossible. Hunter had had to acknowledge that they were drifting apart, starting to lead separate lives in all senses of the word.

That had rankled with him, too, and a couple of weeks earlier the inevitable had happened. Kaufmann had called him to explain that she'd met someone that she cared for up in Albany, and Hunter didn't need to be any kind of a detective to see where the rest of that particular conversation was heading. In truth, it wasn't a surprise and it actually came almost as a relief to him. He and Kaufmann had never been committed to a long-term relationship, simply because they both knew that Hunter would be flying back to Britain at the end of his exchange posting with the FBI, and Kaufmann had made it very clear that she had no intention of ever leaving the States. They were just two single people who had experienced a mutual attraction and had decided to enjoy each other's company as much as they could while the opportunity presented itself.

And although they were no longer a couple, thanks to the FBI, Hunter knew they were still friends, and would always be that way. They'd gone through too much together for that to ever be in any doubt.

The culmination of this disparate collection of different factors had also led to a predictable conclusion: in his latest appointment, Hunter was acting as the SLJO for the Field Office. This was not an acronym that was used officially by the FBI, but was rather an unpleasant memory from the time he had spent serving in the British armed forces. It stood for 'Shitty Little Jobs Officer', and the matter he had been told to investigate was probably the shittiest and most pointless tasking he had yet been given.

As far as he was aware, investigating the death of a cow was not normally a matter in which the FBI would take the slightest interest, and he strongly suspected that when the request for assistance from the local police department had arrived, the SAC, the Special Agent in Charge, of the Albuquerque Field Office had first of all had a good laugh about it, and had then slung the file straight at Hunter, just to get him the hell out of the way.

On the other hand, spending a day or two out in the country, even in this rather uninteresting section of New Mexico, might be marginally more pleasant than sitting in his air-conditioned cubicle at the office counting the minutes until he could either head out for lunch or return to his apartment. Lunch was always a bit of a trial for Hunter, because he'd never got used to the American habit of eating a steak the size of a bath mat for every meal, and normally he seemed to gravitate towards burgers or salads, because at least they were a size he thought he could handle. He was, actually, quite looking forward to returning to England, despite the weather there, just so he could get what he considered to be a decent meal.

Hunter was so lost in his thoughts about food – at that moment he was fixating on thick slices of roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, roast potatoes, a decent gravy and horseradish sauce, none of which he'd ever found on offer in any restaurant in America – that he hadn't realised he'd reached the end of the fenced pasture on his left hand side. In fact, he must have driven some distance beyond it.

He stopped the car, picked up the printed directions which he been given by his superior at the Albuquerque Field Office and studied them while he waited for the dust to settle – literally. Eventually, the haze behind him cleared sufficiently for him to see the end of the fence in his mirror, a good eighty yards back.

Muttering a curse, he steered the car over to the right and then swung it hard around to the left to head back the way that he'd come. When he reached the corner of the fenced pasture, he turned right, and this time he kept his mind on the job.

He didn't have that far to go, because almost as soon as he'd made the turn, he saw the unmistakable shape of a 4x4 Jeep Cherokee parked a couple of hundred yards in front of him, the bar of roof-lights providing a distinctive part of the silhouette and confirming that it was an official police vehicle, and a much smaller vehicle, maybe a quad bike or a dune buggy, that kind of thing, parked close beside it.

Hunter picked his way slowly and carefully across the uneven terrain, because now he was essentially going cross-country and there was no track of any kind for him to follow. He had to weave around bushes and avoid the bigger dips. Eventually he stopped about fifteen feet from the police Jeep, in which he could see a figure sitting in the driver's seat, just a vague shape wearing a hat. He shifted the transmission into park, switched off the engine and climbed out of the car.

And almost immediately, he wished he hadn't.

'Jesus Christ,' he muttered, as the heat of the afternoon sun and the smell of the decaying corpse of the cow hit him with a quick and powerful one-two.

For a moment, he actually thought he was going to retch, which would least have added a slightly different aroma to the smells then assailing his nostrils, but he managed to hold on to his burger and fries. The source of the smell was immediately apparent: the bloated carcase of a cow lay on its side a few yards away, the skin covered in vast armies of black, buzzing flies, while other squadrons of the insects circled the corpse, apparently waiting their turn.

Hunter was dimly aware of the sound of a car door opening, and then a voice from the past called out a greeting. His feeling of déjà vu came full circle as he immediately recognized the police officer.

'A bit outside your usual stampin' ground this, ain't it, Steve?'

'As I live and breathe,' Hunter replied, the irony of the situation not lost on him. 'Dick Reilly, my favourite American cop. What the hell are you doing here, Dick?'

Reilly grinned at him across the bonnet of his off-road vehicle.

'After our last little – I dunno what the hell you'd call it – problem, maybe, I kind of fell out of favour. Ended up down here. Where's the lady? I thought you two came as a matching set.'

Hunter shrugged and walked around his car to shake Reilly by the hand.

'Long story, short answer,' he replied. 'She's in Albany, as in Albany, New York, and pretty much the same thing happened to us, which is why she's way up there and I'm way down here in Albuquerque.'

Reilly nodded and hitched up the waistband of his light tan trousers. It looked to Hunter as if he might have lost a bit of weight since the last time they'd met, but the Sheriff was still a big man by any standards.

'OK, Dick,' Hunter said. 'When we met for the first time, you were standing over a corpse, and it looks to me like this is pretty much the same scenario.'

'A few differences, this time,' Reilly replied. 'This time the body ain't human, which I reckon is a good thing, but just like before, there's problems with the way the victim died. Right now I don't have no forensic examiner on his way out here, though you might wanna think about fixin' that.'

'For a dead cow, Dick? Come on.'

Reilly wagged a plump forefinger in front of Hunter's face.

'There you go again, jumping to conclusions. This ain't just any old dead cow. You really think I'd scramble the Fibbies for a few hundred pound of steak on the hoof?'

Hunter shook his head.

'Not really, but the bottom line is it's still a cow, and it's still dead, so I really don't know what you want the Bureau to do about it. I was going to suggest organizing a barbecue, but from the smell of it, it's gone a little too far for that to work. So tell me, Dick, what the hell am I really doing here?'

Reilly turned away and took a couple of steps towards the carcase of the dead animal, gesturing to another man standing a few feet away. He was maybe forty-five or fifty years old, wearing blue jeans, a checked shirt and a broad-brimmed hat, and he looked like a farmer, a conclusion that was immediately confirmed by the Sheriff.

'This here's Bill Weeks,' he said. 'He farms the land over there' – Reilly gestured in more or less the direction from which Hunter had driven, then turned back to point at the very obvious source of the rank smell which was afflicting all of them – 'and this here is one of his cattle. Or leastways it was.'

Hunter stepped across and shook hands with the farmer, then turned back to Reilly.

'I've got a good handle on the situation now, I think,' Hunter said, with more than a trace of sarcasm in his voice, 'but I still don't know why I'm here, or why you called the Bureau, Dick.'

He glanced at Weeks.

'I'm sorry that you've lost one of your herd, Mr Weeks, but as far as I can see this really is nothing to do with the FBI. Or with me.'

Reilly shook his head.

'Just let me explain the circumstances, Steve. Three things you need to know. First, we don't know how this here cow died. Second, it's been cut about by somebody or something, but there's no blood anywhere near it. Third, Bill knows it was one of his animals 'cause o' the tags in the ears, but there ain't no breaks in any of his fences, and his gates is all closed and locked.'

Hunter shook his head.

'Maybe it took a run at the fence and jumped over it. I don't know. But it's a dead cow, Dick. What the hell else do you want me to say? No crime's been committed, or at least none that could possibly interest the Bureau. End of investigation.'

'It ain't quite that easy, Steve. This here's just one dead cow, but I've been trackin' these cases all across the state. Always the same MO, and the perp's usin' some real sophisticated gear to pull out the bits he's interested in.'

'Ever think that the perp might be a coyote?'

'No way. Coyotes kill cattle, no question, but they use their teeth and their claws, and you can always tell. This cow was probably alive two days ago. Now it's dead with its anus, a bit of the udder and half its face and part of its jaw missin'. Surgical precision in the cuts. No coyote did this. We're lookin' at human intervention, and I'd definitely like to know what kinda pervert gets his kicks slicin' up animals like this.'

Hunter nodded with a kind of resignation. Despite the fact he was virtually certain it would be completely pointless, he knew he'd been sent out to carry out an investigation, and so that was what he was going to have to do. Even if it was only a cursory investigation.

'OK, Dick, you've talked me into it. Let's take a look at the body.'

'Knew you'd see things my way eventually.'

Reilly led the way over to the stinking carcase, Bill Weeks following a couple of paces behind him.

The most noticeable feature of the dead animal was the vastly distended belly. It looked as if somebody had attached a pump to the corpse and inflated it until the skin could expand no further. The two left legs had been lifted well clear of the ground by the expansion of gases inside the body, and were pointing into the sky. In another context, that might almost have looked amusing.

Reilly strode over to the animal's head and pointed down at the side of the jaw, flapping his hand ineffectually to drive away some of the swarms of flies.

'Big slice cut out of the skin there, see, and a piece of the jaw's gone as well.'

'No sign of the teeth?' Hunter asked.

'Not that we've seen so far. Best guess is that the perp cut out the jaw to get at the teeth, and took the whole piece away with him.'

Then he pointed at the udder, before moving around to the back of the animal.

'Not just the teat, but there's a whole section gone. And there's a goddamned big hole under its tail. No idea how deep that goes, or what else was cut out.'

Hunter nodded, then turned away and walked a few yards over to his car, putting some distance between himself and the smell, the other two men following. Then he turned and looked back towards the dead cow.

'This isn't a new phenomenon, Dick. I've read about cases like this. It's been reported from all over the Midwest at different times over the last twenty odd years. Usually the animal has the same kind of tissues missing as well, typically the anus, a part of the udder and either a strip of flesh from the head or a section of the jaw.'

'So are you sayin' the Bureau has a handle on it, maybe even knows who's been doing it? Or why?'

'If it does, nobody's told me,' Hunter replied. 'A few people have come up with explanations for different kinds of cattle mutilation, but as far as I know there's never been a definitive cause identified. No one single explanation that covers everything. And there is one feature about this case that I've not heard of before. And that's the fact that the animal was found outside the pasture. That's new, definitely.'

He turned to look at Bill Weeks.

'Dick said there were no breaks in your fences, and that all your gates were kept closed? '

Weeks nodded, and spoke for the first time.

'Actually, for pretty much all the last month, I haven't just closed the gates, because I've had a few head of cattle going missing. This isn't the first one I've lost, though it is the first one that's turned up again. So I've wrapped a length of chain around the post on every gate and padlocked it. Don't claim that nobody could pick the locks, but if they are, then they're taking the time and trouble to secure them again when they've finished. And I can't think of no single real good reason why anybody would do that. They needed to take one of my cattle out of the pasture, they could use bolt coppers, cut the chain and just pull the gate open. No point in them locking up after the event.'

Hunter glanced at Reilly, who shrugged his shoulders.

'Beats the hell out of me,' the Sheriff said.

'Right,' Hunter replied. 'As far as I can see, the only way we can do anything here is to just treat the whole place like a regular crime scene. I know the two of you have walked around this spot, and so have I, but we need some forensic help to see if there are any identifiable tracks here, any footprints that don't belong to the three of us, or any animal tracks. And while we've got people out here doing that, I want a veterinary surgeon to come here and tell us exactly what killed that cow.'

Reilly smiled at him.

'Well, I sure hope you and the Bureau got a real good reputation with the local people, 'cause I don't think no vet's gonna be too pleased about coming all the way out here just tell us that this here cow is dead.'

'Don't you worry about getting the locals to cooperate, Dick. I've always found that an FBI badge could be very persuasive. And if they don't like it, I'll just have to get the guys back at Albuquerque to lean on them a bit. After all, me coming out here was their idea, not mine.'




Chapter 2

Wednesday afternoon

Outside Socorro, New Mexico

It didn't take that long to get a forensic team out to the location, at least partly because the 'team' consisted of only two people, a veterinary surgeon who was clearly irritated at what he saw as a complete waste of his time, and a scene of crime officer who probably felt much the same way. But a request from the FBI, even a request from an English policeman on temporary attachment to the Bureau, still meant something, and so they parked their respective cars a few yards away and simply got on with it.

The scene of crime officer finished first, because he had to inspect the area around the dead cow before the veterinary surgeon began trampling all over the ground.

'Basically,' he said, stopping in front of Hunter and Reilly and peeling off his protective over-suit and latex gloves, 'I can't find anything. There are footprints all over the scene, probably left by the two of you and the farmer. There's no sign of a weapon of any sort that could have been used to kill the animal, or a knife or other cutting instrument that might have inflicted the injuries on the cow's body. There's no blood anywhere near the cow as far as I can see, apart from a few tiny splatters, just drips really, so my guess is that the animal wasn't killed here. But the veterinary guy should be able to confirm that when he's finished checking it out.'

'This is getting weirder by the minute,' Hunter muttered. 'A bunch of people – because it really has to be more than one – steal a cow, and we don't even know how they do that, take it away somewhere, kill it, cut bits off it, and then bring it back here and dump it. If anybody's got any ideas about the why, as well as the how, I'd really appreciate hearing them.'

'I told you there was more to this than you thought, Steve,' Reilly said.

'You want a report in writing?' the technician asked.

Hunter shook his head.

'Not a lot of point, as far as I can see. It'd pretty much be a blank sheet of paper with your signature at the bottom.'

'Good with me,' the forensics officer replied, and walked away.

'Maybe the vet will have a few ideas,' Hunter replied, watching as the scene of crime officer climbed back into his car and drove away.

'Maybe. Me, I'm not holding my breath waiting.'

In fact, when the veterinary surgeon finally stepped back from the stinking corpse and peeled off his protective clothing, what he'd found only served to confuse matters even further.

'Not the most pleasant afternoon I've ever spent,' he began. 'You'll get my written report in a couple of days, but this is the short version. First, the animal wasn't killed here, though you probably didn't need me to tell you that. Any of those three mutilations performed on the carcase would have bled copiously, so it's probably obvious that that was done somewhere else because there's no blood on the ground here, or virtually none, anyway.'

That, of course, simply confirmed what the forensic science officer had already told them.

'I'm not entirely certain what the cause of death was, and I've taken some samples from the tissue and blood that I can work up in the lab. I'll let you know if I find any poison or other contaminants which seem significant.'

'So there is enough blood to do that, doc?' Reilly asked.

The veterinary surgeon nodded.

'The carcase hadn't bled out, if that's what you mean. There's still blood in the veins and arteries. Inflicting those wounds on the body of the animal would have caused significant bleeding if they were done shortly after death had occurred, rather less if the perpetrators waited until the blood started to clot. Because the animal was clearly moved after the mutilations took place, it's almost impossible now to determine exactly when the cuts in the body were made.

'There is another possibility for the cause of death,' he went on. 'I found a small hole at the left rear of the animal's head, which I think is the entry wound for a small to medium calibre bullet, bigger than a twenty-two but certainly no larger than a forty. My best guess, assuming it is a bullet entry wound, is that it was made by a nine millimetre shell. Perhaps the cow was shot at very close range by a bullet which was sufficiently powerful to enter the skull and cause enormous damage to the brain and kill the animal instantly, but didn't have enough velocity to exit on the other side of the head. There's no exit wound that I've been able to find, although simply lifting the head of that cow is quite difficult, because the way it's lying and the sheer weight of it. Something like a low powered, subsonic nine millimetre would certainly do the job, and that could also suggest a silenced weapon. The only ways to demonstrate that would be to either X-ray the head or completely dissect it, and in either case we'd need to cut off the head and get it back to my surgery.'

The vet looked from one man to the other, awaiting a response.

'Do you want to do that?' he asked. 'If you do, it'll take some time to cut through the neck, and we'll need a tarpaulin or something like that to put the head in, because it's not going in the trunk of my car unless I'm certain that it's not going to leak everywhere.'

Hunter shook his head.

'I don't think establishing the precise cause of death is going to help us very much here,' he replied. 'The way in which the animal died is perhaps the least important part of this puzzle. Whether they poisoned it, gassed it or shot it doesn't really matter. What I'm interested in is why they did it.'

'I can't help you much there,' the surgeon said. 'All I would say is that it might be worth your while thinking about why they took those particular bits of this animal.'

'What do you mean?'

'I'm not quite sure what I mean, really. But I do think it's significant that the perpetrators removed a section of the digestive system – the section which was the easiest for them to remove without opening up the abdomen – part of the udder, a piece of bone and some teeth. There's a bit of a common factor between all those body parts. Whatever the cow eats goes through the digestive system, the alimentary canal, obviously. The nutrients extracted from the food are recycled into the milk produced by the udder, and of course are also used to maintain all the other parts of the body, including the bones and teeth.'

A dim light started to dawn in Hunter's brain.

'I think I see what you're getting at. By taking the samples that they have, whoever did this now has some idea what the animal was eating – though I assume grass would be a pretty safe bet – as well as the short and long-term implications of the cow's diet. But why would any of that be important to anyone except a farmer or maybe a veterinary surgeon?'

The man in the white coat shrugged and then grinned.

'That, I'm pleased to say, is your problem, not mine. All I did was tell you what I'd found.'

'Thanks, doc,' Reilly said. 'Anythin' else we need to know?'

The veterinary surgeon half-turned and glanced back at the carcase.

'You can't really see what I'm talking about,' he replied, 'but I found what looked like strap marks running around the body. Two of them, one just behind the front legs, the second in front of the back legs.'

Neither Hunter nor Reilly really understood what the surgeon meant, and this incomprehension must have shown in their faces, because he immediately clarified what he was saying.

'A cow is a big and heavy animal, not to mention pretty unwieldy, especially when it's dead. In abattoirs they use power hoists to lift up the carcase before they start working on it. This one was moved – we've already established that – and whoever did it positioned two straps around the animal's body so that it could be lifted.'

'You mean like with a crane, Doc?' Reilly asked.

'Possibly, but I don't think so. That's the other thing about this body. As you know, I haven't done a full forensic examination of it, but it's quite clear to me that a lot of the bones are broken, and my guess is that many of the internal organs have been crushed, because it's been dropped from some height. I think it was probably lifted using a helicopter, and it either slipped out of the straps or for some reason the straps were released. Whatever happened, the animal fell to the ground, but probably only a few tens of feet, and that was what caused the internal damage to the body.'

'And you don't think it was a long drop because if it had been the carcase would have been destroyed by the impact?' Hunter asked.

'Exactly. If it had fallen from several hundred feet, we probably wouldn't be looking at something which is recognizably a dead cow. There would be flesh and bones scattered over this whole area.'

'Nice image. I notice the legs ain't broken,' Reilly pointed out, 'but I guess the heaviest part of it is the body, and that would've hit the ground first.'

The surgeon nodded.

'Almost certainly. It probably landed on its back, or maybe its side, but it certainly wouldn't have come down legs first. I also noticed a couple of slight abrasions a few inches inside the marks left by the straps. I can't be sure, but they could have been left by something like a forklift truck.'

'That would make sense in that scenario,' Hunter said. 'Whoever the perpetrators are, they somehow got the animal out of the pasture, took it away somewhere, killed it, removed the tissue samples that they wanted, then used a forklift truck to lift up the carcase, slung a couple of straps around it, and flew it away underneath a chopper. For some reason, the straps didn't hold it, and the animal fell off and landed here. But without the forklift truck, they couldn't have lifted it again to get the straps around it, and so they just left it.'

'Makes sense, I guess,' Reilly said, 'though there's still a few kinda greyish areas in that scenario. Like why the hell are they doin' it, for example.'

'That's your problem,' the veterinary surgeon said. 'All I can do is just tell you what I found from a medical, or rather a veterinary, point of view.'

Bill Weeks had walked over and was listening to the discussion, and then asked the question that was bothering him.

'This ain't my land, but it was my animal. You think I should bury it? Take a while, but I've got a backhoe that would do the job. Or just leave it to the coyotes and the buzzards to take care of it? That is, unless you people need anything else from it?'

'Think we got everything we need,' Reilly said, glancing at Hunter for confirmation. 'Me, I'd just leave it right here. Call it recycling.'

Hunter nodded.

'Yes. I don't see any point in burying the body, unless you think the owners of the land might object.'

'Not likely to. Don't even know who owns this parcel.'

The veterinary surgeon nodded at Hunter, picked up his equipment and walked back to his car.

'OK, 'less you guys need me anymore, I'm out of here,' Weeks said. 'Got plenty of work waiting for me back at the farm.'

In a couple of minutes, Hunter and Reilly were alone at the scene.

'More interesting than you thought it was gonna be, maybe?' the Sheriff asked.

'Yes. This kind of thing bugs me, because it doesn't really make obvious sense. If this was some kind of official government operation, to maybe carry out an analysis of the food chain in this part of the state, all they'd have to do would be to approach some of the local farmers and tell them they needed one or two animals from their herd for testing. They could just select the animals, take them away and pay the farmers whatever compensation they decided was appropriate.'

'So do you reckon it just might be a bunch o' grey men from the government doin' this?'

'I have no idea, but what looked at first like a kind of casual brutality inflicted on an animal for no good reason now seems to me more likely to be a high budget operation, carried out by somebody with deep pockets for a reason that right now doesn't make sense. Forklift trucks aren't cheap, and operating a helicopter is really expensive, and I know that because I used to fly them.'

Reilly nodded and turned as if to head back towards his Jeep.

'Just before you go, Dick, there's a couple of things I'd like to do.'

'What?'

'I'm just wondering if the people in the helicopter landed the aircraft anywhere here after the strap slipped and they lost their load. You can tell a lot from the marks made by the landing gear of any aircraft, but especially helicopters, because they land vertically. If we can find the impressions made by the wheels or the skids, I'd have a good idea what type of chopper we should be looking for. That's the first thing, and if you could help me search I'd appreciate it.'

'And what's the second?' Reilly demanded.

'I can handle that. I'd like to take a long slow drive along the boundary fence of Bill Weeks's land. I hear what he says about no breaks in the fence and the gates all being secured, but I really don't think anybody could get an animal out of his pasture without leaving some kind of trace behind. I don't believe they're being taken away slung underneath a helicopter. That would only work once the animal was dead.'

'Makes sense, I guess. Why don't we split up, look for some level ground near here. If I see anythin', I'll holler.'

The two men separated and began quartering the area, but found nothing. That didn't mean that the helicopter hadn't landed somewhere there, but the terrain was a mix of rocky outcroppings and dry, hard packed soil, on which wheels or skids wouldn't necessarily have left a mark.

'It was worth a try, I suppose,' Hunter said, when he and Reilly returned to their vehicles.

'So you gonna check the fences right now, or come back out here tomorrow? Be dark real soon.'

Hunter glanced to the west, where the sun was only a few degrees above the horizon.

'Tomorrow, I think. Night falls here really fast – I've already found that out – and I don't want to be stumbling around here in the dark because I'm almost bound to miss something.'

Reilly nodded.

'In that case, I know a guesthouse in Socorro where you can bunk down for the night, and there's a decent diner just a block or two away. Be good to have a bite to eat together, catch up on old times. I'm buying.'

Hunter had a pretty good idea that any diner approved of by Sheriff Reilly would probably only serve up what amounted to a heart attack on a plate, but he appreciated the offer. And it would be interesting to find out what had happened in Reilly's life since the last time they had seen each other.

'Sounds like a deal, Dick, but I'm here on official business, so we can eat on the Bureau's tab. I've no clue where I'm going, so I'll follow you.'

A minute later, both vehicles began moving slowly away from the scene, their headlamps cutting tunnels of light through the gathering gloom as their wheels kicked up clouds of dust from the ground.

A few minutes after they'd left, a coyote padded softly across the ground towards the bloated carcase, and was quickly joined by about a dozen others. That night, the animals in that area would eat well, and not just the coyotes.




Chapter 3

Thursday morning

Outside Socorro, New Mexico

There wasn't too much work for Sheriff Reilly in the office that day, and so he decided to go out to the ranch again with Hunter and, to save taking two cars, they went out in Reilly's official 4x4 Jeep, which was far better suited to handle the uneven terrain than Hunter's regular Bureau sedan.

'I've got an idea why Bill Weeks never discovered how his cattle were getting off his land – or rather, how somebody was taking them,' Hunter said. 'I think he was simply looking in the wrong place.'

Reilly nodded, concentrating on the rough track ahead as he tried to avoid the worst of the potholes.

'Tell me,' he replied.

'He was making sure that his fences were intact, and that his gates were locked, and he was doing that from inside his land, obviously. I think what he should have been doing was checking the fences from the outside, and looking for anywhere that tracks showed up.'

'You mean that if the bad guys was takin' one of his cows, the hoof marks and other stuff would show up outside his land, near where they cut the fence or whatever?'

'Exactly,' Hunter replied. 'So what we need to do is just drive around the outside of his fences and see what we can find.'

In fact, it didn't take long to discover what they were looking for. Reilly had been driving slowly along the southernmost fence of Weeks's land for about four hundred yards, when both men almost simultaneously saw the same thing. Just ahead of them were the unmistakable marks left by cloven hooves on the ground, and flickers of bright silver from one of the posts which formed the boundary fence.

Reilly braked the Jeep to a halt, and they both got out and stood staring at the marks in the soil.

'I dunno about you, Steve, but I ain't much of a tracker. Even so, seems clear enough to me that there's been a cow or two passing this way, out of Bill's land and heading off somewhere over there.'

He gestured towards the rough scrubland which lay to the south of where they were standing.

Hunter followed his gaze.

'It certainly looks that way,' he replied. 'And the tracks only head in that one direction. The animals leave here, but they never come back. Wherever they're going, it's strictly one-way traffic.'

He walked a few paces over to the line of fence posts to examine the flash of silver which both men had seen as they approached. Close to, it was quite obvious what it was, and how it worked.

'A simple and effective solution,' Hunter said, pointing at the post. 'They simply cut the wire fairly close to the fence post, then took another short length of wire – new wire, which is why we saw it – and attached one end of it to the cut section. The other end was hooked onto the connector on this over-centre catch that they screwed onto the back of the post. And they did that for all three strands of the original fence. That meant they could detach all three wires in a matter of seconds, and reattach them in about the same time. Let me show you what I mean.'

Hunter took hold of the catch securing the top wire and flipped it sideways. Immediately, the end of the wire was released and fell onto the ground.

'Easy,' Reilly said. 'A good system for what these perps was doing.'

Hunter reattached the wire and secured the clip again.

'Checking the boundary from the other side,' he said, 'Bill Weeks would probably never have seen either the hoof prints or what they'd done to the fence. So that's one mystery solved. Now we know how the cattle were getting off his land, even though we still don't know who's doing it, or why.'

'Might find out a bit more if we follow these here tracks,' Reilly suggested.

'Good idea.'

They climbed back into the Jeep Cherokee and the Sheriff swung the vehicle right, heading south and away from the fence. The tracks made by the cattle meandered somewhat, several of the animals clearly having taken a slightly different route as they were being herded away from the pasture, but overall they continued in a more or less straight line. The land was rough, but reasonably flat, and the Cherokee had no difficulty in coping with the terrain.

'Wonder how far they took 'em 'fore they did the business with the nine mil or however they killed 'em?' Reilly wondered.

'Probably quite a distance, because they'd want to be sure nobody would disturb them or even be aware that anything was going on. And if that veterinary surgeon was right about how they handle the animals after they were dead – you remember he talked about putting straps around them and maybe lifting them with a forklift – then that probably means the place where they did their work is fairly close to a road, simply because they'd need a way of getting that sort of equipment to the site. Have you got a map in here?' he added.

'Pocket on the back of my seat,' Reilly replied economically. 'There's a coupla tracks runnin' 'cross the desert somewheres in front o' us, but I can't remember how far away they is.'

Hunter reached behind him and pulled out a map book which was fairly detailed. It took him a couple minutes to work out more or less where the southern extremity of Bill Weeks's land, and hence his boundary fence, was located, and he could only hazard a guess at how far south of that point they were right then. But Reilly was correct: there were a couple of narrow roads – or more likely tracks – marked on the map in front of them.

Almost as soon as he'd identified them, he felt Reilly hit the brakes, and the Jeep started to slow down.

'This could be it,' Reilly said, bringing the Cherokee to a halt.

In front of the vehicle was a pronounced downslope, at the bottom of which was a fairly level and quite wide area, more or less oval in shape. On the opposite side of the level ground was a track that climbed up the slope on the opposite side. In effect, what they were looking at was a small sunken field, and Hunter guessed immediately that whatever happened down there would be completely invisible from the surrounding countryside unless an observer actually stood somewhere on the rim.

'I'll bet you dollars to donuts that that there track' – Reilly pointed across to the opposite side of the depression – 'leads to one of them roads I was talkin' 'bout.'

'I wouldn't take that bet, Dick,' Hunter responded. 'We need to take a look down there,' he added.

Reilly nodded, released the brake and the Cherokee began rolling slowly down the slope towards the level ground at the bottom. The Sheriff stopped the Jeep on one side of the area, and then both men got out to examine the scene.

It was immediately apparent to both of them that there had been a lot of activity on the site, and within a few minutes they were able to reconstruct more or less what had been going on there.

'The cattle tracks come down that slope following the same route that we did in the Jeep,' Hunter said.

Then he walked a few yards further on, towards the centre of the open space, and pointed down to an area of disturbed ground.

'There's quite a lot of dried blood right here,' he went on, 'so I guess this is where they killed the cattle, and probably took the samples they needed. And there's what looks like bits of brain matter as well, so I guess the vet was probably right. They most likely killed the animal with a pistol bullet through the brain, quick and easy. Maybe sometimes the bullet came out the other side, and sometimes it didn't. So the blood here almost certainly came from the mutilations as well as the killings.'

Sheriff Reilly was standing a few feet away, and also looking down at marks on the ground in front of him.

'Some kinda vehicle been here,' he said. 'Narrow tread but deep impressions and smooth tyres, so most likely a forklift, I guess. Been manoeuvring back and forth, and I guess that makes sense if they was picking up a dead cow to put straps around it. There's even a couple o' parallel marks on the ground, maybe where they drove the fork under the animal.'

Hunter nodded.

'They probably lifted the carcase as soon as they got the samples, drove across to where the helicopter would pick it up, positioned the straps, then lowered it to the ground for the chopper to lift it.'

They separated slightly and began quartering the area, looking for any other tracks or marks that would clarify what had taken place there. On the opposite side of the open ground, Reilly found more tyre tracks, clearly made by some kind of a truck, and possibly a truck towing a trailer: the marks were slightly ambiguous.

'They'd have needed something to bring the forklift here and then take it away again once they'd finished,' Hunter said, 'and either a low loader or a trailer being pulled by a truck makes sense. I haven't found any imprints on the ground that could have been made by a helicopter, but I still think that that's the obvious answer to the puzzle of the dead cow. Moving a carcase in a vehicle would take too long, and they'd be limited to parts of the desert very close to roads or tracks. Using a chopper, they could take it anywhere they wanted and just dump it.'

'And they didn't want to leave the bodies here 'cause sooner or later somebody would find 'em and start asking questions?'

'That's what I think, Dick. In most cases of cattle mutilation the animal is found on its normal pasture, so maybe these people were taking that cow back to dump it in Bill Weeks's field when it slipped out of the slings. That would explain why it was so close to his land, and why the chopper was flying low – it was probably preparing to land. But this depression we're standing in is pretty much ideal for their purposes. It's secluded, not too far from those two tracks you mentioned, and unless you're right here you'd never know what was happening. And there's something else I noticed as well.'

Hunter pointed to the north-east and then over to the north-west.

'I took a look around the perimeter of this area as well, and in those two locations there are also a number of tracks made by cattle, all heading in this direction, so I don't think that Bill Weeks is the only dairy or beef farmer in this area who's been losing stock.'

Reilly nodded.

'OK,' he said, 'we've pretty much worked out what the hell's been happenin' round here, but that's still leaves a coupla questions.'

'I know,' Hunter replied. 'We still don't know who, and we still don't know why. And right now, I don't see any easy way of answering either of those questions. Unless you've seen something I haven't, there are no traces here that we could use to identify the vehicles involved – there could be a thousand trucks around here with the tread pattern we found over there, and the forklift seemed to have completely smooth tyres, probably solid rubber, which is normal, I suppose – and obviously we have no idea who the perpetrators might be.'

Reilly nodded again.

'A fair summary. But there is maybe one way we could try to find these guys. The way they jimmied Bill's fence suggests to me they're maybe planning to pay him – or his cattle – a return visit. Might be worth considering settin' up a surveillance operation in that area. Try and catch them in the act.'

Hunter stared at him for a moment, wondering if he was being serious. Then he decided that he probably was.

'Well, I certainly hope the Socorro Sheriff's Department has got the resources to do that, Dick, because I can tell you right now that the Bureau won't be offering you any help if that's what you want to do. The only reason I'm down here right now is because I'm right at the top of my boss's shit list, and I think sending me out here was just a good way of him getting me out of the office for a couple of days. If I go back to him and suggest we mount a surveillance operation on a length of the fence just in case somebody decides to steal another cow, he'll probably put me on the next aircraft back to London – which actually, I wouldn't mind that much – or send me to see a psychiatrist. No. If you want to do this, Dick, you're on your own,' he finished.

'Kinda what I expected,' Reilly said, his face splitting into a grin, 'but what the hell, it never hurts to ask. OK, Bureau-man, I guess that's pretty much all we can do out here, so let's get in the Jeep and head back to Socorro. You'll probably be wantin' to get up to Albuquerque today, but I'll buy you a lunch at the diner afore you go.'

'That's fine with me,' Hunter replied. 'I'm not all that keen on getting back to the office, but I suppose I'll be in even more trouble if I don't show my face in there sometime today.'

Reilly started the Jeep, and they retraced their path up the slope and across country back towards Bill Weeks's farm, and then took the track that led back to the main road and on to Socorro.

They were approaching the outskirts of the town when Reilly's mobile phone rang. He muttered in irritation because he had forgotten to connect the phone to the hands-free kit, and pulled up at the side of the road to answer it.

It was a fairly short conversation, with Reilly not saying a great deal, mainly grunts and monosyllables and, when he'd ended it, the Sheriff glanced over at Hunter, sitting in the passenger seat.

'Guess we might have to take a rain check on that lunch,' he said, a scowl on his face. 'Got another dead body needs lookin' at right now, but this time it ain't a cow. A pretty young woman, late teens, maybe early twenties, just turned up butchered by the side of the road.'

Hunter nodded.

'I'm sorry to hear that,' he said. 'I hate cases like that, for all sorts of reasons. I hope you crack it quickly. But I would appreciate a lift into town, just so I can collect my car, and then I'll be on my way.'

Reilly smiled at him, then shook his head.

'I know the Bureau doesn't get involved in murder investigations,' he said, 'but you might wanna give your guys in Albuquerque a heads up on this, because if I'm right this could turn out to be FBI business.'

'I doubt it, Dick, because you're right: we don't get involved with murders,' Hunter replied.

'But you do with serial killers, right? If what my deputy's just told me's accurate, then the perp in this case has done it before, two times to my certain knowledge, and we've never had any idea who it is, or why he's doing it.'

Hunter thought for a few moments, then made a decision. He could simply walk away, pass what Reilly had told him up the chain of command and leave it to the Special Agent in Charge at the Albuquerque Field Office to decide who to assign to the case. On the other hand, he was on the spot.

'OK, Dick,' he replied. 'I'll send a text to Albuquerque, and see what they want me to do. So until the SAC or somebody else I'm prepared to listen to tells me not to get involved, I'm all yours.'




Chapter 4

Thursday

Outside Socorro, New Mexico

They clearly didn't have time to stop to eat a meal, not even standing at the counter in Sheriff Reilly's favourite fast food joint, the greasy spoon diner they'd eaten at the previous evening. But it was a long time since breakfast and both men needed to get something inside them because it looked like being a long day, one way or the other. The diner didn't have a drive-through, but that didn't matter. The Sheriff stopped his Cherokee right outside the building and left the vehicle with the engine and the air con running, and the lights flashing on the roof bar, while Hunter sat in the passenger seat composing a text to the SAC at Albuquerque.

Reilly stepped out of the door at the diner less than ten minutes later clutching a couple of brown paper bags, both of which he handed to Hunter as he climbed into the driving seat.

Hunter opened the top of one of the bags and peered inside.

'Burger, fries and a Coke,' he said. 'The food that made America great. Or fat. Or maybe both.'

Reilly grinned at him.

'When we got time,' he replied, 'I like fine dining – steak and all the trimmings, stuff like that – as much as the next man. But right now, we're in a hurry, and that's the real point 'bout fast food. They cook it real quick so you can eat it real quick.'

Hunter nodded.

'I've been in America a long time, but almost every day I learn something new. I thought they cooked fast food over here because no American chefs – or cooks, I should say – know how to cook anything else.'

'Don't you go runnin' down American food, Steve. We ain't got time for no namby-pamby Frenchy-style cookin'. We like simple things well cooked. Maybe you don't know, but I read somewhere the only reason the Frenchies got so good at makin' sauces was 'cause the meat they had was so bad. You never get bad meat in the States.'

Hunter nodded. He had a strange feeling that Reilly was probably right about the origin of French dishes, and the reason for the evolution of the various sauces that even today characterized French cooking. And he also knew that he'd never had bad meat since he'd arrived in America. That was also true.

He reached down into the bag, took out the burger in its wrapping of greaseproof paper, and took a bite. It was good, he had to admit that, and the meat had a delightful smoky flavour which was a perfect counterpoint to the Monterey Jack cheese.

'OK, Dick,' he said, 'I'll give you this much. American short-order cooks do grill a pretty mean burger.'

Reilly nodded happily.

'If you can throw that lot down your throat as fast as you can,' he said, 'you can drive for a few minutes while I eat mine. Don't wanna still be feedin' my face when we get to the crime scene.'

A little under fifteen minutes later, Reilly eased the Jeep Cherokee to a halt on a patch of level ground beside a small wood or copse just off the road. There were two other Socorro police vehicles there already, their roof bar lights flashing, a white station wagon with a crest on the driver's door, probably the medical examiner's vehicle, and an unmarked white van that Hunter presumed belonged to the forensic technicians. Some distance beyond the parked cars, tape had been strung around an area maybe twenty feet square and tied to metal posts hammered into the ground. A couple of police officers were attaching white screening material – it looked like sheets of nylon – to the posts to protect the scene from curious spectators, though as far as Hunter could see the only people at the scene were those who were probably meant to be there.

He and Reilly opened the doors of the Jeep at the same moment, and walked over to where a couple of uniformed police officers were standing talking together. Both men clearly recognized Reilly immediately, and turned to face the Sheriff as he approached them.

The taller of the two, a solidly built blond-haired young man a couple of inches over six feet in height, took a step forward to greet him. The name on his uniform shirt was 'Keegan'.

'This is a bad one, Dick,' he said, talking to Reilly but looking straight at Hunter.

The Sheriff knew he needed to clarify the presence of an apparent civilian at an active crime scene. He jerked his thumb towards Hunter's chest while his eyes probed the taped off area beyond the two officers.

'This here's Steve Hunter. He's with me, and he's also with the Bureau, so anythin' he asks, you tell him, an' anythin' he wants, you give him. Any problems with that, you come an' talk with me.'

Keegan's eyes hardened slightly when he heard that Hunter was with the FBI. American police forces have a somewhat ambivalent relationship with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, not least because of the habit of some Bureau agents of swooping into an on-going investigation and either grabbing all the glory for themselves and the FBI or fatally compromising the case being assembled by the police. Hunter had heard this tactic described as a seagull mission: they fly in, crap over everything, and then fly out again.

'I'm here in Socorro on another matter,' Hunter said firmly, 'and Dick asked me to come and take a look at this body, just in case it turns out to be linked to other murders and it turns out we've got a serial killer working in the area.'

Keegan nodded, apparently mollified to some extent by what Hunter had said.

'So what we got here, Paul?' Reilly asked Keegan.

'Like I said, Dick, it's a bad one. Real bad. The Medical Examiner is here already, and all he's said so far is that he's sure she's dead. He's got no idea how she died.'

Reilly looked puzzled.

'When the despatcher called me,' he said, 'she told me she'd been mutilated. Should be some kind of a clue right there.'

'That's the point,' Keegan replied. 'She's so badly cut up that there are probably half a dozen different injuries that could have killed her. You can pretty much take your choice.'

The second police officer, just as solidly built as Keegan but a couple of inches shorter and with brown hair and a darker complexion, spoke up.

'And that's not all. The ME won't know until he can get her on the table and open her up properly, but it looks like the killer took a few souvenirs from her. He also thinks she's been here for three or four days.'

The officer – his name badge said 'Blake' – pointed behind him towards the crime scene.

'She's a real mess, Dick. Best you take a look for yourself.'

'I intend to, John,' Reilly said. 'Who found her?'

Keegan shifted his glance over to the right, to where a light blue four-door car, possibly a Chevrolet – as far as Hunter was concerned, most American cars looked pretty much the same – was parked a few yards off the road, a figure visible sitting in the driving seat.

'That guy over there pulled in here to take a leak and saw her the moment he got out of his car. Ended up pissin' himself twice over, if you take my meaning. He threw up as well, but nowhere near the stiff. When he'd got sorted out he dialled nine eleven and that's why we're here now.'

Reilly nodded.

'Who is he? A local? Or someone passin' through?'

'A local,' Keegan replied. 'Lives in Socorro, and I've seen him around. He didn't have anything to do with this,' he added. 'I'm pretty sure about that. When I talked to him, he was shakin' like a leaf, and that was nearly an hour after he'd found her. He's gonna have nightmares about what he saw today for months to come.'

'You got his details, though, just in case?'

'Yup. Checked his driver's license and taken a statement. He's only still here in case you wanted to talk to him as well.' Keegan glanced towards Hunter. 'Or maybe this guy from the Bureau,' he added.

Hunter shook his head.

'It sounds to me like he's just a passer-by who's had his day ruined by what he found. There's nothing I want to ask him. From the sound of it, whoever did this is long gone.'

Reilly nodded to the two uniformed officers, hitched up his belt and strode forward, Hunter a few paces behind him. They paused briefly to don overshoes, gloves, facemasks and one-piece coveralls to avoid any chance of contaminating the crime scene. Then they walked the final few feet to where the body lay.

More or less in the centre of the taped-off area lay a still, pale and obviously female body, with a figure, clad in the same kind of protective clothing as Hunter and Reilly were wearing, bending over her and carefully moving strands of her hair off her face, his movements gentle, almost caressing. As they approached, he stood up, took a step back from the body and then glanced at them.

'Not a good day, Dick,' the masked figure said in greeting, which Hunter thought made a change from the 'It's a bad one' that almost everybody else had said to them. 'She's cut up really badly.'

Reilly nodded.

'I can see that for myself, doc,' he replied, then gestured to Hunter.

'This here's Steve Hunter, a friend o' mine despite the fact that he works for the Fibbies up at Albuquerque. Steve, meet Joseph Crawshaw. He's the Medical Examiner here in Socorro.'

The two men exchanged nodded greetings, albeit in a somewhat perfunctory fashion, because Hunter's attention was fixed firmly on the body that was lying just a couple of feet in front of him.

During his time in America, Steven Hunter had seen his fair share of murder victims and, in one appalling episode which still gave him nightmares, he'd witnessed young women being quite literally cut into pieces, for a reason which still made him shudder when he thought about it. That was when he'd first encountered Dick Reilly, and Hunter was prepared to lay money that the Sheriff, despite his down to earth attitude and pragmatic outlook, probably also suffered the odd sleepless night because of what he'd witnessed.

That was one case which they'd managed to bring to a satisfactory conclusion – satisfactory for Hunter and Reilly, and for quite a number of young women who'd been destined for the same grisly fate, though perhaps rather less satisfactorily for the American government, but that was another story – but right now, as he looked down at the mutilated body lying in front of him, Hunter realized that he was looking at a different kind of evil altogether.

The thing that struck him most forcibly was that the killer had taken her eyes, and somehow that seemed an even more brutal thing to do than all the rest of the injuries which had been inflicted on her body. Her head was framed by a halo of dark hair, her natural black shade tempered by smears of dried blood. She was staring sightlessly towards the heavens, the eye sockets turned almost black by the flies which swarmed over her body, probing any orifice and opening as they searched for something to feed on. As Hunter stared at her face, a couple of large blue-black flies emerged from her mouth and buzzed slowly away, presumably sated.

Her body was naked and marked by slashes caused by some kind of bladed weapon, the wounds gaping open to reveal her internal organs. She looked as if she'd been attacked in some kind of frenzy, except that there appeared to be no wounds on either her arms or her legs, and that really didn't make sense. If some knife-wielding maniac had been responsible for her death, it would be reasonable to see either defensive wounds on the girl's hands and arms, or other injuries on her upper thighs caused during the attack.

It looked to Hunter less like a frenzied attack than a series of deliberate strokes with a knife, perhaps intended to cause the maximum pain to the victim. That could also accord with the removal of the eyes, which would have required a steady hand and a deliberate technique. But there was still the problem of the lack of defensive wounds and, as far as he could see, there were no marks on the wrists or ankles which suggested the girl had been restrained while the mutilations were carried out. Perhaps she was already dead before the man with the knife started his work. Hunter certainly hoped so, because that would be a small crumb of comfort to offer her family once they'd managed to identify the body.

'Musta been some kinda maniac,' Reilly offered, unconsciously echoing the explanation which had crossed Hunter's mind just moments earlier, an explanation which he had then rejected because it didn't seem to fit the observed facts.

'I'm not so sure about that, Dick. I think there's more to this killing than just somebody losing control and hacking her up.'

Crawshaw nodded his agreement as Hunter spoke.

'You're absolutely right, in my opinion,' he said. 'My reaction was the same as yours, Dick, when I first saw the body, but there are a number of peculiar features about this killing that I really don't understand. For one thing, it's not just the eyes that are missing.'

'You mean the perp took more souvenirs?'

'I'm not sure they are souvenirs, but right now I don't want to speculate. Once I have her in the autopsy suite I'll be able to confirm my suspicions. Or maybe refute them, though I think that's much less likely.'

'Do you know what killed her, yet?' Hunter asked.

'No, I don't. That's something else which is bothering me, and at the moment I really don't want to even make a guess.'

Crawshaw stepped forward, and Reilly lifted the tape to allow him to leave the crime scene.

'That's all I can do here for the moment, I'm afraid,' the Medical Examiner said. 'She's very obviously dead, and I'll certify that, so you can let the forensic people do their stuff. As soon as they're finished, I'd like the body delivered to the mortuary please. If possible, I'd like to do the autopsy this afternoon.'

Reilly nodded.

'Don't see no problem with that,' he said. 'Don't look to me like we're going to find too many clues out here. My guess is the killin' happened somewhere else, and the perp just dumped the body here once he'd had his fun with her.'

'That's almost certainly right,' Crawshaw agreed, 'and my guess is that she was left here at least two or three days ago, maybe longer.'

Crawshaw pulled off his gloves and mask and dragged the hood of his over-suit back off his head. He was about six feet tall, slimly built and maybe sixty years old, with salt-and-pepper hair and a matching moustache framed by deep creases either side of his mouth and nose. Sad and slightly watery brown eyes peered out of his lined and wrinkled face. But Hunter guessed that if he'd had to see as many bodies as most medical examiners did, his eyes would be sad as well.

Reilly gestured to Hunter and they walked a few feet away as two other men, also wearing the same type of over-suits and protective gear that rendered them almost completely anonymous, stepped forward, each carrying a lightweight case which presumably contained the equipment they would need to process the crime scene. One of them lifted the tape surrounding the body, and both of them stepped closer, to examine the corpse.

'Do you know who she is yet?' Hunter asked.

'Not yet,' Reilly replied. 'There'll be people back at the office checkin' the MisPer files, but far as I know nobody matchin' her description's been reported missin'. Or not lately, anyways.'

'She's probably local,' Hunter suggested. 'Transporting a dead body from one state to another doesn't seem very likely to me, because there'd be too much chance of the vehicle being stopped for a routine check or for a minor traffic violation, so my guess is that she comes from no further away than, say, Albuquerque, that sort of distance.'

'Maybe. I guess we'll find out soon enough. Sure hope we can find out who she is without goin' to a public appeal, 'cause gettin' a decent picture of her with no eyes is gonna be a bitch.'

Hunter nodded.

'And getting her formally identified by her husband or parents or whoever isn't going to be any fun either.'

For the next few minutes, neither man spoke, watching the crime scene technicians go about their business. It didn't take them very long, simply because there was almost nothing at the scene for them to analyse. When the body of the unidentified young woman was finally lifted off the ground and placed in a black body bag, it was quite obvious that there were no traces on the soil of her presence there: no blood or other body fluids, simply a slight indentation where her body had been lying.

'Even if we weren't sure before,' Reilly said, 'that pretty much confirms she was just dumped here, and the perp musta had his fun somewhere else. We ain't gonna find nothin' useful here, so let's hope the ME comes up with somethin' at the post, otherwise it's gonna be a real uphill struggle gettin' anywhere with this.'

The body was loaded into the back of the waiting van, which then drove off the rough ground and turned onto the road which led back to Socorro, and almost immediately everybody else began to disperse. Reilly and Hunter were virtually the last to leave.

'Are you going to do anything to secure the crime scene, Dick?' Hunter asked.

'Not a hell of a lot o' point, far as I can see. The forensic guys checked everythin' and found nothin', so we might as well just walk away. They took soil samples and a bunch of photographs, and that's pretty much all they could do. We'll leave the stakes and the tape in place for a day or two, but that's about it.'

The two of them walked over to the Sheriff's Jeep Cherokee and got into it. As Reilly started the engine and swung the vehicle around to leave the scene, Hunter posed the question which he'd forgotten to ask earlier on.

'When you got the call about this murder today, Dick, you said the Bureau might get involved because there could be a serial killer operating somewhere here. Did you just say that to avoid buying me lunch, or have you already seen another case like this?'

Reilly chuckled.

'Buyin' lunch is never a problem for me,' he said, 'and I wasn't shootin' you a line. They had a coupla cases a bit like this last year, afore I got sent down here. Pretty much the same MO, bodies badly cut up and then dumped out in the country. Got the files in the office if you wanna see 'em.'

'That might be an idea. I presume from what you've said that they were never solved?'

Reilly shook his head.

'You got that right. Killer left no clues. Nothin' on the bodies and nothin' where he dumped 'em, just like this one.'

He paused for a moment as he overtook a slow-moving van, then glanced across at Hunter, who was staring ahead through the windscreen.

'Was one thing, though, that was different 'bout those two cases that kinda makes me wonder if this new killin' is connected.'

Hunter looked interested.

'Yes? What was that?'

'As I said, the MO was pretty much the same, but the victims was different. All three of 'em, includin' this girl, was about the same age, between twenty and thirty as I recall, and they was all white. But the first two, they weren't women – they was men.'

Hunter didn't reply for a moment as he considered the implications of what Reilly had just said.

'Thought for a while we mighta had a gay killer here. There's been a few of those in the States in the past. Then the Sheriff here wondered if the two killings was some kind of coincidence. Maybe there was some gay guy livin' in the area who just fell out with his bum buddy, real badly, and ended up killin' him. That mighta explained one, but I don't reckon it woulda covered two murders.'

'Were there any indications that those two men were gay? Any physical signs on the body – I thought some homosexuals had tattoos done to show their sexual orientation?'

Reilly shook his head.

'Not that I recall. And I know the doc checked for stuff like AIDS and HIV, but they both came back negative for pretty much everythin'. In fact, apart from being dead and hacked about a bit, both of those guys was in pretty good physical shape.'

'That puts a very different light on the subject, Dick, and this is starting to look to me a lot more like a coincidence. I'm not an expert on serial killers, but there are a few things I know about them, and probably the single commonest feature of what they do is the victims they select. Once you've found the first couple of dead bodies left by one of these people, you pretty much know the type of person he's looking for. Almost always, they select their targets from their own ethnic group, so a white serial killer won't choose a black victim. There have been exceptions to that, of course, like there've been exceptions to everything, but as a general rule that holds true. They also tend to stick fairly closely to a particular age range. You don't normally find the same killer murdering a sixty-year-old woman and a fifteen-year-old girl.

'So from what you've said, about both the earlier victims being white and aged between twenty and thirty, as well as the similarity in the way they were killed and the places where the bodies were dumped, that does suggest it could be the work of a serial killer. It also suggests that he's probably white himself, but apart from that I'd need to really study the case files to suggest anything else about him. Or, rather, the only other thing that would kind of leap out at you would be the sex of the two victims, and that would pretty much guarantee that their killer was a predatory homosexual.

'And that, of course, is the problem if you're trying to link the three cases together, because it's very rare for a serial killer to choose victims from both sexes. If you want my opinion, without having read the files, the two men you've described were almost certainly killed by a homosexual, and I can't think of any reason why a person like that would then snatch a woman and do the same thing to her. By definition, she would have no appeal for him whatsoever. I think you're looking at two different perpetrators here.'

'You mean two killers workin' together, or two guys workin' separate?'

'Probably separately,' Hunter replied. 'Again, there have been a few exceptions, but most serial killers work alone, acting out their own personal fantasies, and they neither need nor want anybody else to be involved, apart from the victims, obviously, who have to be there.'

'I guess you know more about this than I do,' Reilly replied, 'but the MO in all three cases is so similar that I still got a kinda feelin' that they gotta be connected, somehow. Maybe you'd like to take a look at the files, see what you think?'

'Until the SAC or somebody else up at Albuquerque tells me to get back there, I'm happy to do whatever I can, Dick. You feed me coffee, and I'll read the files. By the time I've finished, the ME might have finished the autopsy, and then we might know something useful about this third killing. Though, personally, I'm not holding my breath waiting.'




Chapter 5

Thursday

Socorro, New Mexico

On their way back to Socorro, Reilly announced that the burger he'd bought from the diner wasn't really enough to keep a man of his size going for the rest of the afternoon. As a result, before he and Hunter went to his office, they sat down to eat a much delayed lunch. In Reilly's case, this involved the deluxe burger option, two halves of a bun separated by a positive tower of burgers, dill pickles, bacon, cheese slices and – presumably to provide the illusion that the dish was actually a healthy option – a couple of slices of tomato and part of a lettuce leaf. Reilly, entirely predictably, removed these feeble attempts at a salad before he started eating any of it.

Hunter couldn't face another burger – he was starting to get worried about the amount of protein he was consuming, not to mention the fat, and he was quite certain that his waistline was expanding almost by the minute – and he opted for a chilli con carne, which at least contained a handful of beans to pad out the meat. As far as he could tell from scanning the menu, the diner didn't serve any dishes that didn't contain the meat from one kind of dead animal or another. And the chilli was, to his slight disappointment, really very good.

Back in the Sheriff's office, Reilly hauled out the case files, ensconced Hunter in one of the interview rooms, even providing a cushion for the rather hard chair, and brought along a thermos mug of coffee for him. When Hunter depressed the lever on top of the thermos, the liquid that emerged from the spout looked more like tar than coffee, and he knew that was the way that Reilly liked it. More than once, the Sheriff had joked that he liked his coffee the way he liked his women: hot, strong and black. And that was a joke, because Hunter knew that the Sheriff's wife, who'd died a few years earlier after a long illness, had been just as white as Reilly, and anything but strong, especially at the end of her life.

Hunter took out his notebook, opened it to a clean page and wrote the number of the first case file at the top, followed by the date – it had happened roughly eleven months earlier – the name of the victim, and that of the senior investigating officer, the Sheriff who had preceded Dick Reilly in the post. Then he read everything in the file, starting at the back with the discovery of the naked body of a young man in a ditch beside a lonely road. It quickly became clear to him that the police were lucky to have discovered the body at all. It had only been spotted by a local delivery driver, who had seen a couple of coyotes scrambling out of the ditch as he approached in his truck. Their action had intrigued him, and he'd stopped close to the spot to investigate what they'd been doing.

The first thing he saw was a badly chewed human forearm, possibly what the coyotes had been fighting over, then the gaping wound in the stomach of the body lying just a few feet away, and almost immediately after that he lost his lunch, but fortunately not over the body. In fact, as far as Hunter could see, it would have made very little difference if he had thrown up on top of the corpse because, just like the body of the dead girl he'd seen that morning, there were no useful forensic clues to be found at the scene. In the opinion of the investigating officers, the perpetrator had killed his victim somewhere else, driven up in some kind of a vehicle, removed the corpse from the trunk or wherever it had been placed, and tossed it into the ditch.

One golden rule of forensic science is what's usually known as Locard's Exchange Principle, described at a murder trial in 1912 by the French forensic scientist Edmond Locard. It states simply that any two objects, coming into contact with each other, will each transfer particles, one to the other. The shorter, pithier version known to almost everyone is 'every contact leaves a trace' but, golden rule or not, the body showed no signs of any third party. No hairs, fingerprints, body fluids or anything else were found on the dead man that didn't belong to him. And, predictably enough, they found no clues in the ditch either. The only supposition that made sense was that the killer had been incredibly careful, possibly wearing some kind of nylon overall – or another type of clothing that would leave no fibres on the body – when he dumped it. And the lack of any other forensic evidence suggested that he had been equally cautious when he'd performed the mutilations.

That, in Hunter's opinion, added a whole new level of coldness and evil to the case, suggesting that the killer might have donned a type of protective clothing before starting to carve up the body. It was bad enough to visualize the injuries being caused in some kind of frenzied attack, but the idea of the killer making elaborate preparations before coldly and calmly inflicting those kinds of injuries was simply horrific.

And then Hunter turned to the autopsy report, and that added a further layer of revulsion to what he was already feeling.

The Medical Examiner had begun by describing the gross condition of the body, and noting the very severe post-mortem injuries caused by scavengers, including coyotes judging from both the report by the delivery driver and the type of teeth-marks visible on the bones of the corpse. Rigor mortis was of no use in determining how long the body had been in the ditch, because decomposition was already too far advanced, and the ME had used evidence from the larval stages of insects – instars – to estimate that death had occurred at least a week earlier, possibly as long as ten days.

This was a technique which involved looking at the various stages in the life-cycle of flies like bluebottles. Knowing how long each generation took to progress from an egg through the maggot stage to an adult fly, and examining the remains of the pupae in the body, it was possible to estimate the number of generations involved, and hence the time that the insects had had to feed on the corpse. It wasn't accurate, but it did provide a rough indication of the time of death.

The damage to the body was extensive. Not only coyotes and flies had been feeding on it, but also rats and other scavengers and various types of carrion birds, and it was difficult to determine which injuries had been caused by the killer, and which after death by these creatures. In particular, the Medical Examiner had noted in his report that crows often attacked the eyes of dead bodies, but he was unable to say for sure whether or not this young man – who had lost both his eyes – had possessed both organs when he was dumped, or if they had been removed at an earlier stage. The state of the sockets, and of the face in general, precluded him giving a definite answer.

Hunter grunted when he read that paragraph. Because of what he'd seen that morning, he guessed that the killer may well have removed the eyes as grisly souvenirs, and as part of his planned mutilations of the body.

The report went on to describe the state of the rest of the corpse. The skin of the abdomen had been sliced open, with what appeared to be a single stroke of an extremely sharp knife, and further cuts had then been made to cut through the subcutaneous fat and muscle to open up the abdominal cavity. And once inside the man's body, the killer had removed even more trophies, or that was the implication. Both kidneys and the liver were missing, as was the pancreas and a good deal of the intestines. The heart and lungs were still present, but badly ripped and chewed.

The report was, perhaps inevitably given the state of the body, extremely cautious in its description of these injuries. Because of the length of time which the corpse had been lying in the ditch, and the extensive damage caused to it by the actions of various scavengers, it was almost impossible to say whether or not these organs had been removed by the killer, or had simply been ripped out of the corpse by coyotes or other animals. Soft tissue of any sort was always the first to go, once the body of any creature had been opened up, because it was an easy meal for scavengers.

In summary, many of the conclusions drawn by the Medical Examiner were actually inconclusive. It was clear that the man had died at the hands of another human being, because the clean and sharp cuts proved that beyond any doubt, but the actual degree of mutilation was very difficult to ascertain.

The two other things which the ME could not be definitive about were the precise cause of death, and whether or not the injuries on the body had been inflicted post-mortem or while the man was still alive. The state of the remaining internal organs did not allow him to do definitive testing for the presence of alcohol, drugs or poisons which might have rendered the man either dead or unconscious. He also couldn't determine whether or not he'd been strangled, because most of the soft tissues of the throat had been torn away by scavengers. The only conclusion he could reasonably draw was that if the victim had still been alive when the incision have been made down his abdomen, he would have bled to death quite soon afterwards. The ME also addressed the possibility that man might have been restrained while the killer did his work, but he had been able to find any marks on the arms or legs which suggested that this had been the case. But it was of course possible that very soft bandages or pads could have been used to tie him down that might not have left any marks on the wrists or ankles which would still have been visible on the corpse.

Hunter decided to risk a cup of coffee, and half-filled a cup with the thick black liquid, then added a little cold water from the tap in the restroom to try to tone it down a bit. Then he moved on to the remainder of the statements and reports in the case file.

The identification of the body hadn't proved to be difficult, but had taken about a week to complete. Because of the condition of the corpse, it had not been possible to use a photograph of the face in the local press, and instead a police artist had been sent down from Albuquerque to work his magic, and it was the image which he had produced that had been used in the brief publicity campaign. In the meantime, the police had circulated details of the dental work done on the man to all registered dental surgeons practising in New Mexico, just in case nobody recognized the picture that had been printed in the papers and shown on the local television news channels.

In the event, the young man's parents approached the police after they'd seen a brief report on a local TV channel and, once the police had the man's name, the dental record check conclusively identified the dead body. According to his parents, the victim – a twenty-six-year-old named James Lockyer who had worked for a large real estate company in Albuquerque – had been missing for about three and a half weeks. But he had talked about going on a residential course connected with his business elsewhere in the state, and they hadn't been particularly concerned when he failed to contact them, assuming that he was just too busy.

He'd lived by himself in a small apartment on the outskirts of Albuquerque, and had no regular girlfriend. The company he'd worked for hadn't been concerned either, because on the first day that he hadn't reported for work, they'd received a text message from him stating that he had gone down with flu, and had been told by his doctor to stay at home. The text, the police had concluded, predictably enough, had most likely been sent by his killer from Lockyer's own phone so as to give him enough time to complete his 'work' on his victim without interruption.

In short, James Lockyer had simply slipped through the cracks. He'd gone missing, but nobody had really noticed, or had even been aware of it until his body had been found in the ditch beside the lonely country road.

Hunter closed the case file and slid it to one side of the metal table in the interview room. Then he sat for a few minutes, thinking about what he'd just read and trying to come to some kind of conclusion about the killing. And there was one fairly obvious implication staring at him from what he'd read, an implication that he didn't like at all. But if he was right, it would answer the biggest single objection he'd raised to the idea of all three deaths being the work of the same serial killer.

Hunter finished the last of this coffee, which had been pretty much as bad as he'd expected, and then opened up the case file on the second murder, which had occurred just under four months after the first one, uncomfortably certain that he already knew most of what the reports were likely to say.

Almost as soon as he started reading the report which described the finding of the body, and in particular the section detailing the condition of the corpse and where it had been found, Hunter was certain – just as the investigating officers from the Socorro Police Department had clearly been – that the same perpetrator had carried out both murders.

Just like the first corpse, the second body had been found beside a little-used country road, dumped on a patch of waste ground, and it had probably been there for at least a week before a hunter, carrying a twelve gauge shotgun and a belt of cartridges and looking to pot a bird or two or maybe a couple of rabbits for his larder, had seen the buzzards circling, and had wandered over to the spot that was the obvious focus of their attention. As soon as he'd smelt and then seen what lay on the ground on one side of the clearing, he'd slung the shotgun over his shoulder, taken out his mobile phone and dialled nine one one. While he'd waited for the police to arrive, he'd done his best to keep the buzzards and the crows away from the body, but it was perfectly obvious even to him that the scavengers had done an awful lot of damage to the naked corpse.

Hunter skipped over most of the other information in the case file, because he already knew from what Reilly had told him that the case had never been solved, and the police hadn't even been able to identify a single suspect who might have been involved in either murder.

But he did look at two specific pieces of information. The first was a kind of summary which had been prepared by the Sheriff who'd led the investigation into the second death. Hunter wasn't interested in the details of the steps that police had taken in the days after the discovery of the body, but only in the identity of the dead man and if he had been reported missing by friends or relatives.

In this respect, too, the second murder victim – Roger Noble – was fairly similar to the first. He was a little older, at twenty-eight and, again, he had lived alone, had no steady girlfriend or partner, and had worked in a store in Socorro itself. As in the first case, his employer hadn't been concerned when he didn't appear. The store manager, in this instance, had received a text from him on the first morning of his absence stating that he'd fallen ill and wouldn't be in to work for a few days. When the days turned into a week, and his absence continued, the store staff tried to call him a few times on both his home and his mobile numbers, but received no reply on the former and the cell-phone was always switched off. They got no reply the second week either, and so they gave what amounted to a corporate shrug, and assumed that he'd either received a better offer of employment elsewhere, or perhaps was in hospital and too ill to respond. They adopted a wait-and-see policy, and left it at that.

Although they obviously couldn't prove it, the police were quite certain that, again, the text message had been sent by the killer to give himself the breathing space he needed, and Hunter was sure they were right. The murderer's MO was now really quite clear to him, based upon what he'd read in the case files. The killer identified his victim using certain criteria. The person he chose had to live alone, with no regular partner, and probably be fairly antisocial, not given to nights out with friends from work or other frequent social gatherings.

That implied that the killer was calm and methodical in his methods, spending considerable time on the surveillance of his chosen target before snatching him, trying to make sure that the victim would not be missed for several days at least. Sending the text from the victim's own cell-phone was just the final step in the process of making the man or woman disappear from view as inconspicuously as possible.

The other thing Hunter looked at was the report by the Medical Examiner, and that really was just a partial confirmation of what he suspected was really going on. This victim, too, had suffered grotesque mutilations to his body, and particularly to his abdomen, which had been cut completely open.

Certain internal organs had been removed from Marriott's body but, as with the other case, it was impossible for the ME to ascertain whether these had been taken out by the killer or ripped out and eaten by the scavengers which had attacked the body after it had been dumped, though the report did say that some of the remaining tissue didn't display clean cuts, but that could simply mean that the blood vessels and connective tissue had been cut closer to the organ and the stump then chewed by rats or other scavengers. As with the other man, the condition of the corpse simply didn't permit a definite answer to be given one way or the other.

There was a short addition to the report which Hunter read with interest, although the significance of the additional test result didn't seem to have been noticed by any of the investigating officers. Or, if they had noticed it, they hadn't done anything about it. That prompted another thought, and he opened up the first case report again and re-read the medical evidence.

Then he closed both files and leant back in the rather uncomfortable chair in the interview room. He was trying to decide whether or not to risk another cup of coffee when the door opened and Reilly walked in.

'They been any use to you?' he asked, pointing at the case files on the table in front of Hunter.

'Some,' Hunter replied, 'and there's no doubt in my mind that the same perpetrator carried out both murders.'

'That's what we reckoned. Them two killings was pretty much identical. Looked to us like a serial killer, and not some squirrel just startin' out, 'cause o' the lack o' forensic evidence on the bodies. The guys here guessed he'd done it before, maybe just moved here lookin' for a new place to do his work. The Sheriff flagged it up to the Bureau, askin' if any other states had seen the same kinda thing, but apparently there weren't no other cases on record. That kinda surprised us, but there you go.'

Hunter nodded.

'There could be a lot of good reasons for that,' he said. 'I think you're right, that these were the work of an experienced murderer. I don't believe these two men were his first victims. So it's possible that he'd carried out similar killings in other locations in America, but maybe only one in each state, so it wouldn't dawn on anybody that they were looking at the work of a serial killer. Another possibility is that he took the time to hide the bodies of his victims where nobody would ever find them, deep in the woods or dumped down a ravine, that kind of place.'

'He didn't do much to hide these two though, did he?'

'No. Maybe he's getting careless, or perhaps just short of time. But in fact, Dick, according to these reports both of these bodies were found in more or less by accident, by the truck driver and the hunter. If neither of those two people had happened to be in those locations at those times, it's quite possible that the two bodies would still be out there, only by now they'd only be scattered bones.'

'Same goes for the girl today,' Reilly agreed. 'That guy hadn't stopped for a leak, we'd know nothing 'bout her.'

'And that could mean these three people aren't the only bodies this killer has left behind him scattered around in New Mexico. There could be other corpses out there somewhere, waiting to be found.'

Reilly nodded, picked up the two case files and headed for the door.

'Need to talk this through,' he said, 'an' I could do with a drink.'




Chapter 6

Thursday

Socorro, New Mexico

Ten minutes later, the two men were sitting facing each other in a booth at the back of the diner, which as far as Hunter could see the Sheriff used as a kind of second office. But he wasn't complaining, because the seats were comfortable and the coffee was drinkable.

Reilly watched the dark-haired waitress walk away from the booth after she'd delivered two cups of black coffee and reminded them to give her a wave when they needed a refill, his eyes fixed firmly on her buttocks as they moved seductively beneath her light blue uniform.

'I can see why you come in here, Dick,' Hunter said, a smile spreading across his face. 'Like two small boys fighting under a blanket,' he added.

'That girl is real bad for my eyes,' Reilly agreed. 'Now, when we was talkin' earlier, you said there was a problem in assumin' that all three killings was the work of the same man, 'cause the third victim wasn't a guy. Now you've read the files, you still think that?'

Hunter nodded.

'As I said before, when you look at the victims of serial killers, you almost invariably find that they're people of exactly the same type. Usually, once a serial killer starts operating, he'll pick the same kind of victim each time. They'll all be the same race or colour, and about the same age, but they'll almost certainly all be the same sex. It's very, very rare for a serial killer – or at least a sexual serial killer – to attack both male and female victims. They go for the kind of person who turns them on, so a gay man will target other men, and a heterosexual killer will pick the kind of women that he would like to have a relationship with. OK, those are pretty broad-brush statements, and there will obviously be exceptions to what I've said, people like Harold Shipman, for example, but in general terms those are accurate enough.'

Hunter paused to take a sip of his coffee, a much more drinkable brew than that provided by the Sheriff.

'Shipman,' Reilly mused. 'Remember him. He was that doc in Britain, right, killed pretty much everyone who went to his surgery?'

'A slight exaggeration, but he almost certainly killed over two hundred and fifty people, perhaps over four hundred and fifty. Nobody will ever know for sure, because he made sure that most of his victims were cremated, and then he killed himself in prison. And for most of the suspect deaths, usually the only person involved in examining the body or signing the death certificate was Shipman himself, so there was no independent check on what he was doing. But of course he wasn't sexually motivated, except in the broadest terms. It probably gave him some sort of a sexual turn-on knowing that he had the power of life or death over his victims, but basically he was in it for the money. He stole from them, taking jewellery and things like that, and in at least one case he forged a will. In fact, that was what led to him being arrested in the first place.

'He was treating an elderly woman – I think her name was Grundy – and forged a will that left him almost the whole of her estate, and excluded her daughter and grandchildren. Unfortunately for Shipman, the woman's daughter was a lawyer, and he hadn't managed to get this particular victim cremated. The daughter went to the police because she wasn't happy about the will, the body was exhumed and they found traces of drugs in the corpse, and then everything started to unravel.'

'Biggest serial killer in modern times, was how I heard it.'

'He probably was, Dick, at least as far as we know. Of course, the Nazis and Stalin between them killed millions of people, but they didn't really count as serial killings, just as mass murders, and the motives of course were entirely different. I suppose one good thing is that we don't get that many serial killers operating in Britain, though I don't know why, because we get plenty of regular murders.'

'Reckon you'd know about 'em, if some squirrel was doin' that?'

'Probably, yes,' Hunter replied. 'Our police forces do talk to each other, and work together when they have to, and we've also got Sherlock to rely on,' he added, a slight grin on his face.

'Sherlock? You mean that guy with the pipe in Baker Street?'

'Sort of, yes. Sherlock Holmes was fiction, of course, but a lot of the principles that he was seen using in the books by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle are today a part of routine police work. Things like a detailed examination of the crime scene, looking for fingerprints and checking footprints, but they were all brand new techniques when the books were written. Anyway, he's been immortalized in a thing called HOLMES, which is the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System computer. Basically, when a number of crimes could be linked, like murders by a serial killer, for example, all the data is input into HOLMES so that it can be accessed by the individual police forces involved. As well as that, the computer looks for links and patterns that officers might not see, just because of the huge amount of information they're dealing with. The Bureau over here has got a similar kind of program.'

'I heard of that. You're talkin' 'bout VICAP?'

'Yes. The Violent Criminal Apprehension Program. The idea of both systems is to tick boxes and fill in the same kind of data for each crime, so that similarities and differences are easier to see.

Reilly nodded, and waved to the waitress to refill their cups.

She shimmied over, giving both men the full benefit of her electric blue eyes and hint of her cleavage, and poured two more coffees.

'There y'go, Dick,' she said. 'You or your friend want a donut or something?'

Hunter shook his head.

'Thanks, but I'm good.'

'You're English,' the girl said, a smile playing over her face. 'And you may be good, but I guarantee I could turn you bad. And I just love your accent.'

'Yeah,' Reilly said, watching the exchange. 'I'll take a jelly donut, Maybelle. Just the one. Need to keep an eye on my waistline.'

'Think it's a little late for that, Dick,' the waitress replied, with another smile. 'Be right back.'

Once the girl had brought Reilly his afternoon snack, and he'd taken the first bite, he turned his attention back to the matter at hand.

'We've had a coupla these squirrels workin' here in New Mexico,' he said. 'You ever hear of David Parker Ray?'

Hunter nodded.

'Yes. He was called the "Toy-Box Killer", I think.'

'Right. Real nasty piece of work. Had hisself a kinda playpen he made from a trailer over at Elephant Butte Lake near a town named Truth or Consequences down to the south. Kept it behind his residence, and that's what he called his "Toy-Box". Full o' whips and chains and clamps and other stuff he used on the women he managed to drag inside. The worst part 'bout him was he didn't work alone. Roped in his daughter Glenda, a guy named Dennis Yancy, and a woman called Cindy Hendy, an' apparently they all got stuck right in, makin' life a livin' hell for the poor goddamned women they grabbed. Ray used to video the sessions, then play audio tapes to tell the girls what he planned to do to 'em, an' he even fitted up a mirror on the ceiling of the trailer so the victims could watch everythin' him an' the others did while they was doin' the torturin'. Real sick.'

Reilly took another bite of his donut, then smiled slightly.

'In fact, it was one o' the victims who brought the whole thing down. They'd grabbed a woman named Cynthia Vigil and tied her down on the table in the trailer to have a little fun with later. Ray went off to work an' left the Hendy woman in charge. Apparently she went somewhere else in the trailer to make a phone call or somethin', an' while she was gone Vigil managed to grab a bunch o' keys off of a table. She'd started releasin' the chains when Hendy came back in, an' there was a bit of a catfight. But Vigil was able to get free an' grabbed an ice pick. She stuck Hendy in the neck with it, and ran off. She was stark naked, only wearin' an iron slave collar and a coupla chains she hadn't managed to shift. O' course, once she told the cops, the whole thing got rolled up.'

'If I remember rightly,' Hunter said, 'Ray died in prison before he could be properly questioned, and nobody ever found any of the bodies of the people he was supposed to have killed. Is that right?'

'Yup. Accordin' to what Ray said after he was arrested, he could've killed at least forty, and maybe sixty, people, and Yancy coughed for at least one killin' as well, but far as I know nobody's ever turned up a single corpse. But there's a big lake near where his trailer was at, and maybe there's a bunch o' bones lyin' at the bottom of it. At least we know Ray had nothin' to do with these cases we're lookin' at, 'cause you're right: he died of a heart attack in prison in Hobbs, New Mexico a while back, an' far as I know Hendy and Yancy are still inside. His daughter's probably out by now, but she's bein' watched real careful, I judge. But there's another case could maybe be linked.'

Hunter looked interested.

'There is? What's that?'

'You ever hear of the West Mesa Bone Collector?'

'That rings a bell. I think I've seen a file at the Field Office in Albuquerque, but as far as I remember that was called the West Mesa Murders.'

'Same thing,' Reilly agreed, nodding his head. 'All started in 2009 when a woman out walkin' her dog on the West Mesa near Albuquerque turned up a human bone. When the local cops started diggin' they turned up the bones o' eleven dead women between the ages of fifteen and thirty-two, plus an unborn baby. They managed to identify 'em, and they'd all gone missin' between 2003 and 2005. But that's pretty much where the case stopped. Most o' the victims was either hookers or into drugs or both, and the cops reckoned the killer could be somethin' to do with the annual state fair, 'cause that drags in the hookers from miles around, and so maybe the perp was travellin' with it. There was a coupla suspects named Reynolds and Montoya, but they was both dead afore the first bones turned up, and the cops talked to a coupla other guys as well, but bottom line is no suspect's ever been named. There's still a big reward posted – 'round a hundred grand, if I recall – for information, but far as I know there's not much chance of it ever bein' claimed.'

Hunter nodded.

'That's interesting, but it doesn't help us a lot. From what you've said, the chances are that the last killing took place in about 2005 or maybe 2006, so unless the killer found a new dumping ground for any later victims, he probably stopped – or more likely he was stopped – at about the same time. And it's a completely different MO as well, because the West Mesa Bone Collector buried his victims. Whoever's doing this isn't bothering to try to hide the corpses, unless he's just getting careless or short of time. He's dumping them on the ground somewhere out in the sticks where there's at least a chance that the bodies will be found, sooner or later.

'But the problem we have here, Dick,' Hunter continued, 'is like I said before. Two men and one woman dead at least suggests that all three killings can't be the work of the same person, despite the fact that the injuries on all three bodies look pretty much the same. But I think I've worked out the reason for that.'

'You have?' Reilly asked. 'What is it?'

'I'll get there, I promise. Now, one possible explanation is that we have a copycat killer out there, as well as the original perpetrator. Somebody with a different sexual orientation – he's heterosexual rather than gay – who has researched the details of the two earlier killings and decided it would be fun to do the same kind of thing, but he's chosen to target women. That's possible, but I don't think it's very likely.'

'Wondered about that,' Reilly said. 'So how come you believe that ain't the case?'

'Mainly,' Hunter said, 'it's the degree of mutilation. Again as a general rule, serial killers are motivated by a sexual impulse, and as far as I can see none of these three murders show much evidence of any kind of sexual component. I might be wrong. It's possible that when he's done the autopsy the ME will come over and tell us that the girl was raped vaginally and anally and what's left of her throat is full of semen, but I really don't think that's likely. According to the case files, neither of the two male bodies found showed any signs of sexual attack, and my guess is that the same will hold true for the corpse we looked at today. So if the killer's – or the killers' plural – motivation isn't sexual, what is it?'

'You mean how's he gettin' his jollies from what he's doin' to 'em?'

'Exactly,' Hunter agreed. 'For any human being to kill another, there has to be some compelling reason, simply because of the likely penalties if the murderer is caught. And you know as well as I do, Dick, that many killings are almost accidental. Some domestic violence that goes too far when a husband or wife is pushed beyond their limits, that kind of thing. Or there's another component. Drugs, for example, where you get drive-by shootings of dealers. In some cases, it's money, either when somebody's murdered during the course of a robbery, or a person is killed so that someone else can get their hands on his or her assets. But it's very difficult to see any of those kinds of motivation applying in this case.'

'Could be pure sadism,' Reilly suggested, 'just like David Parker Ray. The perp just gettin' his kicks by cutting up somebody else?'

'That's possible, certainly, but if that is what's happening here, why is he only mutilating the abdomen? You'd expect that kind of killer to be breaking fingers, pulling out nails, using acid and flames, all that sort of thing. Trying to cause the maximum amount of pain for the maximum length of time. And there's also another problem with that scenario. As far as I've been able to tell from reading the case files, there was no evidence of the two other bodies being restrained, and there's no way that the kind of wounds on those two corpses could have been inflicted without the men being tied down very securely. David Parker Ray had a special table in his "Toy-Box", if I remember rightly, like a gynaecological examination table, that he would strap his victims onto before he started playing with them.'

'You seem to know plenty 'bout these creeps,' Reilly said.

Hunter nodded

'I attended a series of lectures about serial killers up at Quantico, which was probably just a convenient way for the SAC at Albuquerque to get rid of me for a couple of weeks. But it was interesting, and I was quite surprised at the numbers involved and the most likely type of perpetrator. Did you know that since the start of the twenty-first century there have been over one hundred and fifty documented cases of serial killers operating in the United States? And when I did the course, it was estimated that there were probably between about thirty and fifty currently active in America, so it is quite a well-documented phenomenon. Every year in the States there are roughly twenty thousand reported homicides, and on average about a quarter – that's over five thousand murders every year – aren't solved. It's quite likely that at least some of these homicides are the work of one or more serial killers.'

Reilly nodded for Hunter to continue.

'So what about the perps?' he asked.

'That was the other thing I found quite surprising, and at least some of the information I was given on that course might be relevant to this case. I think most people probably expect serial killers to be deranged individuals of below average intelligence who prowl the streets looking for victims they can drag into the back of a car or van and kill in their search for sexual gratification, and that's almost never the case.

'In fact, the vast majority are white males aged between about twenty-five and forty-five, and they are often of above average intelligence. But in one respect at least the stereotype is correct: almost invariably their motive comes down to sexual gratification. It's very rare that any serial killer commits a murder for any other reason. And that goes back to what I was saying earlier about the likely victims. Usually the killer is turned on by one particular kind of man or woman, and he will always be looking for such a person. The sex of the victims he chooses almost never changes, unless the killer is bisexual, even if he does on occasion select someone from a different racial group.

'There are other common factors as well in the way most of these people work. Because it's the act of killing which is important to them, which gives them the gratification or sexual release or whatever else you want to call it, they tend to select their victims from those segments of society where a missing individual is least likely to be noticed. That way they can take their time, really spin out the whole sick process before they finally make the kill. Most of them target prostitutes, drug addicts and the homeless, because as well as being non-people as far as most citizens are concerned, they are also by definition vulnerable because of either their lifestyle or where they live, or both.

'The FBI profilers have also found some commonalities in the backgrounds of serial killers. Most of them come from families where they suffered verbal, physical or even sexual abuse at the hands of one or both parents. They may well also have suffered rejection, perhaps being turned out of the family home at an early age because of some infraction of the rules, or maybe had a self-inflicted rejection, where they ran away voluntarily to escape a regime of harsh discipline. Probably because of this kind of home environment, they can be turned on by violence and pain, either inflicted by themselves on other people, or by somebody else on them, and often engage in the torture of animals. Most people who go on to become serial killers carry out their first murder when they're quite young, in their early twenties or even late teens, and in some cases all subsequent killings seem to be an attempt to recreate the thrill of that first experience. This is also shown by the ritual which often becomes an inescapable part of the later murders. You quite often find that some sequence of events or particular type of violence inflicted during that first killing is repeated in all their later murders.'

'Not a lot o' help there, seein' as we've no idea who this guy is,' Reilly commented drily.

'I quite agree. I was just trying to give you a bit of background information. There are also two broad categories of serial killers: organized and disorganized, though both will tend to follow a form of ritual when they carry out the murders. A disorganized killer makes few or any preparations when he goes out looking for a victim, and just snatches anyone who fits his desired profile on an opportunistic basis. The organized murderer is completely the opposite. He will spend days, perhaps weeks or even months searching for his ideal victim, and will derive enormous amounts of pleasure fantasizing over what he will do to that particular person once he has him or her in his power. He will also study his victim's routine so as to be sure that once he has grabbed the man or woman, he will have plenty of time to perform all the rituals he has come to associate with the act of killing. If we were dealing with a serial killer here, it's quite clear that he would fall into this category. Whoever this person is, I believe he's choosing his victims with considerable care.'

'Not much doubt 'bout that,' Reilly agreed.

'Another characteristic of serial killers is that they usually believe that they are entirely justified in carrying out the murders, for reasons that would make no sense to anybody else. They believe it's their destiny, or that their victims have done something that means they have forfeited their right to live, perhaps by breaking some arbitrary rule applied by the killer, or that they are doing the world a favour by executing such people, that kind of thing. They also think they are far more intelligent than the police officers who are trying to apprehend them, and in some cases they have been known to become involved on the periphery of the investigation, either in an attempt to discover how close the police are to making an arrest, or – and this is probably more likely – because being involved in their own murder hunt provides them with an extra thrill.

'As far as the types of people are concerned, the majority of serial killers are loners, people who find it difficult or impossible to form normal relationships, either social or sexual, with other members of society, and who may have the kind of job which means they spend a lot of their time by themselves – long-distance truck drivers, delivery man, telegraph linemen and the like – but there have also been a number of such men who were married with a normal domestic life and who were socially adept in most situations. The so-called 'Yorkshire Ripper', Peter Sutcliffe, was a good example of this type. But all of that is academic in this case because, as you just said, we still have no clue who this man is.'

'Mind if I join you?'

Hunter and Reilly looked up as Joseph Crawshaw approached the booth. The Medical Examiner looked even more troubled than he had when Hunter had seen him at the crime scene.
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'Sure thing, doc,' Reilly said, sliding across the bench to make room for the new arrival. 'Take a seat right here. You finished with the girl?'

Joseph Crawshaw shook his head.

'I've just done the external examination and check of the body, but I guessed you'd want to hear my initial results as quickly as possible. I'll complete the post mortem later today.'

The waitress made her way across to the booth, her hips swinging in a manner that would make most men forget about eating or drinking, and then leaned forward, giving them all a tantalising peek down her ample cleavage.

'You like a drink, Joseph, honey?' she asked Crawshaw.

'I think I need one,' the Medical Examiner replied. 'I'll have a beer, please, Maybelle.'

'Coming right up.'

'I know I'm new in town,' Hunter said, as she walked away, 'but I think both of you must be spending far too much time in here if you're on first name terms with the staff.'

'This ain't a big place, Steve, and you get to know folks real fast.'

Maybelle returned a few moments later, placed a beer in front of Crawshaw, topped up the two coffee cups and took away the sugar-encrusted plate from in front of Reilly. As soon as she'd walked away, the Sheriff leaned forward.

'So what did you find, doc?' he asked.

'Really,' the Medical Examiner replied, 'it was the mixture as before. You'll get my written report tomorrow when I've finished all the tests, but the brief rundown is that the girl was killed at least two days ago, and probably dumped shortly after she died. Post-mortem lividity suggests that she most likely died in much the same position as she was found, lying flat on her back with her arms at her side, but obviously in a different location. As for what killed her, right now I don't know, because her injuries were so severe. She'd been eviscerated, her liver, both kidneys and pancreas removed, as well as a large section of her intestine. Shock and the blood loss during mutilation on the scale she endured would have been enough to kill her, enough to kill anybody, in fact. And you both noticed, obviously, that her eyes were missing. Those, I'm certain, were removed by the killer, and possibly taken out while she was still alive. There was more bruising around the sockets than I would have expected if they'd been removed post mortem, and some evidence of bleeding as well.

That grim piece of news was not entirely unexpected, but added an extra dimension of horror to what had been done to the girl.

Crawshaw paused in his recital of her injuries to take a swallow of his beer. Then he continued.

'There was a lot of damage to the body caused by scavengers after it had been dumped, and I'm not sure we will ever know exactly which injury proved to be fatal. She could even have died from shock and pain caused by her abdomen being cut open, but there is one obvious problem with that.'

'Let me hazard a guess here,' Hunter interrupted. 'You didn't find any sign of defensive wounds on her body, no signs of cuts to the hands and arms, that kind of thing? And nobody would allow themselves to suffer that kind of injury without at least trying to resist and to fight back.'

Crawshaw nodded.

'And let me suggest something else,' Hunter went on. 'You probably also didn't find any evidence of restraints. No strap marks around the arms or legs or the torso itself. Nothing to suggest that the girl was held down while the killer went to work on her.'

'That's correct,' Crawshaw agreed, 'and it really doesn't make any sense. It's the same argument. Unless the victim was securely restrained, there's no way the killer could have inflicted such wounds.'

'Actually, doctor,' Hunter replied, 'it actually makes perfect sense in one context. Let me ask you one final question. Have you done a tox screen?'

Crawshaw looked slightly surprised at the question.

'I've taken blood and tissue samples and sent them away, yes, but it'll be a few days before I get the results back.'

Hunter nodded.

'Then let me make you a prediction. When the results arrive, you'll probably find that they're negative except for one thing – traces of ketamine.'

'Ketamine?' Crawshaw echoed. 'You think she was a drug addict? Is that what you're trying to say? You think she was abusing ketamine?'

Hunter shook his head.

'No,' he said. 'I think it was the other way round. I don't think she was abusing ketamine. I think she was abused by ketamine. Or more accurately, she was abused by somebody sticking a needle in a vein in her arm or somewhere and pumping ketamine into her.'

'The hell you talkin' 'bout?' Reilly demanded. 'Ain't ketamine used by vets?'

Hunter nodded.

'You're quite right, Dick. It is an animal anaesthetic, but it's also used, used a lot in fact, as a field anaesthetic on human beings. You'll find it carried by most ambulance and paramedic crews, and they'll administer it to people trapped in automobile wrecks or suffering other kinds of major trauma, where a doctor may have to operate quite literally where the victim is lying, to amputate a limb or something, in order to save his or her life.'

'But what the hell has that got to do with this dead girl and the serial killer we's tryin' to track?'

'I think it's got everything to do with her, and with the other two bodies that turned up a while ago. I read the case files on those two men, and in both cases when the results of the tox screens came back, they both showed traces of ketamine.'

'You sayin' they was all druggies?' Reilly demanded, clearly still not sure where Hunter was going with this.

'Definitely not. Ketamine abuse is a problem, yes, and it's getting worse. In Britain, ketamine has been classified as a Class C drug since 2006, and it's subject to your Controlled Substance Act here in the States. But according to the case files the first two victims showed no signs of persistent – or even occasional – drug abuse, and I'll bet that the girl didn't either. And the reason for that is that we're not looking for a serial killer here, Dick, or at least not the usual kind.'

Hunter glanced across the table in the booth, looking at each man in turn. Reilly's face still wore a puzzled frown, but Joseph Crawshaw nodded. He now seemed to be on the same page as Hunter.

'It struck me as soon as I saw the reported injuries on the first two bodies,' Hunter continued. 'They just didn't sound like the kind of wounds most serial killers, even the most depraved and sadistic ones, would inflict. And when you also realize that none of the victims had defensive wounds or any signs of restraints having been used, there's only one reasonable conclusion you can come to. We're not looking for a man who gets his kicks by carving up people. We're looking for a man who selects his victims very carefully, and who then treats them very gently, making sure that they can't feel anything when he starts cutting them open because he uses the ketamine to knock them out first. Sure, they all died during the procedure, but that's inevitable. Nobody can live once their kidneys and liver and heart have been taken out.'

Hunter looked again at Reilly.

'As I said before, I don't believe we're looking for serial killer, Dick. This guy is choosing his victims not by their age or their sex or their looks or anything like that. He doesn't care about any of that because he's not being driven by any kind of a sexual impulse. I think he's choosing the healthy ones, picking the ones who don't drink and don't smoke and don't take drugs. This is nothing to do with sadism or sexual depravity. This is simply a commercial operation and this guy – whoever he is – is in it for the money. He's cutting out their organs and then he's selling them on. We're not looking for a serial killer: we're hunting an organ harvester. '

'Jesus H Christ,' Reilly muttered. 'Never thought it'd be anything like that.'

'You're right,' Crawshaw said. 'You must be. That's the only scenario that makes sense, the only one that answers all the questions. It would even explain the complete lack of any forensic evidence on the bodies, because if you are right and this man is harvesting organs, he would have to be working on his victims in an operating theatre or somewhere just as clean. And he'd need refrigeration and freezing equipment readily to hand in order to preserve the organs before they're sold on to some surgeon who has a suitable recipient in his care. And there'd need to be tissue typing as well.'

Crawshaw's voice tailed away as for the first time he began to fully appreciate the scale of the medical conspiracy hinted at by the three dead bodies. It couldn't possibly just be a single individual – well, snatching the victim and performing the 'operation' to remove all saleable parts from the body could be done by one man – but there had to be an entire network involved in the sale, delivery and transplantation of the removed organs.

'And this also could explain why there have only been three victims so far,' Hunter said. 'Ordinary serial killers often increase the frequency of their attacks, because they need the high that only a new murder will give them. In this case, there's actually been quite a long gap between the killing of the second man and this latest atrocity. Or as far as we know, at any rate, based upon the fact that we only have three bodies. I don't know too much about the legitimate trade in human organs, where the next of kin of a deceased person gives the hospital permission for some parts of the body to be removed and used in transplant surgery, and I know almost nothing about the illegal trade in organs, but I promise you I'm going to find out.

'I think this man is working with less than scrupulous doctors representing patients who need a new kidney or whatever and for some reason can't wait for one to become available through the normal channels. Or maybe there just aren't enough donor organs to go round in the legitimate supply chain. He waits until he's got a big enough shopping list – a couple of eyes for the corneas, couple of kidneys, a heart and a liver, say – and then he starts looking for a suitable living donor. Once he's identified somebody who meets his criteria, which basically means a reasonably young and clean-living man or woman, he grabs him or her, takes them away to wherever his "surgery" is, shoots them full of enough ketamine that they're never going to wake up, slices them open and takes what he needs. When he's finished, he wraps the body in a plastic sheet or something similar, and takes a drive out into the desert until he finds a suitable spot to dump the corpse. Then he swaps the organs for large amounts of folding money. This guy's getting rich on the back of mass murder, and we're going to find him and stop him.'

Reilly nodded his agreement.

'You got that right, mister. Whatever it takes, we're going to get to him and shut him down.'

Hunter paused for a moment as another idea struck him.

'In fact, maybe there's another, slightly different, way of looking at this,' he added. 'Perhaps this murderer might not be removing organs to order, but simply maintaining a stock in his freezer somewhere, waiting for a suitable recipient to come along.'

Joseph Crawshaw looked uncertain at that, and Reilly noticed the expression on his face.

'What's up, Doc?' he asked, without the slightest trace of humour in his voice.

'That idea won't work. You can store tissue – things like bones, skin and tendons – for up to about five years, but you can't do that with organs, kidneys and the like. The exact storage period varies with the organ you're talking about, but as a general rule you're talking about hours or just a few days at best, not weeks or months. They start to deteriorate almost as soon as they're removed from the body, and there's nothing much you can do to stop that happening.'

And then, with a suddenness that was almost shocking, Crawshaw stopped talking, his face blanching, and a tremor shook his whole body.
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For an instant, Hunter thought he was having a heart attack or a stroke, something of that sort, but just as quickly the medical examiner seemed to rally, his glance flicking from one man to the other.

'I've just thought of something else,' he said, 'something really sick, but which does make a revolting kind of sense.'

He glanced at Hunter.

'You said nobody can live once their kidneys and liver have been removed, and you're quite right. But something about the main incision I found on the corpse of that girl has only just dawned on me. There was a line of evenly-spaced heavy bruising along both sides of the incision which puzzled me because I couldn't explain it, and it's one of the things I was going to look at later. But now I think I know what it was. It was caused by clamps.'

'Clamps?' Reilly looked at Crawshaw in incomprehension.

'That's sick,' Hunter said, realization dawning. 'Really, really sick.'

'What?'

'Joseph's saying that the perp didn't just cut her open and take out her kidneys and liver and pancreas and other bits,' Hunter explained to Reilly. 'He cut her open and took out one of her kidneys, and maybe removed her eyes at the same time, then he closed up her abdomen with surgical clamps and kept her alive for days or weeks until he found a buyer for her other organs. You can live with just one kidney, no problem. When he'd found a buyer, he opened her up again so he could harvest the rest. And then she died, obviously. That's what you mean, isn't it?'

Crawshaw nodded.

'I'm very much afraid that is exactly what I mean. The other thing I noticed about the corpse which will be in my report but I haven't mentioned to you, because it didn't seem particularly important, is that the victim seemed to have lost a bit of weight recently. I assumed when I realized this that she'd been on some kind of rigid diet – you know how some young women invariably think they're grossly fat even when they're on the verge of dying of starvation – but in her case it wasn't self-inflicted. If the killer kept her alive for any length of time after the first procedure – if that's the right word – then he would have had to get some nutrients and fluid inside her. He probably fed her through a drip, just enough to keep her body functioning and with enough anaesthetic in it to keep her unconscious, and that would have caused her to lose weight quickly.'

'By doing that he wouldn't have had to supply food or drink, or clean up her urine and faeces. Much more convenient for him, all round,' Hunter said bitterly.

Reilly nodded slowly, his face hard.

'What a bastard,' he said. 'So he used her like a kind of walk-in larder, taking what bits he could sell and putting the rest in store for later?'

'Yes. That's what I think happened,' Crawshaw replied.

'Reckon it woulda been better if she had been murdered by a serial killer,' Reilly said. 'At least that way it would have all been over real quick.'

'He almost certainly kept her sedated, Dick, and most likely she wouldn't have suffered too much pain.' Hunter leaned forward slightly. 'Though that probably wasn't his motivation. The last thing he'd have wanted was for her to be screaming and thrashing about on the table. Somebody might have heard her, or she could have opened up the incision again. Keeping her unconscious would have been by far his best option.'

For a few moments, the three men sat in silence, thinking about the scenario they'd deduced, the only one that seemed to fit the facts as they knew them. It wasn't a pleasant image.

'If you two's right,' Reilly said eventually, 'then there's nothin' we can do for this girl down at the morgue, 'cept find out who she was and then make sure she gets a decent burial. But we's gonna find this perp, that's for sure.'

'No question, Dick,' Hunter said, then looked again at Crawshaw. 'So if you're right about this, and that has to be the most logical explanation for what you found, does that mean the killer isn't targeting specific people because of their tissue typing profile? Is he just selecting people who are healthy and who aren't drug abusers or have a large number of sexual partners or display other risk factors, and then doing whatever tissue typing is needed to identify a match between donor and potential recipient after he's kidnapped his victim but before he removes the organs?'

Crawshaw shook his head.

'He could well be. The way the system works in countries that have an organ transplantation program is that information about potential recipients, people who need a kidney or whatever, are held in a national database, with all of their contact details and medical information. Then, when someone dies after a car crash or industrial accident or some similar cause – and that's where most donated organs come from, because usually the organs of people who die from some illness or disease are not going to be suitable for transplantation – the surgeons try to obtain a match through the database. The timing is crucial, obviously, because all organs start to deteriorate as soon as they're removed from the body, so surgeons at both ends of the chain, as it were, will have to work together to do the transplant as quickly as possible. If they possibly can, they'll move the recipient to the hospital where the donor patient is waiting, so the procedure can be done in the same operating theatre suite.'

Crawshaw noticed a somewhat blank expression on Reilly's face, and realized he'd missed out one crucial piece of information.

'I know what you're thinking, Dick, but once a donor is certified as brain dead, with a flat EEG, an electro-encephalogram, the body can still be kept alive and in reasonable shape for weeks or months afterwards, just using heart and lung machines and the like. Turn the machines off, and the body dies immediately, but until that's done the person is technically and medically still alive, and the organs will stay in prime condition. That allows time for tissue typing to be done and the best match between donor and recipient identified.'

'Is that how it works here?' Hunter asked.

Crawshaw nodded.

'Pretty much, yes. In America, a corpse from which organs have been taken is known as a cadaverous donor, and if you need an organ that can only be supplied from a corpse, like a heart, then you have to register – or, rather, your doctor will register you – with a thing called the Organ Procurement and Transplantation Network, OPTN. That in turn is run by the United Network for Organ Sharing, UNOS, and it's UNOS that holds the database of potential recipients, and also kind of supervises the various medical facilities around the country that are equipped to do transplants.'

'So your doc just signs you up? Easy as that?' Reilly asked.

'Not quite. Your medical adviser will obviously be able to decide if you do need a new kidney or whatever, and he can also approach a transplant centre in your area and request them to accept you on their list. But it's not black and white, and the OPTN team will apply a set of criteria to your case. So they will almost never accept a potential recipient who's a drug addict, a heavy smoker or an alcoholic. They also rate you by age, so if you're twenty-five you're more likely to be accepted than if you're seventy-five, and they'll look at your medical condition, mental and physical, as well. If you're at death's door you're unlikely to be accepted because there's a good chance the shock and trauma of the operation will kill you. They want value for money, if you like, from the organs that become available, so a young, generally healthy and basically fit person is always going to be picked over an old, weak and really sick individual. And that, of course, is the crux of the problem.'

Hunter and Reilly both nodded.

'Let me take a wild guess, here,' Reilly said. 'Not enough organs to go round, an' they prefer to give 'em to younger guys an' gals.'

'Exactly,' Crawshaw replied. 'So your actual middle-aged captain of industry with a taste for Scotch, a fifty a day Marlboro habit and a liking for a line or two of coke at the weekend is never going to even make it onto the list, far less get given a transplant. So people like that have to look elsewhere, and they will probably have both the money and the incentive to do just that. Enter the organ brokers.'

'Guys who trade in body parts, right?' Reilly demanded sourly.

'Yes. Obviously you won't find them listed in the phone book, but if you need their services you'll find one easily enough. They are the middlemen, the ones who put the two parties together, the donor and the recipient, because quite often the donor is alive and a willing participant, at least for kidney transplants. Most donors do it for the money. It's an act of desperation, obviously, but for somebody who literally has nothing, a cash payment for that one organ might be too tempting to resist. The recipient will pay all the costs for both operations, the harvesting and the transplant, and basic aftercare for the donor, and the total cost can easily run as high as a hundred grand. But the payment made to the donor is usually only a very small part of the cost, typically only about ten thousand dollars maximum.'

'Is this common?' Hunter asked.

'It's more prevalent than most people realize. There have been a few studies carried out by people trying to estimate the size of the trade, and it's pretty world-wide. It's been documented in almost twenty countries, including Britain and the United States, and it seems rife in South America. You can even buy transplant packages that include all expenses apart from travel to and from the hospital or clinic. According to what I've read, the cost will vary from about fifteen thousand US if you go out to Pakistan, all the way up to nearly two hundred grand in Turkey. Presumably the costs reflect the different economic conditions in the country of your choice, and the amount the donor is willing to accept. I probably don't need to tell you that it's illegal in the States to pay a donor for an organ, whether they're alive or dead, but of course it goes on. One of the surveys reported that several families in the US, all with a brain-dead child following an accident, were offered as much as a million dollars for access to the body immediately after the machines were eventually switched off.'

'That's obviously where he's making his money,' Hunter said. 'This guy won't be delivering organs to be transplanted into registered and waiting recipients, because there's no money in it for him. And even if he wanted to, I guess that UNOS and OPTN wouldn't accept donor kidneys unless they were certain that the source was legitimate. So he has to be doing it the other way round. He must be working with unscrupulous surgeons acting for people who are waiting for a new kidney or something and are willing to pay for it. But as far as I can see there would be nothing to stop him grabbing and sedating someone and then just keeping them alive and on ice, as it were, until he'd identified a recipient. How accurate is tissue typing?' he added, as another thought struck him.'

'Well, it's not an exact science and doesn't really need to be,' Crawshaw replied, 'because apart from identical twins, no two individuals are biologically compatible. That's why every transplant recipient has to be placed on a strict regimen of anti-rejection drugs after surgery has taken place, and they have to be watched very carefully to ensure that the transplanted organ is finally accepted by the body. Do you know how tissue typing is carried out?'

'I have no idea,' Hunter replied, and Reilly shook his head.

'Well, there are several methods, but one of the simplest is what's called a "mixed leucocyte reaction". Leucocytes are white blood cells, the part of the blood responsible for combating infection, and lymphocytes are one of the three types of leucocyte. The technique is to extract lymphocytes from the blood of the donor and mix them with some from the recipient, and then culture them together. How well – or how badly – they react with each other provides an indication of the likely compatibility between the two individuals. If they cluster together, that indicates incompatibility because they're attacking each other, but if the cells stay separate, that's a good sign.

'As we already know, all three of these corpses which we've found in this area have had very little blood left in them, and I had assumed they'd simply bled to death somewhere else. I obviously didn't look specifically for puncture wounds that would indicate the killer had removed a blood sample, because the idea of him being an organ harvester hadn't occurred to me then. I did see some bruising on the girl's left arm, near her elbow, and with hindsight that could well have been where he'd injected her with anaesthetic. It could also, of course, have been where he inserted a hypodermic needle to remove a blood sample for tissue typing. He would almost certainly have done that well before he began his dissection, and could then use the blood to provide the leucocytes he'd need for tissue typing.'

A grim expression crossed Crawshaw's face.

'In fact, he's acting in a very similar way to a hospital with a genuine donor, an accident victim or whatever. In both cases, the donor is being kept alive until the tissue typing is done, in the one case by whatever machines are needed to maintain a brain-dead body, and in the other by nothing more than an anaesthetic drip.'

'Yeah,' Reilly snapped, 'but the difference is that if this guy took away the drip with the drugs in it, the vic'd wake up and wouldn't be a donor no more.'

'Exactly,' Hunter said. 'Right, we're pretty certain he's selling the organs he's taking from his victims, but what about their blood? Could he drain that from the bodies and sell it as well?'

'Probably not. There's not much of a market for human blood because it's so readily available within the legitimate medical system. And he probably wouldn't take the risk of supplying it even if there was a demand because it would almost certainly have a high concentration of ketamine in it, assuming you're right about what he's doing and the way he's doing it, and there would be at least some risk of it being tested by whoever obtained it. The organs themselves have the blood flushed out during the removal process, so whatever anaesthetic was used wouldn't be detectable. I'm sure the doctors and surgeons who are the end-users, if I can use that expression, are aware that these organs have a somewhat questionable origin, but if one of them discovered that blood from the same source was contaminated with an animal anaesthetic like ketamine, that would – I hope – raise too big a red flag to be ignored.'

'Yeah,' Reilly growled. 'So just where in hell do they think these bit an' pieces come from?'

Crawshaw smiled somewhat sadly.

'As I said before, not all donated organs come from dead bodies,' he said. 'Brothers and sisters might donate a kidney or a section of liver or even, in an extreme case, one lung, to a sibling, for example, or a parent to a child and vice versa, just out of love and affection.'

'OK, a kidney I can understand, kind of,' Reilly said. 'But a liver and a heart? What excuse would this squirrel give for them?'

'When someone dies in hospital after a road accident, say, it's common practice for the attending physician to ask the next of kin if any of that person's organs can be harvested. Sometimes they agree, and sometimes they don't, but whatever they decide, the relatives really have no way of actually telling if any organs are removed or not. A son is hardly likely to inspect his father's corpse before burial to check for incisions, and if a post-mortem examination was performed, there would be major incisions anyway, and the organs just stuffed back into the abdominal cavity before the corpse was roughly sewn up again. That's the way it's done,' he added.

'Now, my guess is that the killer states that the organs were removed from a body without the consent of the next of kin, or that no family members could be located, or the organs had already been taken before the next of kin decided to refuse permission, something like that. Without a signed consent form or a valid donor card, the removed organs couldn't be fed into the normal transplant system, so to avoid them being destroyed, which is what should happen, our killer simply sells them on unofficially, through a broker. The doctor who buys them on behalf of one of his patients can probably rationalize his decision. He will know that if he transplants a black market liver or heart that would otherwise be incinerated he can give an extra lease of life to one of his patients who will die if the transplant doesn't happen. And that's not too unreasonable, really. If he knew or even suspected that the organs actually came from some innocent man or woman snatched off the street, it would be very different matter. Or I certainly hope it would, anyway.'

Reilly grunted in disgust.

'I hear what you say, doc, but far as I can see this guy's just a butcher, who's killin' an animal – a human animal, but an animal just the same – an' then sellin' all the bits an' pieces to his customers. Ever get the squirrel in my sights, I'm gonna blow him straight to hell.'

'Not if I see him first, Dick,' Hunter said.
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Hunter shook his head and looked back at Crawshaw. 'Let me just go back to the blood again. You didn't see any sign of exsanguination on the two male corpses that were found earlier? Do you think that could be how they actually died? The killer bled them to death?'

The Medical Examiner shook his head.

'I noted in my reports on those two bodies that there was no blood where they were discovered, and I assumed that each had bled to death at the site of their murder. But in any case those two corpses were far too decomposed and damaged by scavengers for any evidence of this kind to be left. The girl's body is comparatively fresh, so I'll take another look at that mark I found on her arm and if it is a puncture wound I'll see if I can estimate the size of needle used. To drain the blood from the body in a reasonably short time the killer would need to use quite large-bore needles. And I'll check the rest of her again as well. If there are marks left anywhere on her body that could prove this, I promise you that I'll find them. Of course, if I'm right about the bruising on her abdomen and the use of clamps, in her case the killer wouldn't have let her bleed to death straight away. He would first have operated to take out one kidney – that's the most likely organ to be removed because you can live with just one – and then closed her up again and kept her alive a bit longer before taking everything else.'

Crawshaw shook his head before continuing.

'I have to admit that I didn't consider the possibility that blood had been surgically removed from their bodies, but now that I think about it, you could well be right. Very probably that was the actual cause of the deaths of the three victims we know about. If the killer anaesthetised his victims with ketamine, and then stuck a needle into them, it wouldn't take very long for so much blood to pump out of the body for the brain to die. Cutting the wrists amounts to the same thing, and that's always been a popular way to commit suicide. The heart would stop beating shortly afterwards, and the lack of blood circulating would mean it would be far easier for him to then remove the organs. One of the biggest problems in major abdominal surgery is the amount of blood in the operation field, blood which has to be sucked out of the incision just so that the surgeon can see what he's doing. But that scenario, of course, only applies if the intention is for the patient to survive the operation. In this case, the patient is obviously going to die, so bleeding the body dry immediately before starting the procedure makes sense. From the point of view of the killer, I mean, obviously.'

reilly drained the last of his coffee somewhat noisily and replaced the cup in the saucer. Maybelle cruised past and topped up both cups without being asked.

'Way I see it,' the Sheriff said, 'we finally got somethin' to go on.' He glanced at Joseph Crawshaw sitting beside him. 'I mean, this guy's gotta have surgical skills, right? He's got to know what he's doing when he opens up the vics. Got to know which bits he's lookin' for and how to cut 'em out? That's gotta narrow the field of suspects.'

Crawshaw nodded.

'I don't like admitting it, Dick, but you're absolutely right. A veterinarian could possibly have done it, or maybe even a skilled butcher or a mortician, but the reality is that they're really rather improbable contenders. To remove both human kidneys from the front of the body is quite a complex procedure – more commonly, the incision would be made at the side of the torso, below the rib cage – so whoever's doing this definitely possesses a reasonable degree of surgical skill. And the most likely category of person able to perform such an operation is, very obviously, an experienced surgeon.'

'But one who doesn't subscribe to the precepts of the Hippocratic Oath, presumably,' Hunter said. 'Isn't the most basic instruction to any doctor "First, do no harm"? This guy has obviously forgotten that.'

Again, Crawshaw nodded.

'At times like this – which are fortunately very rare – I'm ashamed of my profession. But Dick's right. The level of skill required to remove these organs without damaging them does dramatically restrict the number of possible suspects. And the organs would have to be undamaged when they're removed from the body, otherwise they'd be completely useless for transplant purposes.'

'So all we've got to do now is find a doctor with blood on his hands,' Hunter said, 'and I don't suppose that's going to be easy.'

At that moment, his phone emitted a distinctive tone to indicate that a text message had been received. He took it out of his pocket and stared at the screen.

'This, on the other hand, shouldn't be that difficult at all,' he said, placing the phone on the table so the other men could see the screen. 'It's from the man who thinks he pulls my strings, the SAC – Special Agent in Charge – in Albuquerque, pointing out that a single murder doesn't indicate the presence of a serial killer, reminding me that I was supposed to be investigating a dead cow, and telling me to report back to the Field Office as soon as possible.'

'Now you'll tell them about the other two killings, I suppose?' Crawshaw asked. 'And what dead cow are they talking about?'

'Long story, short answer, is it don't matter no more,' Reilly replied. 'This case takes priority, an' if the Fibbies insist on Steve here goin' back to Albuquerque, I'm gonna request Federal help anyway.'

'I'm staying,' Hunter said, tapping out a reply to the Albuquerque Field Office on his mobile. 'I'm only on attachment to the Bureau in any case, so the worst they can do is take away my Glock and FBI identification and give me a plane ticket back to London, but they can't make me go, and they certainly can't make me leave here.'

He pressed the 'send' button, and as the message vanished into the ether he asked Crawshaw another question.

'Now Dick and I need to work out some kind of strategy to try to find this man before he decides to take some other young man or woman off the streets. Have you got any suggestions about where we might look? Any way of tracing the ketamine, for example?'

'That would be nearly impossible, because it's so widely available, and that's probably one reason why he uses it. As you explained earlier to Dick, it's used by veterinary surgeons, and by trauma specialists and it's found in hospitals, in emergency medical kits in ambulances and those carried by paramedics. Trying to run down the source of his supply would take months of work, and it's almost certain that you would never be able to trace it, unless the perpetrator was caught in the act of stealing it. And don't forget that there are also a lot of illegal suppliers of the drug. Ketamine is available on the streets from some of the dealers, and if you want to take the risk you can buy it over the Internet from suppliers in places like China.'

'What about manufacturing it? Can you make it in a home laboratory or somewhere like that?'

'Not as far as I know. It's not particularly easy to synthesize ketamine without specialist equipment, and it's so readily available that it there would be no point in even trying. It would be a bit like trying to make Aspirin – completely pointless. My guess is that the perpetrator is either working in a hospital somewhere and simply taking the odd phial of the drug and writing it up as if he's used it on a patient, in which case there'd be no way of tracing it at all, because the records would appear to be correct, or he's getting a supply from a street dealer or somebody with access to a veterinary surgery. Vets keep records of the drugs they use, obviously, but they're not scrutinized to anything like the same level of detail that hospital drug records are.'

'So that's probably a dead end,' Hunter said. 'You know this area much better than I do, Dick. Any suggestions?'

Reilly had been scribbling in a small notebook while Hunter and Crawshaw had been talking.

'I got no brilliant ideas, if that's what you mean,' he replied. 'We can check the hospitals and the doctors' surgeries, but this guy ain't gonna be stupid. He'll be making a ton of money from this, but he ain't gonna turn up for work in a goddamn Rolls-Royce or nothin' like that. He'll be saltin' the cash away somewhere, so tryin' to trace the money probably ain't gonna work.'

He paused for a moment and looked down at the notes he'd made.

'Don't see a lot of point in checking alibis either, 'cause we got no idea when any o' these three victims was snatched, or even when the bodies was dumped. So right now I ain't sure what we should be doin' 'bout this.'

'You'll probably get nowhere trying to follow the organs,' Crawshaw said, raising his concerns about another possible avenue of enquiry the two men might want to cover. 'No doctor who's purchased a black market kidney or whatever is going to admit it, and it's quite possible that the operation to transplant it will be off the books as well, probably done in a private clinic out of normal working hours, and with the whole surgical team sworn to secrecy and being very well paid to keep their mouths shut. That's one option, but it's also quite possible that the transplant operation could be performed quite openly, as a part of the normal surgery schedule.'

'How?' Hunter asked.

'Very easily. The way most surgical units work is quite straight forward. Surgeons tell the theatre manager or whoever actually runs the schedule what operations they want to perform and they're slotted into the programme depending on the complexity, the urgency and the likely duration of the procedure. Fixing a broken leg, for example, would involve one or maybe two orthopaedic surgeons, an anaesthetist, one or two theatre technicians and a couple of scrub nurses, something like that. Just a small team for a fairly quick procedure. But a transplant or heart surgery would involve at least double that number and could block the theatre for an entire morning or afternoon, maybe longer.

'But the point is that nobody's likely to ask the surgeon where the kidney or other organ he's transplanting has come from, because it's really got nothing to do with them. They're just there to assist and make sure that the operation is successful and goes as planned from a strictly medical and surgical point of view. In fact, because most transplants have to be done in a hurry if they're going to work, while the organ to be transplanted is still viable and in good condition, that would actually help. There simply wouldn't be time for anybody to start asking questions. And medical confidentiality would also help obscure the origin as well, because the identity of the donor of an organ would never be divulged even in the case of a legitimate transplant. As long as the paperwork looked right, most likely no questions would be asked.'

'That makes sense,' Hunter said, 'and that obviously makes it worse. From what you've said, it would probably be impossible to identify which operation is a legitimate transplant and which one involves the organ from a murder victim unless we could access all the medical records for each surgical procedure. And that isn't going to happen without a court order and a really good reason that some judge would agree with. Realistically, we can't afford to start quizzing doctors or checking hospital records, because the moment we do that there's good chance that we'll alert whoever this man is, and he simply won't carry out another killing for the foreseeable future, or maybe move out of state. The reality of this case is that even if the murderer walked into this diner right now and stood here in front of us, so far we don't have a single shred of forensic evidence to tie him to any of the three murders. If he simply denied any involvement, we'd have to let him walk.'

'So you suggestin' we just wait until he kills again, and hope somebody sees somethin'. That's your plan, is it?' Reilly asked, an edge of anger in his voice.

Hunter shook his head.

'No,' he replied. 'There is something we can do to try to find this man. In fact, I've got a couple of ideas that I think would be worth following up.'
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Maybelle shimmied back to the booth as Hunter stopped talking and looked at the three men expectantly.

'I don't know if you three boys have noticed,' she said, 'but it's getting close to dinner time, and I guess Dick must be getting real hungry by now, what with only eating one donut this afternoon. You want me to bring you the menus so you can order before the evening rush starts?'

Hunter glanced at his watch and was surprised to see that it was already after seven in the evening. And he was also surprised to discover that he was feeling hungry.

'I don't know about these two,' he said, 'but that sounds to me like a good idea. Let me see what you're offering.'

It was an unintentional double entendre, but the waitress picked it up straight away and gave him a heavy wink in return.

'That surely depends on what you have in mind, Mr Englishman,' she said. 'You'd better come and see me later, once these two old goats have gone to their beds with glasses of warm milk and a bunch of happy memories.'

Hunter felt himself colouring slightly.

'I meant what you have on the menu,' he added lamely, as Crawshaw smiled at him and Reilly let out a burst of laughter.

'You just embarrassed my British friend, Maybelle,' Reilly said, grinning and enjoying Hunter's discomfort. 'He's not used to our country ways.'

'Yeah, I figured that,' she replied, still looking at Hunter. 'Maybe he needs a little education.'

'That's up to you and him,' Reilly said. 'For now, let's just get some food inside us. And, yeah, we'll take a look at the menus, just in case anythin's changed since we was in here at lunchtime.'

Once they'd eaten, Joseph Crawshaw left the diner to head back to his office to complete the post mortem examination , and Reilly and Hunter decided that they also hadn't finished yet. They were both keenly aware that the unidentified killer could strike again at any moment, and they still had only the haziest of ideas who they might be looking for. It was also just as likely that the man wouldn't launch another attack for weeks or maybe months. They just didn't know, and that only increased their determination to try to identify him – and stop him – as quickly as they possibly could.

Reilly stomped into his office, and sat down in the swivel chair behind his cluttered desk, waving Hunter to sit on the opposite side, facing him.

'OK, Steve,' the Sheriff said. 'You said back in the diner that you had a coupla ideas 'bout how we could track this squirrel down. You wanna share 'em with me?'

Hunter nodded.

'I don't know how successful they'll be, but there are a couple of things that I think we could try. First, and I don't have any solid evidence for this, but I think this killer has probably done this kind of thing before. As we said earlier when we were talking about these crimes, we agreed it was quite possible that there were other bodies left way out in the sticks or in a wood or somewhere, or maybe even buried, bodies that haven't yet been found and which might never be found. But that isn't what I'm talking about.'

Hunter leaned forward on the desk.

'These three murders,' he continued, 'are so similar in almost every way – the type of victim, the way the organs have been removed, the kind of places the bodies were dumped, all that sort of thing – that I think the killer is working to a definite plan, a way of carrying out these crimes that works for him. And that suggests to me that it's taken him some time to perfect his technique. So I think it's possible that this perp has done this kind of thing before, in other states of America, and that's something which is worth checking.'

'The guys who investigated the two earlier killings ran checks through the Bureau and other forces, but they all came back negative,' Reilly pointed out.

'I remember you said that. But my guess is that they just asked for any details of a serial killer who disembowelled his victims, because that's what they thought they were looking for. If this perpetrator had hidden the bodies of his earlier victims reasonably carefully, it's quite possible that a police department wouldn't even know that a killing had taken place in their jurisdiction, and so they would have had no information to offer. I was thinking of a much more detailed and specific set of questions, not just about bodies, but about missing persons. I have no idea how many thousands of young men and women go missing in America every year, but I bet the number is enormous.'

'It sure is,' Reilly agreed. 'Last estimate I saw o' the whole lot, both sexes an' all ages, said it was 'round 'bout a million. Every year. Some turn up again, o' course, but a hell of a lot don't.'

Hunter didn't respond for a couple of seconds.

'That's a lot more than I thought,' he said. 'Right. Well, what I'm interested in finding out is whether or not any of those missing people sent text messages to their family or friends or employers just after they went missing, but never turned up again, anywhere or at any time, because that does seem to be a part of this particular killer's MO.'

Reilly nodded.

'That's not a bad idea. O' course, just 'cause somebody sent a text message don't necessarily mean their bones is out in the desert somewhere, covered in coyote teeth marks an' turnin' white, but it's sure as hell somethin' worth checkin' out. I'll put somethin' together, get it out on the wire soonest. You can look it over afore I send it, make sure I don't forget nothin' important.'

Reilly made a note on a sheet of paper in front of him on the desk, then looked over at Hunter again.

''Kay, Steve, that's a good idea. You got another one?'

'Maybe,' Hunter nodded. 'If we're right about this, and this killer is a doctor, there are only really two possibilities. I hear what Joseph says about the transplant being carried out in a regular operating theatre, which is obvious, I suppose, because of the after-care and monitoring the recipient would need. But the extraction of the organs really can't be happening in an operating theatre somewhere, because several other people would have to be involved and the risks of one of them talking about it, or simply getting cold feet and telling the police what's happening, would be too great. It's one thing to convince a surgical team to say nothing about the transplant of an organ with a slightly dodgy audit trail from the donor, but quite another to persuade people to say nothing about bringing a young and healthy man or woman into an operating theatre, cutting them open to remove most of the bits in their abdomen and then disposing of the corpse. So he must have built his own version of a theatre, a clean room, somewhere, and I was wondering if it would be worth checking out the property register for this area to see if we could spot a likely location.'

Reilly looked doubtful.

'Be kinda like tryin' to find a needle in a haystack, ain't that the expression you Brits use?'

'It is,' Hunter replied, 'but there are a few parameters we could use to narrow down the search.'

'Yeah? Like what?'

'Well,' Hunter replied, 'I think we can be pretty certain that this man won't be doing his work – or whatever you want to call it – in the middle of a town, or any other populated area. That would just be too risky. Somebody might see him arriving with his latest victim, and there would be too much chance of somebody seeing or hearing something that raised their suspicions. So it would have to be way out in the country somewhere. That's the first thing, and I think that's pretty obvious.'

Hunter paused for a few moments, marshalling his thoughts.

'This really isn't my field, so we'll need to get Joseph's input, but if some guy was going to build himself his own personal operating theatre, there would have to be quite a number of things he would need to buy or obtain somehow. I mean, off the top of my head, to perform the operations he'd need decent adjustable lighting, maybe a proper operating table, and obviously a variety of surgical instruments, and my guess is that these probably aren't the kind of things you can easily pick up on eBay, so it'll be worth checking out the professional suppliers.

'Then whatever building he was using, he would almost certainly need a hell of a lot of plastic sheeting to cover the walls and floor and maybe even the ceiling, to ensure that no blood or other traces of body fluid could contaminate the area. And if he was a careful man, which I think he almost certainly is, he'll probably replace the sheeting after every operation, because the last thing he'd want would be some neighbour or, even worse, a cop or highway patrolman, taking a look into the building for some reason and seeing blood all over the place, and I think there'd be plenty of blood. Or maybe somebody might notice the sheeting in place before an operation, even if there wasn't a drop of blood on it. That would raise a red flag in the minds of most cops, I would think.'

'What 'bout your idea that he bleeds 'em dry afore he starts? Joseph seemed to think that might be what he's doin' with his vics.'

Hunter shrugged his shoulders.

'It does seem to me to make sense that the killer drains the blood out of his victims before he starts cutting, for at least two reasons. But he'd still have to store the blood in a container of some sort and then dispose of it somehow, and I don't mean by pouring it down a drain. I think there's roughly a gallon of blood in the average human body, and the safest way for him to get rid of it would be by fire, because that would leave no forensic traces. Otherwise, I suppose he could mix it with fertiliser, or even feed it to animals, maybe, though those two options would be more of a risk for him, because they'd leave definite forensic traces.'

Hunter glanced across at Reilly, who was nodding agreement and making notes on a pad on the desk in front of him.

'Lotta farms out here,' Reilly said. 'Agree doin' that – makin' fertiliser or pig feed, I mean, that kinda thing – that'd leave traces, but there's pretty much no chance we'd ever find 'em.'

'I know. I think that's a non-starter unless we get a real stroke of luck. In fact, Dick, maybe the best way to go about this is to think it through from the point of view of the perpetrator. Try and put ourselves in his shoes and try to work out what steps he would have to take to achieve what he wants. And I think you could probably argue that there are three stages altogether, because obviously he will have already built himself a kind of basic operating theatre and equipped it with all the tools and devices and instruments it would need to function properly to let him do the job. So first he'll need to identify his next victim – or donor – and that might take quite some time, depending on how rigid his criteria are.'

'You mean he'll need to make sure whatever poor little sod he picks on next lives alone?' Reilly suggested.

'I think he'd want to be certain of that, yes, or at least that his victim wouldn't be missed, and that their lifestyle would allow him to snatch them in such a way that nobody would see it or know it had happened, ' Hunter agreed, 'but it needs to be a lot more comprehensive than that. I'm fairly certain, based on what we know already, that he goes after people under about thirty years old, and ideally young men and women who don't do very much socializing, and are in the kind of jobs where their absence wouldn't arouse much suspicion. He probably wouldn't, for example, go after a doctor or a teacher, because somebody would raise the alarm almost immediately, but I think he'd be quite happy to choose a waitress or a person working in a store. He probably also does what he can to confirm that they're as healthy as possible, not into drink or drugs, or even smokers, and not suffering from any kind of serious illness or medical condition, because that could make them useless as an organ donor. That could be another line of enquiry we can follow, if we can do it fairly discreetly. We'd need to try to check with the medical records departments of all the hospitals and clinics in the area, and find out if there were any unusual enquiries made about any of the three victims we know about before they vanished.

'I'm not quite sure about the sequence of the last two phases. He's got to do two things. He's got to get his operating theatre ready, which means preparing the clean room using plastic sheeting or however he does it, and then he's got to snatch the victim. If he prepares the theatre first, depending upon where it's located, he could run the risk of somebody looking inside the building when he isn't around, but if he grabs the next donor first, then he'll have to keep them imprisoned somewhere while he gets everything ready for the procedure, and that's obviously a risk as well.'

'Maybe he just shoots 'em full of ketamine to keep 'em quiet?'

Hunter nodded.

'That's the obvious answer, but it's something else we need to check with Joseph, because I'm not sure what the long-term effects are of repeated use of ketamine on the body's organs. Don't forget, this man is in it for the money, and to get the highest prices he will need to be able to guarantee that the organs he removes from the bodies of his victims, the merchandise, I suppose you could call it, are in as good a condition as possible, so maybe overdosing his victims on ketamine – or any other anaesthetic drug, for that matter – might not be such a good idea from that point of view.'

Reilly's face twisted in disgust, but he nodded his agreement.

'Yeah, I guess that makes sense. Way I see it, though, none of this gets us much more forward. Don't know if you've noticed, but New Mexico's a big place, lots o' scattered farms an' houses. This squirrel could be workin' outta any of 'em, and nobody'd ever know.'

'I know,' Hunter replied, 'but I'm hoping we can narrow down the search area a bit. Have you got a map of the area I could use? And maybe a room as well?'

'You wanna run it like a regular homicide investigation? This is a pretty small station, but we got a major crime room here we use for stuff like this.'

'That would be perfect,' Hunter said.

'C'mon, I'll show you.'

Reilly led the way out of his office and down the corridor, then stopped beside a door and pushed it open. He and Hunter stepped inside.

The room was oblong and about twice the size of Reilly's office, equipped with half a dozen desks and about twice that number of chairs. At the end opposite the door was a display area, containing a corkboard which held a map of New Mexico – Hunter recognized it immediately – a whiteboard off to one side and on the other a large edge-lit clear Perspex board. Hunter had used the same kind of tools before.

'This is just what I wanted,' he said.

'Figured it might be. The map's obvious – there's different-coloured pins for locations in that there box. We use the whiteboard for short-term stuff, changes in tasking, ideas to follow up, that kinda thing, an' the Perspex for the facts, names o' victims, weapons used, any clues, names an' pictures of possible perps, an' so on.'

'I know the routine,' Hunter confirmed. 'The Bureau system's slightly different, but basically it works the same way. Give me a couple of hours and those two previous case files and I'll get the basic information displayed. Then we can add the data about the latest victim once I've done that''

'You want one o' my guys to give you a hand?'

Hunter shook his head.

'Not yet. If I do it myself that'll make sure I look at all the important facts in each case again, and hopefully I might find something I missed.'

''Kay. I'll get some coffee sent in. Anythin' you want, just holler. I'm gonna be makin' tracks for home in an hour or so, but there'll be a coupla my guys here all night, so just let yourself out when you's finished.'

Five minutes later, Hunter opened the first case file, which contained everything the police knew about the murder of twenty-six-year-old James Lockyer. The very first thing he did was to drive a red pin into the map to mark the spot where James Lockyer's body had been found, a blue pin to indicate his place of work, and then a green pin for his residence.

He prepared written labels specifying the street address of each of these locations, and pinned these labels to the map as well. He used appropriately coloured wax pencils to draw lines on the plastic-covered face of the map connecting each label to the respective coloured pin, which would produce a clearer picture of the geography of the murder hunt than placing the labels right beside each location.

As an afterthought, he also wrote a note on the edge of the map to explain the colour-coding he'd used, just in case it wasn't obvious to any of the local police officers who might later become involved in the case. He also added a yellow pin to his coding, to indicate the address of a possible suspect, though unless they got lucky a lot sooner than he expected, he didn't anticipate using that colour on the map any time soon.

Then he went back to the case file, wrote 'James Lockyer' on the left-hand side of the Perspex board and took the clearest of the photographs of the dead man's face from the file and secured that on the board beside the name. Below that, he wrote Lockyer's date of birth, home address and the date he'd taken up residence there, plus his place of work and when he'd started his job. That was the basic background information about the dead man, data that was almost certainly not relevant in any way to his death, unless some other clue turned up which linked some particular aspect of his lifestyle or his employment with any of the other victims.

Then Hunter copied out the timeline which the local police had reconstructed, beginning with the last confirmed date and time Lockyer had been seen alive, and finishing with the details of the discovery of his body, and the pathologist's estimate of the approximate date and time he'd been killed. Below that, he listed the injuries inflicted on the man and the three clearest and most detailed crime-scene photographs of the mutilated corpse.

When he'd finished, Hunter stepped back and for a few minutes just looked at the map and Perspex board, making sure that he hadn't missed anything important from the sparse information that was provided in the case file. There really was very little to go on, but that was only to be expected. If there was any kind of pattern about the locations – about any of the locations – it would only become clear when he compared details of the first murder with the two subsequent killings.

He closed the first case file, opened up the next one and repeated the process he'd just gone through for the second victim, using pins to mark the important locations of Roger Noble's fairly short life and death, and creating a new timeline for him alongside the first one he'd prepared.

When he'd finished that, he glanced at his watch. Nearly ten. There was nothing else he could usefully do that evening, and it made better sense for him to grab an early night and start afresh in the morning, by which time there might be more information available about the latest victim, the young girl who so far remained unidentified.

He decided he'd head over to the diner for a last cup of coffee – and while he was there maybe see if the hint of attraction he'd seen in Maybelle's eyes was anything more than his over-active imagination – and then head off to the room he'd booked at the motel and have a reasonably early night.

In the end, he didn't get the early night he was expecting. Or rather he did, but not in his own bed and he certainly didn't get much sleep. Maybelle proved only too willing to show a little – or rather a lot – of New Mexico hospitality to the tall Englishman, and less than an hour after he'd left the Sheriff's office Hunter was experiencing the undeniable delights of her nubile and unrestrained naked body.

She was experienced, versatile, inventive and exhibited an eager and unbridled enthusiasm for what she was doing. After ninety minutes, Hunter felt like he'd been put through a wringer, and he'd loved every second of it.




Chapter 11

Friday

Socorro, New Mexico

At just after ten the following morning Reilly opened the door of the major crime room and walked in. Hunter was standing in front of the map, studying the positions of the coloured pins and wondering if there was the slightest degree of significance about any of the locations. The Sheriff strode across the room to stand beside him. The two men looked at the displays for a few moments.

'Very pretty, Steve,' Reilly said. 'Think it'll help any?'

'I've no idea, but I can't think of anything better to do at the moment.'

The Sheriff nodded.

'We gotta name now,' he said. 'For that girl,' he added, 'or at least I think we do.'

Hunter looked interested.

'Who was she?' he asked.

'Looks like her name was Jackie – Jacqueline – Bodrun. Worked as a kinda temporary secretary for a company up in Albuquerque and been missin' from work for 'bout three weeks. We checked already, an' it looks pretty much like the other two. Her office got sent a message sayin' she was sick and stayin' at home. Then her folks got a different text message, tellin' 'em she had to leave town for a coupla weeks to go on some course.'

'He's obviously trying to cover all the bases,' Hunter said. 'He'd doing his best to make sure the search for her doesn't start immediately. So how come you think she's the victim we found?'

'Easy. One o' her friends from work called in on Jackie's folks a coupla weeks after she dropped outta sight 'cause she was worried about her, and they compared notes.'

'Hang on,' Hunter said. 'If she's been missing for nearly three weeks, that means this conversation between her friend and her parents must have happened about seven days ago. How come we're only hearing about it now?'

Reilly grinned, but there was no mirth in his expression.

'At first they thought she coulda gone off for a few days o' horizontal joggin' with her boyfriend, 'cause he wasn't around neither, supposed to be away on some course or other. Then he came back to town yesterday. Turned out he really had been on a course, sent there 'cause o' his job. Lasted two weeks. Soon as he was back in town an' got no reply from Jackie's apartment or cell, he called her parents and all three of 'em made a MisPer report to the cops in Albuquerque.'

The Sheriff hitched up his gun belt.

'The guys in Albuquerque'll be checking out his story, but it looks kosher so far. The course was way over in Amarillo in Texas, over two hundred miles away, and he was there every day 'cept Sundays, and well into the evenin's with about a dozen witnesses. Sundays they had a kinda barbeque thing, and a sorta bonding exercise, whatever the hell that's supposed to mean, so he had to stay over. If he killed her, it's real difficult to see how. Or when. An' he don't have no motive that makes a damn bit o' sense, far as I can see. I reckon it's the same perp that did the other two.'

Hunter nodded.

'I'm quite sure it is. When will you be able to confirm the identification?'

'The girl's folks is comin' in this mornin' to take a look at her. That's gonna be no fun at all for any o' us. Whatever Joseph and his guys do with her to tidy her, she's still gonna look torn the hell up.'

'But at least we'll know for sure if it's her. If she is the victim, what about jurisdiction? If she went missing in Albuquerque, won't the cops up there want to get involved in the investigation?'

Reilly shook his head.

'Our body, our case, our rules. We'll handle it from here. Now, I'm gonna be there for the identification, an' if they confirm it, I'll bring 'em over here so's we can talk to 'em. You wanna sit in on that?'

'Yes, if that's OK with you. I'll try not to say anything, so you don't have to explain what a Brit's doing over here in the FBI.'

'Don't really think they're gonna care one way or the other 'cause o' what's happened, Steve, so you just ask anythin' you want. 'Kay, I'll get over to the ME's office an' wait for 'em, and I'll see you back here in an hour or so, I guess. Why don't you go grab a breakfast at the diner? You must be feelin' hungry after last night, an' I'm sure Maybelle would be real pleased to see you again.'

Hunter looked at him.

'How the hell –' he began.

'Small town, Steve. My small town, in fact. Don't nothin' much happen here I don't know 'bout. Just hope you two had a real good time together, is all.'

Hunter stared at the Sheriff's retreating back for a few moments, then shook his head and turned back once again to his visual displays. But after another minute or so of staring at the map without anything in particular striking him, he decided he might just as well do exactly as Reilly had suggested. He realized he wasn't particularly hungry but he could do with a coffee, and practically speaking there was nothing much else he usefully achieve until the identity of the murdered girl was definitely established – or not confirmed, of course.

He closed the door, walked out of the Sheriff's office and headed on down the street to the diner.

Maybelle took his order for coffee and a couple of pastries – Hunter had never had much of an appetite in the morning – and brought his breakfast across to the table a few minutes later. She made no reference whatsoever to what had happened the previous evening until Hunter took a sip of his coffee. Then she gave him a heavy wink and told him, in a low and sultry voice, that he might perhaps be interested in the special that would be on offer that evening.

Hunter smiled at her and nodded. He had no idea what else she could possibly be offering that he hadn't already experienced the night before, but he guessed it would be a lot of fun finding out.

'That sounds good, Maybelle,' he replied. 'I'll take your recommendation.'

'You'll take more than that, honey,' she whispered. 'I'll be making sure of it.'

Then she walked away across the diner, giving him the benefit of both barrels, so to speak, of her buttocks.

Everybody in the place seemed to be staring at him, but that could just have been his imagination, or maybe they were just people who wondered who he was, as both a newcomer to the town and a man very obviously carrying a pistol. Hunter frankly didn't care either way. He'd put up with any amount of staring and envious eyes to spend another sweaty night in Maybelle's wide double bed. He took sip of his coffee, then picked up the first Danish and started to eat it.

Half an hour later he walked back to Reilly's office and stepped inside, grateful for the chill of the air conditioning after the heat in the street outside. The Sheriff was in his office, sitting at his desk, and called out as he saw Hunter.

'Got a positive ID,' he said. 'Our vic is definitely Jackie Bodrun. Her folks just got here after the identification an' they's in one of the interview rooms right now. Got a deputy in there with 'em, sortin' out coffee an' so on, so if you're fit we'll get started.'

'Lead the way,' Hunter said.

Jackie Bodrun's parents looked shell-shocked. There was no other expression Hunter could think of which went anywhere near conveying the utter hopelessness and devastation in their faces. Both of them had obviously been crying, and their eyes seemed to be staring at something a long way outside the confines of the small white-painted interview room. Hunter had seen the same kind of look on the faces of front-line combat troops who'd been involved in serious engagements. There was even a word for it in the military – the 'thousand-yard stare'.

The couple were both small, clearly a few inches below average height, and neat, plainly and simply dressed, with regular features. The kind of people you'd walk past in the street without really even noticing them. But clearly something in the gene mix had worked, because the colour photograph Mrs Bodrun was clutching in her hand, holding it like some kind of a talisman to protect or comfort her in the horrendous circumstances in which she found herself, showed a stunningly beautiful girl.

'As I said before, Mr and Mrs Bodrun,' Reilly began, taking a seat in the chair opposite them and clearly making an effort to control his normally casual manner of speaking, 'I'm really sorry about what's happened to Jacqueline, and I promise you we'll do whatever's necessary to find the man responsible.'

'But that won't bring her back, will it?' Mr Bodrun almost shouted, then slumped back in his chair, tears springing from his eyes, tears that he angrily wiped away with the back of his hand.

'John, please,' his wife said, dropping her gaze to the photograph. 'You know she was an only child?'

'Yes, madam, you told me that,' Reilly replied. He gestured to Hunter, who'd just sat down beside him. 'This is Steven Hunter, from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, who's been called in to assist us in this murder enquiry.'

Hunter inclined his head but didn't speak.

Mrs Bodrun looked across the table as Reilly introduced him, her light blue eyes suddenly intently focussed on Hunter's face. Then they lost their sharpness, and she again looked down at the photograph.

'The doctor said she didn't suffer,' she remarked, to nobody in particular. 'I just couldn't bear it if I thought she'd died in pain, if she'd been savaged while she was still breathing.'

Obviously Joseph Crawshaw had shaded the truth somewhat, because he'd told Reilly and Hunter that the girl had very probably still been alive when both her eyes and one kidney had been removed, though of course she would almost certainly have been deeply unconscious.

'We believe that to be the case,' Reilly confirmed. 'We think she was probably killed by being given an overdose of drugs, so she would just have slipped away into a deep sleep and simply never woken up.'

'She never took drugs,' John Bodrun said. 'And she never smoked, and hardly touched drink, just an occasional glass of wine.'

That was a kind of confirmation, not that one was really needed, that the unknown killer had applied his usual clinical – in all senses of the word – selection criteria.

Reilly took a pen out of his shirt pocket, turned to a fresh page on the pad in front of him and leaned forward.

'I need to ask you some questions about Jackie,' he began. 'I'm sorry to have to do this now, but we need to find out as much as we can about your daughter if we're gonna catch the man responsible.'

In the event, the parents of the dead girl were able to supply very little information that Reilly and Hunter didn't already know. Sara Bodrun, Jackie's mother, did most of the talking, her husband only occasionally interjecting a remark of explanation or clarification. Sara explained that Jackie had moved out of the family home in Albuquerque about five years earlier, when she'd first got a job, and had rented a small apartment not far from the centre of the city. She'd either called her parents or visited them about once a week, and had been going out with the same boyfriend – a young man named Steve Martell – for over a year. The Bodruns had met Martell and had liked him immediately. They'd hoped the two of them would settle down together in a year or so, though Sara Bodrun personally thought both Steve and Jackie were both still just a little too young to marry.

'I've always believed a woman should marry only once, Sheriff,' she told Reilly. 'I don't hold with divorce. Once you make that commitment in front of God, it's an agreement for life, and I wanted Jackie to be absolutely certain of her partner before they decided to take that final step.'

'I quite understand, ma'am, and that's my belief too.'

Hunter knew Reilly was stating the truth, not just agreeing with her for the sake of it. He'd married once, and had remained a widower for the last ten years or so after his wife had finally succumbed to the cancer that was consuming her.

'When did you last see her, or talk to her?' the Sheriff asked, after a moment's silence.

'Just under three weeks ago,' Sara Bodrun said, her eyes misting again. 'She drove out to see us at home on the Saturday morning. We shared a pot of coffee and had a light lunch, and then she went back to her apartment.'

'The police department in Albuquerque told us that Jackie sent you a text message on the Monday saying she was going away on a course. Did she mention going on a course when you saw her at your home?' Reilly asked.

Both of them shook their heads.

'No, not a word,' Sara Bodrun replied, after a glance at her husband.

'Didn't you think that a bit strange?' Hunter asked, speaking for the first time since he'd entered the interview room. 'Just to be sent a text message, I mean? You obviously had a really good relationship with your daughter, so wouldn't she have been more likely to at least call you on the telephone to explain what was happening?'

Again Sara looked at her husband before she responded.

'Well, it was the Monday morning, so we knew she'd be at work. I think we just assumed she hadn't been able to get through on the phone just then, or maybe because she was in the office she couldn't make a private telephone call. And the message said it was a very short-notice course, and she wouldn't be able to talk to us for some time, because of travelling and not being able to use her mobile in the classroom. I tried to call her several times after I'd received the message, but her phone was always switched off.'

Sara Bodrun paused for a moment, her eyes flicking from Hunter to Reilly and back again.

'There never was any course, was there?' she asked. 'That message was sent by the man who killed her, just so we'd think she was all right, so we wouldn't call the police?'

'That's what we believe, ma'am, yes,' Reilly replied. Then he carried on quickly, as Sara Bodrun looked as if she was about to lose control, to start the self-destructive 'if only' cycle of recrimination and blame that was an almost inevitable part of such cases.

'In the weeks before she went missing,' he said, 'did she mention anything that seemed unusual?'

'Like what?' Sara Bodrun asked, dabbing at her eyes with a small embroidered white handkerchief that was already damp from her tears.

'Anything at all, really,' Hunter suggested. 'Had she noticed anybody following her, or seen anyone watching the house? Or had she been approached by anyone she didn't know? Perhaps even a salesman or a cold-caller? Or received any unusual phone calls? Anything like that.'

She shook her head.

'I don't think so, no. She talked a little about friends from work, and about Steve, of course.'

'Apart from her boyfriend, did she know many people outside of her office? Did she socialize much?'

'They had a regular get-together – the girls she worked with, I mean – every Friday evening at one of the local bars or restaurants. "Happy Hour", they called it, at the end of the working week. She sometimes mentioned other people she'd seen at these evenings, other groups of workers doing the same kind of thing, or regulars in the place they'd chosen. But I don't think she ever met these people outside the bar.'

'Did they always go to the same place?' Reilly asked.

'To begin with they used three different ones near the office, places where they felt comfortable. They were all girls, you see, so they didn't want to go to a male bar, and they couldn't afford an expensive restaurant. They found these three bars where they could get a few drinks and a cheap meal, and where the staff didn't mind having the group in for a couple of hours every Friday. But for the last couple of months Jackie said they'd been going to the same one each week because it seemed to suit them best.'

'D'you know what it was called?'

Sara Bodrun smiled for the first time since she'd walked into the room, a sad smile that vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared.

'She told us that was a bit of a joke, actually, because the name of the place was the same as what they were doing.'

'What? It was called "Happy Hour"?' Reilly asked.

'No. It was "TGIF". You know: "Thank God It's Friday". That was where they went every Friday evening.'

The Sheriff added another note on the page in front of him and underlined the letters "TGIF". Then he looked up at Sara Bodrun again.

'You know if she real close to any o' the girls in her office? Any one o' them we need to speak to?'

'I don't think so, Sheriff. She worked with them, and they had this routine for the end of the week, but I don't think she saw any of them at any other time. She didn't double-date or do all-girl meals or anything like that. Apart from TGIF, I mean.'

'What about the girl who came out to see you at your home, the one who worked with Jackie and was worried about her?' Hunter asked.

'Angela,' John Bodrun muttered. 'Her name was Angela something.'

'That's right,' Sara confirmed. 'Angela Richards, or maybe Richardson. I can't remember for sure. We'd never seen her before. She got Jackie's address from the personnel department at the office but got no reply when she called round, so she persuaded the manager to give her our address. That was when we found out that somebody had sent a different message to Jackie's manager.'

'And at first you thought she might have just gone off for a few days with her boyfriend?'

'Well, yes. We had both of Steve's numbers, and there was never a reply on his home phone, and his mobile seemed to be switched off all the time. Because we couldn't reach either of them, we thought, John and I, that perhaps he'd decided to surprise Jackie, take her away to a romantic retreat somewhere and pop the question. That seemed to fit with what had happened, with them both being out of contact, and so we weren't too concerned.'

Hunter nodded.

'Would that be in character, do you think? Would Jackie have tried to deceive you like that? I'm sorry, "deceive" is really not the right word, but you know what I mean. Do you think she would have told a white lie to both you and her employer to do something like that?'

Sara Bodrun coloured slightly.

'Well, no, not really. But we thought – or at least I thought – that perhaps she'd not told us the truth because she wasn't certain Steve was going to propose, and didn't want to get our hopes up. So she might have decided to tell us a white lie, and make a harmless excuse at the office, just in case he didn't.'

Her eyes welled up with tears again.

'And then Steve called us, trying to find out where Jackie had got to, and at that moment our world just simply fell to pieces because we knew that our little girl had disappeared.'

For a few moments Sara Bodrun sobbed uncontrollably, clutching her husband's hand as if she would never let go.

Reilly poured a glass of water from the jug his deputy had left on the metal table in the interview room and placed it in front of her.

Hunter waited until she'd regained some measure of control before he asked her anything further.

'We'll obviously be talking to Steve about Jackie, and everyone she worked with, as well as her neighbours, but can you think of anyone else we should interview? Anyone who might have met her somewhere other than in her office or her apartment building? And we would be particularly interested in any male friends she might have had. I don't mean boyfriends, just any men she came into contact with.'

'I can't think of anyone, really,' Sara Bodrun replied. 'She met some men on a casual basis, of course. She used one particular garage when her car needed work doing on it, and the mechanic who usually dealt with her was called Duane, I think. Then there was a man at the lettings agency she rented the apartment through, and another at the insurance office, but she'd just mention these people in passing, and only ever saw them on a professional basis. She didn't socialize a lot, and when she did it was always either with Steve or some of the girls from the office. There were four she talked about quite a bit – Mary, Kelly, Anne-Marie and Angela, who seemed to be her best friend there – but as far as I know she didn't normally see them outside work or their weekly evenings together. Oh, and there was another girl she'd just started mentioning. Naomi, I think her name is, and I believe she'd only recently started working at the office. I think they sometimes went jogging together.'

'Jogging?' Reilly asked.

'Yes. Very keen on keeping fit, Jackie was. She went for a run every evening after she got home from work, apart from Friday, of course.'

None of which, of course, seemed to be of much help, as far as Hunter could see. Both he and Reilly had hoped that the dead girl might have at least mentioned some man who had entered her life recently enough to be a suspect, but that particular field appeared to be fallow. All that the interview had really accomplished was to show that Jackie Bodrun had been of a broadly similar type to the two previous victims – she'd been a healthy, clean-living non-smoker who rarely drank alcohol, didn't take drugs of any sort, and had a very limited social life.

The only piece of new information that seemed even slightly useful and which they hadn't previously known was that Jackie had liked to go jogging each evening and, depending on the route she'd followed, that might have offered the ideal opportunity for her killer to grab her in some out of the way location.

'Gonna have to find that Naomi,' Reilly said, as they left the interview room a couple of minutes after the Bodruns had left. 'She coulda been the last person to see Jackie alive if they went joggin' over that weekend.'

Hunter nodded.

'Yes. Let's just hope we do find her, because the other possibility is that our killer is doing a bit of bulk buying.'

'What do you mean?'

'I mean that maybe he didn't just snatch Jackie, but took Naomi at the same time. Two for the price of one, so to speak, and we just haven't found her body yet.'




Chapter 12

Friday

Albuquerque, New Mexico

It was late afternoon when Reilly pulled the unmarked brown Ford saloon to a stop on the street outside the building where Jacqueline Bodrun had spent almost all of her short working life. He put a sign on the dashboard stating that he was on official police business, and then he and Hunter climbed out.

Reilly had changed into civilian clothes for the ninety-minute drive up to Albuquerque, and had swapped his gun belt and official-issue Smith and Wesson revolver for a shoulder holster and a Colt 1911 automatic, and clipped his badge to his belt. But he still looked like a cop. Hunter guessed he'd probably still look like a cop even in his pyjamas.

The office was on the second floor, and Reilly had called ahead to request that all the staff should remain on the premises. Privately, both men thought they were probably wasting their time, because it seemed utterly inconceivable that any of the girls Jackie had worked with would know anything about her murder, but they knew they had to go through the motions. The only person they thought might have something useful to tell them was the new girl, Naomi, Jackie's erstwhile jogging companion.

The company functioned as a general secretarial bureau, providing word-processing, typing, invoicing, accountancy and other office services to a number of businesses in the area that were too small to justify employing full-time administrative staff, and altogether employed eleven people. Or, to be absolutely accurate, ten people now that Jacqueline Bodrun obviously wouldn't be coming back to work.

The girls seemed to be a cheerful bunch, bearing mind what had happened, although in a state of mild shock over what had happened. Shock, in fact, mixed with a certain degree of suppressed excitement, the same kind of spurious sense of involvement exhibited by people who witnessed traffic accidents and the like. For some of the girls, Hunter guessed, being that close to a murder victim was almost a kind of turn-on, though as Reilly briefly described what had happened to their fellow-worker, Hunter saw their expressions markedly alter.

They quickly established that the last time any of the girls had seen Jackie was the Friday evening three weeks earlier, at their regular get-together at the local restaurant. The text the killer had sent from her mobile had been delivered to the supervisor's phone on the following Monday morning, which simply confirmed the timescale Reilly had already established, that she'd been snatched on either the Saturday after she'd driven out to see her folks or, maybe more likely, on the Sunday.

But by Monday, when the two texts had been sent from her mobile phone to her parents and her supervisor, Jackie Bodrun had obviously been in the clutches of the killer and might already have been lying unconscious on an operating theatre table having her eyes and one kidney removed. Nobody in the office had really given much thought to her absence until half-way through the following week, when Angela Richardson decided to visit her and find out how she was feeling.

'I'd called her a few times the previous week,' she explained to Hunter, when the two men moved on to individual interviews with the girls in the supervisor's office, 'but nobody ever answered the phone in her apartment and her mobile was always switched off. That was why I got her address from the personnel manager here and drove round to see her.'

'But you got no reply, right?' Reilly suggested.

'No, and her apartment just seemed empty, somehow, and that really worried me, which is why I got her parents' address and went out to see them. I thought that maybe if she was really ill, she might have gone out there so they could look after her.'

Her voice caught suddenly, as the emotion hit her.

'But when I got there, they'd had a message she was on a course, and I just knew something was wrong. Her mother – she's very sweet – seemed to think Jackie might have gone off with her boyfriend, but that just didn't seem likely to me. I think if she had been intending to do that she would have told me, or at least dropped a hint. I told Mrs Bodrun that I thought she should give Steve a call just to make sure Jackie was OK, but his phone was switched off as well, so there was nothing else we could do.'

Her face creased in sorrow and she began to sob quietly.

'If only I'd gone to the police immediately,' she said, 'Jackie might still be alive today.'

'Don't beat yourself up over this,' Hunter told her, bending the truth about the likely timescale of Jackie Bodrun's murder more than somewhat to spare her feelings, 'because there was nothing you could have done. As far as we've been able to establish, Jackie was possibly killed that first weekend, or at the latest during the week after you girls had your usual Friday night meal together. By the time you thought there might be something wrong, it was already far too late for her.'

That seemed to cheer her up a little, and as he couldn't think of anything else to ask her, Hunter ended the interview.

'Thanks for talking to us, Angela,' he said. 'Could you ask Naomi to step in, please.'

A puzzled frown crossed her face.

'Who?'

'Naomi. We don't have her surname.'

'We don't have anyone here called Naomi,' she said.

Hunter glanced at Reilly. Obviously Sara Bodrun had been misinformed about where the girl worked.

'We understood she worked here, a new girl, and she and Jackie used to go jogging together some evenings.'

Angela's face cleared.

'Oh, that Naomi,' she said. 'No, she doesn't work here. Jackie met her at TGI Fridays about a month ago. Pretty girl, quite tall with short dark hair, slim and looked very fit. She's there most Friday evenings.'

None of the other girls they spoke to had anything else useful to contribute, and about ninety minutes after they'd arrived Hunter and Reilly stepped back out into the street and got into the car.

'TGI Fridays?' Hunter asked.

'You got it. Need to eat anyways, and Angela Richardson will be there to point out Naomi to us. Once we've spoke with her, that'll be about all we can do here, so that should leave you with plenty of time for a nightcap at the diner back in Socorro.'

Reilly's face was expressionless as he said this, but Hunter could almost hear the humour in his voice.

'You're just jealous, Dick,' he said.

'You're damn right I am,' Reilly replied, starting the engine on the Ford. 'Thoughts of what that girl could do to me are what keep me warm at night in the winter.'

Before they moved off, Reilly called his office back in Socorro to ask the deputy on duty if anything had happened he needed to know about, but the man reported that it had been a quiet evening so far. Reilly acknowledged, told the deputy roughly when he expected to be back, and then eased the Ford away from the kerb.

The restaurant was only a couple of blocks away, and when they pushed open the door a few minutes later the place was already crowded. The girls from Jackie's office had obviously only just arrived, and were standing in a group on one side of the room, beside a pair of large circular tables that they appeared to have claimed already, judging by the coats and handbags that had been deposited on the chairs around them. They were all holding drinks, but appeared subdued, and Hunter guessed that hearing some of the details of the murder had affected them badly. No doubt the realization that it could easily have been one of them instead of Jackie Bodrun who'd been killed had also dawned on them.

Angela Richardson was standing in the midst of the group of girls, but stepped forward as Hunter and Reilly approached.

'I've had a look round,' she said, 'but there's no sign of Naomi yet. I'll keep watching, and I've asked the other girls to do the same. If she comes here tonight, I'm sure one of us will spot her.'

But by the end of the meal, there was still no sign of the girl they were looking for, and clearly no point in waiting any longer. Reilly and Angela questioned the bar staff and waiters, and although several of them recognized the girl from Angela's verbal description, none of them knew her surname or had any idea where she lived.

Reilly gave Angela Richardson half a dozen of his cards to hand out to the other girls, and extracted a promise from her that if and when any of them saw Naomi again, she would call him, and get a name, number and address from the girl herself.

Then the two men left.

'I got a bad feeling about this, Steve,' Reilly said. 'I kinda think this girl Naomi ain't gonna surface any time soon. Leastways, not alive.'

Hunter settled himself comfortably in his seat for the drive south to Socorro and remained silent as Reilly steered the car through the busy streets of southern Albuquerque, but once they were on the open road and clear of the city limits he spoke again.

'I did a bit of research this morning,' he began, 'and there's quite a lot of information on the Internet about the trade in human organs. The illegal trade, I mean. A while ago the Chinese instituted a policy of harvesting the organs of executed criminals and, typically for the Chinese, they automated it. According to some reports, and there are even a few pictures on the web to support this, condemned criminals were taken out of court in handcuffs and led straight into a van. Once inside it, they were given a lethal injection or maybe gassed or something, and then there was a kind of smash and grab while a team of medics took whatever bits and pieces they wanted from the body.'

Reilly glanced sideways at Hunter.

'You're serious, right?' he said. 'That's gross. But typical of the Chinks, I guess.'

Hunter shrugged his shoulders.

'I suppose it depends on your attitude. It's never made any real sense to me to keep people in prison when they've been sentenced to death for murder. If they're definitely guilty, why the hell should the public have to pay to keep them alive? At least in Britain we used to hang convicted murderers pretty soon after the verdict had been given and any appeals heard. I suppose the Chinese just took it one step further and decided to derive some public benefit from a convicted murderer. I also gather that when they execute drug dealers in China they shoot them in the head, in public, and then charge the man's family for the cost of the bullet. Anyway, I also gather that the Chinese bowed to international public opinion – quite a rare event in itself – and they don't take the organs anymore.'

'I gotta bad feelin' I know where you're goin' with this.'

Hunter nodded.

'Yes. Since they stopped this form of harvesting, the demand for organs for transplant within China has increased massively. According to some sources I looked at, as well as the established trade in people trafficking for prostitution in that part of the world, which of course has been going on for centuries, there's now a growing trade in the sale of young men and women and even children to international gangs simply for their organs. And this seems to be both specific and general.

'As well as victims being seized by gangs who just take everything – blood, heart, lungs, kidneys, liver and anything else there's a demand for – and sell them internationally, some people are being tissue-typed in advance by corrupt hospital staff who supply blood samples. The gangs who do this have a waiting list of people waiting for a transplant, and when they get a match, that victim is snatched as quickly as possible. In most cases, their bodies are never found, but there doesn't seem to be much doubt about what's happened to them. Their bodies are probably weighed down with chains or something and then dumped some distance out at sea, or find their way into the concrete foundations of new buildings or roads.'

'An' now we got the same thing happenin' here,' Reilly commented.

'That's certainly what it looks like, and we're talking big money. A healthy and tissue-compatible kidney is worth tens of thousands of dollars on the black market, because people who know they'll be dead in a few months if they don't get a transplant will pay whatever it takes to get the organ and the operation they need. They're also not going to be too bothered about where it came from. Joseph was right: all the surgeon has to say is that there was a road accident or something of that sort, and most people will accept that at face value. Medical confidentiality actually helps these gangs as well, because the ethics of the situation will forbid the doctor from identifying the donor, even if he wanted to or if the recipient patient tried to insist on knowing the details.'

'And you reckon he was right about the transplant bein' done in some regular hospital? Even if the kidneys or whatever come from our boy?'

'I don't know for sure, but probably, yes,' Hunter admitted. 'I think our killer is most likely a doctor, and if he is, he'll know what the genuine documentation looks like and he can simply forge the paperwork. Otherwise, my guess is that the operations are done in a private clinic, outside normal hours, where no records would be kept. And as Joseph said before, I don't think that we'd get anywhere trying to check the details of all transplant operations carried out in hospitals in New Mexico. Medical confidentiality would see to that, but even if we did manage to persuade a hospital to hand over details, it probably wouldn't be all that helpful because the organs could be sent pretty much anywhere in America. The fact they're being harvested here doesn't necessarily mean they're being used here, though obviously there's a limit to how far they can be sent because they do degrade.'

'Probably not worth even tryin', you want my opinion. 'Bout all it'd do would tell the perp we're onto him, an' he'd just shut up shop for a few months.'

'You're probably right, yes. Have your deputies got anywhere with the MisPer checks? The ones with other police departments, I mean.'

'Dave Rogers – he's kind of my number one for this sorta stuff – told me he'd have a report on my desk first thing in the mornin',' Reilly replied. 'Guess we'll find out then.'

It was late when they rolled back into Socorro, but the lights were still burning in the diner. Reilly pulled up outside the building without Hunter saying a word.

'Thanks, Dick. See you tomorrow morning.'

'Try and get a bit o' sleep tonight,' Reilly replied. 'If she'll let you, that is. Could be a real long day tomorrow.'




Chapter 13

Saturday

Socorro, New Mexico

When Hunter rolled into the office the following morning, again feeling – and quite probably looking – as if he'd gone a dozen hard rounds with an all-in professional wrestler, he heard a distinctly familiar voice emanating from Reilly's office, but it wasn't the Sheriff who was speaking. Hunter strode quietly down the corridor and stood a few feet away from the doorway, peering inside the room.

Facing Reilly were two men wearing dark suits, and one of them was making what he clearly thought was a compelling argument to the Sheriff.

'So you can tell Agent Hunter, if you happen to see him before we do, that he can get himself straight back to the Field Office in Albuquerque, because we're taking over this investigation as of now. We decide which Special Agents are assigned to a particular case, not somebody who just happens to be around at the time, and just between us, Hunter is a long way from being the flavour of the month in Albuquerque at the moment.'

'And why d'you think we need help from the Bureau on this, 'xactly?' Reilly asked, sounding puzzled.

'Because Hunter sent a text saying that he was investigating a possible serial killer. As I'm sure you know, Sheriff, all serial murders fall under the Bureau's jurisdiction.'

Reilly shook his head, a doubtful expression on his face.

'Don't know 'bout that,' he said. 'Guess it depends on how you guys define the word "serial", 'cause right now we only got the one murder. That makes it a kinda short serial, don't you think?'

'But Hunter's text said there'd been three killings.'

'Ah, now that was a tad premature, if that's the word I need. No real evidence right now that they's all connected. But, even if they is,' Reilly went on, 'I know Agent Hunter and I don't know you two suits, so if we do need anyone from the Bureau down here I guess I'll stick with him.'

There was a sudden silence as the two agents, both well-known to Hunter from his time in Albuquerque, absorbed this remark.

'Do I understand that you're refusing to cooperate with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Sheriff?' one of them demanded coolly.

'Absolutely not.' Reilly threw up his hands in mock horror at the very suggestion. 'I'm real happy to cooperate with the FBI. It's just that I'm kinda choosy about which bit o' it I'll work with, if you take my meanin'.'

'Is that your last word? We'll be reporting this, and we can make your life very difficult if you persist with this attitude.'

Reilly shrugged his ample shoulders.

'I'm less than five years from retirement an' I'm already the Sheriff of Shitsville, Nowhere County, so I ain't sure just how much of a threat that really is. But you boys better do whatever you feel is right. Just for the record, and for the tape recorder I got runnin' in this here drawer o' my desk, I'm real happy with Agent Hunter, and I don't see no need for any other guys from the Bureau to come on down here, stickin' their noses in where they ain't wanted.'

'You're taping this? Without getting our permission first?'

'Yep. Figured it might be a good idea, especially in view o' all the nasty things you two said 'bout Agent Hunter soon as you stepped in here. Lot o' that sounded real libellous to me. Or maybe it's slanderous, never could rightly remember which is o' them is which.

There was a rather longer silence then.

'Right. I'm ordering you to stop that recorder and hand over the tape to us, right now.'

'Nope,' Reilly said firmly. 'You ain't my superiors an' I don't work for you. You can go try get a court order from my friend William Steeples – he's the local judge here, and we go ways back – to force me to release it, but by the time you do that I'll have made a bunch of copies of the tape and put 'em in real safe places. But whatever you decide to do, I want you to get the hell out of my office. And that'll be right now.'

Without another word, the two agents turned and walked out of the office, and immediately saw Hunter standing there in the corridor, a broad grin on his face.

'Having fun, boys?' he asked.

'You'd better get yourself back to Albuquerque, Hunter,' the senior agent snarled. 'I'll be reporting all this to the SAC as soon as we get back to the Field Office.'

'Give him my best wishes,' Hunter said, 'and tell him I'm staying here, at the express request of Sheriff Richard Reilly. If we think we need any help from Albuquerque, I'll let you know.'

Then he walked past them, into Reilly's office, and closed the door.

'Thanks for that, Dick,' he said. 'You sure you won't get into any trouble over it?'

Reilly shook his head.

'Nar. I'm fireproof, just like you. Only thing they could do with you is take away your gun and badge and hand you a plane ticket to London. An' if they did that, I'd deputize you right here, so you'd just have a different gun and a different badge. An' they know that. Goddamned seagull mission, that's all it was.'

Hunter grinned at Reilly's remark.

'You've got that right. Anyway, now we've got the Bureau out of our hair, at least for a while, any progress?'

Reilly nodded.

'I think we do. I asked Dave Rogers – I told you he's kinda my research guy – to follow up what you said 'bout MisPer – missing person – reports, and 'specially those where there was any kind of a cellphone message or text givin' some reason for the person's disappearance, any time durin' the last ten years. He covered every police department in New Mexico and most of the surroundin' states as well. He hasn't had some o' the replies back yet, but what he's got so far do look pretty interesting.'

He picked up a slim green folder from the cluttered desk in front of him, opened it up and took out a single sheet of paper that was lying on top of about twenty or so other pages, secured together with a large paper clip.

'This here's the summary, broke down state by state. We's most interested in New Mexico, o' course, an' the odd thing is that we got more disappearances than any other state that's replied so far, so maybe our boy is a local. Here, there was one hundred and twenty-three MisPer reports where somebody got some kind o' message after the disappearance. Outta those, ninety-three of the missing persons turned up later, alive, just walked back into their homes or wherever. Then there's 'nother eight that ain't reappeared, but who've called their friends or folks since then, so far as we know they're still walkin' round somewhere. So that leaves twenty-two still missin', and we got no idea where they is.'

'What about ages? Did he get a breakdown of those as well?'

'Yup. Twelve of 'em was over fifty, so I guess we can forget about those, an' if you're still thinking the target age is under thirty, there's nine in that group. I told Dave the way we was thinkin', and he's requested summaries for all those nine so we can see if they fit the same sorta profile we got here.'

Reilly looked down at the sheet again.

'Might be a coincidence, or maybe it ain't, but six o' these disappearances was reported between three and five months apart, just like the two guys who got themselves killed here.'

'And the others?' Hunter asked.

Reilly turned the sheet round so Hunter could see the name at the very bottom.

'He's the seventh. Christopher Wright disappeared four months ago from right here in Socorro. Read the file this mornin', what there is of it. Another loner, twenty-five years old and lived alone. He worked in a gas station an' didn't have much of a social life, just the occasional beer with the guys he worked with. Didn't turn up for work one day, just sent a text sayin' he was sick. Mobile's switched off an' nobody's seen him since.'

Reilly paused and swung his swivel chair round so that he was facing the window on one side of his office, which offered a slim view of the countryside beyond Socorro, between two of the adjacent buildings.

'I can't prove it, but I'll bet dollars to donuts that his bones is out there somewhere, an' there's a real good chance we're never gonna find 'em.'

'It sounds like he fits the profile,' Hunter agreed, 'and the timing matches as well. So with Jackie maybe this killer's filled his quota for the moment, and there might not be another murder for quite a while.'

'I ain't so sure 'bout that. That's covered seven of the nine disappearances. The other two's different. They was just two weeks and three weeks after a coupla the earlier reports, so you know what I'm thinkin'?'

Hunter shook his head.

'Nope.'

''Kay.' Reilly rested his ample forearms on the desk and laced his fingers together. 'I'm thinkin' this guy takes one vic every four months or so, and feeds them into the system like they was maybe from a biker who lost his Harley goin' round a corner somewhere. Somethin' like that. Just a road accident or some other sudden death. They's his regular trades, and he checks out the vics before he snatches 'em, makes sure they're clean livin' and all the rest o' it. 'N other words, they ain't tissue typed, an' they ain't meant for no special patient. They's just organs that's suddenly available, and he just offers 'em to his normal buyers. But the other ones, the ones that's out of synch, they's different.'

Light dawned for Hunter.

'Yeah, I see where you're going with that. This perp must have a whole list of contacts, surgeons who aren't too choosy about the source of the organs that become available, the kind of doctors whose patients have money and can afford to buy whatever they need, including a new kidney or whatever. But every so often, they get a patient whose condition deteriorates quickly, or has some other problem that makes an immediate transplant their only hope of survival. So that's when they call our boy and he goes out and grabs somebody suitable. And that means tissue typing, otherwise there'd be no guarantee that the organ would be a match for the recipient. And that also means there's another question that needs answering: how would he do that?'

Reilly nodded.

'An' it means somethin' else as well. Means he could grab another vic at any time, an' that's not a real comfortin' thought.'

'Right,' Hunter said, pointing at the sheets of paper on Reilly's desk. 'Let's take that list through to the room where I've got the map so we can see if there's any geographical pattern. Anything that could help us decide where to start looking for this man.'

Hunter chose a different colour pin – black – and wrote out labels to indicate the location of the residential addresses of the other men – and they were all men – who'd disappeared. They had no definite proof that any of these people had encountered the killer Reilly had taken to calling 'The Harvestman', but both men thought it was more than likely. And that meant the chances were that they were all dead, their bones whitening somewhere out in the wide open spaces of the New Mexico deserts.

When he'd plotted the last of the positions, Hunter stepped back a couple of feet and looked at their distribution and dates.

'That's not a lot of help,' he said, irritation clouding his voice. 'I'd hoped we'd be able to see some kind of a pattern, maybe a sort of progression as he worked his way across the state, something like that, but this looks pretty random. If there is a pattern there, I can't see it.'

'I reckon I can,' Reilly said. 'Think you're lookin' for somethin' that ain't there. What I'm seein' is pretty much what I expected.'

'What do you mean?' Hunter asked.

'You're probably still thinkin' this guy's workin' like a regular serial killer, if such an animal really exists. Movin' around the place, pickin' a victim, doin' the job and then movin' on. But for this guy it's a business, and that makes everythin' real different.'

Hunter nodded as realization dawned.

'Of course, you're right. In fact, now I remember something else from the lectures. Serial killers are often described as static or planted, meaning that they're based in one geographical area and select their victims from that territory. If they move around, maybe because of their job or there's some other reason why they keep on the move, they're known as rogue, or sometimes just as roaming. This man must be static. He has to have a permanent base somewhere, because setting up an operating theatre has got to be a really expensive undertaking, and would take a hell of a long time. And he'd need the fridges and freezers and all the other stuff as well. He simply can't use it once and then move on. That wouldn't work. In fact, you could say that this map is useful in a negative kind of way, because at all costs he would want to avoid anybody finding that place. So the one thing we can be reasonably sure of is that wherever his base is, it'll be nowhere near any of the victims' residences or places of work, and definitely nowhere near the places he dumps the bodies once he's finished with them.'

'That's what I was thinkin',' Reilly agreed. 'O' 'course, that still leaves a hell of a lot of territory he could be hidin' in.'

'Let's look at it from the other side,' Hunter suggested. 'If you were called out to a mysterious death somewhere, a fresh murder, just an hour or so old, and you believed the perpetrator might still be in the area, what sort of search radius would you set up?'

Reilly considered the question for a few seconds.

'Depends on the terrain, o' course. Out in the desert, maybe fifteen or twenty miles, cause there won't be a lot out there, not that many places he could hide. In a forest, 'bout a mile, I guess. In the town, probably as far as the city limits, or maybe just a few blocks in all directions if it's a real big place. Gotta try to work out how far away the perp coulda got in the time available, an' where he could get outta sight.'

'OK,' Hunter said. 'Let's take twenty miles, because we're almost certainly looking for a place that's way out in the desert. And let's say he's a really cautious man, and he's got a body in the trunk of his car. How far would he be happy to drive sharing the car with a corpse? Your highway patrol can stop people for pretty much anything, so every mile he drives increases the risk to him. Obviously he'll make sure his vehicle is street legal, properly insured and all the rest of it, and he'll obey every single road sign that he sees. But it'll still be risky. Somebody could drive into him, a fender-bender. Or he could get a flat or he could simply be pulled over by a cop for a routine check or because one of his brake lights isn't working or something. So why don't we assume he won't drive more than twenty miles from his base to dump the body?'

Hunter walked over to the map, picked up a ruler and noted the measurement represented on that scale by a distance of forty miles, stuck a pencil through the hole at one end of the ruler and pressed the point of it next to the pin marking the location of the first body found. Then he took another pencil and used the ruler to draw a circle around that point.

'That's a radius of twenty miles,' he said, 'so I'm being generous, because the distance on the ground, using the roads, is probably going to be nearer twenty-five miles.'

He repeated the process for the locations of the other two bodies, and then he and Reilly stared at the map and the three circles he'd drawn.

'Well that sure as hell don't help us none,' Reilly said.

On the map, none of the circumferences of the circles which Hunter had drawn intersected, or were even particularly close to each other.

'I didn't expect that,' Hunter admitted. 'Either this guy is a whole lot cooler that we thought, or we're missing something. He must have devised some way of delivering the corpses to the dumping ground that he's reasonably sure won't be stopped by a cop, and that's why he's prepared to drive longer distances.'

'Maybe,' Reilly said, sounding unconvinced, 'but maybe it's a lot simpler than that. Thing 'bout these killin's is that nobody knows the vic's even missin' 'cause o' the text messages the perp sends once he's snatched 'em. Somebody's sick at home, or leavin' town for a while, who takes much notice o' that? An' within a day or so he's done the smash an' grab, cut out the bits he can sell and dumped the body. I reckon he's pretty safe doin' that 'cause nobody's out lookin' for him. Be a real different matter if he grabbed someone off of a crowded street or broke into a property. Bottom line, my friend, is that this squirrel could be out there right now, right this minute, droppin' the next body in some ditch or patch o' waste ground, and we'd never know 'bout it until some guy takin' a leak or a hunter or a hiker or somebody stumbles over the stiff.'

Hunter nodded, recognizing the truth of what the Sheriff had said.

'An' for that same reason there ain't no real point checkin' the MisPer reports, 'cause by the time anyone realizes some guy's missin', it's already too late. Best we can do 'bout those is assume anyone missin' who sent a message on his phone is probably dead, an' give it a higher priority. But 'bout all that'll achieve is we might find the body quicker 'cause we'll be lookin' for a corpse out in the sticks. But 'less this guy gets real careless, we still ain't gonna know who he is or where he's based.'

'OK,' Hunter replied. 'That idea didn't pan out, but I still don't think he'll be prepared to drive for miles carrying a dead body, unless he's reasonably certain nobody would stop whatever he's driving. So what kinds of vehicles wouldn't be likely to be stopped?'

'That's pretty easy to answer. Official vehicles don't attract much attention, 'cause we see 'em 'round all the time. Ambulances, utility vehicles for the power company, cop cars, fire trucks, garbage trucks. An' I guess we'd need a real good reason to pull over a hearse, 'specially if there's a bunch o' mourners following it in their own cars.'

'That's what I expected,' Hunter said. 'I don't somehow think this guy could be using his own fire truck or garbage wagon to transport the bodies, because either vehicle on a lonely country road would attract attention. You might not stop it, but you'd certainly notice it. A cop car wouldn't work, because other cops would look at the driver and if they didn't recognize him they'd check it out. But a power company van is a definite possibility, and most people wouldn't be too surprised to see a hearse or an ambulance, even a private ambulance, almost anywhere.'

He paused for a moment, thinking through the possibilities.

'Maybe he's using a hearse. Perhaps he even runs a funeral parlour, and he's harvesting organs as a useful side-line. In fact, I think that's a real possibility. If he was, he'd have fridges on-site where he could store the organs he'd removed, and if he went out with a coffin in the back of the hearse and was seen, most people would just assume he was driving to a church or maybe the home of a mourner, and wouldn't take too much notice of it. He could have the body actually in the coffin, and just dump it on some quiet road, then drive back.'

Reilly nodded.

'That's not a bad idea, Steve. In fact, if he runs a legit parlour he could even use a real funeral to do it. Most o' them hearses have a kinda slot under the platform in back where they can slide a stiff if they do a pickup from a hospital or somewhere. He could have the coffin on top, and the body under it. On his way out to the mourner's place, he could just stop somewhere, dump the body and drive on. Or even do it on the way back from the church, I guess. Worth checkin' out, anyways.'

'That's a good idea.'

'I'll get one o' my guys lookin' to see if any funerals happened anywhere near where we found the bodies at, an' which funeral homes was booked.'

Reilly walked out of the room, but returned in a couple of minutes and beckoned to Hunter.

'Joseph's here. Got the full autopsy results on Jackie if you wanna hear 'em.'




Chapter 14

Saturday

Socorro, New Mexico

Hunter followed Reilly out of the room and down the corridor to the Sheriff's office, where the medical examiner was already sitting and waiting.

'Morning, Mr Hunter,' Crawshaw said.

'Steve,' Hunter replied automatically, taking a seat.

Reilly took his accustomed place behind his desk, rested his ample forearms on the blotter and looked at Crawshaw.

'OK, Joseph,' he said. 'Let's have it.'

Crawshaw shrugged.

'There really isn't that much to tell you that I didn't say yesterday,' he began. 'Jacqueline Bodrun could have died from almost any one of several injuries, but my best assessment is that none of the gross assaults on her body proved fatal. I think the most likely cause of her death was exsanguination, the draining of almost all the blood from her body.'

'You mean she bled to death when the perp started cuttin' her up?' Reilly asked. 'Or did he just suck it all out of her like we figured he mighta done?'

Crawshaw shook his head and referred briefly to the notebook on his lap.

'Probably not the first method. Without taking the precautions that would be applied in an operating theatre, making the deep incision that opened up her torso would have resulted in a sufficiently severe blood loss to have killed her, obviously. But it would have been very messy, with blood spurting everywhere. Don't forget that blood pumping out of a severed artery can travel for several feet, and I doubt very much if the killer would have wanted that degree of contamination of the murder scene, wherever it is.

'No, I think he did it the way we discussed in the diner. I found significant bruising on her left arm and what was almost certainly a puncture wound, and slightly less damage, but another puncture wound, on her right arm as well. I think he just inserted a couple of large bore needles attached to a length of tubing and drained her blood into a number of bottles or bags, ready for disposal later. The heart is a very efficient pump and it would have emptied her system quite quickly. Once enough blood had been drained out of her body to stop the supply to her brain, that would have been it. No fuss, no mess, and with the bonus that there would be minimal blood loss when he then released the clamps along the incision to open her up again. That would have been by far the most efficient way to do it.'

Crawshaw paused in his coldly clinical description of the murder of the young and attractive woman and glanced at the two men facing him.

'I examined her wrists, arms, ankles and legs very carefully, and as far as I could tell there were no marks indicating the use of any kind of restraint, so that, I suppose, might be some kind of comfort. Even soft bandages would have left some marks if she was struggling violently, and she would definitely have been fighting for her life if she'd been awake, so the girl must have been unconscious when she was murdered. Obviously it'll take a few days before the results of the tox screen come back, but when they do, Steve, I reckon they'll show evidence of some kind of anaesthetic drug, and most probably ketamine, just because it's so readily available.

'As far as the gross injuries to her body are concerned, it's fairly clear to me that both of her kidneys and her lungs, liver and heart had been cut out surgically, and when we saw her body for the first time we all saw that she'd lost her eyes as well. I still think it's possible they were removed while she was still alive, maybe while this guy was waiting for her blood to drain away. There wouldn't have been a huge blood loss from the sockets if he'd removed them after he'd started the exsanguination, so they might have been the first organs he took. Apart from one of her kidneys of course.'

'Do you think he was in a hurry, then?' Hunter asked.

Crawshaw considered the question for a few seconds before he replied.

'Not necessarily. In fact, probably not, because of something else I found.'

'What?'

'I'll get to that in a minute. But when he opened her up, he was working confidently. I could tell that just by looking at the incision that opened up the torso. As far as I could see there was no hesitation in the cut, just quite a long single stroke, possibly more the kind of incision a pathologist would make rather than a surgeon. Surgeons usually try to make their incisions as small as they can, to avoid scarring and disfigurement as well as reducing the shock to the patient's system caused by the operation. And as far as I could tell, each organ was removed by a series of single strokes through the blood vessels and connective tissue, apart from the left kidney, where there were a number of cuts. So that was probably the one he removed first, and the reason for the multiple cuts would have been the large volume of blood in the operation field, which would have made it difficult for him to see what he was doing.'

Hunter nodded.

'That pretty much ties up with what we've been thinking,' he said. 'Dick and I believe that this killer probably murders his victims within one or two days of kidnapping them, and maybe even quicker than that, unless he's doing the dissection in stages, which is what you think most probably happened in this case. He sends the text message to try to stop anyone who knows the victim from asking any questions, takes the organs and then disposes of the body before anyone even knows the victim has disappeared. He's running a very efficient operation here.'

Reilly's face crinkled in disgust at the thought, but he nodded his agreement.

'If it was a business, he'd be doin' great. Real quick turnaround.'

'I'm quite sure it is a business for him. This is too clinical, too clean, to be anything but.' Hunter glanced back at Crawshaw. 'Let me guess. You found no evidence of sexual molestation. No sign of any kind of intercourse, no damage or traces of penetration in any orifice, and certainly no seminal fluid left anywhere on the body.'

To Hunter's surprise, Crawshaw shook his head.

'No, actually I did. That was the other thing I found, and why I don't think he was in too much of a hurry. You're right about the lack of any seminal fluid, but her vagina showed some signs of intercourse, and there were very slight tears around her anus which could indicate that there'd also been anal intercourse. But whoever did it obviously used a condom. I have no way of telling whether or not it was consensual, or whether her killer was responsible, but the most obvious assumption is that she was sexually assaulted by her murderer.'

That wasn't what Hunter had expected at all.

'She was a real pretty girl,' Reilly pointed out. 'Maybe this squirrel decided he'd have a bit of fun with her afore he put her on the table, while she was still out of it. That's real sick, but that'd be my guess.'

'That makes sense. Unless Jackie Bodrun had a hidden life, I'd be prepared to put money on it being her killer,' Hunter replied. 'We already know that her boyfriend was away, and from what everybody's told us she doesn't sound like the kind of girl who'd have a one-night stand. I think the most likely scenario is that she drove away from her parents' house on the Saturday, and her killer was lying in wait at her home or somewhere nearby. He grabbed her that afternoon or evening, subdued her with ketamine or whatever method he uses initially, and took her away. He probably raped her once or twice over the next couple of days, just as a diversion while he prepared to operate on her.'

'An' that's another real good reason to take this guy down,' Reilly said. 'You got anythin' else for us, doc?'

Crawshaw shook his head.

'I found nothing else on the body that would help identify the murderer. In fact, I found no forensic evidence of any sort. No fibres, hairs, fluids. Nothing that didn't belong to the girl or wasn't contamination from the scene where her body was found.'

He paused fractionally, then continued.

'In my personal opinion, based on this case and the previous two men who were killed in a similar fashion, I suspect that once he's completed the abduction of his victim, the killer doesn't go anywhere near them until he's wearing protective clothing. He probably puts on a mask and gloves and a disposable suit of some kind, maybe even surgical scrubs, and keeps himself covered in that fashion until he's completed his – well, I suppose I'd have to call it "surgery" – and the corpse is ready for disposal.'

'We was expectin' some kinda trace evidence from whatever vehicle this guy uses. You didn't find no carpet fibres, flecks o' paint, nothin' like that?'

'No, Dick, nothing at all, but I don't think that's too surprising, because we already know this man is careful and organized. I suspect that once he's completed the removal of the organs, he washes the body thoroughly in situ, then wraps it in something like a tarpaulin or length of plastic sheeting, and only when it's completely covered does he shift it to his car or truck. Then, at the dump site, he simply lifts it out of his trunk or wherever it was, lays it on the ground and then just rolls it out of the covering. And he probably burns the sheet or tarpaulin afterwards. If he did that, there would be almost no chance of any trace evidence being transferred to the corpse.'

Reilly muttered something unrepeatable under his breath, then slammed his fist down on the desk, his frustration obvious and understandable.

'So how in hell are we gonna find this guy? He don't leave no traces on his vics, and nobody's seen him with the people he goddamn well harvests. Far as I can see, he could keep right on doin' this for the next twenty years, and unless some cop pulls him for runnin' a stop sign or somethin' when he's got a stiff in his trunk – which is real unlikely, seein' as how careful he is – we ain't gonna get anywhere near him. Might have to call in the goddamned Fibbies after all,' he finished, glancing at Hunter. 'For real, I mean.'

'I did have one idea,' Joseph Crawshaw said, almost diffidently, 'though I'm not sure how helpful it would be.'

'Spit it out, doc,' Reilly said. 'Right now I'd listen to somebody who reads tea leaves or picks through cat entrails.'

'Well, it's just a thought, really. First, could I ask a question?'

Both Reilly and Hunter nodded.

'I presume you've checked back to see if there were any earlier murders that matched this man's modus operandi?'

'If that's the question, doc, the answer's "yes", but we still ain't sure how many there've been. We think there were maybe nine others here in New Mexico over the last few years, as well as the two stiffs that turned up dead last year, but right now they're just guys who've vanished. We ain't got no bones or nothing to say they's definitely dead.'

'But we suspect they might be,' Hunter added, 'because of the circumstances of each one. Where are you going with this, Joseph?'

The medical examiner shook his head.

'It's just an idea,' Crawshaw repeated. 'And, actually, I've got rather more than one question, now I come to think about it. If we assume that all these nine disappearances actually were earlier victims of this man, was there anything significant about the dates? I mean, were they regular, one about every six months, say, or were they entirely at random?'

Hunter glanced at Reilly.

'Now that's a real interestin' question,' the Sheriff replied, 'an' Steve an' me have already taken a look at this. The answer is they was quite regular, or leastways seven of 'em was, about four or five months apart. But a couple was right out of synch, one of 'em two weeks after one o' the disappearances, and the other was three weeks after another one.'

Crawshaw smiled slightly.

'I wondered if that might be the case. I was guessing this man might strike on a regular basis to fill his quota, as it were, to supply what his customers had ordered for non-urgent transplant patients, but if any of the killings were out of sequence, they might have been for special patients. And by that I mean people whose medical condition had become so critical that a delay of a week or even a few days might have been too long because they might not have survived.'

'Bingo, doc,' Reilly said.

'That was what we thought as well,' Hunter said. 'But I don't see how that helps us, and it also could mean that the killer could attack again at any time, if he gets another urgent request.'

'Bear with me. If one of these victims was killed at short notice to supply just one specific recipient, the killer must surely have known ahead of time that their organs would be compatible. If he was looking for a specific genetic profile, he couldn't just grab somebody at random, because there'd be no guarantee that the organs of his chosen victim would be a match. That means he must be doing tissue typing, and the one common factor is that you need samples of tissue from both the donor and the recipient to do it, obviously, and by far the easiest type of tissue to use is blood. I told you before about the mixed leucocyte method of matching donor and recipient.'

'Now,' Crawshaw continued, 'what I'm saying is that if those two people who disappeared out of sequence, if you like, were victims of this man, he must almost certainly have managed to get hold of a sample of their blood before he snatched them, and that isn't an easy thing to do. I'm willing to bet that both of those people were in hospital somewhere at some earlier date, and that somebody – probably this killer or somebody working with him – took a blood sample from them.'

'If they was sick, this guy wouldn't have been interested in 'em,' Reilly objected.

'If they'd been suffering from cancer or HIV or some other long-term illness, I'd agree with you,' Crawshaw said, 'but there are a lot of other reasons for being in hospital that are nothing to do with being sick in the sense that you mean. They could have had a broken bone, for example, or some kind of minor work-related injury.

'And,' he went on, developing his idea, 'there might well be nothing on the patient's records to show that any additional blood had been taken apart from the routine sample that would probably be drawn as part of the admission process. If you're lying in bed in hospital with a broken arm and a man in a white coat comes over to you and draws blood, you wouldn't think anything of it. You'd just assume the doctors were running more tests or whatever. As long as whoever drew the sample knew what they were doing, it would all appear to be completely routine. It doesn't take that long to train to be a phlebotomist, or at least to learn how to take blood.'

'A what?' Reilly demanded.

'A phlebotomist,' Hunter replied. 'A technician whose job is to take blood samples. So what you're saying is that it's possible that this guy might just amble into a hospital, put on a white coat and wander through the wards until he spots somebody of the right age who's not suffering from some chronic or terminal illness, and calmly walk out with a sample of his blood for tissue typing?'

Crawshaw nodded.

'Hospitals aren't exactly high-security areas, and there's a constant turnover of medical staff, especially in the bigger ones. People see the white coat and the stethoscope in the pocket rather than the man who's actually wearing the coat. In most hospitals, almost anyone could put on a coat and wander around for a couple of days without being challenged, or even noticed. It would take nerve, of course, but I think this man has already demonstrated that he's a cool customer.'

'So lemme get this straight,' Reilly said. 'Are you sayin' you don't think this perp is a doc after all? That he could just be some guy walkin' in off of the street?'

'No, not at all. If we're right about what this man is doing, he certainly has considerable surgical skill. I suppose it could be an unskilled individual walking in and taking blood, but I don't think it is. But if he is a doctor, that would just make his job a lot easier because he would be operating in an environment with which he would already be very familiar. He would know the right answers to any questions he was asked. And, I hate to say it, but he might even be doing this at the hospital where he works, because the more I think about this the more certain I am that our killer is a doctor.'

Crawshaw stood up.

'Look,' he said, 'that was just an idea I had, and I might be completely wrong about it. Now, I have to go. I'll catch up with you later, Dick. And you, Steve.'

'So what do you think?' Hunter asked, as the door closed behind the medical examiner.

'Reckon he might have a point. Certainly worth checking out, and far as I recall nobody ever looked at that afore.'

Reilly opened up the local phone directory on the desk between them, and with a note of the names and dates of birth of the two men who'd disappeared out of sequence, as it were, they started calling the administration departments of the local hospitals.

Neither man was surprised when this operation proved to be both difficult and time-consuming, simply because of patient confidentiality. Even explaining that the call was a part of a murder enquiry sometimes failed to elicit any information. After about fifteen minutes of frustration, Reilly decided on a new approach.

'Don't tell 'em you're a cop,' he instructed Hunter, sliding the phone across the desk to him. 'Tell 'em you're a lawyer. The idea of a lawyer callin' up a hospital is enough to make most administrators crap in their pants, 'cause they'll be terrified o' whatever lawsuit they got headin' their way.'

'That's a bit deceitful,' Hunter commented.

'Damn right it is. Often the best way to get things done. You got the voice to do that, an' I don't, so give it a spin.'

Hunter nodded, checked the next number in the phone book, a hospital in Albuquerque, and dialled it. When somebody in the administration department answered, he ran through the spiel he'd mentally composed a few seconds earlier.

'Good day. My name is James Fenton, and I'm a senior litigator for Spence, Mayhew and Boulton. Can you please just confirm that Doctor Craven is still on your staff? He recently treated my client, a man named Charles Weston.'

As he'd expected, this produced a puzzled silence at the other end of the line.

Reilly looked across at him.

'"James Fenton"?' he asked.

'He's a lawyer back in England,' Hunter replied, covering the mouthpiece of the phone. 'The first name I thought of.'

'And Spence whatever it was?'

'A firm of solicitors in Kent. I used them when I bought my house. That's how I know Fenton.'

He pressed the phone closer to his ear as he heard a voice replying to him.

'I'm sorry, Mr Fenton, but we don't have a doctor on the staff by that name. Can you give me the name of your client again, please?'

'It was Charles Weston,' Hunter said.

'Let me just check our patient database. Excuse me for a moment.'

Less than ten seconds later, the administrator replied.

'I'm sorry again, but we have no record of a Charles Weston being treated here at any time, Mr Becker. There's no patient by that name on our database.'

'How peculiar,' Hunter said. 'I'll have to check with my client. He must have given me the wrong information. Thank you for your help.'

He put down the phone and looked across at Reilly.

'You were right,' he said. 'That does work, and it is quicker. What's the next number?'

Hunter worked his way through the list, and got a result on the eighth call he made. He jotted down notes as the administrator checked the hospital's database and told him what he wanted to know.

'Thank you very much indeed for that,' he said. 'And your name is?'

When he'd finished the call, he slid the page over to Reilly.

'I'm still not sure it's the right man,' he said, 'because Charles Weston probably isn't that unusual a name, but a Charles Weston was a patient at that hospital in Albuquerque just over a year ago. I couldn't start asking about the treatment he received, or anything of that sort, because if I was his lawyer, obviously I'd know all about it. Anyway, his doctor was called Fraser, and I've got his number at the hospital, so over to you.'

'Got it,' Reilly said, and dialled the number.

Hunter only heard one side of the ensuing fairly lengthy conversation, but the Sheriff seemed to be getting the right answers, as far as he could tell.

When Reilly ended the call, he smiled grimly across the table.

'Looks like Joseph coulda been right,' he said. 'The date of birth checks out, and Weston was treated for a broken arm. He took a tumble at work, landed on a stone step and cracked his tibia or whatever the hell that bone in your arm's called. In hospital for a coupla days while the docs pinned it back together again. Apart from that, the guy was healthy enough, an' accordin' to the records that was the only time he'd ever been treated in that there hospital.'

'You didn't ask him about blood being taken,' Hunter pointed out.

'Didn't need to. The doc outlined the treatment the guy had, an' he told me they took a sample as a matter o' course when he was admitted, just in case he needed a transfusion later. Standard procedure.'

Hunter nodded.

'Good for Joseph. It looks like he solved this part of the puzzle at least. We don't know for sure that Weston is dead, but at least we've demonstrated that he was a hospital patient before he vanished and that a sample of his blood was taken during his treatment. Obviously we can't prove that any of his blood was also removed illegally for tissue typing, but at least we can show that the opportunity was there. In this case, with Weston in a hospital bed nursing a broken arm, which would have been painful, he would probably have been dozy because of the painkillers they would have pumped into him. That would have provided an ample opportunity for Joseph's unidentified man in a white coat to appear at his bedside and extract a further sample from him. That is, if nobody had been able to abstract a part of the initial blood sample they took.'

'We'd better check the other missing guy as well, just to be sure,' Reilly said, 'but my guess is we'll find pretty much the same story.'

Hunter again assumed the persona of a law firm litigator, and started trying the hospitals in the area to locate any references to the second missing man. Again, the search didn't take long, and within half an hour they'd established that the person they were looking for had visited a different hospital in the area the previous year, seeking treatment for a deep cut on his left hand, caused by a hand-saw he'd been using slipping out of control. He'd been treated as an out-patient emergency, and although Hunter didn't ask the specific question, both men were certain blood would have been taken shortly after arrival at the hospital as part of the routine admission procedure.

'Pretty much what we expected, Steve,' Reilly said as he put down the phone. 'It ain't proof, but it's sure as hell an indicator that Joseph was right.' He stood up and took his hat from the hook where he'd placed it. 'Let's go grab something' to eat. I can't think on an empty stomach.'

The diner was more crowded than Hunter had seen it previously, but a few minutes after they arrived a couple got up from where they'd been sitting in a booth at the back of the room, and the two men left the bar and slid into their seats immediately they'd left.

Reilly ordered a type of giant burger, which came complete with cheese, bacon, peppers, the merest hint of a salad and pretty much everything else Hunter could think of, plus a large side order of fries, and appeared so quickly that he guessed it might be the Sheriff's standard order at lunchtime. Hunter's choice was rather more modest in comparison, but still added up to a substantial meal.

Maybelle seemed in good form, flirting with Hunter and keeping his and Reilly's coffee mugs topped up, but the press of people in the diner kept her busy so she couldn't spend much time with the two men. But this suited them, because they still had quite a lot to talk about.

'You reckon there's any point in tryin' to run down the hospital records of any o' the other people who's vanished?' Reilly asked.

'It might be interesting to do that,' Hunter said, 'but my gut feeling is that Joseph hit the nail on the head. I think that the perp takes his normal quota, I suppose you could call it, grabbing one victim every four or five months or whatever, and then sells on the organs to less scrupulous hospitals in the private sector which have non-urgent transplant patients waiting for them. That's probably his bread-and-butter, but every now and again he gets an urgent request to find a particular organ for a specific patient, and that's where he makes his real money, because a rich man who knows he's going to die within weeks if he can't get a new kidney or liver or heart will pay whatever it takes to secure one, because being alive is so very much better than being dead. And after the event nobody involved – the harvester, medical personnel or the recipient – are going to say anything to anybody, and proving that something illegal happened would be virtually impossible.'

Reilly grunted.

'Probably gonna be a lot o' real pissed-off folks waitin' for transplants once this guy goes down.'

'Not our problem,' Hunter snapped. 'I'm more concerned with the innocent lives he's taking. This is one time when the laws of supply and demand are going to be broken, and broken permanently, if I've got anything to do with it.'




Chapter 15

Saturday

Truth or Consquences, New Mexico

The sound of the doorbell was loud and, if such a thing were possible from an essentially inanimate object, cheerful. A brisk ring-ring-ring, pause, ring-ring.

Lauren Archer smiled to herself when she heard it, paused beside the full-length mirror in the hall to quickly check herself out, from her tousled blonde hair – it took her hours to get the shaggy look just right – framing her pleasant but unremarkable face, down to her red-painted toes peeking out of her favourite pair of open sandals with wedge heels. She wasn't a raving beauty, she'd always known that, but it was a decent package, and she really hoped that tonight somebody at the new club would recognise that. It had been a long time since she'd had anybody to stay over in her small house apart from a couple of girlfriends in the spare bedroom, and she thought it really was about time some half-way decent man took a serious interest in her.

Her last relationship had ended almost a year earlier when she'd discovered that Carl, the man she'd dated for almost a year, albeit somewhat intermittently because of what he had told her were 'work commitments', was not a high-flying and unmarried Internet entrepreneur, as he'd claimed, but a married accountant with two young children. His absences weren't because his expensive skills had been urgently needed by some Internet company in Paolo Alto, as he'd claimed, but the much more mundane chores associated with family life. Shopping, taking his kids to the cinema and his wife out to dinner, that kind of thing.

The betrayal had hurt her so much she'd taken herself off the market, so to speak. But now she thought it was time she got out there again, and when Veronica had suggested trying out a new club she'd heard of down in Las Cruces, she hadn't taken much persuasion. It was a bit of a drive, but both of them hoped it would be worth it, because Veronica had complained that she hadn't had much luck in the romance department recently either.

The bell rang again, and Lauren took the last few steps over to the door and pulled it open.

'And about time,' Veronica said, stepping into the hall. 'I thought for a minute you were still in the shower.'

The two girls kissed and hugged, then separated.

Veronica was a few inches taller than her friend, and as dark as Lauren was blonde. Her face was pleasant rather than beautiful, her nose perhaps a trifle too long, but with a wide mouth and generous lips – Lauren had once called them 'lucky lips' – and dark eyes framed by long lashes.

Lauren noticed her friend – they hadn't known each other long, but had got on well from the first – was carrying a small paper bag as well as her usual handbag. Something inside it rattled as she moved.

'What's in that?' she asked.

'Just a bit of Dutch courage,' Veronica replied, opening up the bag and taking out a couple of small individual bottles, each containing about one glass of sparkling wine. Not champagne, but the next best thing, and a lot cheaper.

'I don't know,' Lauren began. 'I don't usually …'

'It's only one glass, and it's low alcohol,' Veronica interrupted, pointing at the proof mark on the label of one of the bottles. 'All the taste with none of the consequences. Bit like the name of this wretched town,' she added, with a grin.

Both girls laughed.

'OK, then, just the one,' Lauren said. 'Let's go and sit in the kitchen. I'll get the glasses.'

Veronica cracked the screw caps on the two bottles and poured the sparkling liquid into the glasses her friend produced from the cupboard beside the fridge. They sat down at the table and toasted each other, clinking the edges of their glasses together.

'Let's hope tonight's the night,' Veronica said. 'I just want to meet some hunky man who isn't married and isn't gay.'

'You've got higher standards than me. I'd settle for anything wearing trousers that's actually got a pulse.'

They laughed together, then Veronica looked more closely at Lauren.

'You've smeared your lipstick,' she pointed out, leaning across the table.

'Oh, blast. I'll just give it a tweak.'

Lauren stood up and left the room, returning in a couple of minutes.

'Better now?' she asked.

Veronica nodded. 'Yes. It wasn't really that bad before, but now it looks good.'

She drained the last of her cava, waited while Lauren finished her drink, and then they both stood up, gathered their handbags and headed for the door.

Lauren locked up and the two of them walked down the steps to the short driveway, where Veronica's Chrysler sedan was parked behind Lauren's small Nissan.

'You're sure you're happy to drive tonight?' Lauren asked. 'We can take my car if you like.'

'No, I'll drive. That'll save having to shift the cars around, and I won't be drinking much this evening. I'm still feeling the effects of last night.'

Veronica backed the Chrysler out of the drive, and turned south-west towards the interstate, but didn't take the on-ramp, instead staying on the regular road.

Lauren glanced across at her.

'The interstate will be faster,' she said.

'Not tonight it won't. There was a traffic report on the radio as I was driving over to your house. There's been a smash near junction 71, southbound. A couple of eighteen-wheelers and a coach, I think. I reckon we'll be better to stay on this road down as far as Caballo, and then get on it. That way we should stay clear of the problem.'

'OK. You're the driver.'

Lauren reclined the seat as far as it would go and stretched her legs out in front of her, leaned back and closed her eyes.

'You OK?' Veronica asked.

'Yeah. Just a little dozy. Maybe that drink was stronger than I thought.'

'No capacity for alcohol, that's your problem. Anyway, we've got a fair way to go, so just relax. I'll tell you when we're getting near Las Cruces.'

Within fifteen minutes, when the car was still between Las Palomas and Caballo, Lauren started snoring gently. Veronica reached over and pinched her gently on the arm, but got no response.

The expression on her face hardened, and she slowed down, looking for a place to turn the car around.

A couple of minutes later, she was heading north, retracing the route they'd followed earlier from Truth or Consequences. At Las Palomas she turned the car north-west, towards junction 71 on the interstate, but didn't take it, and instead carried on, driving into the open countryside that lay to the west of the main road.

She used her mobile phone to make a call a few minutes later, pressing a speed-dial key sequence.

'Ten minutes,' she said, when the call was answered.

'I'm already there,' the man replied.

She didn't have far to go. Within a couple of miles, she saw his car parked in a pull-off on the left-hand side of the road, and quickly swung her vehicle round before stopping just behind him.

'Any problems?' James asked.

'None. The roofie worked quickly enough. I told her she'd smudged her lipstick, and slipped it into her drink while she was out fixing up her face.'

'Where would we be without Rohypnol?' he replied, an obviously rhetorical question.

Probably the most famous and certainly commonest of the so-called date-rape drugs, Rohypnol – equally well-known as Circles, Forget It, Forget-Me-Pill, Mexican Valium, R2-Do-U, Roach 2, Rope, Ropies or Ruff-Up – works in two ways. First, it renders the subject unconscious if the dosage is high enough, or at the very least extremely drowsy, and second, it induces short-term memory loss so that the victim is unsure whether or not anything actually happened and, if it did, what it was and who did it. As well as being the obvious drug of choice for sexual predators, it has also been used in robberies for its amnesiac properties. In most cases, all trace of it disappears from the body of the victim within about forty-eight hours.

The manufacturing company finally responded to international pressure and altered the formula so that it would change the colour of any drink to which is was added, but there are plenty of stocks of the original version available, if you know where to look. People unable to track down such supplies abandoned Rohypnol in favour of GHB, which does pretty the same thing. But James had adequate stocks of original formula Rohypnol.

'Give me a hand with her,' he requested, checking the road in both directions.

Together, they lifted Lauren out of the Chrysler and carried her over to the man's vehicle, a Ford sedan, and lowered her into the front passenger seat. Sandra reached around her and fastened the seat belt, then walked back to her own car and picked up Lauren's handbag from the footwell. She opened it up, took out the unconscious woman's mobile phone and slid it into her pocket, then handed the man Lauren's handbag.

'You'll go into Socorro and send the texts on Monday, as usual?' he asked.

It wasn't really a question, more a statement of established fact.

'Yes. One to her parents, another to her boss. The numbers are in her contact list. You don't want me to come along with you, just in case you get pulled at a traffic stop?'

'No. If anyone asks, she's just my girlfriend, and she's had a lot too much to drink. I'll do the usual. There's a miniature of Scotch in the glove box, and if I get pulled I'll splash that over her before the cop gets to me. It won't be a problem. The worst case scenario, if they took my details, would be that I'd have to take her home and put her to bed. I've got her house keys and I know her address. No harm, no foul. But then we'd have to find a substitute, and quickly.'

'OK. You're the boss. When do you want the next one? I'm running three possibles at the moment.'

The man opened the driver's door of his car and stood there for a moment.

'I don't know yet. This one's urgent, so I'll process her tomorrow. I've had two other requests, but neither pressing and they're only for corneas, so they can wait. In fact, the eyes from this one might be OK for that client as well. As soon as I have a definite shopping list, I'll let you know which target's the best match, and we'll take it from there. Keep checking the website.'

They were both far too cautious to communicate by telephone – except during a pick-up, in an emergency or when time was so short there really was no other option, and then they both used disposable cell-phones – or by email, and instead posted apparently innocuous messages on a members-only blog which was part of a somewhat obscure website hosted in Canada that extolled the virtues of organic vegetables, which they both thought was nicely ironic. They used a simple code and were able to exchange names, dates, times and places, which was about all the information they usually needed to swap. Everything else they discussed face to face when they met.

Veronica – the name was of course an alias, chosen specifically for this one pickup, and she used half a dozen different identities depending upon the subject – was the scout, either identifying possible donors based on their age and lifestyle or, for the 'special' clients, getting close to the subjects which James – another alias – had identified as being the closest genetic match for the desperate recipients. She arranged the pick-up, handing over the unconscious subject to James, and was also involved at the other end of the transaction as well, making sure that the disposal of the remains was carried out discretely.

'What about the dump?'

'I'll be finished with her by about two o'clock tomorrow,' James replied, 'so come by at around four. Go straight into the garage as usual.'

The man dropped down into the seat, started the engine of his Ford and drove out of the pull-off.

Less than a minute later, Veronica pulled the lever into 'Drive' in the Chrysler and followed him, driving slowly to allow her partner to get well ahead before she increased speed to head for home.

Along the road, her scalp began to itch slightly and for a few moments she debated about taking off her wig. But that could possibly be dangerous, she decided, and instead slid her finger under the edge of the wig, scratched gently and then re-adjusted it, glancing in the interior mirror to check that the hairline was still straight.

It was far better, and much safer, to stay in character until she reached her destination. Then she could lose the wig and the contacts and go back to looking like her real self.




Chapter 16

Sunday

Socorro, New Mexico

'I've just realized we've made an assumption that's wrong,' Hunter said when he walked into the Sheriff's office just after ten that morning. 'Or at least I've been making an assumption that's wrong.'

Reilly had his feet up on the desk, a mug of the thick black coffee he favoured sitting on the blotter, and a hunting magazine open on his lap.

'What assumption?' he demanded.

'Joseph told us that organs have only a fairly short life once they've been removed from the donor's body, but I didn't realize just how short a time he was talking about. I've done some research on the web, and even if all the correct storage facilities are available, a heart and lungs still have to be transplanted in under six hours or they're useless. For a pancreas or liver it's under twelve hours, and for a kidney you're looking at ideally less than thirty hours, and an absolute maximum of three days. I know Joseph told us a bit about that before, but it really didn't sink in with me. I don't know about you, but I still had a mental picture of this guy with a freezer full of human kidneys and stuff. But it also looks to me as if the tissue typing between donor and recipient is less important than I thought, so I suppose that's two incorrect assumptions.'

'You know what they say,' Reilly muttered with a grin. 'If you "assume" that makes an "ass" outa "u" and "me".'

'Yeah, I know. I'll try and sharpen up a bit. I think all my recreational activity with Maybelle is starting to slow me down. I'm not stopping that, though.'

'No surprise there.'

'OK,' Hunter went on, his smile fading. 'And there are another couple of things as well. I assumed removing the organs would be difficult, but it looks like it isn't. Basically, whoever's doing it puts clamps on the vessels leading to the organ, then pumps a cold preservative solution into it. Then he cuts out the organ, sticks it in a bag filled with preservative, puts that into a cool box, just like the kind of cooler people carry picnic food around in, that's already filled with ice and then he secures the lid. You can't send it by mail, obviously, because of the time involved, but you can ship it by courier, or just give it to somebody to deliver straight to the hospital where the recipient is waiting. Or probably the best way is to have a light aircraft on standby, the pilot waiting, to fly the organ to its destination. If the documentation looked OK, nobody would even question the trip, because everybody knows organs have to be delivered as quickly as possible.'

'There a lotta airfields here in New Mexico,' Reilly pointed out.

'Yeah. Maybe that's why he's working in this area. Anyway, the bottom line is that it's a lot easier than I thought to ship organs . I also thought that tissue typing was really vital, but it turns out that it isn't. It's important but not vital because no two individuals will ever be completely compatible unless they're identical twins. It's not so much a matter of finding a donor and recipient who are compatible, but more finding two who aren't completely incompatible, if you see what I mean. But no matter how compatible the two individuals are, everybody who receives a transplanted organ will have to spend years taking drugs to stop their body rejecting the new tissue. Their immune system will see the new organ as foreign, as an invader, and will try to destroy it, just the same as it does with bacteria and viruses when you get a cold or whatever, and the anti-rejection drugs are essential to stop that happening.

'Anyway, what all that means is that this killer can actually identify suitable donors for the non-urgent recipients just on the basis of their lifestyle, because he can be reasonably certain their organs are healthy and he can offer their organs as if they're road accident victims or whatever. Then it'll be the responsibility of the surgeons doing the transplants to make sure the recipients' bodies don't reject them.

'But I think we're right about the short notice victims, the ones that fall outside the normal routine he's worked out. I'm sure their organs are destined for the patients who'll die within days or weeks if they don't get a transplant, and so he would have to identify his victims by doing tissue typing. So we need to try to find out how he's doing that, because that means he has to have access to a lot of samples of blood. This isn't a matter of tissue typing just one person. He'd have to run checks on a lot of people to try to find the one individual whose organs would be best suited to the intended recipient. And right now I don't know how he could do that.'

'I dunno. Let me call Joseph, see if he's got any bright ideas,' Reilly said, and reached out for the phone on his desk.

But before his hand touched it, the door was flung open and a deputy stuck his head inside.

'We got another one, Dick,' he said.



A little under forty minutes later, Reilly braked his Jeep Cherokee to a halt by the side of the narrow road that ran west from Route 60, Grant Street. There wasn't room to get completely off the road, because a patrol car was already on the scene and had been parked across the unmade exit onto a patch of rough ground, so the Sheriff switched on his roof bar lights and left the vehicle where it was, partially blocking the road.

Hunter immediately recognized the uniformed officer standing by the side of the road as Paul Keegan, one of the two men who'd been at the site where Jackie Bodrun's body had been dumped.

As he and Reilly stepped forward, Keegan crossed the road to intercept them.

'Pretty much the mixture as before, Dick,' he said, 'but this one's a guy, not a girl. And I reckon he's been here for quite a while.'

Once they'd moved a few yards away from the road and onto the rough ground to the south, the odour of decay became very obvious, and that fact alone suggested to Hunter that Keegan was probably right.

'Where is it, and who found it?' Reilly asked.

Keegan pointed towards a line of trees running east-west a short distance to the south of the minor road.

'The body's just over there, where John's standing,' he replied, 'and the guy who spotted it was a Forest Ranger, a guy named Bob Richards. He didn't see the body while he was driving along here, but he did see a bunch of buzzards or vultures circling in the open area near the trees and he reckoned it was worth taking a look. He smelt the vic before he found him, made the call, waited till we got here and then took off because he had something to check further down the road, up near Water Canyon Mesa, but he'll be back any time now. I know him. He's good and reliable.'

Keegan led the way across the rocky and uneven surface, heading towards the other uniformed police officer – John Blake – who was standing near a depression in the ground perhaps fifty yards from the road. The smell of decay grew stronger with every step they took.

And it was, as Keegan had said, a very similar sight to the previous murder, apart from the sex of the victim and the much more obvious signs of the damage caused by scavengers. The naked body lay flat on its back in the hollow in the ground, the arms and legs more or less intact although badly chewed in places, but almost all the soft tissues of the abdomen had gone, exposing both the ribs and the backbone of the dead man. The face had been badly attacked, probably by smaller scavengers like rats, aided in their grisly endeavours by the action of the maggots which teemed all over the corpse. The eye sockets, both men noticed straight away, were empty.

Reilly bent forward, pinched his nose slightly in a vain attempt to keep out the smell, and stared at the ravaged face of the corpse.

'Sure hope this guy believed in good dental hygiene, 'cause it'll be a bitch tryin' to work out what he looked like afore the critters started lunchin' on his face. Reckon dental records is gonna be our only hope.'

Hunter nodded, his eyes roaming the crime scene, looking for any indication that the perpetrator might have left something, some clue, behind. But he saw nothing that struck him as useful.

'This looks to me like the same MO,' he said. 'The killer probably brought him here wrapped in plastic sheeting, lay him down by the side of this little gully, picked up the end of the sheet and just rolled him out of it. Then he'd have taken the sheeting away and burnt it somewhere. I don't see anything – no clues, I mean – apart from the corpse itself. And if it's the same guy, we're probably not going to find anything on the body.'

Reilly turned away and for a few seconds stared across the rough ground that lay between where they were standing and the road.

'Ground's pretty hard-packed here,' he said. 'Not a lotta chance o' identifyin' the tracks o' any one vehicle. But looks to me like there's been a whole bunch o' cars an' trucks an' stuff drivin' round here.' He pointed at the ground. 'That looks like a regular sedan, and them over there more like a four by four or maybe a truck.'

Hunter followed the Sheriff's gaze. He was right: the ground was criss-crossed by tyre tracks heading in almost every direction. Maybe that patch of land was used as a kind of unofficial parking area for some reason.

'Why so many vehicles?' Hunter asked. 'What's the attraction of this patch of bare earth?'

'Probably mainly hunters, headin' for them there woods,' Reilly suggested, pointing at the treeline further down towards the south. 'Or maybe it's popular with the kids, out lookin' for a quiet place to get their jollies. It ain't a hell of a long way outta town, really.'

'Well, from the point of view of our killer, it's not a bad spot. He must have arrived here in a car or truck, and he would have been able to see if there were any other vehicles parked here before he stopped. Maybe he even parked and waited for the coast to be clear, though I think that's a lot less likely. Then he opens the back of his car or van or whatever he's driving, pulls out the body wrapped in plastic sheeting, drops it in that depression, pulls the plastic away and drives off. He could do the whole thing in about three minutes, and on this road I doubt if there's even one car passing every hour.'

Hunter turned in a complete circle, looking all around. Something was niggling at him. His subconscious was trying to tell him something, but he couldn't identify what. There was something about this location, or maybe about the other places that bodies had been dumped, that he was missing. Something he'd seen, or perhaps not seen. It would come to him. He hoped.

Both men shifted their attention back towards the road, where the sound of an approaching vehicle was now audible.

'Looks like Joseph's car now,' Hunter said, watching a white station wagon rolling along the road and slowing to a stop behind the Cherokee. A couple of minutes later, the Medical Examiner, now clad in a white one-piece over-suit with a hood and carrying a case, walked across to them.

'Another bad scene, doc,' Reilly said. 'And he's been out here a lot longer than the girl.'

Crawshaw nodded a greeting and looked between Hunter and Reilly towards the corpse.

'I can tell you he's dead without getting any closer,' Crawshaw said, 'but from the looks of the body that might be about all I can tell you. I'll get started.'

He lowered his case to the ground, snapped it open and took out a pair of plastic overshoes, a face mask and latex gloves, and donned all five items. Then he walked over to the corpse, bent down beside it and began his external examination.

About three minutes later, he stood up again and turned back to face Reilly and Hunter.

'I'm not going to get a lot from this guy,' he said. 'There's too much tissue damage for me to even be definitive about the cause of death. I'll do what I can and then let the forensic guys work their magic, but if there is anything to discover I'm probably going to find it at the autopsy.'

Reilly nodded. That was pretty much what he'd expected.

'OK, Joseph. Give me a call when you're back in town.'

He and Reilly turned back towards the road and the parked vehicles.

'Not a hell of a lot we can do out here, Steve,' the Sheriff said. 'Probably be a whole lot more productive tryin' to analyse what we already got back at the office than standing round looking at another stiff.'

They'd almost reached the road when another vehicle approached from the opposite direction, from the west. It was a big 4x4 truck painted in the distinctive colours of the Department of Agriculture Forest Service, and it pulled to a stop a few feet beyond the patrol car parked by the side of the road. A heavily built man with a grizzled grey beard climbed out of it and walked towards them.

'This could be the man who found the body,' Hunter suggested, and his supposition was confirmed the moment the man opened his mouth.

'I'm Bob Richards, Sheriff,' he said. 'I'm real sorry I couldn't stay here after I'd shown your guys where the body was at, but I had a bunch of things to do that was pretty urgent. But if you want a statement now, I've got plenty of time.'

Reilly nodded.

'You'll need to do that with Paul Keegan. I think you know him – he's the tall guy standing over there near the vic – but first I'd appreciate it if you'd just tell me what happened.'

'Glad to. I know Paul from way back. OK, ever since I read in the paper 'bout that young girl being found all sliced the hell up, I've been keeping my eyes open. Spend a lot of my time driving these narrow roads and tracks, and from what I understand she was found way out in the country. Figured that if there was some serial killer working this area, like it said in the paper, these'd be the kind of places he might dump a body. Anyways, this morning I was headed up towards Water Canyon Mesa when I saw several Black Vultures circling just over there. They eat carrion, and so I guessed that they'd found something dead, and there was so many of them that it had to be something big. So I stopped the truck, walked over there and obviously you know what I found.'

'Can you remember when you last drove along this road, Mister Richards?' Hunter asked.

If Bob Richards was surprised by Hunter's English accent, he hid it well.

'Not for at least a week, maybe ten days. I can check my log and let you know for definite, but it's something like that. And I didn't see no sign of vultures or nothing else the last time I came this way. Of course, that doesn't mean the dead guy wasn't there then, because if there was just three or four birds on the ground near him I probably wouldn't have seen 'em because of where he's lying. I only stopped this morning because they were circling, and I couldn't miss that.'

Richard glanced from Reilly to Hunter and back again.

'I'm real sorry, but that's all I can tell you. I didn't see nobody anywhere near here, and I didn't see any cars or trucks around here that I don't know. Not many people drive these roads, and you kind of get used to seeing the same vehicles. But there was nothing unusual that I saw.'

Reilly nodded again.

'Thanks, Mister Richards. If you go see Paul Keegan he'll get that written up for you and you can sign it. And if you think of anything else, anything at all, let me be the first to know.'

The Sheriff took a card from his pocket and handed it to the Forest Ranger.

'All my numbers is right there.'

As the Ranger began walking across the field, Reilly strode across to his Cherokee, pulled open the driver's door and climbed in. He started the engine and an icy blast of air from the dashboard vents greeted Hunter as he sat down and buckled his seatbelt.

'How long d'you reckon the vic had been there?'

'You're asking the wrong person,' Hunter said. 'Joseph Crawshaw will be able to give you a much better idea, but if you asked me to guess I'd say at least a week. Even Joseph and the forensic people aren't going to be able to provide you with a definite answer, because about all they'll have to go on will be the insect generations, the instars, the life cycles of the maggots and flies. But you could smell that decomposition was already pretty far advanced.'

'You got that right, Steve. Guy stunk the place out.'

Reilly swung the nose the Cherokee over to the left-hand side of the road, backed up the vehicle and then accelerated away from the crime scene, back towards Socorro.

'I asked Dave Rogers to run some checks,' he said, 'find out if Jackie Bodrun and the other two guys had been in hospital for anythin' afore they vanished. Guess we both know what he's likely to find, but I still ain't sure if that's gonna help us any.'

Hunter nodded.

'Nor am I, really. Whoever's doing this isn't going to be stupid enough to leave any obvious traces. I know Joseph's probably still hoping the perpetrator will turn out to be a veterinarian or somebody unconnected with the medical profession, but I really don't buy it and I don't think he does either. As far as I can see, the man doing this has got to be a doctor, or rather a surgeon, simply because of the skill which he's showing in doing the dissections. And apart from that, not even the most corrupt of private hospitals would buy human organs from a non-medical source, though I guess using a broker would kind negate that argument because I supposes he would act as a buffer between the supplier and the recipient.

'This business, for want of a better expression, can only work if the merchandise is of good quality, which means it has to be extracted from the body of the donor in the correct manner and then prepared and transported properly. If the organs aren't viable when they're delivered, even though Joseph's told us it would have to be a black market transaction, the hospital or doctor that bought them is going to be upset and demand a refund, and probably look for another source for future dodgy transplant material. So all that means we have to be dealing with a medical professional. A corrupt and murderous individual, yes, but still a medical professional.'

Hunter paused for a moment as a thought struck him.

'In fact,' he said, 'that's another avenue we might be able to follow. As well as trying to find where this man is working from, we can also try picking up the trail of the organs themselves. He can't be delivering them himself, as far as I can see, because he simply wouldn't have time to supply, say, two kidneys, a heart and a pair of lungs to three different private hospitals before the organs were no longer usable. So he has to be using some kind of courier company. Maybe there are some that specialise in the transportation of human organs around the States. And if that is the case, it means there must be some kind of a paper trail.'

'Good thinkin',' Reilly commented. 'I'll get Dave to take a look at that as well. Any other bright ideas?'

'Not at the moment, no. The bodies of the victims are really telling us nothing new, and I still think our best chance of finding this man is through research. Tracing sales of medical equipment, looking at the records of organ transport companies, checking the medical histories of the victims we know about, and trying to locate the kind of building where he could be working, that kind of thing. And none of that is going be either easy or quick.'

'Been thinkin' 'bout all that,' Reilly said, 'an' I reckon we gotta be more pro-active, if that's the word I want. Think we should start sending cops out to check buildings that seem to fit, that sorta thing.'

'That risks alarming the perpetrator,' Hunter pointed out, 'and maybe that would make him lie low for a while. On the other hand, interrupting his harvesting activities can only be a good thing, at least for some of his potential victims here in New Mexico.'

'An' don't forget the press. Local papers made Jackie Bodrun front page news, an' once the reporters get a sniff – bad choice o' word, I know – o' this other guy, they'll do the same for him. Unless the perp can't read, an' that ain't real likely, he'll know we're in the middle of an investigation, an' that we're lookin' for him.'

As the Cherokee continued heading east towards Route 60, Hunter sat in silence, mulling over the options and alternative courses of action that were available to them. He felt a kind of impotent rage directed towards the unknown perpetrator of the killings in the area, but was also keenly aware that they had remarkably little to go on, and certainly nothing to tie any individual to any of the crime scenes, at least as far as he'd been able to discover so far. He recalled his remark to Reilly in the diner, that if the man simply stepped up in front of them and told them he was the killer, they still had nothing, not a shred of evidence, to connect him to any of the victims.

Of course, if they did have a suspect then it was certainly possible that his home or wherever he carried out his butchery would reveal sufficient forensic evidence to convict him, but Hunter wasn't even sure about that. Whoever this man was, all the indications were that he was incredibly careful, and there were ways in which he could minimise, and possibly even eliminate, any forensic link between himself and his victims. Choosing the right clothing, sealing the murder scene with plastic sheeting and disposing, preferably by fire, of any object which could link him and the victim, would all go a long way towards defeating the old adage that 'every contact leaves a trace'.

No, finding this particular killer wouldn't be easy, but Hunter was absolutely determined that one way or the other, he and Reilly would take him down.




Chapter 17

Sunday

New Mexico

The Rohypnol had worn off not long after he'd driven the Ford into the garage the previous evening, but that didn't matter because by the time the girl started to come round he had already stripped her and lifted her up onto the table and put the bars in place so that she couldn't fall off. He'd estimated her weight by eye, and by the feel of her limp body in his arms, and guessed the appropriate dosage of ketamine that would keep her under while he did his work. He would have preferred to use a slightly more subtle anaesthetic, even sodium pentothal, but ketamine was both effective and available and, more importantly, nobody ever bothered keeping track of it.

And it wasn't as if he had to worry about the drug's effect upon the long-term health of his 'patient' and later life, because she hadn't got one.

As the body of the latest donor had relaxed while the ketamine did its work, he'd looked at her critically. She wasn't like the last girl they'd taken, who'd been a real beauty.

Sandra had done well with her. Usually, she struck up a social relationship with each target, man or woman, but it often took her a while before the donor felt comfortable enough with her to get in a car or be alone so that Sandra could work her magic and subdue them. The Bodrun girl, she'd told James, had been really nervous about doing anything away from the pack, as Sandra had termed the baying group of women she had worked with, but had immediately been interested when Sandra – who was calling herself 'Naomi' for that pickup – had suggested jogging. All in public, no problem. And there hadn't been. They'd run together for a couple of weeks, and Jackie Bodrun hadn't seen any problem when 'Naomi' had suggested a change of route, going a little further out into the countryside.

James had parked his car near the end of the lane they were going to run up, and as Jackie's footsteps had faltered when she'd seen the parked car, Sandra had whipped out the chloroform and a cloth, and less than two minutes later James had driven away with the two girls in the back seat, Sandra with a supportive arm wrapped around Jackie's unconscious body, the chloroform ready beside her in case she woke up.

She didn't, simply disappeared from view, until her mutilated body turned up unexpectedly about three weeks later. 'Naomi', with her short black wig and tales of her office job, vanished at precisely the same moment, albeit in a rather different way.

Jackie Bodrun was something special. He never normally bothered remembering the names of the donors he processed, though he'd always kept records for his own satisfaction, but she had been different. Even lying there, limp, naked and deeply unconscious on the table in front of him, more like a piece of meat than a human being, he hadn't been able to resist temptation. Not with her.

So he hadn't.

He'd done things to her that he'd previously only ever dreamed of doing to a woman, the kind of things he'd only ever seen done in some of the collection of porno DVDs he'd acquired over the years. And despite her flaccid body and total lack of response – of course, he'd have been worried if she had responded! – he'd thoroughly enjoyed himself. He'd even delayed the moment when he began the procedure the following day so that he could do it all over again.

But after that, once he'd taken her eyes and then opened her up to extract her left kidney, she had no further appeal for him, except as a financial vehicle.

He never thought of them as donors, of course, because that implied at least an element of willingness on their part, and instead mentally used the word maruta. That was a Japanese word, and meant a log of wood, an inanimate object, and had been employed at the infamous Unit 731, a Japanese camp in the Second World War to refer to the inmates. There, doctors had experimented on prisoners of war, assessing the effects of poison gas, biological agents, and carried out vivisections and the like, a catalogue of hideously inventive war crimes for which no prosecutions had ever been brought, because the American government decided their research was too valuable to lose, and could contribute to the development of biological and chemical weapons for the American military arsenal.

In the eyes of the Japanese doctors, their subjects had been less than human, and their suffering and death of no importance whatsoever except as a means of furthering their medical knowledge, and in many way he thought the Japanese had been right. All human beings were not equal.

With the Bodrun girl, he'd been irritated that he'd only had a buyer for one kidney – ideally, he liked to have the whole package sold before he picked up his scalpel, but that recipient couldn't wait and was paying top dollar – because that meant he'd had to do the first dissection while she was still alive, with all that that implied in terms of blood loss, and he'd needed his partner there as well, because he couldn't manage to do everything by himself. Just keeping the surgical field clear enough of blood to see what he was doing had been difficult enough, and without assistance in running the suction lines and holding retractors he would never have managed it.

In fact, it had been touch and go, and for a while he'd thought he might lose her on the table because she'd lost so much blood, and the surgical field had been a literal blood bath. But once he'd completed the removal of the organ, tied off the blood vessels and used the clamps to close her up again, that had slowed the blood loss dramatically. And that meant that the IV cut-downs, bags of 'O' group blood – universal donor – and Martins pumps he'd had ready to apply to her wrists and ankles hadn't been necessary. He'd got enough blood back into her system through the needle in her left arm to remove the immediate danger of her dying, then he'd put her on a glucose drip laced with ketamine just to keep her in stasis, and started canvassing his usual contacts to shift the rest of her organs.

But that had taken far longer than he'd expected, and it had been three days before he'd been able to bleed her out and complete the procedure. That had been slight a worry in itself, just in case anyone turned up unexpectedly, though that was extremely unlikely. And even if there had been a knock at the door, and even a complete search of the property, there was nothing there that anyone could find. He was quite sure about that.

And now, the day after they'd taken her, he looked down critically at the new maruta. She didn't have Jackie Bodrun's outstanding and effortless beauty, but her figure was definitely more voluptuous – the Bodrun girl had been a little too thin for his tastes – and he had always liked a woman with curves. He glanced at his watch. The pickup was due in a little over four hours, but he'd already prepared the paperwork that would accompany the organs, and their removal should take him no more than two hours, two and a half at the most. What took the longest, in fact, was waiting for the maruta's heart to pump the blood out of the body.

So he had time for a little fun first. And why not? The girl wasn't going anywhere, and there was nobody around to stop him. There was a convenient black leather couch on one side of the room and, like the table and the floor, it was already covered in plastic sheeting, a basic precaution he took before each donor even arrived. He would burn the sheeting in the heavy old solid-fuel boiler in the basement, along with the clothing she had been wearing when she arrived, the surgical scrubs, gown, gloves and cap he wore during the procedure, and anything else flammable, in the days after disposal of the body. The instruments would be cleansed in the autoclave he had installed, and within seventy-two hours after completion of the processing of each maruta, there would be nothing, no physical evidence of any sort, to link the dumped body with either him or his premises.

He detached the glucose and ketamine drip that had kept her sedated throughout the night, lifted her off the operating table and carried her limp body over to the couch. He lowered her feet to the floor, turned her body and the bent her forwards over the padded arm, so that her torso rested on the seat of the couch. He manoeuvred her head slightly so that her mouth and nose were clear of the leather to ensure she could still breathe, then looked critically at her exposed groin. She'd soiled herself during the night – most of them did, in fact – and he knew he'd have to clean her up before he got started.

He walked over to the stainless steel sink in the corner of the room, picked up a small bowl and ran a little warm water into it, then took it, along with a container of liquid soap and a bundle of paper towels, over to the couch. He spent about five minutes cleaning her, used the last of the paper towels to dry her body and then stuffed all the used towels into a plastic garbage sack.

From the small cupboard over the sink he took a tube of lubricant and a condom, removed the scrubs he was wearing, and walked back to the couch, naked. He pulled on the condom, because he was already fully erect – he had been since he'd finished cleaning her – and smeared the lubricant generously over both the condom and the girl's rear end. Then he ran his hands over the firm flesh of her buttocks, smiled broadly, and thrust himself inside her.

Ten minutes later he was spent. He pulled off the condom, which followed the paper towels into the garbage sack, carefully washed himself, then pulled on his scrubs again. He donned a fresh pair of latex gloves, then lifted the unconscious girl off the couch and carried her back to the table, lying her down on her back.

He looked at her one last time, then smiled bleakly. He stepped to one side of the room, picked up two plastic containers, each with a maximum capacity of just over a gallon, and each with a length of plastic tubing taped to the open neck, and placed one on each side of the operating table. Then he picked up the large-bore needle he'd already connected to the end of one tube and inserted it in a blood vessel in the girl's left arm, on the inside of her elbow. He applied a length of surgical tape to hold it in place, then repeated the procedure on her other arm, and paused for a moment to ensure that the blood was flowing satisfactorily into both containers.

Then he nodded, glanced at his watch, stepped through the door on one side of the room and walked into a small kitchen and sitting area.

He would have a cup of coffee and relax while he waited for the girl to die, he decided. Then he'd start cutting.




Chapter 18

Sunday

Socorro, New Mexico

When they got back to Reilly's office, Dave Rogers was waiting for them.

'Not got all the results yet, Dick, and there's no point in trying the hospitals on a Sunday, but I'll get on that first thing tomorrow morning. Now, you asked me to check on a whole bunch of different things, but mainly the kind of facilities this guy would need to do his stuff, like an isolated house or some other premises where he could work in peace, and also the kind of equipment you reckoned he'd need, like surgical instruments. Well, I gotta tell you that New Mexico is a pretty goddamned big state, fifth-largest in the country, but a fairly small population, and so the trick really is finding a house that isn't isolated rather than one that is.'

'Kinda figured that might be the case,' Reilly said.

'OK. Now, as far as equipment is concerned, it's not that difficult to find that kind of stuff on eBay and some of the other auction sites. I did a search, and I've found three operating theatre tables on sale right now not too far away from here, two in Texas and the third one in Kansas. They're not new, in fact one of them dates from around the 1930s, if the seller is to be believed, but for something like this, I guess the age isn't that important. Even a table that old would probably do the job for this guy, because all he needs is the stainless steel top and the adjustments, so he can tilt and raise and lower it. I found a couple of theatre lights as well on the same site, so I guess the short answer to the question you asked me, Dick, is that if this guy knows what he's buying, he'd be able to build himself an operating theatre in his cellar or somewhere pretty easily and quite cheap too. And as far as the day-to-day stuff is concerned, the scalpels and syringes and things like that, there are a whole bunch of medical supply shops where he could just walk in and get everything off the shelf.'

'So I guess that's another good idea that didn't pan out,' Hunter said. 'Oh, and there's something else, while I think about it. I think when Dick asked you to do this research we were assuming that there would be a lot of blood spilled during every "operation". We now think that there probably wouldn't be very much bleeding at all, because we believe it's possible the perpetrator kills his victims by draining all the blood from their bodies.'

Rogers looked shocked.

'You mean like a goddamned vampire?' he demanded.

Hunter shook his head.

'No, like a guy who stores the blood in bags or bottles and then gets rid of it. The point is, we were assuming that wherever he's working there would need to be excellent drainage to dispose of all the blood, and a good water supply so that he could wash down the room or wherever he's been working. But it now looks as if the blood loss would be minimal, and in fact we should really be looking for signs of the debris and plastic sheeting or whatever it is he uses to avoid contamination being burnt, probably in some kind of enclosed furnace rather than out in the open air.'

Rogers shook his head.

'That'll make the search a whole lot more difficult. This state's hot in the summer, and lots of places run air conditioning systems, but it's also cold in the winter, and so most properties have got some kind of heating system. And because we've got lots of trees, a lot of those furnaces are powered by wood instead of oil, and that means the perpetrator could get the fire going, open the door, push the plastic sheeting or whatever he wants to get rid of inside, toss in a couple of logs and close the door again. So pretty much any house, anywhere, could fit the bill, as long as it's not surrounded by other properties. It could be somewhere right here in the middle of Socorro.'

'I don't think so, because of the risk of one of the victims getting away or even recovering consciousness and starting to scream. I still think we're looking for somewhere fairly isolated. And the other thing that we haven't really considered is exactly how and where the abduction takes place,' Hunter went on, turning to look at Reilly. 'Does he befriend his victims and get inside their property, or has he worked out some way of grabbing them from their jobs or when they're out and about?'

The Sheriff shrugged his ample shoulders.

'Beats the hell out of me. The forensic guys checked out Jackie Bodrun's apartment, but they saw nothin' out o' place, far as I know. Definitely no signs of a struggle, anyways.'

Dave Rogers spoke into the silence which followed Reilly's remark.

'If he didn't get to know the vics personally – and from what I read about Jackie Bodrun in the papers she didn't sound to me like the kind of girl who'd invite a man back to her place unless she knew him really well – maybe he talked his way inside. Flashed a badge and pretended to be a cop, or maybe a guy from one of the utility companies, investigating a fault, something like that.'

'Yea, that makes sense,' Hunter said, 'and I can see it happening. Once inside, he could use chloroform or something of that sort to knock out his victim. The big problem is what would happen next.'

'What do you mean?' Reilly asked.

'So he's standing in an apartment somewhere in Socorro or Albuquerque or wherever, and the man or woman he's chosen is lying unconscious on the floor. How the hell does he get the victim out of the apartment without somebody noticing? Apart from anything else, how could he physically do it? I'm pretty big, and I could probably have lifted Jackie Bodrun onto my shoulder and walked away with her, but in a busy city how far would I have got before a cop or a concerned citizen stopped me, or at least noticed me? And of the four victims that we know about, assuming the guy we found today was one, three of them were men. Much bigger and heavier, more of a problem to subdue in the first place, and much more difficult to carry. Even if he's working with an accomplice, I still don't see how he could have got the victims out of their properties completely unnoticed. And I presume your house-to-house enquiries didn't turn up any witnesses who saw anything?'

Reilly shook his head.

'No, nothin'. And you're right. Even if this squirrel arrived with a buddy, both dressed like paramedics an' driving an ambulance, 'cause that's one obvious way of moving an unconscious body, for sure somebody will have noticed.'

An errant thought crossed Hunter's mind and for a few seconds he just sat there, wondering if he was barking up completely the wrong tree, but the more he thought about it the more it seemed like it could be a solution. It was certainly something which was worth investigating.

Reilly was looking at him, an expectant expression on his face.

'You got somethin', Steve?' he asked.

Hunter grinned at him.

'It was just a thought, really, but it suddenly occurred to me that all the victims we know about – apart from the guy today, obviously – shared a number of characteristics. They were all young, fit and healthy, or at least concerned about their health because they seemed to be non-smokers, only drank socially and never touched drugs.'

'Yeah? So what?'

'So I was just wondering if that might be more significant than we've realised. And I think there's a way that we can check it, and that might give us a clue to how at least one of these victims was abducted without anybody seeing a single thing.'

'OK,' Reilly said, 'I'll bite. What do you want to do?'

'It's really quite simple,' Hunter replied. 'I'd like to see a complete list of all the clothes that your detectives found in Jackie Bodrun's apartment.'



With a certain sense of weary inevitability, Hunter followed Reilly down the street to the diner when the Sheriff announced that he was hungry and needed some lunch. As before, Maybelle deposited a towering burger in front of him a few minutes after the two men had sat down, while Hunter's significantly more modest spaghetti and meatballs arrived after a short delay.

Despite that, Hunter finished his meal first and sat watching as Reilly demolished the last few mouthfuls of his maybe five-thousand calorie snack. The Sheriff pushed his plate away, leaned back in his seat and belched in appreciation. Maybelle arrived moments later, topped up their coffee cups and efficiently collected their empty plates.

'You boys need a little something to finish off the meal?' she asked. 'Got a real nice apple pie out back, or there's ice cream.'

Reilly nodded and licked his lips.

'Now if you can bring me a slice of that there pie, and some ice cream, then we gotta deal, Maybelle.'

She nodded and turned her attention to Hunter.

'You like some of the same?'

He shook his head.

'Thanks, but no thanks. I've really had enough.'

She frowned at him for a moment, then smiled gently and bent down towards him, her cleavage instantly attracting his attention, exactly as she intended.

'You need to keep your strength up,' she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. 'Got another couple of things I'd like to try tonight, and they're the kind of moves I can't do by myself.'

'I'll be here,' Hunter said, equally quietly, 'and I promise I'll try and keep up.'

'You'd better. You keep up and I'll keep it up, if you see what I mean.'

She straightened up, nodded to Reilly and headed across towards the kitchen door.

'That girl surely is insatiable,' the Sheriff said, not taking his eyes off her retreating rear end.

'Insatiable and really, really enthusiastic,' Hunter agreed, shaking his head. 'It's a wonder I can still walk.'

With the apple pie demolished, Reilly finished his coffee and the two men headed back towards the Sheriff's office.

'Reckon Dave shoulda collated that list by now,' Reilly said, pushing through the double doors.

'It's on your desk, Dick,' Rogers called out from behind the counter, having obviously heard his remark.

'OK,' Reilly said, opening his office door and walking inside.

He picked up the three sheets of paper stapled together that had been left on his blotter and passed it over to Hunter.

'This is your game, Steve. Best you take a look at it and tell me just what the hell you're searchin' for.'

'Give me a minute.'

Hunter scanned the sheets quickly, one after the other, then went back and looked at every single item that was listed, missing nothing. Then he passed the printed list back to Reilly.

'Take a look, Dick, and tell me what you see.'

Reilly took the pages and read what was printed on them twice, as Hunter had done, then tossed them back onto his desk and looked across at the Englishman.

'What I see is pretty much what I expected to see. A bunch of frocks and skirts and trousers and blouses and probably more shoes than I've ever owned, and I don't wanna even start listing the underwear. Looks to me like a typical set o' outfits for a young lady 'bout town. So what the hell're you seein' that I'm not?'

'That's the point,' Hunter said. 'It's not what's there, but what isn't there that struck me. When we found Jackie's body, she was naked, and there were no clothes anywhere near the site where she was dumped. But the point is that she can't have been naked when she was snatched. She must've been wearing something.'

'Pretty much obvious.'

'Exactly. So the question is: what was she wearing when she was abducted?'

Reilly glanced back at the stapled sheets lying on his desk and shrugged.

'How the hell would I know? She wasn't wearing nothin' listed on this, that's for sure, and I don't know how you can see somethin' that ain't there. And why does it matter?'

Hunter nodded.

'It matters because I think I know how she was snatched. Or at least, what she was doing when it happened. And you're quite right: it's difficult to see something that isn't there. Do you remember what the girls who worked in her office said when we saw them up at Albuquerque?'

'Pretty much, yeah, but I still don't see where you're going with this.'

'We went looking for someone at TGI Friday's. A girl called Naomi, but she didn't work in the office.'

'That's right. They told us Jackie met her at the restaurant, if I remember right.'

Hunter nodded again.

'That's what they said, and Jackie's parents mentioned her as well, though they thought that the two girls worked together, which they didn't. But they did do something together. Her mother said that Jackie was very keen on keeping fit, and she and Naomi used to go jogging together. And that's the point. That's what I'm getting at.'

Hunter pointed at the stapled sheets of paper.

'Take a look at that list again. If you or I suddenly decided to go jogging' – Hunter paused for a bare half-second and threw a glance at Reilly's ample stomach to remind himself exactly how unlikely that particular concept was – 'we'd grab a pair of jeans and a T-shirt or something and just do it. But women are different. When girls decide to go jogging, or work out in a gym or attend keep fit classes or anything like that, the first thing they'll do is go out and buy themselves the right kind of clothing. All fully colour-coordinated, the right label or logo and all the rest of it. They'd no more think of going jogging in jeans and a T-shirt than they would of turning up at the office wearing a bikini or a mismatched suit. Clothes really are that important to women.'

Reilly picked up the pages again, and Hunter waited while the Sheriff again scanned the printed lists.

'You've missed it,' he said. 'There's no tracksuit but there's a pair o' runnin' shorts an' a top an' a set o' trainers listed right here.'

'That's the point, Dick. A man would just have one set and only sling them in the wash when he could finally smell them clear across the room. A woman would have at least two sets, because the first thing she'd do when she got back home after every single run would be to wash what she'd been wearing, and so she'd definitely need a second set to wear the following day, while the first outfit dried. I'll lay you any money you like that Jackie Bodrun had two sets of running gear, and that she was wearing the other outfit when she was abducted.'

'So you're sayin' that the perp musta snatched her when she was out takin' a run somewhere.'

'Exactly,' Hunter said. 'That's what I think, and if we're right that means we're probably looking at another body. If she usually went jogging with Naomi, then my best guess is that our killer grabbed both the girls at the same time, because he couldn't have let Naomi get away. So she's either already dead and what's left of her body dumped somewhere or she's strapped to a table in a dark room in a quiet house way out in the sticks and being kept alive with a drip. And whatever's in the drip – glucose or saline or something – it's most probably laced with ketamine or another narcotic to keep her unconscious while the perp sorts out the tissue typing and tries to find a buyer for her organs before he opens her up. And as far as I can see, right now there's nothing we can do to stop him.'




Chapter 19

Sunday

Socorro, New Mexico

'An' that's the common factor, ain't it?' Reilly asked. 'These was all young fit men, guys who probably worked out or maybe went for a run in the evenings after work. And if Jackie Bodrun was grabbed while she was out joggin', it's a pretty good bet that the others was snatched in the same way.'

'If you think about it,' Hunter said, 'somebody who's jogging is a fairly easy target, because nobody really likes running around the streets of a city. Most joggers will head out of town and run down country lanes or through the woods and fields. If they were attacked towards the end of their route, they'd be tired and not as able to defend themselves, and if the perpetrator picked the right spot there wouldn't be any witnesses.'

'Yup,' Reilly said. 'That makes a whole lot of sense. I'll get Dave to check the files on the previous two vics and see if there's any mention o' them doin' keep fit or runnin', anythin' like that.'

At that moment, Reilly's desk phone rang and he leaned forward to answer it. The conversation that followed was fairly short, and when he'd finished Reilly put down the handset and looked over at Hunter.

'Probably got another body,' he said, 'but it ain't Naomi. In fact, it ain't human, an' I don't know where it's at. That was Dave Weeks. Remember we talked to him about the way his cattle was goin' missin', an' showed him the break in the fence. Seems he decided to do his own surveillance. He bought a camera, one of them motion detector types, an' set it up down by the end o' his pasture. Last night, a coupla guys dressed all in black wandered in an' took another one o' his cows, and he's got it all on tape. Wants us to take a look at it.'

Hunter didn't reply for a moment, then he shrugged.

'I suppose we might as well. We're not getting anywhere with the hunt for the Harvestman, so let's see if we can find out who these people are. Is he coming here, or does he want us to drive out to the farm?'

'He's comin' into town,' Reilly replied. 'In fact, he'll be here pretty soon because he made that call from his mobile, an' he's already headin' this way.'

Weeks arrived about twenty minutes later, and walked straight through into the Sheriff's office. He was carrying a dark coloured canvas bag which made a faint metallic clunk when he placed it on the end of Reilly's desk. He shook hands with both men, then opened up the bag and took out a can of Coke Zero.

Reilly looked at it, then at Weeks.

'Always had you down as a beer man, Bill. You on the wagon or somethin'?'

Weeks grinned at him.

'Found this on eBay,' he said. 'I figured whoever these guys are, they'd check out the area before they made their move, just in case there was anyone around. And they'd probably check for cameras as well, so I couldn't just bolt one onto a fence post. But who the hell would look twice at an empty Coke can?'

'That's a camera?' Reilly demanded.

'Sure is.' Weeks passed the can over to the Sheriff. 'I took a few empties down to the fence and tossed 'em around, then left this right beside one of the fence posts, near the opening. Don't think these guys gave it a second look.'

'And it's a camera?' Reilly asked again.

'Yup. Yesterday evening I did my usual patrol round the boundary, drank another Coke just in case they were watching, then tossed the can. Used the remote control to switch on this gizmo, then rode the quad back home.'

'And they came back last night?' Hunter asked.

'They sure did.'

Weeks took back the Coke can from Reilly and snapped off the base plate – it was obviously magnetic – to reveal a USB socket and a couple of switches.

'It charges up from my laptop's USB port, and stores what it records on one of those Micro SD cards. It holds up to six hours of recordings, though last night it was only a few minutes.'

Hunter waited until Weeks had removed the SD card, then took the can from him to have a look at it.

'A clever piece of kit,' he said, then looked at the printing on the outside and smiled. 'I wondered how the Coca-Cola company might feel about having one of their products used for possibly illegal covert surveillance, but although this looks identical to the real thing, it isn't.' He pointed at the distinctive cursive script. 'If you looked at this quickly, you'd think it said "Coca-Cola", because that's what you're expecting it to say, but actually it doesn't. It says "Caco-Cola", and I guess that's how they got around it. Clever.'

Weeks passed the SD card to Reilly, who slid it into a slot on the front of the system unit of his desktop computer. Then he used Windows Explorer to look at the contents of the card and double clicked the appropriate file. Weeks and Hunter moved around behind the desk to stand either side of Reilly so they could both see the computer screen.

A video box was displayed, which Reilly maximized so that it occupied almost the entire screen. Then an image appeared, flickering and uncertain for a second or two before it steadied and stabilised. On the left-hand side of the picture, the line of fence posts which marked the boundary of Bill Weeks's south pasture was clearly visible, as was the man wearing an all-black outfit who was releasing the three strands of wire from the fence post about fifteen feet away.

'What's the range of this thing?' Hunter asked, not taking his eyes off the screen.

'According to the bumf that came with it, about twenty-five to thirty feet. It's really supposed to be used indoors, so a suspicious husband can get a movie of his cheating wife getting laid by the pool boy, or whoever, so it's pretty short range.'

'Does it record audio as well?'

Weeks nodded, and Reilly clicked an icon at the bottom right of the screen. Immediately, a crackling sound was generated by the two speakers on either side of the screen. After a few moments, as the man dressed in black picked up the ends of the three wires in his gloved hand and moved to the left of the screen, the sound of his footsteps on the ground were faintly audible.

'The audio range is a lot shorter, maybe about ten feet,' Weeks explained. 'Again, I guess that's because it's supposed to be used inside the house.'

The first man was joined by a second, again clad entirely in black, and they moved across the screen from left to right as they made their way into the pasture itself. After a few seconds, the picture froze and then the screen went black.

'They must have moved out of range of the motion sensor,' Hunter said.

Moments later, the picture was displayed again, and this time when the two men reappeared, one of them was leading a cow by a rope tied around the animal's neck, while the second walked along behind it. The sound of the cow's hooves was perfectly clear, as were the footsteps of the two men.

'Don't say a lot, do they?' Reilly remarked, to nobody in particular.

'If they're military, or even ex-military, which I think is a real possibility,' Hunter said, 'they'll have been briefed on exactly what to do and when to do it. They wouldn't need to talk to each other.'

As soon as the cow had passed through the gap in the fence, the second man dragged the three strands of wire back to the fence post and began reattaching them to it, using the over centre clips that Hunter had spotted when he and Reilly had driven around the outside of the perimeter of the pasture. Then he, too, moved out of sight to the left of the frame, and after about another ten or fifteen seconds the picture again froze.

'That's it,' Weeks said. 'The only other thing the camera detected that night was a couple of coyotes running along the perimeter fence, and a deer, maybe an elk, that was right on the limit of the camera's range.'

'Think that comes under the heading o' interesting but not helpful,' Reilly said. 'All we know is that one your cows was took by a coupla guys wearing black outfits. We still don't know who the hell they are or why they're doin' it. But if it's OK with you, Bill, I'll take a copy of this, just in case there's anythin' on it we've missed.'

He ran the copy routine, saving a version of the video in one of the folders on the hard drive of his computer, then leaned forward to remove the SD card, but Hunter stopped him with a gesture.

'Hang on a moment, Dick. Can you just run the last half-minute or so one more time. There's something I'd like to check.'

Reilly used his mouse to restart the video, and glanced up at Hunter.

'You see somethin'?' he asked.

Hunter shook his head.

'No,' he replied, 'but I think I heard something, very faintly, in the background.'

Reilly cranked up the volume on the speakers as high would as it would go, and all three men listened intently.

'There,' Hunter said. 'That kind of faint rumbling noise in the background.'

'Yeah,' Reilly agreed. 'I can hear somethin'. I don't recognize it. What is it?'

'I don't know for sure,' Hunter said, 'but that could be the sound of a stealth helicopter.'

'A what'?

'A stealth chopper. We know they exist, because when the American Navy SEALs flew into Pakistan to take out Osama bin Laden, they managed to penetrate deep into the country without being detected on any of the Pakistani air defence radars, which a regular helicopter couldn't possibly have done. According to what I've read, the best guess is that the aircraft were heavily modified versions of the H-60 Black Hawk, but fitted with special body panels to reduce its radar and infrared cross-section. And the other thing the aircraft must have had were special rotors, because the most noticeable thing about any helicopter is the sound its rotors make when it's in the air. Almost nobody on the ground had any idea there were helicopters anywhere near them until they landed at Bin Laden's compound. Or, more accurately, one landed while the other one crashed, but that's another story.'

'And why do you reckon that's what we're hearin'?' Reilly asked. 'Sounded to me like it coulda been a truck engine a little ways off, somethin' like that.'

Hunter shook his head.

'When we covered the ground outside the pasture, we saw no sign of vehicles at all, apart from Bill's quad, just the tracks of cattle. But all the indications were that a helicopter had been used to move the animal Bill found outside his pasture, and that's what I think we're hearing.'

'But why couldn't they have just used a regular chopper?'

'Probably because whatever's going on out there is part of some deep black operation and whoever's running it wants it to stay as covert as possible. Flying a regular military chopper in the area means that somebody would be sure to notice it, and that would attract attention that they wouldn't want.'

'What do you mean by "deep black"?' Weeks asked.

'It's military shorthand,' Hunter said, 'and it just means a programme that's off the books, unaccountable and unregistered, and you Americans run them all the time. The black budget isn't just millions of dollars every year: it's billions of dollars, and it usually involves the development of some new kind of aircraft or other cutting-edge technology.'

'But not cutting up cows,' Reilly suggested.

'No, but I think what's important here is not what they're doing, but why they're doing it. And if I'm right and that is the sound of a stealth helicopter's rotors, then we've stumbled onto the fringes of some programme that's very important indeed.'

'Seems to me like you're buildin' a castle in the sky, here, Steve. All we actually got is a coupla guys dressed in black stealin' a cow, and a noise that could be some kinda super-secret helicopter, but what I reckon could just as easy be some other guy in a 4x4 or even on a trail bike.'

Hunter nodded.

'You're absolutely right,' he said. 'But if what's happening isn't part of some secret government programme, then what is going on? I can't think of any reason why a bunch of private individuals would want to steal, kill and mutilate cattle in New Mexico – and probably other places in this part of America as well. Stealing beef cattle would make some kind of sense, because the animals have a significant cash value in the food chain, several hundred dollars each. But these people are mainly taking milking cows, and then dumping the bodies when they've surgically removed certain parts of the animal. The only reason I can think of for doing that is because they're running some kind of checks on the tissues, and the only people who would be likely to order that to be done work in Washington DC.'

'Well, whatever,' Reilly muttered. 'The point is, we got bigger fish to fry than a bunch of cattle rustlers, whoever the hell is paying their wages and why ever they's doing it.' He shifted his glance to Bill Weeks. 'I'd like to thank you for doin' this an' lettin' us see the footage, Bill, but right now we're lookin' for a serial killer, and we ain't got the time to get tied into this as well. If you want my advice, just in case Steve here has worked out what really has been happenin' to your animals, is get the fence repaired and hope they start lookin' for their samples somewhere else. And definitely don't go after these guys.'

'You think they could be dangerous?' Weeks asked.

'Where our goddamned government's concerned, the welfare o' the citizens o' America is a hell of a long way down the list of priorities so, yeah, I think they could be dangerous if you get too close. Just don't mess with 'em.'




Chapter 20

Sunday

Belen, New Mexico

The house stood on a quiet road down to the south-west of Belen, about three miles off the interstate that ran south from Albuquerque. It was neither the largest house in the vicinity, nor the smallest, just a fairly typical American home. Three beds, two baths, with a large basement underneath it and a four-car garage attached to one side of the house, the property sat squarely in the centre of the one and a bit acre plot. A thick perimeter of trees and bushes gave it a high degree of privacy from its neighbours, just like most of the other houses in the area, but there was nothing to mark the place as being in any way unusual, and that was just the way James liked it. Keeping below the radar had become a way of life for him ever since he'd begun his lucrative but murderous part-time business.

He'd chosen the house with an eye to the future, selecting it first for its location, just like most home-buyers, though his list of requirements was rather unusual, and secondly for its potential. Once he'd completed the purchase, he'd hired a local contractor to come in and remodel the interior to his specifications, but when it came to building the garage – there had only been a hard-standing beside the house when he'd bought it – he'd called on a specialist company from out of state. That company didn't normally build garages, and their expertise lay elsewhere in the world of construction, but they had been more than happy to accommodate him. And to charge him accordingly.

The contractors had worked on building the garage block for over a month, rather longer than most people would have expected for such a project, but they did have a lot to do on the property that wasn't immediately obvious. And that was the whole point, really. Just before they left the site for the last time, James had walked around both the garage and the basement of the house with the foreman to inspect everything they'd done, and although they knew precisely what work had been carried out and where, the important part of the new construction had been completely invisible to them both.

'Can't see the join, right?' the foreman had asked.

James had agreed with him, paid the man a cash bonus and given him a cheque for the final balance owing, and then begun completing the very last part of the work, which wasn't difficult, just time-consuming and tiring, because the wood for the large multi-fuel furnace was heavy. But within three days he'd done that as well, and a month after that he and Sandra had selected their first donor.

Or, to be absolutely accurate, their first donor in New Mexico, because they'd already worked together very successfully south of the border in Chihuahua, just to get their business started and to establish links with two organ brokers who had buyers in three separate clinics, two in Mexico City and the other in Manzanillo, all of which had begun providing transplant surgery to private patients. They'd picked their donors from the non-people, the drop-outs, the homeless and the girls who worked in the sex trade, servicing American men – and even the occasional woman – who were looking for something they couldn't get at home.

Their problem in Mexico had been their client base, so to speak. Precisely because they were picking people who wouldn't be missed because of their occupation or lifestyle, quite often when James opened them up he found that their livers in particular, and frequently their kidneys as well, were useless because they were diseased or damaged, and those were the two most sought-after organs in transplant surgery. Sometimes they'd had to take two or even three donors before James had been able to remove a single healthy and viable organ to supply to one of the clinics.

But that hadn't really been a problem for them, because they were just getting started. James had been honing his skills in organ removal, because he hadn't been involved in transplant surgery in his career before, and Sandra – an alias but the name his partner preferred to use – had perfected the complementary skills of donor selection and disposal of the bodies after surgery.

They'd both known that they'd needed to start focusing not only on a different demographic but also begin working in a different area when the police in Chihuahua started to take an interest in the number of young hookers who were disappearing, an interest which had quickly turned to concern when the first eviscerated bodies had been found out in the desert. There had been, of course, no forensic link between the bodies and the two people responsible for their disappearances – the preparation routine James and Sandra had developed and performed before disposal of each of the corpses made sure of that – but that area of Mexico had quite quickly proved too hot to allow them to continue.

The move north, to America, had only been a matter of time and waiting for the right job opportunity. When James applied for a post at a hospital in Albuquerque, and was selected, he and Sandra destroyed the makeshift operating room they'd built together and made their separate ways up to New Mexico. After two months they'd both got themselves places to live and established a kind of routine in both their public and private lives.

While James worked shifts at the hospital, Sandra had signed on with half a dozen temporary secretarial agencies, which provided her with the means of generating a demonstrable income – because the revenue they earned from the supply of organs was sent immediately to a couple of banks in the Cayman Islands – as well as the opportunity to meet people who could become an integral though unwilling part of their private venture. She'd proved extremely adept at identifying young men and women whose lifestyle made them ideal potential donors, never selecting them from where she had been sent to work but always choosing people she'd encountered socially in those areas.

So far, at least, her choices had proved to be entirely satisfactory: not one of the fourteen donors they'd taken in the past two and a half years had shown the slightest trace of organ disease or damage when James had opened them up. The donor base in New Mexico was proving to be of a far more satisfactory quality than the people they had abducted and operated on in Mexico.

But the single most important advantage they'd gained in their search for suitable donors had come about almost by accident. A chance remark by the organ broker they used most often, and James's involvement in a low-priority research project at the hospital in Albuquerque, both combined to open up a new opportunity that would allow them to increase their profits and simultaneously reduce the risk. They'd just needed one additional factor to complete the equation, as it were, and Sandra had managed to achieve that far more easily than either of them had expected.

It had required the development of a new persona for Sandra, but that hadn't been a problem because it was one that was far closer to her real identity. After they'd identified the person who could provide what they needed, Sandra had observed the target covertly for a few nights and watched where and with whom he socialised. She'd done that wearing her mouse-brown wig, thick-rimmed spectacles and frumpy clothes, trying to blend into the scenery. Her quest had taken her to somewhat surprising destinations, but that had actually made things a lot easier for her.

When she finally approached him, her appearance had been completely different, and she had found no difficulty in establishing a relationship of sorts. That had required her to spend a number of hot and sweaty nights in a number of different hotel bedrooms with her target, but she'd found she actually enjoyed those, not least because circumstances meant that she'd had no option but to embrace celibacy for a few months, and she definitely had an itch that needed to be scratched. But, even if she hadn't had a good time with him, the results had been worth it.

Within a matter of weeks, James hoped that they'd be able to abandon the routine kidnapping of potential donors and just target specific individuals as a result of tissue typing in advance. Not only would that reduce the risks they ran every time they performed a snatch as they'd have to do far fewer abductions, but they would actually increase their profits because they could charge far more for the organs.

But in the meantime, they still had work to do.

James had finished the organ extraction on time and without any problems, the bloodless corpse of the girl yielding the merchandise easily. With the organs sealed in bags of preservative inside the ice-filled coolers, he'd loaded them into the back of his car and driven up to a hospital in Albuquerque, where he'd met the courier as previously arranged in an open car park outside one of the rear entrances. James had been wearing a white coat, the paperwork in his hand, and the coolers stacked against the wall behind him, a pickup arrangement that suited both him and the courier, and in under three minutes the man had been on his way to the airport, the coolers stacked in the back of his van. As far as James could tell, nobody in the hospital had taken the slightest notice of him at any point during the handover.

Back at the house, he'd returned to the theatre, pulled on his scrubs again and washed every inch of the body lying on the stainless steel operating table. When he was satisfied the corpse was completely clean, he moved a steel trolley next to the table, adjusted the height to provide a wide level surface, took a new length of plastic sheeting and wrapped the body in it, rolling it like a carpet, and left it on the table.

The instruments he'd used went into the stand-alone autoclave to be sterilised, including the detachable scalpel blades and needles. Once the autoclave cycle finished, he would put them into a small pocket-sized plastic container and dump them in a sharps box when he next went to the hospital, because he believed that was the safest way to dispose of them. The scrubs would go into the washing machine on the longest and hottest cycle available, and the plastic apron he'd worn, his gloves and all of the plastic sheeting positioned to protect the walls and floor of his theatre into a garbage bag to be burnt later. It was a tried and tested routine.

One of the reasons he'd chosen that house was the big solid-fuel boiler in the basement which supplied heat for the radiators in the winter but, more importantly, hot water in the summer, so it ran more or less continuously all year round. The plastic and other stuff in the garbage bag would burn easily, as long as the furnace was hot enough, and he would attend to that during the afternoon. Apart from the body, that just left the blood he'd extracted from the girl.

On one side of the basement was a workbench equipped with a circular saw, and beside it a large bin that was always half-full of the sawdust produced when he cut logs for the furnace. He'd devised a simple mixture: equal measures of blood and sawdust, plus about five per cent petrol, made a kind of dough that burnt perfectly well in the furnace. The mixing vessels were the open-necked containers in which he collected the blood from the donor in his theatre, and he put the whole thing, including the wooden mixing stick, into the furnace, which destroyed all the evidence at the same time.

James glanced at his watch. It was around a quarter to four, which meant Sandra would be arriving within a few minutes. It was time to move the body.

A few seconds later he heard a discreet buzz and glanced up at the warning panel set at the top of the wall in one corner of the room. Somebody had just opened the garage door using a remote. He looked at the small colour CCTV screen positioned beside the panel and watched as Sandra's Chrysler nosed its way into the garage, the wide door closing behind the vehicle as the overhead lights came on.

James hoisted the limp corpse onto his shoulder and stepped out of the theatre. The body was noticeably lighter now that it had been drained of blood and most of the internal organs removed. There was small vestibule just outside, and he stepped over to the wall and pressed a button recessed in a panel. Immediately, a single panel in the wall opened and he stepped forward into an even smaller space, the floor of which was littered with bits of bark and a few twigs. He pressed one of the two buttons on the side wall, the steel door closed and the lift ascended the short distance to the garage level.

That was one of the things which had taken the contractors so long to complete, and had required a custom-designed lift to be built. The lift ran between the garage, along one wall of which were stacked hundreds of logs for the wood-burning furnace, and the basement, and its ostensible purpose was the transport of that fuel. Pressing the buttons in the lift simply made it travel between the two locations, the same pair of doors opening at each level. The second, hidden, single door on the lift could only be opened from within the small vestibule outside the operating theatre, the space which had been designed as an underground safe room to James's most specific design. And the second entrance to that safe room was in another part of the basement, a small door that was completely hidden behind a shelf unit that was attached to it, and which could only be opened by pressing one of the buttons on a Saab car key that James kept in a jar behind the workbench, along with another couple of defunct keys. The signal from the car key actuated a switch inside the safe room which in turn operated an electric motor that opened the door. It was as safe a safe room as James had been able to design, invisible, he believed, to even the most detailed inspection of the property.

Moments later, the lift doors opened and James stepped out, the corpse still slung over his shoulder. Sandra, once again wearing her blonde wig and casual clothes, smiled at him and walked over to a white van standing at one side of the garage. Something like the basement, that vehicle had also been modified, but all the work had been done by James and Sandra.

She bent down at the rear of the van, stretched her arms wide and depressed two recessed buttons hidden behind the rear fender. The central section of the back panel dropped down with a clunk to reveal a hidden cavity under the floor of the loading area, about two feet wide and a little over one foot deep.

'Any problems?' Sandra asked.

'No. All good clean organs, and the pickup was right on schedule.'

Together, they slid the plastic-shrouded corpse into the cavity, then Sandra clicked the panel back into place, hiding it from view. The back of the van was stacked full of furniture, a load that provided the ostensible reason for the journey Sandra was about to take in the unlikely event of her being stopped by some bored cop. She would say she was helping a friend move house, and would be quite happy to open the doors to allow the vehicle to be inspected by anyone, not least because the action of opening the rear doors slid a pair of deadlocks into place to completely prevent the hatch to the hidden cavity from opening: it could only be accessed with the doors closed. The vehicle was registered to James, but insured for anyone holding a valid licence to drive, and was of course street legal in all respects. She hadn't been stopped yet, and didn't expect to be any time soon.

She also had an excuse ready if by any chance some cop saw her parked out in the country somewhere before she'd had a chance to dispose of the corpse. In the cab of the van was a small picnic basket containing some cans of soft drink, a couple of packs of sandwiches and cookies. Or, to be exact, the picnic basket was in the trunk of the Chrysler, but Sandra would transfer it to the van before she set off.

'One thing,' James said a couple of minutes later, as she prepared to leave.

'What?'

'The last couple of bodies turned up,' he reminded her, 'as well as those two last year. It's not really a problem, because there's nothing to link us to them, but it's bound to make the cops a little nervous and more alert. So if you can, why don't you try and drop that one where nobody will ever find it?'

'I always try,' Sandra replied, 'but I can't get this van too far off the road, not if my cover story is going to hold up, and I can't carry the stiffs more than a few yards, so there's always going to be a risk of somebody finding them. But I do have one place in mind that might work. In fact, it might work for more than one body.'



A little over seventy minutes later, Sandra stopped the van on the unmade shoulder of a narrow road deep in the countryside a couple of miles south of Grants, out to the west of Belen. She pulled out a road map and spread it across the passenger seat, her immediate excuse if anybody happened to stop and ask what she was doing, then got out of the car and checked the road in both directions, listening intently as well as looking. She saw nothing, and all she could hear was birdsong and the occasional bark of a coyote.

She bent down at the back of the vehicle, pressed the two release buttons to drop the hatch, and then stood up again, once more checking the road. Satisfied, she reached inside, grabbed the plastic-wrapped corpse and dragged it out of the cavity. It slumped onto the ground as she clicked the hatch shut again.

Sandra was a lot stronger than she looked, and quickly hoisted the body up and onto her shoulder without apparent effort, again glanced in both directions, and then started walking away from the road and over to a line of trees about twenty yards away. As soon as she reached them she stopped and lowered the body to the ground and checked behind her. Still nothing moved on the road, and from that point she could see for about half a mile in each direction.

She walked forwards a few feet, checking the lie of the land, and nodded in satisfaction at what she saw. She walked back, picked up the body again and retraced her steps, laying it down again a few yards further on. Then she bent down, seized the end of the plastic sheeting with both hands, and pulled firmly.

The body started to roll, the speed of the revolutions increasing as more of the plastic was unwound, and then tumbled out of sight, careering down the almost vertical slope that marked the edge of the deep ravine she'd identified the previous evening on Google Earth. She listened to the thumps and crashes as the body dropped down through the stunted bushes and undergrowth, and then heard a final, louder thud as it came to rest at the bottom of the slope.

Silence reigned once again. Sandra rolled up the plastic sheet and tucked it into the hip pocket of the jeans, then stepped forward to the line of trees. Again, she checked in both directions before stepping out. In a few seconds she was back beside the van. She opened the flap at the rear of the vehicle, slid the plastic sheet inside and then closed the hatch before getting back into the driver's seat.

Moments later, she was driving back down the deserted road, heading in the general direction of Belen. As she drove, she switched on the radio, found a country music station and started singing along to Alan Jackson's Gone Country.




Chapter 21

Monday

Socorro, New Mexico

'I think I know how he chooses his victims, or what we think are the urgent, short notice ones, anyway,' Hunter said, as soon as Reilly walked into the incident room just after nine the following morning.

Hunter had been in the building since just before seven, going over the two case files for the earlier murders again and studying what they'd so far managed to glean about Jackie Bodrun, and when he finally spotted it, one possible common factor proved to be so obvious that he didn't understand why nobody had seen it earlier.

'How?' Reilly asked. 'Dave Rogers hasn't got the information back from the hospitals yet, so we don't know if Jackie had ever had treatment for anything.'

Hunter shook his head.

'I know, but it doesn't matter. Joseph told us that tissue typing is usually done using blood. And I think that's what this guy has been doing as well.'

'You mean they was all blood donors?' Reilly asked, immediately seeing the thrust of Hunter's argument.

'Not all of them, no. Of those two murders last year, according to the case files, James Lockyer wasn't a donor but he had been in hospital where some of his blood would have been taken. Roger Noble was a donor, and so was Jackie Bodrun. I think this killer has had access to their blood, either when they were making donations in a mobile truck or maybe when it was actually in storage at a blood bank here in Socorro or up at Albuquerque. And that does – or at least I hope it does – give us somewhere to start looking. When you think about it, if this perpetrator has been operating like this for a while, and everything we've found so far suggests that he has been, he might be working what amounts to his own screening programme, applying a cut-off age of, say, thirty or thirty-five, and taking a blood sample of everyone younger than that and just keeping the samples in a freezer somewhere until he needs to do some tissue typing, because I've checked on the Internet and you can store whole blood for quite a long time.

'Whole blood is normally stored in a fridge for up to about six weeks, but if you freeze it you can store it for as long as ten years. And that's blood intended for transfusion, but all this guy needs is blood for tissue typing, so even if it degrades slightly in a freezer it wouldn't matter to him. Then, when he gets a request for an urgent donor kidney or some other organ, instead of just picking somebody young and healthy to satisfy the more routine demands, all he needs to do is run a tissue typing test using a blood sample from the recipient with the samples he's got stored until he finds the best match. I presume that if the recipient is blood group A, say, then the most likely donor would also be from that group, so he'd only have a limited number of blood samples to check.'

'An' then he just identifies the man or woman who gave the blood, an' snatches them off of the goddamned street.' Reilly shook his head. 'I can kinda understand the mentality of a serial killer, I guess. I can see how he gets the impulse to grab a certain kinda person and then kill them in a special kinda way, because that's his thing, you know. But I can't get my head 'round this squirrel. He's usin' the people around him the way a farmer uses a herd of beef cattle, pickin' out the ones that are gonna die just 'cause their organs happen to be a match for some guy who's got sick. I dunno what you think, but to me that's kinda alien. You know, like the problem we had before.'

'That was different,' Hunter said. 'Different motives, different method, very different bad guys. But we finished that, and we're going to finish this as well. I hear what you say, Dick, but I think this perpetrator is strictly earthbound. He's just really cold and really calculating, and he doesn't care what suffering he causes. I don't go in for pop psychology, but from what little I know about the subject he seems to be displaying all the defining characteristics of a classic psychopath. He probably feels he's got an absolute right to harvest people he believes are inferior to him, because as far as he's concerned his life and what he's doing are far more important than they are.

'It's a strange mind-set, but it's shared by not only serial killers, but also by a hell of a lot of bankers and politicians. Some people in government genuinely cannot see what's wrong with the most flagrant abuses of power, think that they're above the laws that govern everyone else, and believe that they are perfectly entitled to be as corrupt as they want, and only express the slightest regret if and when they finally get caught. Here in America, Nixon was perhaps the classic example.

'And bankers, particularly bankers in Britain, are still walking away with massive annual bonuses, some of them in the millions, even if by any impartial standard they're completely incompetent and in some cases have managed to drive the bank so far into the ground that it's only survived because the British government has pumped millions or billions of pounds into it – money supplied ultimately by the British taxpayer – to keep it afloat. And, again, they simply can't see that they've done anything wrong and will happily claim that they're fully entitled to their bonuses, while an increasing proportion of the workforce is either out of a job or taking a cut in pay. They're often called "snakes in suits", and you can absolutely see why.'

'Yeah, well I don't give a damn about British bankers. That's your problem. Politicians is a problem for everyone, o' course, but I guess we all gotta live with that. Right now, our problem's this here Harvestman, an' sittin' round talkin' 'bout bankers an' politicos ain't gonna help us find him. So if you're right, he's gotta have somethin' to do with a blood bank. Maybe he's the attending physician when they's takin' blood, somethin' like that?'

'Maybe,' Hunter replied. 'But even if he isn't, that would be a pretty good place to start. If we're right, there has to be a common factor, one person who's consistently involved in some part of the blood transfusion programme. I know more or less how the system works back in Britain, but not over here. I think we should have a word with Joseph to find out what the routine is for blood donors.'

Joseph Crawshaw walked into the building a little after ten, having completed the post mortem on the latest body but, as both Hunter and Reilly had expected, his autopsy had provided little in the way of additional information.

'There's not a lot I can tell you,' the medical examiner began. 'The victim had been dead for between about ten days and two weeks – I can't be more exact than that because of the condition of the body, and especially the action of the scavengers – and I can't confirm the cause of death. But as before, with the other victims, there was no evidence of extensive blood loss around the corpse, so it's fairly clear that he was killed somewhere else and then dumped where we found him. My guess is that he was killed by exsanguination, but obviously I can't prove that.

'Most of the soft tissues from the torso were missing, and my assumption is that they were removed by the perpetrator, but again that's something else I can't prove. I can say that there was clear evidence of a long incision on the skin of the abdomen, which means the body was opened up, and it is of course possible that the internal organs were removed by scavengers after the corpse was dumped, but I think it's far more likely that this is another victim killed by the same perpetrator as the others, and that he surgically removed the organs. Again, I can't prove that, because there's not enough evidence left in the corpse to confirm it, but it's a reasonable assumption.'

'Pretty much what we was expectin', doc,' Reilly said. 'Got another idea, though. Or at least, Steve here has.'

'Really?' Crawshaw looked interested.

'It just seems to me to make sense,' Hunter began. 'If we are right and this killer is harvesting victims for their organs, it looks as if he's providing some on a more or less routine basis, selecting people that's he's had time to identify in advance and chosen based on their lifestyle. That must take quite some time, weeks maybe, for him to check out their routine and then decide how and when to grab them. But if he gets a request for an urgent donation – which I know isn't really the right word in these circumstances – he wouldn't have the time to do that, and he would also have to do tissue typing because if he didn't he would have no guarantee that the organ would be compatible. That obviously means he needs a sample of tissue from both the donor and the recipient. Getting a sample from the recipient would be easy enough, because that patient is waiting for a transplant, but the donor would be more difficult. So I think he's using their blood, because at least two of the victims we're pretty sure were killed by this man were registered blood donors.'

Crawshaw nodded slowly.

'That would make good sense,' he replied. 'One of the things that has been puzzling me was how the killer was selecting his victims, but if he had access to their blood, that would explain it. He could do an accurate tissue typing from a number of potential donors, and select the person who was the best match. That would be a very efficient, if sickening, system for him to use, choosing which person to kidnap and then to kill purely on the basis of the compatibility of their tissues.'

'So the next question, obviously,' Hunter said, 'is how he's doing it. How's he getting access to the blood? Could he be a doctor working at the blood transfusion service, and just taking a sample from every patient who looks as if they would be suitable?'

Crawshaw shook his head.

'I doubt it, just because of the numbers. Most blood collected in the States is organized through the American Red Cross, either through people visiting one of the donation centres or going to a privately-organized blood drive. Obviously doctors and trained nurses are in attendance every time blood is collected, but it will almost never be the same people each time. And of course doctors in hospitals may also take blood from a patient ahead of his or her operation, especially if they have an unusual blood type like AB Rhesus negative, the rarest of them all, only found in about one per cent of the population.'

'Damn,' Hunter muttered. 'I thought we had a decent chance of tracing him through this.' He paused for a moment, then gave a small smile. 'On the other hand, we could be right. This could still be how he's doing it. He doesn't have to oversee every blood donation that's made in the area. Maybe he's just a doctor who works at one particular centre, and harvests his victims from people who donate there. Joseph, we need to check these two people, Roger Noble and Jackie Bodrun, and find out how and when they gave blood, see if there's a common factor. Would that be in their medical records?'

'It should be, yes. Leave that with me. I'll take a look at their documentation. It shouldn't take me too long.'

Crawshaw stood up to leave, but Hunter immediately stopped him.

'There's something else I wanted to ask,' he said. 'I think Roger Noble might have been a short-notice victim. Both the other two – according to what I read in the case file about James Lockyer and what you've told us about Jackie Bodrun – suggest that all their internal organs were probably removed by the killer, based on the medical evidence. But Roger Noble's body was different. According to what you wrote in your report about him, there was a possibility that only some of his organs had been surgically removed because you didn't find the same clean cuts inside his abdomen as in the other bodies. The implication is that the killer didn't clean him out, just grabbed what he needed and dumped the rest. So maybe he was a short-notice killing, just for his heart or liver, say.'

Crawshaw nodded.

'I remember him, yes, and you're quite right about what I said. The ends of the remaining blood vessels and connective tissue for some of the missing organs had been chewed by scavengers, whereas Lockyer's body, which I estimated had been lying out in the open for a similar length of time, still showed clean cuts. Of course, that could simply have been because the killer cut the blood vessels much closer to the organ in his case, but that would be unusual. Normally the surgeon doing the removal would leave long blood vessels and ducts attached to the organ, to make it as easy as possible for the transplant surgeon to attach it inside the recipient's body. I can't say for sure, of course, but it's certainly possible that he only took some of his organs.'

'You reckon this is gonna help?' the Sheriff asked a few minutes later, after Crawshaw had left. 'The blood bank stuff, I mean?'

'Quite honestly, I don't know. I can't believe that the killer would be so obvious as to be the only doctor who'd taken blood from all the victims, but I suppose it's possible. We'll just have to wait and see what Joseph comes back with.'

A deputy knocked on the open door and stuck his head inside the office.

'Mighta got a lead, Dick.'

'Yeah?'

'When you reckoned this killer might be using a barn or something as his operating theatre, we canvassed all the local suppliers of the kind of equipment you figured he would need, and we've just got a hit. There's a building supply company on the outskirts of town, and they've got one customer who's bought quite a lot of plastic sheeting and duct tape but not much else. More than a dozen rolls of the stuff, according to the clerk, over the last coupla years.'

Reilly stood.

'They gotta name for this guy?'

The deputy nodded and held up a sheet of paper.

'Got both his name and his address right here, Dick. Or at least we've got the name and address he gave the clerk.'

Reilly nodded.

'OK,' he said. 'First we go see this clerk. Meantime, you get a coupla cars out to this guy's address, just to watch his house, assumin' the address he give is real, o' course. Tell 'em not to approach, an' if they can surveil it from a distance an' not get seen, that's great.'

The Sheriff grabbed the paper the deputy was holding, and he and Hunter strode out of the building.



As the deputy had told them, the building supply company was on the edge of Soccorro, in a small industrial area cum trading estate. Reilly hadn't used the lights or the siren, because there was little traffic, and their mission wasn't exactly time-critical, unlike the two cruisers he'd sent out to check on the address of the suspect. He'd also told those men, as he and Hunter had left his office, that the word he really wanted them to remember was 'covert', and that meant a stealthy approach, so as not to alarm the man in the property. If he was there, and if the property actually existed, of course, two questions that none of them knew the answer to right then.

Reilly braked the Cherokee to a halt in the small parking lot outside the entrance door to the company, and a few seconds later he and Hunter stepped inside. A guy wearing faded jeans, a check shirt and a baseball cap with the word 'Dodge' embroidered on it, was just picking up a box of something that rattled, maybe tins of paint, and nodded at Reilly as the Sheriff walked over to the counter. Hunter held open the door for the man to leave, as he had both hands full.

'Obliged,' the man muttered, stepping out into the bright sunlight and walking across the parking lot to a rusty flatbed Ford, the paintwork faded and dull, and with a number of bumps and scrapes visible along the side of the vehicle.

'What can I get you?' the counter clerk asked, probably more in hope than expectation: neither Reilly nor Hunter looked as if they were on a shopping expedition.

The clerk had a dark blue apron around his waist, the front smeared with what looked like paint and oil, over dark grey overalls. Hunter guessed that working in that particular supply company was a fairly dirty job. He was about six feet tall, with a friendly, open face that looked like he smiled a lot. Blue eyes peered out from under an untidy thatch of blond hair.

'Just information,' Reilly replied. 'My deputy told me you'd sold a bunch o' plastic sheeting to some guy. You wanna tell me 'bout it?'

The clerk's eyes flicked from Reilly to Hunter and back again.

'Ain't too much to tell, Sheriff,' he said. 'I checked the sales records like your deputy asked, and found this one man who'd made a half a dozen purchases. Always the same stuff. Heavy-duty plastic sheeting, the kind you'd use if you were doing a lot of work inside your property.'

'How heavy-duty?' Reilly asked.

'It's the heaviest grade we sell. I mean, you could mix concrete or plaster on it, that kind of thing.'

The Sheriff nodded.

'He ever say what he used it for?'

'No. Far as I know, nobody here ever asked him. Is there a problem with this, Sheriff? They just seemed like regular transactions to me.'

'No problem for you, but maybe it is for me. OK, we've got the name and address he gave you. You remember what he looked like?'

'As far as I recall, he's maybe thirty, thin and kind of scruffy looking. A skinny face and long hair, and he sometimes has a beard. I doubt if I could pick him out in a line-up, if that was what you were going to ask.'

'I wasn't, but thanks for tellin' me. Nothin' ever struck you as odd 'bout him?'

'Nope,' the clerk replied. 'Just a regular guy. I only really remember him because he never said a lot, and he always bought exactly the same goods, the rolls of sheeting and a few rolls of duct tape. Most of our customers enjoy a chat and they're always ordering different things depending on what job they're doing. Whatever this guy was working on, he either didn't need anything else, or he was buying the other equipment and materials he was using in some other store.'

Reilly nodded again and glanced at Hunter, who shook his head.

The Sheriff took a card out of his pocket and passed it over to the clerk.

'You think o' anythin' else, you give me a call, OK?'

'Sure thing, Sheriff.'

Outside, Reilly started the Cherokee's engine and kicked the air con onto high to start hauling down the temperature inside the vehicle.

'I think we're wasting our time, Dick,' Hunter said.

'You don't think this is the perp?'

'No. Think it through. The guy we're looking for has stayed off the radar until now, so is he really likely to arouse even the lowest level of suspicion by only buying the plastic sheeting he needs from just one store? I would have expected him to spread his purchases around, buying from a different place each time, and maybe even getting some of it from the internet, or out of state.'

'Maybe there ain't no other places 'round here that sell it,' Reilly suggested.

'Then if he had any sense – and I still think we're facing a highly intelligent man here – he would have concealed his purchases. Instead of just buying plastic sheeting, he would have bought that, plus paint, rollers, brushes, hammers, nails, screws or whatever, and he'd probably have explained to the clerk that he was doing a restoration project of some sort. And if he'd done that, we'd have been none the wiser, because the purchases wouldn't have stood out.'

'So you reckon we're just gonna find some guy who does somethin' normal with this stuff?'

Hunter grinned at him.

'I don't know about "normal", because I can't think of any particularly useful thing you can do with that much plastic sheeting, but I don't think we're going to find a serial killer at home when we call, no.'

'Only one way to find out, I guess,' Reilly replied, reversed the Cherokee out of the parking space and turned back onto the road.

The address the clerk had supplied was out to the west of Socorro, outside the city limits but not that deep in the rural area that surrounded the town. As soon as Reilly was clear of the traffic, he called up his dispatcher and had her patch him through to the deputies he'd sent out earlier.

'Give me a SITREP, George,' he instructed.

'OK, the address is real enough, Dick, which is kinda a surprise, I guess. We're on the main road and just watching the place from here because there's nowhere better as far as I can see. There's no sign of life there. It looks something like a small farm, with a coupla barns beside it. No point in checking them out, I guess, because they're open-sided, but there's a sort of outhouse tacked on the back end of the farm building, and that could be what we're looking for.'

'I'm maybe five or six minutes away, I guess,' Reilly said. 'Hold your position until I get to you.'

He replaced the radio mike in its clip and glanced at Hunter.

'Still think it ain't him?' he asked.

Hunter nodded.

'The same reasoning as before. If this guy really was a serial killer, he definitely wouldn't give his correct name and address to anybody like the clerk in that supply store. Both would be false. So unless Mr Plastic Sheeting is simply borrowing somebody else's identity, we're going to find that the man at the farm will have a really good reason for buying the stuff, and cutting up human bodies isn't going to be it.'

'Might be right there. Otherwise this all seems too easy.'

'I had another thought as well. The clerk told us the sheeting he'd sold was the real heavy-duty type. He even said you could mix concrete on it. But if you're trying to protect the floor or walls of a room from getting splashed with blood, that would probably be too thick. You'd be better off using a slightly thinner grade because it would be easier to mould around things and secure in place. It would also be better as far as wrapping a corpse is concerned, if that's what he does, which seems likely. Again, the thinner sheeting would fit much tighter around the body.'

Reilly grunted but didn't respond, and a couple of minutes later he stopped the Jeep alongside one of the two patrol cars that were parked close to the unmade track that led down towards the small farm.

The Sheriff lowered his window as the Deputy approached him.

'Still no movement. No sign of life at all, in fact. Not even an animal.'

'OK, George. I'll drive down first and you follow right behind me. Tell the guys in the other car to block this end of the track just in case this comedian decides to make a run for it. When we get down there, we do it by the book. That means you haul out the shotguns and you use 'em if you have to. I'm takin' no chances here. We knock first, and if he doesn't open the door we blow it off its hinges. One way or the other we're gettin' inside.'

'It isn't him,' Hunter interjected mildly.

The Deputy glanced at him for a moment, then looked back at Reilly.

'Steve here don't think it's the right guy,' he explained to the Deputy, 'so we gotta be sure afore we does anythin' terminal, so to speak.'

Thirty seconds later, Reilly steered the Cherokee down the track, checking in his rear-view mirror that the cruiser was following. Further back, he could see the second cruiser move forward a few feet to completely block the junction between the track and the road.

The Sheriff pulled the Jeep to a stop outside the property and climbed out, grabbing his Mossberg pump-action twelve gauge as he did so, and racked the slide back to chamber a cartridge. Behind him, the sound was echoed by his two deputies as they did precisely the same thing with their own shotguns.

Although Hunter was still convinced their quarry was not in the building in front of them, he pulled out his Glock and held it ready, just in case.

Reilly looked at him and grinned.

'You still sure it ain't him?'

'Just taking precautions, Dick. I've been wrong before.'

Reilly made his way forward, covering the ground slowly, switching his attention between the ground in front of him and the house he was approaching, a house in which nothing seemed to be moving, though they could all hear the faint sound of music coming from somewhere inside the building.

After a few paces, Reilly stopped and glanced over to his left.

'I don't think anyone's home,' he said, and pointed at the patch of dusty but level ground right beside the house. 'I see fresh tyre tracks on that there piece o' ground, and from the tread pattern they look to me like they belong to a four by four. I reckon he's out somewhere.'

'Or he's done a runner,' George suggested.

'Maybe. OK, Steve and me'll try the door, you two go 'round in back and check that out.'

Reilly stepped forward and up onto the low porch, pulled open the screen door and rapped sharply on the main door with the butt of his shotgun.

'Police. Open up right now.'

Immediately he moved to one side of the door, out of the firing line if somebody inside decided to ventilate the door in response to his greeting. But there was no sound from within.

'I was right,' Reilly said, after a minute or so. 'Nobody home.'

Just then, George walked around the side of the house, his face noticeably pale.

'It's that back room, Dick. You've got to see it.'




Chapter 22

Monday

Socorro, New Mexico

Reilly and Hunter followed the deputy around the side of the building. The extension George had described to them was a single-storey structure with two biggish windows in the side wall they were approaching. The other deputy was standing beside one of the windows and peering inside, his shotgun dangling, apparently almost forgotten, in his right hand.

Hunter stepped up beside Reilly and they both looked inside. The scene that greeted them was the stuff of nightmares.

The walls and floor had been protected by sheets of plastic, and at least that seemed to make it clear that they were in the right place. But the plastic was covered almost in its entirely with blood, thick crimson streaks and splashes that reached up to well above head height.

Reilly glanced at Hunter, who very deliberately replaced the Glock in his holster and stepped away from the window.

'It isn't him,' he said again. 'I don't know what this is, but it's not what we've been looking for.' He ticked off the points on his fingers. 'The house is too close to the town. It was too easy to find the clue that brought us here. That room is nothing like clean enough to be used for dissection and organ removal and, finally, if that was the place, why the hell wouldn't the perp have covered the windows, just fitted curtains or blinds or something so nobody could see inside?'

Another thought struck him, and he glanced up into the sky, then back through the windows, and grinned.

'What?' Reilly demanded.

'The windows face south,' Hunter said.

'So?'

'So the light inside that room will be good. I think you'll see why that's important when you get into the building,' he added.

Hunter turned away and stepped over to the door in the side wall and tried the handle. He wasn't entirely surprised when it turned and he was able to pull it open. As he did so, the noise of the music that they'd all been hearing since they'd stepped out of their vehicles increased significantly. It came, he saw almost immediately, from an MP3 player installed in a docking station equipped with a pair of external speakers and positioned on a small table located on one side of the room. He took a few steps inside, sniffed, and then turned back to Reilly, who was standing a couple of feet behind him, the two deputies flanking him on either side.

'Can you smell that?' Hunter asked.

'Yeah,' Reilly growled. 'Goddamn paint.'

The four men moved forward a little further, into the main room, and then it was obvious that what they'd assumed to blood wasn't. It was simply paint, and it was also clear that the artist – if indeed the author of the works that lined the wall below the windows and which had been invisible when they'd looked inside could be awarded that title – had a thing about crimson. The only colour on any of the canvases was red. On some, the colour was solid, as if it had just been applied with a broad brush, while on others it was splashed across the canvas in seemingly random patterns, possibly even thrown at the canvas from the pot itself.

'This guy's definitely got a thing about red,' Reilly remarked.

'Maybe he just likes the colour,' Hunter suggested, 'but whatever his reason for doing this, it's got nothing to do with us. The light inside here is good, because of the south-facing windows, and that's why there are no blinds or curtains. Artists – even ones as bad as this guy seems to be – need decent light to work with.'

He looked again at the row of paintings against the wall and shuddered slightly. The splashes of crimson were an unpleasant reminder of events and scenes he'd been trying very hard to forget. Events that had taken place the last time he and Reilly had found themselves working together.

A couple of minutes later they stepped outside, climbed into their vehicles and drove back up the dirt track to the main road, where the second cruiser had already pulled to one side to unblock the entrance and let them out onto the road.

Reilly gave a wave to the deputies as he turned the Cherokee back towards Socorro.

'Good call, Steve,' he said as he accelerated away. 'Woulda been good if he had been the perp, but there you go.'

Hunter nodded.

'I just thought it was too easy,' he replied. 'This man is far too clever, I think, to leave such an obvious clue as that. If we're going to find him, we're going to have to be just as smart as he is.'

'An' we do that how, 'xactly?'

'Good question. I'd still like to see the results of the checks we asked for from neighbouring forces, to see if any kind of pattern emerges there, a pattern that maybe we can tie to a particular doctor or surgeon moving from one hospital to another. Personally, I think that's a bit of a long shot, because I doubt if this man is going to have made his kills anywhere near where he lived or worked, precisely so that there would be no pattern for anyone to find. So I believe we need to think laterally.'

'And what in hell does that mean?'

'Kind of approaching the problem from a different angle, if you like. There's an old story, almost certainly apocryphal – made up, I mean – that illustrates what I'm talking about. There was a merchant who fell on hard times and ran up a big debt with his landlord, and eventually the day of reckoning came. If the merchant couldn't pay, the landlord told him he was going to bankrupt him. But there was another option. The merchant had a beautiful daughter who the landlord wanted to sleep with, so he offered the merchant a deal. If the daughter agreed to sleep with him, then he would wipe out the debt. But if she didn't agree, the merchant would be bankrupted.

'The merchant had no choice, and told his daughter what had happened. She reluctantly agreed to the landlord's terms, but with one difference: she insisted that they should introduce an element of chance. The three of them agreed that the daughter would draw a pebble out of a closed bag. If the pebble was black, she would sleep with the landlord and her father's debt would be written off. If she drew out a white pebble, the debt would still be wiped out, but she wouldn't have to sleep with the landlord.'

'Seems a mighty long story, this, Steve.'

'Bear with me: it's almost finished. So they went outside the house and stood on a gravel path. The landlord produced a fabric bag, and then bent down and picked up two pebbles from the path. But the daughter noticed that he hadn't selected a black pebble and a white pebble, which he should have done, but two black pebbles. She knew that if she reached inside and took a pebble out of the bag, she'd eliminate her father' debt, but she'd also have to sleep with the landlord. So the question is, what could she possibly do? How could she get out of it?'

'She could tell the goddamn landlord to open up the bag and put the right goddamn pebbles in it, I guess.'

'That wouldn't work, because the landlord could simply refuse to open up the bag, tell them he'd changed his mind and then he could still bankrupt the merchant. But there is one thing she could do that would wipe out her father's debt and mean she wouldn't have to sleep with the landlord. You just have to look at the problem in a different way, from a different angle.'

Reilly was silent for about a minute, then he shook his head.

'Damned if I see it,' he said. 'I'm not a lotta good at riddles.'

'OK. If she takes one pebble out of the bag, she'll have a black pebble in her hand, with all that that implies for her. But look at the problem from the other side, as it were. If she takes a pebble out of the bag, what colour will the pebble be that's still inside the bag?'

'Black,' Reilly said. 'They was both black.'

'Exactly. Her ideal solution is either to have a white pebble in her hand or a black pebble in the bag, because that would be actually the same thing under the terms of the wager. So she simply takes one of the pebbles, clumsily fumbles with it so that it falls onto the gravel path, and then tells the landlord that all he has to do is look at the other pebble to find out which colour she picked. And because the pebble that's left is black, she must obviously have picked the white one. End of problem.'

Reilly laughed shortly.

'Yeah, clever,' he said. 'Not real sure how that helps us here, but I do see what you mean. So what 'bout specifics? What do we do, not havin' a bag o' pebbles an' all?'

'I've been trying to look at the problem from the other side, because I don't think we're going to find him by investigating his victims or anything like that, because he simply leaves no forensic evidence behind and unless there's a real stroke of blind luck, like him being pulled over for a traffic violation with a body in his car, we're always going to be playing catch-up. The problem is that right now I really don't see an obvious way of moving the investigation forward. I'm beginning to think that we have to look away from what the perpetrator is doing and how he selects his victims, and maybe start looking at the way the organs are transported from the killer to the recipient doctor, and I actually don't know how we do that.’



'I suppose you could call it unnatural selection,' Joseph Crawshaw said, with no attempt whatsoever at humour, some two hours later at a table in the diner. 'But you're right,' he continued, his expression grim. 'That would work. In fact, that really is the only way it could work for the urgent requests. He has to know before he selects his victim and that means he must have access to a blood bank, because I can't think of a better way for him to do the tissue typing.'

For a few moments the three men were silent, lost in their own thoughts. Maybelle cruised by with a jug of coffee in her hand, topped up their cups without being asked, but said nothing to them.

'So you reckon he might be a doc workin' in one o' them places?' Reilly asked.

Crawshaw shook his head.

'Not necessarily. I said he had to have access to a blood bank, but that doesn't mean he has to actually work there. I'm not too familiar with the details of the way the Red Cross donor system works, but it will obviously employ doctors and nurses, and phlebotomists to physically take the blood. It's quite possible all these people will be working a rota system, so if our killer is among them, he will probably be working at different places at different times. Or perhaps he's suborned one of the staff to provide him with information. But that does give you one obvious avenue to explore.'

'We've already got a check running against the known victims to find out where their blood was stored,' Hunter said. 'Maybe that will at least narrow down the search, if we can tie them to just one blood bank.'

'You could, yes,' Crawshaw agreed, and there was something about the way he spoke that made Hunter look at him.

'What?'

Crawshaw nodded and looked across at Hunter.

'Dick was telling me about your lateral thinking exercise, and I was wondering if there's something else you could investigate. Something along the same lines, I mean, approaching the same problem but from a different direction.'

Hunter and Reilly looked interested.

'When somebody gives blood,' Crawshaw continued, 'obviously the staff at the collection point will take down their name and address and date of birth, and probably their Social Security number, phone number and a bunch of other information as well, and take a quick medical history just to make sure they aren't a member of a high-risk group like, say, practising homosexuals or habitual drug users, and haven't travelled to a country like Africa where they might have been exposed to certain diseases. The last thing the American medical profession wants is to infect some innocent accident victim with HIV or something, so checks will obviously be carried out.

'Now,' he went on, warming to his theme, 'the result of all that is that although every pint of blood stored in a refrigerator will only bear a code number, that number can be checked back through the system and the name of the donor identified if necessary. This could be useful, for example, if evidence of some disease is later discovered in that person's blood, so that they can receive the appropriate treatment, or if they have a rare blood group and more blood of that type is needed urgently at some future date.'

'I think we kinda knew all that, doc, or coulda guessed it,' Reilly said. 'What's your point?'

'The point is that somebody working at the blood bank could easily gain access to this information, and could match a particular blood donation with the person who made it. Which is obvious, of course. But that is, if you like, just the front end of the operation. As I said before, I'm not an expert on the way the blood transfusion system works here – it's really not my field and I'm certain things will have changed considerably since I was a medical student – but what I do know is that blood, like everything else you store in a fridge, has only a limited shelf life. I don't know what the actual parameters are, but I think blood for transfusions is probably discarded after about six weeks, maybe two months, after it was taken.'

'Yeah?' Reilly looked and sounded puzzled. 'So what?'

'How do they dispose of it?' Hunter asked, not entirely certain himself where Crawshaw was heading with this.

'I don't know. There's must be a suitable mechanism in place. Obviously they don't just pour it down a drain. My guess is that, like most medical waste, it's incinerated, either on-site or maybe handed over to a specialist medical waste disposal company. Now, to go back a step, if somebody stole a bag of blood there would be a good chance the theft would be detected because of the records that are kept, and if he stole several pints – which he would have to do if he was using tissue typing with multiple blood samples to identify the best possible organ donor for a specific recipient – that would certainly be noticed. Even if he just extracted a sample of blood from each bag, he would run a very real risk of being detected. I know I've said it before, but the problem of rejection means that for this man to have a successful business, and I know that's a horrible way to describe what he's doing, but it is accurate, he has to supply organs which are as good a match as he can possibly find. That means he must be doing multiple testing to get the best compatibility. And for multiple testing he must have access to a lot of blood.

'But just suppose he's not stealing from the stock held in the blood bank refrigerators, but somehow gaining access to the blood which has been disposed of. He could take as much as he wanted of that and nobody would be any the wiser, because it would all already have been written off. If he could somehow get hold of the discarded blood, he could just stick it in a freezer back at his house or wherever his does his stuff, and haul out samples of the appropriate blood group whenever he's asked to match an organ with a specific recipient. It would be a kind of back-door system that could well be virtually risk-free. The only other thing he'd need would be access to the database so that he could match a particular bag of blood with the donor.'

Hunter nodded. What Crawshaw had just suggested made perfect sense to him. It offered a way for the killer to obtain a potentially unlimited supply of blood, because as each batch reached the end of its storage life it would be disposed of, so he would always be obtaining new blood – in both the literal and metaphorical sense of the expression – that would allow him to identify the most suitable people for organ harvesting. There really were only two obvious questions, so Hunter asked them.

'OK, Joseph. It sounds to me like you could well be right. So how does he get his hands on the blood that's been written off, and how easily could he access the database?'

'I don't know,' Crawshaw admitted, 'but I could find out fairly easily about the blood. As far as the database is concerned, he'd just need to get access to the computer system for a few minutes and dump the data onto a memory stick. That would probably be the easiest bit of all.'

'As long as our perp's a doc, right?' Reilly asked. 'Or at least somebody in a white coat who knows his way 'round the system? No way some guy wanderin' in off of the streets could do it.'

'Yes,' Crawshaw admitted, almost reluctantly. 'You're right, Dick. It would most likely be a doctor. Or just possibly a nurse or even a technician.'




Chapter 23

Tuesday

Socorro, New Mexico

'I did have one thought about the sites where the bodies are being dumped,' Hunter remarked to Reilly the following morning. They'd met at the diner for breakfast and then gone down the street to the Sheriff's office, 'but I have no idea if I'm seeing something that isn't there, or if it's a coincidence or something really significant.'

'Right now, I'll listen to anythin'.'

'Right. I looked at the photographs in the two case files you gave me, and obviously I checked around at the two crime scenes that we visited. They all shared the same basic characteristics. Each site was well clear of houses and barns and other signs of habitation, was on a quiet road with little passing traffic, and there were good views up and down the road in both directions. Now that's all pretty much what you'd expect if the perp is going to roll up in his van or four by four to dump a body. That's exactly the kind of location he would be bound to choose.'

'So your point is?'

'There's one other common factor that I noticed for sure in three of the sites, and I think also applied to where James Lockyer's body was found, though the picture wasn't entirely clear. Let me show you.'

Hunter led the way down the corridor to the major crime room which he'd taken over and crossed to the display board. He pointed at the crime scene pictures, one after the other.

'It's clear enough on those,' he said, tapping the photographs that showed where Roger Noble's body had been discovered, 'but on this all you can see is that vertical black object on one side of a single photograph. I think that's the bottom of a telegraph pole, but I suppose it could just about be the trunk of a fir tree.'

'Think you're right. Looks like a telegraph pole to me. But so what?'

'We were talking about the kind of vehicles that people would see, but not really notice, and it seems to me that if anyone spotted a lineman's truck parked anywhere near a telegraph pole way out in the sticks, that would be exactly the kind of thing I mean. They'd see the vehicle, and the pole, put the two things together and forget about it. Even if you asked them only an hour or two later if they'd seen any vehicles, they'd probably say they hadn't, unless you specifically asked about a lineman's truck. So maybe our perp has rigged up a dummy lineman's truck, or maybe even stolen one, and that's how he's delivering the bodies to the dumping sites.'

Reilly considered this idea for a few seconds, then nodded.

'Could work, I guess, though the perp woulda had to make a few changes.'

'Why?'

Reilly shrugged his shoulders.

'Far as I know, the backs o' them trucks is stuffed full o' wires an' clips an' junctions an' tools an' all kind o' other stuff I don't even got a name for. These days a lineman ain't just a guy with a ladder an' a tool belt. He's gotta have everythin' he needs to do his job out there with him. So there ain't gonna be 'nough room in the back o' one of them trucks to carry a stiff.'

Hunter nodded.

'Right. I didn't realize that. But it might still be possible, if he simply made enough of a gap on the floor for a body to lie flat, or maybe even emptied a cupboard or chest so that he could fold a corpse into that space. I think it's something we should consider, and maybe have your guys check out on the roads. I don't think any lineman would have a problem just letting a patrol cop take a look in the back of his truck.'

'Nope. No problem at all. I'll tell all our guys to stop and check any trucks they see when they's out on patrol. An' the Highway Patrol as well.'

'I had another idea. That Forest Service guy only spotted the last body we found because he saw vultures circling. I know it's kind of a long shot, but how about also telling your patrol officers to try to investigate every site where they can see any kind of carrion birds nearby, or coyotes, anything like that. And ask the Forest Service people to do the same. It probably won't help us find the perp any quicker, but at least we might recover a few more bodies that way.'

Reilly looked at him.

'You think there's more of 'em out there.'

Hunter nodded again.

'I'm certain of it,' he said. 'This man has found himself a lucrative business snatching organs, he's worked out a way of kidnapping people so that they're not missed for days or weeks, and he's careful enough in what he does with the corpse that he doesn't leave any forensic traces. Plus the fact that the four bodies we've so far found were all discovered completely by accident. So, yes, I think he's probably killed far more than just those that we know about, and I can't think of any good reason why he would stop now.'

Hunter stood up.

'I'm going back to the major crime room to take another look at the case files,' he said. 'Maybe I missed something.'

Less than five minutes later, as Hunter was again studying the map which showed the geographical locations of the residences, workplaces and body dump sites for the murdered individuals they knew about, and wondering if there was any further information he could extract, Reilly pushed open the door and walked in.

'Our boy's been busy,' he said, waving a sheet of paper at Hunter.

'Another body?'

Reilly shook his head.

'Not a body. Bodies, plural. An' nowhere near here. In fact, they's in a different country. I told you my guy was checking neighbourin' states and the like. Well, I didn't ask him to, but he checked 'cross the border in Mexico. An' guess what? Down in Chihuahua they had a whole spate o' corpses turn up a coupla years ago. All dumped way out in the desert but not too far from the nearest road, and all sliced the hell up, pretty much all their organs missin'. The Mexican cops knew they had a serial killer on their hands but didn't make the connection to organ harvestin'. Case is still open, but they ain't found no new bodies for 'bout twenty months.'

Hunter didn't look entirely surprised.

'We figured he'd done this kind of thing before. Is there any way of telling if it is the same man? Did they provide details of his MO?'

'Yup, an' it sure sounds the same. Bodies was all naked, eyes missin', one long cut down the front o' the corpse, an' nothin' much left inside o' 'em. If it ain't the same guy, there's gotta be 'nother squirrel out there working to a real similar agenda.'

'How many corpses are we talking about?' Hunter asked. 'And who were the victims? What type of people, I mean?'

'They found nine stiffs all told, five female an' four male. All looked to be in their twenties or thereabouts. Six of 'em they couldn't put names to. Best estimation o' the local cops was that they was probably hookers – the women, that is – or drifters. The kinda people nobody really knows so nobody ever misses 'em.'

'That was probably his training ground,' Hunter suggested. 'That would have been where he honed his skills and worked out how to identify and kidnap his victims, and the best way to dispose of the bodies after he'd finished with them. There were probably far more than nine killings, but if the corpses were dumped in the desert, like you say, by now any other bodies will most likely just be scattered bones. He might have selected Chihuahua as a place to work because the Mexican police probably don't have the same forensic capabilities as you do here in the States.'

Then another thought struck him.

'Actually, Dick, this could help us. Or at least open up another avenue of enquiry. I can't see how this killer could have operated in Mexico if he was living in America, so he must have been based down in Chihuahua, or somewhere in that area. If he's a doctor, there must be some record of where he worked. Can you ask Dave Rogers to run some checks to find out if there are any doctors now working here in New Mexico who were previously employed south of the border during, say, the last five years?'

'Good thinkin',' Reilly replied, handing Hunter the paper on which Rogers had printed details of the Mexican killings and turning back towards the open door. 'Don't quite know who he's gonna ask, but he's real good at that kinda thing.'

Hunter took a seat and studied what details had been provided, but there seemed to be no other useful information he could glean from the report. The killings in Chihuahua had presumably stopped, because no other bodies had been found recently, and the most obvious explanation for that was that the killer had simply moved on. North of the border to New Mexico, in this case.

But despite the new information – which definitely came under the heading of interesting rather than useful, unless Dave Rogers's check turned up a possible suspect – Hunter still couldn't see any obvious way of identifying or catching the killer unless he suddenly made some stupid mistake that could link him to one of the corpses. And using past performance as a guide to future behaviour – which was just the kind of thing Doctor Phil would say – that didn't seem very likely.

In fact, it seemed spectacularly unlikely. So far, the killer had proved to be careful, methodical, thorough, clever and selective in his choice of victims and apparently well enough versed in forensic science techniques to ensure that no clues of any sort were left on the bodies before disposal. The only weakness in his entire technique seemed to be the disposal, in fact.

If the perpetrator hadn't simply dumped the bodies, the New Mexico police would actually have no proof that a serial killer, far less an organ harvester, was working in the state. There would just be a number of young people who'd walked out of their homes or their places of employment and simply disappeared, with no indications of where they went or what had happened to them.

And that did give Hunter pause for thought. Going out into the desert and digging a grave probably posed too much of a risk, because even if the perpetrator was a very strong man, there would be a limit to how far he could carry a corpse. And he would need to transport it by car for the bulk of the journey, then hike some distance off the road, dig the hole, drop the corpse into it and fill it in again. That would be hard work that could easily take an hour or more, and there would be at least a chance his car might be spotted by a passing police cruiser while he was burying the body, and also the possibility he'd even be seen doing it.

So that was probably a non-starter. It would be far safer to just pull off the road somewhere, open up the back of his van or the trunk of his car, pull out the corpse, dump it in a ditch or somewhere, and drive away. He'd be able to do all that in well under five minutes.

But there were other options. Feeding a body through a wood-chipper would reduce it to tiny fragments, certainly preventing identification, though the disposal of the resulting bloody pulp would pose a severe problem, unless it could be turned into animal feed or the like and effectively recycled. Dismembering and scattering the corpse would also prevent the body being identified, unless the police got lucky and were able to find the fingers or skull and establish who the victim was from fingerprint analysis – if his or her prints were on file, of course – or dental records. And driving around with a selection of body parts in the vehicle and scattering them at random on quiet roads could actually be a far more hazardous undertaking than just dumping an entire body somewhere.

On balance, Hunter thought, with a rueful smile, just dumping the bodies out in the countryside was probably the best option for the murderer. The downside for him was that the police would know a serial killer was working in the state, but that knowledge wouldn't help them catch him. The fact that those of his victims whose bodies were found had been identified really didn't matter, because there was certainly no link between killer and victim outside of the murder itself. It was a stranger killing a stranger, which immediately negated most of the conventional techniques employed in murder investigations, and which were always the most difficult cases to solve. He knew that in other serial killing cases, like the Green River Strangler, the killer was usually apprehended for some other offence or perhaps caught in the act, and only when he was in custody and being questioned was the full extent of his crimes realized.

So maybe the best, and possibly even the only, way to stop this man was to try something radically different. Do something completely unexpected that might serve to draw him out, make him show himself.

Maybe they needed a Judas goat




Chapter 24

Tuesday

Socorro, New Mexico

Reilly walked back into the room about twenty minutes later, clutching another piece of paper.

'That was quick,' Hunter said.

Reilly shook his head.

'Dave's not even started checkin' on docs yet. But he's got a bit more info on one o' them other questions you was askin'.'

'Good. Like what?'

'Well, first off, we wanted to take a look at how this squirrel ships the organs he's pulled outa people. Turns out that's real easy. He just sticks a label on 'em and calls a courier.'

'You mean a specialist courier?'

Reilly shook his head.

'Nope. UPS, DHL or whoever else you got in your area. Just pay for expedited shipping an' make sure the right kinda stickers is on the cooler box so the company knows they's human tissue, 'cause that gives 'em priority. Either do that or get 'em flown to the airport nearest the hospital at the other end o' the chain and they pick 'em up by car.'

'That's a surprise. I guessed transport would have to be by a company that specialised in that kind of thing, but I suppose one urgent sealed box is pretty much the same as any other urgent sealed box.'

'Yeah. Surprised me too. Anways, that's pretty much a dead end. If we had an ID on this guy I 'spose we could run a trace through the courier companies an' find out what he shipped where, but without a name we're goin' nowhere with it. An' I guess there's a strong chance he ain't gonna write his real name on the shippin' label. He'll either pick the name of some other doc workin' there or just use whatever the name o' the hospital is.'

'You're right about that. In fact, he might even have the hospital pay the courier direct. Tell the company to just send in a bill. They'll be shipping stuff all around the country, and maybe internationally as well, so a handful of extra shipments probably aren't going to be noticed.'

Reilly nodded and glanced down again at the sheet of paper in his hand.

'Dave did the checks on Jackie Bodrun, but as far as he could find out, she'd not been in hospital anywhere here. She mighta used an outta state facility, I guess, or maybe she was just real healthy, but none o' that matters a damn, 'cause we already knew she was a blood donor. An' that's about it, right now.'

'The problem is, Dick,' Hunter said, 'that we're still playing catch-up. This perp can choose who to snatch, how and when, and the only time we've got involved so far is when somebody's stumbled over the body. I think we need to stop being reactive and start being proactive. We need to start doing something to drive him out of the shadows, to try to force him into making a mistake.'

'Sounds good to me. But how are you gonna do that?'

'First of all, I think it's worth looking at the two possible courses of action we can follow. The first is we mount a massive campaign on local TV, radio and newspapers telling everybody what we've found out so far about this man and warning everyone who fits into his target demographic – single people who are between about twenty and thirty-five years old, who live alone, who don't socialise much, and who have a healthy lifestyle – to be alert to the possibility that they might become potential targets.'

'You really think that's a good idea, Steve? Gonna have a whole bunch o' panicked people if we do that.'

Hunter shrugged, walked over to the nearest chair and sat down.

'Yes and no,' he said. 'If we take that option, we'll make it a lot more difficult for him to carry on with his activities. It probably won't make him stop, but it might drive him even deeper underground for a while. That's the good bit, if you like. The bad news is that it will make him even more cautious and careful than he is already, and our chances of catching him will be even more remote. That isn't what I'd choose, but you could argue that it could be the best option for the young adult population of New Mexico.'

Reilly shrugged.

'I hear what you say, but I don't want this perp to slip through the cracks. I want to shut him down permanently, as in blow him straight to hell.'

Reilly sat down on the opposite side of the desk to Hunter.

'OK, Steve. That's the politically goddamned correct option, I guess, and we ain't gonna do it. So what's Plan B?'

'I think we need to do two things,' Hunter replied. 'I'm hoping that right now this man is feeling a little unsure of himself, just because the killing of Jackie Bodrun made the front page of the local newspaper, and the discovery of that second body, who is presumably still unidentified' – Hunter looked at Reilly, who shook his head – 'is also going to be really big news locally. He will be quite certain that there's nothing to connect him with either killing, because he's been really careful to sanitize the bodies before he dumped them. But he is going to be aware that the police here will be on alert because now everybody knows there's a serial killer working in the area. There's nothing we can do about that, obviously, but I did wonder if we could use the press to make him feel more comfortable.'

'How? An' why, come to that?' Reilly demanded.

'Why, because the last thing we want him to do is shut down his operation and go to ground, because if he did that we might never find him. Let's face it, we haven't got a clue who he is at the moment and I don't think that state of affairs is likely to change in the near future unless we do something about it. So I thought the first thing should be a little disinformation campaign that might help him relax a bit so that he keeps looking for potential donors.'

'Disinformation?' Reilly had a little trouble getting his mouth around the word.

'If we could convince him that we're looking for somebody else, then he'd feel a lot safer, and that might make it easier to catch him. And then I've got a couple of ideas that might draw him out of hiding.'

'OK, I'll buy it,' Reilly said. 'What you got in mind?'

So Hunter told him.



Fifteen minutes later, Reilly was standing beside one of his younger deputies, a man who'd done a forensic artist course and had something of a natural talent for drawing. A book of mugshots – police photographs of criminals and suspects – was open on the table in front of them and Reilly was leafing through the pages, checking each one out as he did so, looking at one specific piece of information on each page, below the photograph.

Suddenly he stopped and pointed down.

'Steve?' he asked.

Hunter stepped over and looked down at the picture.

'That's him,' he said.

'Right. Do a photofit of that guy, Willard, as good as you can.'

For a few seconds the deputy just stared at the picture, then he looked at Reilly and voiced the two very obvious objections.

'Why do you need a drawing of this man when you've already got a photograph of him, Dick?' he asked. 'And I don't know if you noticed, but this guy's already dead.'

'Make a detective of you yet, Willard,' Reilly replied. 'I know he's dead. That's the point. Don't want our eagle-eyed citizens grabbin' hold o' some guy who's alive. That'd spoil everythin'. Don't worry 'bout it. Just get it done, an' then give it to me.'

About an hour later, Reilly and Hunter looked at the finished drawing. It was a pretty good likeness of the thirty-five year old man who'd been arrested for grand theft auto in Albuquerque eight years earlier, and who'd died in prison just over a year later when somebody sliced his throat with a shiv made from the sharpened handle of a toothbrush. He'd obviously pissed off the wrong bunch of people in the slammer.

'I'll keep it simple, right,' Reilly said. 'Just say he's wanted in connection with the last two murders, and tell the public not to approach him but to dial nine eleven right away.'

He scribbled the text on a piece of paper and walked out of his office, returning a couple of minutes later.

'The guys'll get that printed an' then we'll copy a bunch of 'em an' get them out to the media as well as 'round the office here. I know a guy on the paper an' he'll be real pleased, I judge, to get this on the front page o' the next edition.'

'Good,' Hunter nodded. 'Let's hope it works.'

'Yeah. I ain't so sure 'bout the next bit, though.'

'Frankly, Dick, nor am I. We're going to have to monitor what happens really closely. When you talked to Dave Rogers was he happy to do it?'

'Happy ain't 'xactly the word I'd use, but he'll do it, an' that's good. Woulda been difficult if he'd said no, because he's the only guy who works here that fits what you wanted. So what do we do next?'

Hunter considered for a moment before he replied, and took a glance at a number of notes he'd made.

'We need to get things moving quickly. We don't want the Harvestman to spend weeks on surveillance and preparation. We have to convince him to take action right away, so I want to start this today. The very first and most important thing to do is make sure Dave stays safe. I don't want this perp to snatch another victim, and especially not one of your officers. That means we need to get a GPS tracker program loaded into his mobile phone, and the recipient software as well, so that we can monitor his location constantly. You might have to send him, or somebody else, up to Albuquerque to sort that out, because I don't think there's an electronics shop here in Socorro that would have that kind of software. In fact, I don't actually think there's an electronics shop of any kind here, just electrical stores.'

'Willard knows 'bout that kinda stuff. I can send him. Anythin' else he needs?'

Hunter nodded.

'Yes, but I can download it from the Internet. We need to bug Dave's mobile, so we need a program that will keep the microphone on his mobile live and the connection open so that we can hear everything he says or that happens around him. But his phone will appear to be off, so if somebody does approach him, they won't know he's being monitored.'

'That'd include him havin' a leak an' takin' a dump, I guess,' Reilly said, a kind of grin on his face.

'It will, yes, but we'd also hear somebody talking to him or attacking him, and that's why we have to do it. We'll have to tell him exactly what we're doing and why, and he absolutely must keep his mobile with him at all times when he's outside this office, even in his home, just in case the perp decides to snatch him from there. And obviously the mobile has to remain fully charged at all times. While Willard's up in Albuquerque, get him to buy an external battery pack with universal adaptors. That's a kind of emergency battery for a phone. Again, he must keep that charged – just plug it into the USB port on his computer – and carry that in his pocket as well. If his phone battery runs low, and it's going to be drained more quickly than usual because of the extra stuff it'll be running, and he's out somewhere and can't charge it, he can just plug in the external pack and that'll give him a full charge again.'

'Nothin' else for Willard?' Reilly asked, looking up from the list he'd made.

Hunter shook his head.

'Not that I can think of,' he replied.

''Kay. I'll get him movin' on it right now.'

Ten minutes later, Reilly pulled his Cherokee to a stop outside a cyber café in Socorro and switched off the engine.

'How long you need?' he asked.

'At least half an hour,' Hunter replied, 'but probably a lot longer. These guys aren't just going to pop up in the results field on a search engine because what they're doing is illegal. I'm going to have to trawl the blogs and chat-rooms to try to find one. And that's also why I'm doing the search here instead of in your office, because if the guy I contact – assuming I manage to do that, of course – does a back-trace on my IP address, I don't want it showing up as the office of the Sheriff in Socorro, because that would end the conversation really quickly.'

Hunter pushed open the door as Reilly re-started the Cherokee's engine.

'Don't worry about coming back to pick me up. I'll walk to the diner, and see you there about one-thirty, OK? I'll have had enough by then.'

Hunter lifted a hand in farewell as Reilly drove away, then walked into the cyber café. He ordered a coffee and a Danish at the counter, paid for them and bought two hours' Internet access on one of the computers at the same time. The girl behind the counter pointed him towards the unoccupied seat at the end of the line of PCs, and five minutes later he was sitting down at the machine and already scanning the posts on a bulletin board he'd found that seemed a possible starting point, while his coffee cooled beside him.

After three-quarters of an hour, he gave up reading the posts on the tenth bulletin board he'd found and typed a short question himself, and realized immediately, as he scanned the first of the replies, that doing that – taking the initiative – was likely to produce results a lot faster than just reading what other people had posted.

He seemed to be on the right track and his story, he hoped, would prove to be exactly the kind of scenario that would appeal to the Harvestman, combining both urgency and a high potential profit.



Hunter was smiling when he walked into the diner at one twenty. He spotted Reilly sitting at the back, in his favourite booth, and walked over to join him.

'You got somewhere?' the Sheriff asked.

'I did,' Hunter nodded. 'I'm seeing a broker in Albuquerque at five thirty this afternoon.'

'I didn't expect it to be that easy.'

'Nor did I,' Hunter admitted, 'but these guys only have a business if people can find them, just like drug dealers. I chased my tail around a few chat-rooms and bulletin boards, and then I found one that offered counselling to potential transplant recipients, and that seemed to me like a good place to pose a question, so I did. I very briefly explained the problem – the story we'd worked out – and I ended up with a couple of invitations to have a private chat. The first person I spoke to didn't help, just told me it was God's will and that I should just accept it, and offered to work with me to cope with that, but the second one actually helped, and gave me a couple of mobile phone numbers.'

Hunter paused in his explanation to smile at Maybelle as she eased her way over to the booth.

'Reckon you must be hungry after last night, honey,' she said, giving him a wink, and filling the empty mug in front of him with coffee, 'so maybe you'd like to order one of our sixteen ounce special steaks to recover your strength?'

Hunter shook his head.

'Not even for you, Maybelle,' he replied. 'The best I can do is take your smallest burger, no cheese, no bacon, no fries, and with a side salad. But I'm sure Dick would be happy to eat most of whatever steer you've got waiting in the kitchen.'

She pouted slightly.

'As long as you can keep up,' she replied softly, 'because I've not finished with you yet.' Then she looked at Reilly. 'Steak OK for you, Dick?'

'Hell, yeah. Bring it on.'

'So you made a call, yeah?' Reilly asked, leaning forward across the table and lowering his voice as Maybelle walked away.

'Yes. I masked the number on my mobile, and called both of them. The first was too far away, over in Flagstaff, Arizona, but the second was in Albuquerque. Neither of them would do anything without a face-to-face meeting, which is why I'm heading north as soon as I've had lunch and collected the samples. The broker obviously needs those to hand over for the tissue typing.'

'That's a result, I guess. You sure there's no point in just grabbin' the broker an' sweatin' him?'

'What would you charge him with? He's not broken the law by offering to help me find a donor. The only crime he'll commit is if he then takes money for the supply of any organs, and that won't come directly from me. He'll get paid by the person who finds the donor, and that transaction will only be completed after the transplant has been performed, when proving it took place would be difficult and establishing the origin of the organs virtually impossible. What he does is technically illegal, but if he's careful proving it would be very difficult. No, the broker's fireproof as far as we're concerned. We have to go through this just as we planned.''

''Kay,' Reilly said. 'I know you can take care o' yourself, but I'm gonna go up to Albuquerque with you. You won't be carryin' when you go see this squirrel, but I'll be in the unmarked sedan just down the block, just in case it all turns to rat-shit an' you need help real fast.'

Hunter opened his mouth to protest, then thought better of it. He nodded agreement.

'OK, Dick. I appreciate that. I don't think there'll be a problem, but you never know.'



The anonymous broker – he'd introduced himself on the phone simply as 'Mike' – had insisted on the meeting being conducted in a public place, 'for the safety and protection of all parties', as he'd put it, which was why Hunter walked inside the café Mike had chosen, a good-sized place with a number of chairs and tables outside, at exactly five thirty.

He had no idea where Reilly had got to after he'd been dropped off, but he guessed that the Sheriff wasn't very far away, and might even have found a position from which he could see the exterior of the building. As instructed, Hunter was carrying a brown paper bag in one hand – a bag which held a plastic container inside which were three sealed test tubes of blood packed in ice – and a short black umbrella in the other. The hot and sunny weather ensured that this was a recognition device that was most unlikely to be carried by any of the other patrons of the establishment.

He bought a coffee at the counter and then walked to a table for four near the back of the café and sat down, placing the bag beside his chair and the umbrella prominently on the table, just in case 'Mike' hadn't yet arrived. In fact, Hunter guessed the broker was already somewhere in the café, so that he could check Hunter out when he arrived. That was the way Hunter would have done it, certainly.

Moments later, it was clear that the broker thought the same way. A bulky, middle-aged man with a hairline that had receded so far he was virtually bald, got up from a seat on the opposite side of the café, walked across to Hunter's table and sat down, uninvited.

'You're Chris, right?' he demanded.

Hunter nodded, looking at the man's craggy face and strong features and committing it to memory.

'Funny, you don't look like a Chris, somehow,' he added.

'And you don't look much like a Mike,' Hunter replied, 'but the names we're using aren't important. All I care about is whether or not you can deliver what we need.'

'As long as you're on the level, I can deliver. Or, just in case you're a cop and wearing a wire – and I'm not worried enough about that to even bother checking – when I say "deliver", what I mean is that I can put you in contact with a doctor and a hospital that might be able to help you. Or help your brother, to be exact.' He smiled briefly. 'So really we're both working for other people, I guess. Now, before we talk about anything else, let me ask you two things. First, have you got the blood samples, like I told you I'd need?'

Hunter nodded.

'They're in this bag on the floor. The blood was taken this afternoon, and it's in three test tubes, packed in ice and unlabelled except for the blood group.'

'Good. And the second thing is that you know there's a fee involved. Not for me, of course – I'm just a facilitator, you might say, and you won't be paying me anything at all, unless you want to buy me a coffee or something – but for the transplant if the operation goes ahead?'

Again Hunter nodded.

'I told you on the phone that I'm a wealthy man, and I can afford to go as high as two hundred thousand Sterling – that's about three hundred grand American – if this works.'

Mike shook his head.

'No point talking money with me. You'll have to do that with the surgeon or whoever you end up dealing with at the hospital. I'm just here to make sure that everything's kosher and to help you make the connection. You're English, obviously, so why don't you tell me why you and your brother are here in the States looking for a double-kidney transplant instead of getting that same service in London? They've got a few good doctors over there, I hear.'

Hunter let a cloud cross his face.

'It's very simple. My brother Richard had one kidney fail completely. In fact, he was taken into hospital back in the UK a couple of years ago and they cut out most of it. Then his second kidney started to fail and he ended up having to go in for dialysis three times a week. But now there are complications with that as well, and he's been told a transplant is the only answer. But he's got a drug habit, a serious habit, and I couldn't get him treated in Britain even as a private patient, because of that. The transplant teams wouldn't even touch him because they said the prognosis was so bad.'

Hunter shook his head, trying to convey a sense of filial love and commitment that, as an only child, he obviously couldn't feel.

'Now, he's trying to kick the cocaine habit, and I think he's making real progress. But we were getting nowhere in Britain, so we came out to the States. We knew there wasn't much chance of getting Richard enrolled in the official transplantation programme because of his drug use, though we did try. But I always thought we would have to look for – shall we say – alternative sources. And I know we had other choices. We could have gone out to Pakistan or Thailand or somewhere, and had the operation done there for not a lot of money.'

Hunter paused again.

'You have to understand that Richard is the only brother I've got, my only family, in fact. And for him I want the best. I couldn't get a British surgeon to help, so I want an American doctor, not some half-qualified idiot from a third-world country. And this is Richard's only chance, so I want the best possible match when the tissue typing is done. I can't put him through the stress of a major operation unless I almost know for certain that the transplant is going to work. If you can't get a really good match, then I'd almost rather he died. And I know you aren't directly involved in the financial side, but there is one condition attached to this. I've been told that the likely costs of the surgery will be around a hundred thousand dollars, and I'll pay that as soon as the operation's over. But I won't pay the other two hundred thousand until six weeks after the surgery, because by then we'll know if the new kidneys are working properly. You need to tell your contacts that that's the way it's going to be. The money can go into an escrow account somewhere – we can sort out the details later – but no final payment until we're certain the transplant has been successful, long-term.'

Mike nodded.

'I can pass that on,' he said, 'but you do realize that no two individuals are ever completely tissue compatible apart from identical twins? The best we can do is get a close match.'

'I do know that, but I'm just stressing that we want the best possible compatibility. Now, that's why I'm here, and if you can't help then I'm out of here to try to find somebody who can. At best, Richard's got another three weeks, more likely two. So it's yes or no, Mike. What's the answer?'

The man sitting opposite him didn't respond for a few moments, just stared levelly at Hunter. Then, finally, he nodded.

'OK, Chris. I'll see what I can do. No promises, though, because the compatibility of the donor is going to have to be really close because of your brother's condition. If we don't find a donor within a week, my guess is it'll be too late, and I'm real sorry about that. Give me your mobile number, and I'll get the blood samples out to some of my sources today. And also remember that we have no control over what organs are available, so it's possible that there will be no possibility of getting a good enough match for your brother. That's the best I can do. I just wish you'd come over here and found me a couple of months ago. Rush jobs are always going to be a problem.'

Hunter nodded, handed the man a piece of paper with his mobile number written on it, and then stood up. They shook hands, and then he picked up the umbrella, turned and walked away, leaving the broker still at the table, and walked briskly away from the café.




Chapter 25

Tuesday

Socorro, New Mexico

Hunter didn't think the man who called himself Mike would be likely to follow him, because there really wouldn't be any point, but he wanted to make sure. There was a large hotel not far down the street, on the opposite side of the road. Hunter crossed the street and walked straight into the building, glancing back as he did so. In the lobby he turned round and took up a position by one of the large windows that flanked the entrance door and stared across the road towards the café.

Moments later, the broker appeared, carrying the brown bag in his left hand, and walked away in the opposite direction, his mobile phone held up to his ear. Hunter waited until he was certain the man was taking no further interest in him, then took out his own phone and dialled Reilly's mobile number.

'Hi Dick. He's just left the café. I think he bought the story and he's making a call right now, so things should start moving pretty quickly. Can you pick me up?'

'Sure thing, Steve. Where you at?'

Hunter gave him the name of the hotel, but stayed inside the lobby watching the retreating figure of the broker until the man moved out of sight. Then he walked back out of the hotel and stood on the sidewalk outside the building until Reilly's unmarked sedan pulled to a stop right beside him. He climbed in and fastened the seat belt as the Sheriff drove away.

'So you reckon it worked?' Reilly asked.

Hunter nodded.

'As far as I could tell, yes. I particularly stressed the urgency of the situation, and told him I was prepared to pay about double the going rate for a perfect match and a good job.' He paused for a moment and shook his head. 'I know what his trade is,' he went on, 'but I actually liked the man, and I think he's honest, within obvious limits. He's in it for the money, ultimately, but I definitely don't think he knows how at least one of his contacts is finding his donors.'

Reilly shook his head.

'Yeah, but he ain't real likely to tell you this guy'll find the best match and then snatch an' kill the donor for you. Might just all be part o' his sales talk.'

'Maybe. But I do understand why people who can't get into the mainstream organ transplant programme are prepared to go the black-market route, because that really is the only hope they have left, unless they want to take the risk of flying out to a third world country and having the operation done there.

Reilly nodded, but didn't respond.

'You've asked Dave Rogers to stay in the office until we get back?' Hunter asked.

'Yup. He'll be there, and Willard shoulda got all them electronic gizmos you was wantin', I hope.'



Willard had, as the two men found out when they walked back into the building in Socorro a little under ninety minutes later.

He and Hunter spent over an hour paying around with the gadgets, making sure they knew how they worked and making the necessary changes to Dave Rogers's mobile phone. When Hunter was sure everything was working as it should do, he and Reilly called Rogers in to explain what they wanted him to do.

'There a few things we need to tell you about, Dave,' Hunter began, 'so let's start with the simplest.'

He held up a slim white cylinder about six inches long and about an inch in diameter. A short length of USB lead projected from one end of it.

'This is just a battery pack designed to charge a mobile phone or other device. To charge it, just stick the lead in the USB port of a computer. The light on the end will start blinking to show it's charging. When it stops blinking, it's fully charged. To charge your phone from it, just take out the USB lead and turn it round. There are two sockets in the end of the battery pack. Plug the lead into the full-sized USB port, and the other end into the charging socket on your phone. Easy.'

'Sound like it,' Rogers said, taking the battery pack and slipping it into his pocket. 'I guess it's fully charged already?'

'It is. Right, there are two modifications we've made to your phone. First of all, there's a GPS tracker program fitted which means that we can track your mobile wherever it is, as long as it's getting a signal from the mobile network, of course. We'll be doing that from the office here, on my laptop computer. Dick and I will take it in turns to monitor its position, twenty-four hours a day, even when you're at home. The only time we won't do that is when you're right here in the Sheriff's office, because obviously we'll know where you are then. The phone will work normally, of course, and there's no way anybody will be able to tell that the tracker program has been installed.

'The second change is a bit more radical. I've installed a bug in your mobile that will activate the microphone remotely and allow me to listen to whatever the microphone detects – you talking, noises around you, that kind of thing – through my laptop. And I can record it as well. We're going to have that permanently activated. Now I know that's very intrusive, but Dick's explained to you why we have to do it. What these two things mean are that the moment you walk out of this office we'll be tracking your movements and listening to everything you say or do.'

'So if you could avoid getting' laid we'd appreciate it,' Reilly interjected with a grin on his face. 'Really don't wanna listen to nothin' like that.'

'I'll try to remember that, Dick,' Rogers said, rubbing his hand over his five o'clock shadow and then sliding his fingers through his black hair.

'So you have to keep your mobile fully charged at all times,' Hunter continued. 'When you're in the office here or at home, keep it plugged in to a charger wherever you can. But more important than that, keep the phone with you at all times. If you're watching TV, or eating a meal in the kitchen at home, or in bed, the phone needs to be right beside you, and plugged in if possible. We don't know for sure how the other victims were abducted, but we never found any sign of a struggle, so we've assumed that the perp uses drugs or chloroform or something like that to subdue his victims, which is why we'll be monitoring you so closely. My guess is that you'll either be approached on your way to work – a fender bender or something like that – or at home. Somebody you don't know will turn up at your house or call out to you as you're getting into your car, that kind of thing.

'Now, the bug in your phone will pick up any noises close to you, but not more distant sounds, so there's something else we'd like you to do. While you're driving along, if you see something that might be significant, like a car or van following you or a vehicle getting dangerously close that might be intending to hit your car, just speak out and tell us what's happening. Describe the car and give its registration, and anything you can see of the occupants. If it's innocent, no problem. But if some guy then crashes into you and knocks you out, we'll know the vehicle we're looking for. The same applies at home. If the doorbell rings, the bug might not detect it, so tell us that's what you've heard and make sure you put the mobile in your pocket before you go to answer it, so we know what's going on.'

'No problem,' Rogers said. 'If something does happen, what do you want me to do? Fight them off or go along with it, or what?'

Hunter glanced at Reilly before he replied.

'I think you should just act naturally. Respond just as you would if we weren't expecting this man to approach you.'

'How much danger am I really in?' Rogers asked, his brown eyes flicking from Reilly to Hunter and back again, his expression steady and composed.

'I can't give you any guarantees,' Hunter said, 'but from the evidence we've found so far it seems clear that the perp always subdues his victims before he takes them off to his surgery, or whatever you want to call it. He waits until he's there before he does anything else to them, so we think the best course of action is to let him kidnap you, because that's a definite felony right there, and then we'll intercept him before he gets to his destination. But you can see why it's so vital that you leave your mobile phone switched on, and in your pocket, all the time?'

Rogers nodded.

'We'll be watchin' you real close on this, Dave, an' if there was some other way o' doin' it, I promise you we would. But the reality is, you was the only guy workin' here who fit the criteria. We're pretty certain this perp picked Jackie Bodrun through her blood donor record because she hadn't been in any hospital nowhere near here, far as we could tell. She only gave blood once, an' you gave blood at the same place as her only a coupla days later. So we reckon the perp got access to that blood most likely when it was dumped from the blood bank, though Joseph Crawshaw's still diggin' 'round to try an' find out how. Anyways, if he got some o' her blood, then for sure he got some from you as well.'

'And because I told the organ broker that I wanted the best match possible for my poor sick brother,' Hunter said, 'when the perp does his tissue typing he's going to find one absolutely perfect match, Dave. That'll be when he mixes one old sample of your blood with one of the new samples of your blood I gave to the broker. You'll be the best possible match, and with the amount of money I offered, I can't believe that he won't make an approach to you within a matter of hours. Maybe even tonight, but by tomorrow or the next day at the latest.'

'I'll be briefing everybody before you leave this buildin' tonight,' Reilly added. 'We'll have a cruiser shadow you all the way over to your place, 'bout half a mile back, an' there'll be at least one cruiser no more than a mile from your house all night. The moment we hear anythin' that sounds even a tad suspicious from that phone o' yours, everyone that's on duty's gonna respond.'

'Would it be a help if I took a rest day tomorrow?' Rogers asked. 'This guy's hardly likely to try and grab me from the office here, but it might try something if I was at home.'

'Good thinkin',' Reilly said. 'You do that, Dave. We'll keep the cruisers real close to your home, so you'll have nothin' to worry 'bout.'

'We're going to get him,' Hunter confirmed, mentally crossing is fingers and wondering if there was anything else they should have done. Or even not done.

Like placing Dave Rogers right in the sights of a ruthless serial killer, for example.




Chapter 26

Tuesday

Belen, New Mexico

Two things had surprised James about the organ request. The first was the degree of urgency, though that was not entirely unusual, and the second was the money on offer.

The broker had mentioned the special conditions when he'd made the request, but that wasn't – James hoped – going to be too much of a problem. After all, the organ broker didn't know it, but James had almost eight thousand bags of out-of-life blood in the walk-in fridge he'd had installed in one corner of his personal theatre suite. It was thanks to Sandra that they'd been able to get hold of them. She'd watched, then met and seduced, the owner-operator of a small specialist medical waste disposal firm whose tastes in the bedroom department ran in directions the man's wife had never even suspected.

Ever since that first encounter she'd had with him, and her promise to never approach his wife to explain what he really liked between the sheets, all of the bags of out-of-life blood that he was contracted to dispose of had been delivered in cooler boxes to a small office in a building on the outskirts of Albuquerque where Sandra had told him her brother was running a clinical trial that required human blood for testing purposes, all of which was very nearly true. Rather than buy it from the hospital, Sandra had offered him payment in kind, which had suited them both. After all, as long as the blood was disposed of, so what?

James was quite sure he'd be able to identify a pretty good match from that kind of sample. Certainly he reckoned he'd be able to find a donor compatible enough to supply a pair of kidneys that would still be working reasonably well after a couple of months, and once the promised balance of the money had been paid, well, if the recipient died a few days later, that wouldn't be his problem.

So he'd accepted the commission immediately, and had driven to a location that was conveniently half-way between his home and where the broker was based. Neither of them, of course, knew where the other lived: the black-market trade in organs didn't encourage that kind of intimacy between the people involved in it. James had collected one of the blood samples from the broker and driven straight back to his house. Mike had told him that he would hang on to the other two test tubes full of blood just in case James, his first choice of supplier, failed to come through.

And he'd spent the rest of the evening carrying out compatibility testing, mixing tiny amounts of the recipient's blood with the samples he had that were the right blood group, doing them a couple of dozen at a time and then using his microscope to check the progress of the mixed leucocyte reaction. Those which looked the most promising he'd put to one side. It took him three hours to run through all the relevant samples, and by the end of it he had about thirty which didn't show the clumping together of lymphocytes that would indicate serious incompatibility. He took a break to make a coffee, then returned to his theatre suite and once again tested those blood samples he had provisionally selected. As he placed each slide under the lens of the microscope, he assessed the reaction he was seeing, and again began rejecting certain slides, sorting them into two groups.

He stopped at one particular specimen and spent far longer on it than usual, because he saw no signs of incompatibility, no evidence of clumping whatsoever. Usually, even with the most highly compatible of donors, there was always some clumping. Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe he'd just put the recipient's blood on the slide and had forgotten to add any from a potential donor. That could explain it, obviously. There was no reaction because there was nothing foreign to react against.

He abandoned the other slides for the moment, prepared a fresh slide with the two different blood samples, drank the remainder of his coffee while he waited and then checked the result. No sign of incompatibility. Magic. He had a definite match, perhaps the best he had ever seen. Before he did anything else, he used his computer to cross-refer the number on the blood sample with the person who had donated it through the Red Cross. As soon as he'd done that, he looked up the donor's number in the local directory, then used his untraceable pay-as-you-go mobile phone to call the man's home, an essential first step he did every time, just to ensure that his unwitting donor hadn't moved or – worse – died since he'd given blood. Somebody who'd moved he could trace. If they were dead, that was the end of it, obviously.

This time he was in luck, just as he knew the donor was out of luck, permanently. He established he was talking to the right person and then began an over-eager presentation of the merits of a particular make of air conditioner that was on special offer only for this month. As he hoped and expected, the man put the phone down on him in under a minute. Just another cold call, of no significance whatsoever to the mark.

Then he used the same phone to call the broker and assure him that he would be able to supply the two organs needed, and that there would be no need for Mike to look elsewhere for a supplier.

Now he had to get Sandra on the job. He considered posting something on the website, concealing the real meaning of his message within the code they'd established, but if she didn't check the site until the next day, he knew that they would have lost at least twelve hours and maybe twenty-four.

Instead, he took out a second disposable phone, known as a 'burner' in the trade, that he'd never used before and sent a brief text message to her mobile that just said 'Happy Birthday, Pauline', and which could be explained away as a message delivered in error. Then he got in his car and drove towards the centre of Belen and parked near a bank of public landline telephones. He'd noted the numbers months ago and passed them on to Sandra. These phones constituted their emergency communication system, and he knew she would only call one of the numbers from a payphone near her apartment. That was about as untraceable as it got.

Six minutes after he'd parked his car, the centre phone of the group started to ring, and he walked across to answer it.

'What's up?' Sandra asked in her familiar husky voice when he picked up the handset.

'A bit of a rush job, my dear, but really well-paying, and I have the ideal match.'

He knew she'd have something to write with, so he quickly gave her the name and address of the target.

'How soon?' she asked.

'Ideally tonight, though I doubt you'd manage that because you'll need to check him out and scout the neighbourhood, but if possible tomorrow.'

'Tonight? You've got to be joking. And tomorrow probably wouldn't work either. Suppose he's out all day? What if his wife and kids are in the house? That's not giving me anything like enough time, James, and you know it.'

'I'm sorry, but this is a real rush job. The payback will be worth it, though. I can swing at least fifty out of this, maybe a hundred. The budget is three hundred, just for the kidneys. And I might be able to get rid of the rest as well. I'll make the calls as soon as I've got him on the table.'

'Jesus,' Sandra muttered. 'That's a hell of a score. OK. I'll scope out the address tonight and I'll call you later. I still think tomorrow would be too soon, because I need to run my checks. Keep your burner switched on. I'll use one of mine to call you.'

James got back in the car and returned to his house. Now he'd handed over details of the donor to Sandra, there was nothing else he needed to do about that side of the operation. She was extremely capable and he was absolutely certain she'd work out a simple and easy way of subduing the target. In the meantime, he had plenty to do himself in preparation for the arrival of the new maruta.

He walked down the stairs into the basement, picked up the jar holding the selection of car keys and took out the one from the Saab. He pressed the button that on the vehicle would have opened the doors and waited. There was a faint click and then a low hum as the electric motor pushed the door open, the shelf unit still attached to it.

He waited until it was fully open, then stepped inside the hidden space. The timer would automatically close the door behind him in sixty seconds. He'd already disposed of all the debris from the last operation, and had thoroughly cleaned the theatre with disinfectant, so at least he didn't still have that to do. He took a roll of plastic sheeting and another roll of duct tape and carefully covered the floor and walls with it, ensuring that the overlaps were in the right direction so no blood could trickle behind the sheets and onto the floor of the theatre. Then he covered the operating table, the sofa and a number of other objects in the room. When he'd finished, he stood in the centre and turned in a slow complete circle, checking everything he'd done.

That was the biggest part of the job completed, but there was still more to do. He checked that the adjustable lamp was working properly, then took two of the open-necked plastic containers he used to drain blood into, and carefully taped lengths of plastic tubing to them, attaching a wide-bore needle to the other end of each tube, ready to be inserted into the donor's arms so he could be bled to death before the operation commenced. Then he prepared his instrument trolley, snapping new blades into the scalpel handles and attaching needles to syringes. He made sure he had an adequate supply of ketamine, not knowing physically how big the maruta would be, and how large a dose he would have to administer to keep him under until he started cutting. He checked that he had enough bottles of saline solution, and moved the drip stand into position beside the operating table. Finally, on one side of the instrument trolley he placed a pair of large dress-making scissors, which he used to cut the clothes off the donor as soon as he got them down to the operating room.

Then he needed to get the coolers ready for the organ transport. He prepared four of them, one for the kidneys and the other three provisionally for the heart and lungs as a single package, perhaps for someone suffering from cystic fibrosis, where a heart and lung transplant was often the best option, the second for liver and the last for the pancreas and possibly the corneas. When he made his calls to the transplant surgeons on his list, he'd be able to firm up which organs he'd be able to dispose of. He attached a label to each cooler. On a white background, the words were in bold red capitals: HUMAN TRANSPLANT TISSUE – URGENT. DO NOT DELAY. DO NOT OPEN. He checked that he had enough organ bags and preservative solution for a total clean-out, in case he managed to sell everything, and that there was enough ice in his freezer to supply all four boxes if necessary.

And that, really, was all he could do until Sandra called him with details of the pickup time and location. Everything was ready and waiting, whether it took her just one day, as he hoped, or longer. He killed the lights, pressed the internal button to open the door and stepped out of the safe room complex, replaced the Saab key, and then climbed back up the stairs out of the basement and into the house.

His next shift at the hospital wasn't for another two days, and hopefully by that time the operation would have been concluded. If it wasn't, it wouldn't matter. He could either call in sick and do the operation, or work his shift and just leave the maruta on the table, being kept unconscious by a saline and ketamine drip. Sandra could probably come over and watch the man if he decided to do that.

Now he had a bit of time in hand, he decided to try to help out Sandra as much as he could by researching the latest donor. He had his name, address and phone number, and that was a good start. He began by entering the man's name in Google, but as he expected that didn't produce any results at all. Then he switched his attention to what he hoped would be far more fertile ground: the social media sites. The man's name wasn't uncommon, but Socorro wasn't that big a place and as far as he could see there was only one 'Dave Rogers' listed on Facebook that could possibly be him.

He read the various entries made by the man himself and various of his friends. He quickly ascertained that Rogers wasn't married, and there seemed to be no obvious steady girlfriend in evidence, judging by some of the entries which included references to a number of different women who had accompanied him to various events and functions. Presumably they fitted into the 'just friends', rather than 'girlfriends' category. There was a picture of Rogers on his home page: he looked like an average guy, pleasant face, thick dark hair swept almost straight back, slim build.

The last section James checked were the photographs, which showed Rogers in a number of different places and doing different things. None of them were in any way remarkable until he came to the eighth picture. That showed Rogers again, but this time he wasn't wearing the blue jeans that had previously seemed almost to be a uniform for him. This photograph showed him wearing very different clothes: wearing a real uniform, in fact. Tan in colour, and quite unmistakable. James didn't need to have to look at either the gun-belt around his waist or the distinctive name badge on the left-hand side of his chest. The uniform said it all.

Dave Rogers was a cop, and that wasn't good news.




Chapter 27

Wednesday

Socorro, New Mexico

The ring at the doorbell was unexpected, and because of that seemed somehow louder than normal. Dave Rogers jumped inadvertently when he heard it, and immediately shook his head, with a rueful smile at his own nervousness.

In truth, what Dick Riley and the FBI man Hunter had asked him to do wasn't anything he felt comfortable with, simply because it placed him squarely in the firing line. But he was a cop, not exactly unused to the idea of standing into danger, and he was quite convinced that if he was approached by this somewhat unusual serial killer, he and his trusted and closest companion, the nine millimetre Glock that he wore on his hip, would be more than capable of handling the situation.

He was also conscious of the instructions he'd been given, so as he reached for the remote control to mute the sound of the TV programme he'd been half-watching, he also picked up his mobile phone.

'Somebody's at the door,' he said clearly at the mouthpiece.

The mobile remained dark and unresponsive, but he'd been told that was what to expect, and he'd checked that it was working before he'd left the office that afternoon.

He slipped the mobile into the breast pocket of his checked shirt and stood up, picked up his Glock from the coffee table in front of him and slid it into the belt holster positioned in the small of his back, then walked out of his den and down the hall to the front door of his modest home.

The house was situated on the western outskirts of Socorro, a small single-storey property with a full-sized basement that he'd turned into a workshop and that had already begun to fill with junk, apparently independently of Rogers's efforts to keep it tidy. It was positioned at the front of just over an acre of land that he was slowly knocking into shape, trying to turn the fledgling lawn into something that looked a little less like a stretch of desert, and marking out the spot at the rear of the property where he'd like the swimming pool to go. One day. It was on a quiet road where his nearest neighbours were about half a mile away, on both sides of his property, and that was just the way Rogers liked it: they were close enough if he needed help or to socialize, but far enough away that he could neither hear nor see what they were doing.

There was a frosted glass panel set into the door of the house, and through it he could see a slim dark-haired shape on the porch, standing just beyond the screen door. There was also a peephole viewer in the door. That hadn't been there the previous day, but Dick Reilly had been insistent: until this case was over, Rogers was not to open the door until he knew exactly who was on the other side. Reilly would have preferred a CCTV system, but both he and Hunter had worried that a camera might frighten off the killer

He peered through the viewer, lifting the mobile to his lips as he did so, and described what he was seeing for the benefit of whoever was manning the other end of the link back at the Sheriff's office.

'One person outside. Young. Female. Tall with dark hair. There's a car on the road, parked across the end of my driveway. White. Looks like a Chevy sedan, maybe a Chrysler. I figure she's either lost or broken down. She's holding a small handbag and carrying a book of some kind. There's nobody else in sight. I'm opening the door.'

Rogers released the deadbolt and opened the main door, pushing the screen door outwards a moment later.

'Help you?' he asked.

The woman outside had been looking back towards the road, and turned to face him, a smile appearing on her face.

'God, I hope so. The satellite navigation system in that car has driven me mad. It keeps telling me that this is the way out to Bosquesito Road, but that surely ain't what my map shows. I've driven up and down here twice already, and I figured that before I burned any more gas I needed to find out just where the hell I am. Any way you can help?'

Rogers grinned at her.

'Well,' he said, 'your satnav needs a reboot, by the sound of it, because where you're standing right now is west of Socorro, so if you're looking for Bosquesito, you're on the wrong side of the interstate, and the wrong side of the Rio Grande, come to that. And the other piece of bad news I have for you is that there aren't than many places around here where you can cross the Rio Grande. It's a big river. From here, I guess your fastest option would be to head north up as far as Escondida Lake and cross over to the east side on the bridge there.'

The girl's face fell in a way that was almost comical, and Rogers felt a pang of sympathy for her.

'Can you show me?' she asked, proffering an opened road atlas and taking a couple of steps towards him.

'Sure.'

Rogers took the map book from her and looked down at the page, on one side of which he could see the familiar outline shape of Socorro. He traced the road which led to his property with his right forefinger.

And that action, of course, holding the road atlas in his left hand and using his right to point at the information in it, effectively disarmed him for the couple of seconds it took for Sandra to act.

She moved to stand beside him, on his left, and looked down at the map book.

'Right now, we're here,' Rogers began, indicating the street where his property was located, 'and you need to get way over here, out to the east of the town.'

Sandra picked her moment, when all of Rogers's concentration was on the road atlas he was holding. Then, with practiced ease, she lifted her right hand up behind his back, pressed the twin prongs of the high-capacity taser into his neck and at the same instant pressed the button.

There was a faint crackling sound, but the effect on Rogers was quite literally electric. He emitted a strangled cry that was barely audible, stiffened, and then collapsed to the ground, rendered unconscious by the current passing through him. Sandra followed him down, keeping the taser switched on and in contact with his body as he fell.

Sandra looked all around her before she did anything else, checking that she was unobserved. But no cars were driving along the street, and the two neighbouring houses were too far away for any sound to have reached them, especially as her attack had been virtually silent.

Rogers lay sprawled across the wooden porch, the road atlas beside him. Sandra saw the holstered pistol then, which was not unexpected, bearing in mind what James had told her when he'd called less than an hour earlier. She bent down and retrieved the weapon, then opened her handbag and knelt down beside the unconscious man. He was breathing normally, and when she checked his pulse it was strong and steady.

She knew he would start to come round quickly, probably within just a few minutes – the effect of the taser was immediate, but of fairly short duration, and he had to stay unconscious while she transported him to the rendezvous she'd organized with James – so she needed to take care of that straight away. Sandra took a syringe from her handbag, the needle already attached but protected by a plastic sheath, and a small ampoule labelled 'Etomidate 50mg', the top protected by a metal cap containing a rubberized film.

She removed the sheath from the needle, slid the tip into the ampoule through the rubber film and extracted the entire contents. She hadn't know how big or fit a man Dave Rogers was, and there was no easy way of calculating his weight and hence working out the correct dosage, so giving him the whole lot seemed to her like the best option. What she needed was to knock him out reliably for a minimum of ten to fifteen minutes, which would give her time to get him into her car and well away from his residence

Etomidate was ideal for that, having a very rapid anaesthetic effect but a low risk of causing the type of cardiovascular problems and drop in blood pressure that some other general anaesthetics sometimes produced. The last thing she wanted was the man to die, because that would mean his organs would start to decay immediately, well before James could extract them from his body. She had to deliver him alive and in good health, and let James kill him at the right time.

Sandra knew that, typically, from injection of the drug to complete unconsciousness took under ten seconds, the so-called arm-brain circulation time, meaning how long it took the drug to travel from the injection site to the brain. She pulled up the left sleeve of Rogers's shirt, tapped on the inside of his elbow to raise a vein, then expertly slid the needle of the syringe into it, at the same time depressing the plunger.

Rogers started to move erratically as she did so, and she knew he was just seconds away from regaining consciousness. But in moments the drug took effect, and he slumped down, his body limp and unresponsive.

'Excellent,' Sandra muttered, and strode quickly down the short driveway to retrieve her car.

'What is it?' Hunter asked, walking back into Reilly's office.

'I dunno, but it don't seem right.'

The Sheriff gestured at the computer in front of him.

'A few minutes past, Dave said there was somebody knockin' at his door. Then he said it was a woman, an' he guessed she was either broke down or just plain lost. Had a car parked on the road outside o' his house. So then he opened up an' stepped outside an' started givin' her direction to get over to Bosquesito Road, which is way the hell over on the other side o' Socorro to where his house is at. Then there was a kinda distant cracklin' sound, and then a thump, like he'd dropped the phone, an' since then, nothin'. I was wonderin' if maybe that's what he did do, drop it, I mean, an' it's broke.'

'Or it could be that the woman was a decoy, and the noise you heard was somebody else, some guy who'd been out of sight, hitting Dave on the head. You should get the units moving, just in case.'

Reilly nodded.

'Already done that, just afore you walked in here. First cruiser'll be there in ten minutes, maybe less.'

'We should go as well, just in case,' Hunter said. 'You've got the tracker set up in the Cherokee, right?'

Reilly nodded again.

'Yup, an' I'm still getting' a signal from the phone right now. It's still showin' the same location, Dave's place.'

Less than a minute later, with another deputy sitting in Reilly's office to watch, or more accurately to listen to whatever the bug in Dave Rogers's phone picked up, the two men strode swiftly out of the building and climbed into the Sheriff's Cherokee. Reilly fired up the V8 engine, cranked the steering wheel around and powered the vehicle out of the lot behind the building, hitting the switch for the siren and roof bar lights as he did so.



Sandra reversed her Chrysler down the driveway until the rear of the car was only a few feet from the edge of the wooden porch at the front of the house. Then she stopped, leaving the engine running, got out and opened the passenger-side door and then walked back to where Dave Rogers lay spread-eagled just outside the front door. She took the mobile phone from his shirt pocket and put it to one side. She would need that later, when she would send a suitable message to the Socorro Sheriff's office explaining that Rogers was sick.

Then she bent down, lifted his arm and swiftly humped his limp body up and over her shoulder in a fireman's lift. Rogers was heavy, and the strain of what she was doing showed on her face, but she was stronger than she looked, and walked the few feet to the passenger door without much obvious difficulty. She lowered Rogers's feet to the ground and folded his body into the passenger seat of her car, reaching over him to fasten the seat belt. Then she took a miniature of scotch, removed the cap and poured the liquid over the unconscious man's shirt.

Sandra walked back to the porch, picked up the mobile phone and tapped the screen, which immediately illuminated. She found the power option and switched it off, dropping it into her handbag. She picked up the road atlas Rogers had dropped, and the Glock she'd pulled out of his belt holster, then glanced round, checking that there were no other signs of her visit, closed the front and screen doors of the house and walked back to her car.

Less than four minutes after she'd used her taser so efficiently, she was steering the Chrysler back down the driveway and out onto the road, Dave Rogers's limp and unconscious body lolling around in the passenger seat beside her. If she was stopped anywhere down the road, she had her story ready. She was stone cold sober, extremely irritated, and driving her drunk boyfriend to her home so he could sober up.

As she drove away, she switched on the radio, found a country music station and turned up the volume.



Less than a minute after Sandra's Chrysler had disappeared around a corner, the cruiser Reilly had despatched pulled into the driveway of Rogers's house. They checked all around the property, and his vehicle, but found no signs of any disturbance.

They also found no sign of Dave Rogers, and their hammering on the doors and windows produced no response whatsoever from inside the house. They could, however, hear his landline phone ringing, unanswered, somewhere inside the property.




Chapter 28

Wednesday

Socorro, New Mexico

'No reply,' Hunter said, ending the call to Dave Rogers's home phone, but with his eyes focussed on the screen display they'd installed on the dashboard in front of the passenger seat in the Cherokee. The pulsing symbol that represented the bugged mobile phone was still stationary, still at the same location it had been ever since Reilly had driven away from his office: Rogers's house.

The Sheriff's mobile rang, and Reilly immediately pulled it out of his pocket and handed it to his companion.

'Hunter.'

'This is Jerry, back in the office. I'm hearin' stuff through that phone o' Dave's right now. Heard an engine start, then a bunch o' country and western crap playin' on a radio or somethin'. Sounds to me like he's on the move.'

'Any voices? Anything like that?' Hunter asked the deputy.

'Nope.'

'OK. Call if you hear anything else.'

'Sure thing.'

'His phone's still working, according to Jerry, and it sounds like it's in a car, so that's probably where Dave is as well.'

At that moment, Hunter realized that the symbol on the tracker screen was also moving, but because of the scale he'd selected, he hadn't noticed it.

'It's on the move,' he said. 'Just made a turn to the north.'

'Right,' Reilly responded, 'let the guys in the cruiser play catch-up. We'll try for an intercept.'

'Good thinking.'

'Give me a route.'

Hunter checked the map on the display and told Reilly where he should turn, then contacted the second officer in the cruiser the Sheriff had sent to Rogers's house and told the driver which road he should take, based on the position of the moving symbol. They were communicating by mobile phone, just in case the organ harvester had installed a police-frequency radio scanner in the vehicle.

'Tell the guys to run silent,' Reilly said. 'No lights, no sirens. We don't wanna spook this bitch and find she's spun off of the road and ended up in some ditch. Needs to be done real nice and quiet. But get another cruiser headin' this way as a backup for us, OK? Still don't know if she's by herself or there's some guy sitting next to her, with Dave trussed up in the trunk.'

'The more the better,' Hunter agreed, and issued the appropriate instructions.

'Fact, the more I think about it,' Reilly said, 'the more I reckon she ain't actin' alone. Dave's quite a big guy, an' he was kinda expectin' somethin' like this to happen. Don't think she coulda subdued him an' got him into her car by herself.'

'Still driving north,' Hunter reported, a few minutes later, 'and staying on the back roads. It looks to me as if she's heading out of Socorro up towards Albuquerque.'

'Yeah, well she ain't gonna get outta my goddamn county if I've got anythin' to do with it.'



The pickup had gone better than Sandra had hoped.

When James had called her disposable mobile and told her that the next donor was a Socorro cop, it obviously hadn't been welcome news, because it meant he would probably be armed – or certainly have weapons in the house – and would possibly be suspicious of any approaches by strangers. They'd talked, but in the end the lure of the money proved overwhelming, and she'd decided to make the approach as soon as she could. There wasn't time to cultivate the target socially, as she preferred to do, changing her public identity as needed in order to get close to the next donor. But on this occasion, she knew that quick and decisive action was needed and, once she had confirmed that the target's house was somewhat isolated, that he lived by himself and was actually in the property, the 'lost young female motorist' ploy had worked perfectly.

It always amazed Sandra how easily men could be distracted by the approach of an attractive woman and, on the other side of the coin, how the female targets she or James selected had no immediate suspicions when another woman approached them socially, seeing no obvious threat in their new friendship.

She only ever used an alias or persona once, dramatically changing her appearance each time through the use of wigs, cosmetics and clothes, and swapped her car every couple of months, to ensure that there would never be a trail for the police to follow. So when Jackie Bodrun disappeared from view, at exactly the same moment her new friend and jogging companion from the TGI Friday bar and restaurant, the girl who'd called herself 'Naomi', also vanished. And 'Veronica' went the same way once Lauren Archer had been delivered to James's makeshift operating suite for her donations.

The only name she stuck with was 'Sandra', though once again it was another alias, but that was the name she'd used in her normal day to day life for so long that it almost seemed as if she owned it. And her physical appearance as 'Sandra' was nothing like any of her other alter egos.

As she headed north towards the location she and James had decided on for the exchange, Sandra was both content and relieved. The potential earnings from the dark-haired man slumped in the seat next to her were so significant that they'd be able to ease back slightly on the donor programme.

Both she and James had been dismayed when the corpses of two of their victims had been found, as well as two of the dozen people they'd snatched the previous year, and the resulting headlines in the local newspapers and television channels had been most unwelcome. She was satisfied that nothing of Lauren Archer would surface for months, if ever, because the dumping ground was so remote, and she would make sure that whatever was left of Dave Rogers after James had finished with him would end up either in the same location, or somewhere else just as difficult for anybody to access.

If they could lie low for a couple of months, the media interest would first wane and then die in the absence of any further disappearance or bodies being discovered, the attention span of most newspaper reporters being measured in seconds or minutes rather than days or weeks, and then they could start work again.

And now the ribbon of tarmac in front of her, another one of the quiet country roads on the western outskirts of Socorro, was virtually deserted. Everything seemed to be going her way. She glanced at the dashboard clock. Unless she met unexpected traffic or something of that sort, she would easily make the rendezvous on time. The built-in satnav told her she'd only got another twenty-odd miles to go.

Her buoyant mood evaporated three minutes later.



'The deputies in the cruiser have her car in sight,' Hunter reported, holding the phone away from his ear and alternating his attention between Reilly, the road ahead and the tracker display. 'Or they think they have, and based on their position and where the map is showing the location of Dave's phone, I think they're right. They're pretty sure it's a white Chrysler sedan, but they're not close enough yet to tell what model or run the plate. They're maybe a couple of hundred yards behind it.'

'Right. Tell 'em to just follow. No lights, no siren. Just act like they's doin' a regular patrol, and they got no interest in that vehicle. Where they at?'

Hunter relayed the location that the officer had passed, and pointed at the tracker's map display.

'If we keep on going down here we should reach the same road as they're on in about a quarter of a mile. It looks as if the target vehicle will pass the intersection before we reach it, but only maybe a minute or so before us.'

Reilly thought for a few moments, then depressed the accelerator pedal, increasing the speed of the Jeep.

'Tell the guys in the cruiser where we's at, an' tell 'em we're gonna pull outta that junction real quick an' I don't want 'em running into the back o' us. So they'd better drop back a bit. Then we'll pull her over when we's all on the same road. We'll do the stop, an' as soon as they see us, I want that cruiser right behind us.'

Hunter passed the message, then added one other instruction that Reilly gave him.

'When we stop the car, the Sheriff wants you to pull around and park in front of the vehicle, as close as you can get, blocking it in. Then get out of the car, one of you with a shotgun, the other with a pistol.'

'Yeah,' Reilly growled.

'If the driver attempts to move off, the guy with the shotgun takes out the front tyres. The other officer fires half a dozen rounds through the hood from his pistol. That car is not to be allowed to leave the scene. But do not shoot at the driver or passenger, or the trunk of the vehicle, just in case that's where Dave's been put.'



Sandra saw the police cruiser the moment it swung around the corner behind her. It popped into view in the car's interior mirror like a sudden and unwelcome thought. For a couple of minutes she just watched it, but the vehicle stayed well behind her, the occupants apparently just carrying out a normal, routine patrol. In fact, although she didn't alter her own speed, it looked to her as if the police car was actually dropping back slightly. She relaxed slightly, but continued observing the other vehicle, just in case anything changed.

If she was stopped, the only risk she ran, she thought, would be if one of the patrol officers happened to recognize Dave Rogers, but as he – as far as she had been able to discover – was not a patrol officer but worked in the Sheriff's office, there was a good chance they would never have met.

Even then, the only crime she'd actually committed was assault, and she would have a good try at talking her way out of that. After all, it would only be her word against his, if it came to it, and there was always more sympathy for a woman who'd been attacked than the man who was accused of carrying out the assault. So she could play the sex card, claim she'd stopped at his house to ask for direction and then Rogers had attacked her. She'd say she'd been forced to defend herself, and was taking him to the closest police station to have him arrested. That might work.

The only possible problem with that would be if somebody guessed Rogers had been drugged, rather than just being knocked out by the taser. But one of the good things about etomidate was that the body metabolized and eliminated it fairly quickly, so unless a drugs test was ordered almost immediately, there would be no trace of the anaesthetic left in his system.

She relaxed a little more as the patrol car seemed to slow even further, dropping back another few dozen yards, and she accelerated very gently to start increasing the distance between the two vehicles.

Then she saw a sudden pulse of red and blue lights in her right hand side door mirror as another police vehicle – this one a Cherokee 4x4 – appeared and swung onto the road about a hundred yards behind her. And as that vehicle started accelerating towards her, she also saw the roof bar lights on the cruiser illuminate, and even though it was about three hundred yards back, she saw that vehicle, too, was beginning to increase its speed, closing on her quickly.

She was in trouble, and she knew it. Suddenly, her vague plan to claim Rogers had attacked her seemed totally inadequate. Somehow, these cops knew what she was doing, and that changed everything.



'That's her, right?' Reilly asked, taking one hand off the wheel to point at the white Chrysler sedan in front of them.

'According to the tracker, yes. The screen shows that we're right behind the target, and there's nothing else in front of us,' Hunter replied, taking out his Glock and checking it.

'Gotcha.'

Reilly hit the siren as they got to about fifty yards behind the Chrysler, and indicated right, an unmistakable instruction to the driver to pull over. Somewhat to their surprise, the driver appeared to comply, also indicating right and slowing down, and easing over towards the shoulder of the road.

But as the two vehicles reached little more than walking pace, the Chrysler suddenly accelerated, swinging back out onto the road.

Hunter had been more or less expecting something like that – he and Reilly were convinced whoever was in the car would not simply give up – and at the same moment as the Chrysler accelerated, so did Reilly.

And then the cruiser suddenly appeared right beside the Cherokee and travelling a lot faster. The police car swept past the 4x4, and then the driver swung the steering wheel to the right, the bull bar mounted on the front of the cruiser slamming into the left front of the Chrysler sedan. Above the noise of the impact, there was a sudden bang as the left front tyre of the sedan burst, and the car lurched drunkenly and then stopped.
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The force of the collision swung the police cruiser sideways across the road, almost blocking it and, even without the burst tyre and whatever other damage the Chrysler had suffered from the impact, it was clearly going nowhere. Hunter saw the airbags deploy in the sedan as Reilly brought the Cherokee to a stop about twenty feet behind it, two white balloons that suddenly flared into existence in the front of the car.

For the briefest of instants, nothing and nobody moved. Then Hunter and Reilly climbed out of the 4x4, each aiming a pistol at the halted car. The driver's door of the Chrysler swung open, and a tall, dark-haired woman climbed out, looking dazed and confused and clutching her handbag. Behind her, the two officers exited the cruiser, armed as Reilly had specified, one with a pistol, the other holding a Mossberg shotgun, both weapons pointing at the woman now that the car had been immobilized.

'On the ground. Now!' Reilly yelled.

The dark-haired woman shook her head, as if trying to clear it, turned away from the Sheriff to look at the other two police officers, and then reacted in a blur of motion that took all four men by surprise.

She dropped her handbag to reveal Dave Rogers's Glock pistol which she'd been hiding behind it, dropped to a crouch and fired two shots at the officers from the cruiser. The first went wide, but the second took the man holding the shotgun in the left shoulder. He span around, dropping his weapon and yelling out in pain and shock, then fell backwards to the ground.

The other officer ducked down and took aim at her with his pistol, but couldn't fire because Hunter and Reilly were directly behind the target.

Immediately, she dodged back, towards the Chrysler, possibly aiming to take cover behind the open driver's door.

But Reilly had moved as well, taking a couple of long strides out into the road to widen the angle and allow him to fire without endangering either of his two men, Hunter just feet behind him.

The woman span round as she reached the illusory shelter of the metal door, ducked behind it and fired once more at the second officer from the cruiser, again missing. Then she swung the pistol round to point at Reilly.

Hunter and the Sheriff fired at the same instant, the bullets slamming into and through the door of the sedan, the holes just inches apart. Two second shots rang out as another couple of holes were drilled through the metal, the bullets passing through the thin steel as if it were cardboard, and then another shot sounded as the officer from the cruiser fired his own weapon.

The woman gasped once, then toppled sideways to the tarmac surface of the road, the Glock dropping from her hand. The spreading red stain on her white blouse told its own story. She was either dead or dying.

Cautiously, Reilly and Hunter approached her, their weapons pointed directly at her body, careful to keep out of each other's line of fire, just in case.

To one side of them, the unhurt officer ran the couple of yards to the cruiser, and Hunter heard him on the radio calling for assistance, for an ambulance, for an 'officer down'. Then, when he was certain help was on its way, he grabbed the first aid kit from the cruiser and ran over to his colleague to do what he could for him.

Reilly reached the fallen woman first, and kicked the Glock well out of reach. Then, while Hunter continued aiming his pistol at her recumbent body, he holstered his weapon and bent down to check for a pulse.

'Nothin',' he said, after a few moments, and stood up. 'She's gone.'

Hunter holstered his own weapon and stepped forward to look at her more closely.

'Pretty girl,' he murmured.

'One dangerous lady, more like,' Reilly replied, then looked over to where the injured police officer was lying, moaning in pain. 'How is he, Jim?' he asked.

'Not too bad, Dick. The bullet went straight through, and he's bleeding quite a lot, but my guess is no bones are broken. I've got pads on both side of him and that's helping slow the bleeding.'

'Good.' Reilly turned back to the car and the dead body lying beside it.

Hunter was already walking around it to the passenger side. He wrenched open the door, pulled away the deflating airbag and looked down at Dave Rogers. He appeared to be sleeping peacefully, belted securely into the seat, and when Hunter checked the pulse in his neck, it was good and strong.

'Dave seems to be OK,' he reported, 'though it's pretty obvious he's either been drugged or knocked out.'

'That's a result,' Reilly said. 'Right, I'll scramble Joseph and get the meat wagon on its way out here.'

While Reilly stepped back to the Cherokee to start the ball rolling, Hunter pulled on a pair of latex gloves, stepped over the body of the woman, and quickly checked the interior of the vehicle. Nothing appeared out of place, but on the floor directly in front of the driver's seat he found a mobile phone.

He picked it up. The screen display told him it was switched on, with a call in progress. He pressed it to his ear and just listened. In the earpiece, he could distinctly hear the sound of breathing.

'Hullo?' he said. 'Who's that?'

The phone went dead almost immediately. Hunter placed it on the driver's seat and strode over to where Reilly was standing.

'You reckon she's the perp?' the Sheriff asked. 'You think she's the one been cutting out organs an' sellin' 'em?'

Hunter shook his head.

'Maybe,' he replied. 'She has to be a part of what's going on, because Dave Rogers is sitting right there in the passenger seat of the car, unconscious. From what you heard over the bug in his phone, she must have overpowered him at his home and got him into the vehicle. You were right. She is – or rather she was – a dangerous lady.'

'So how come you ain't sure she's workin' alone?'

'I found a mobile phone in the car. It was switched on and there was somebody at the other end, because I could hear breathing. My guess is that she has a partner somewhere and she called him or her when we swung onto the road behind her, just to warn the other person that she was about to be arrested.'

'That's what I was hopin' we could do,' Reilly said. 'She knew she was lookin' at four armed men, so why the hell didn't she just give herself up? There was no way she was goin' to kill us all an' drive away from here.'

'I think it was a case of suicide by cop. She would have known, or at least guessed, that we would be able to tie her to this conspiracy and she was probably looking at a lethal injection or the electric chair a few years down the line. Perhaps she thought that taking a bullet here and now was a better option.'

Reilly shook his head.

'I dunno 'bout that. The way the goddamn legal system works these days, whole lotta bad guys walk away from the court, an' even them that's found guilty get to spend a few years sittin' on death row gettin' fed and watered at our expense. Reckon there woulda been a good chance she coulda beaten the rap, 'specially since she's a woman. Lotta judges won't give a woman the needle, even when that's really what she goddamn well needs.'

Hunter nodded.

'Maybe. You know more about that than I do. I suppose there is another possibility. Perhaps she was working with somebody, somebody she was really close to, I mean, and wanted to warn him about what was happening to her. That would explain the call on the phone, and by committing suicide by cop she would have made sure we couldn't find out who the other person was. Maybe she did it for love, if you like.'

'If that phone o' hers made the call, we can trace the number she called, find the other guy.'

Hunter smiled at him.

'Good luck with that. My bet is that the phone she was using is a burner, and the one she called will be the same, and whoever it was at the other end of the conversation will already have dumped their mobile, or at least taken out the SIM card and cut it up. That'll be a dead end for sure.'

'So where do we go from here?'

Hunter pointed back towards the wrecked Chrysler.

'She was using the satnav. I can check and see what her destination was. That might give us a better idea than fiddling about trying to locate a burner phone. You happy for me to do that? This being a crime scene, I mean.'

Reilly nodded.

'Nobody's gonna be askin' any questions 'bout what happened here today. She's dead, an' there are two police officers plus you who saw 'xactly what happened. So go ahead, knock yourself out. Just don't mess nothin' up inside there.'

A few minutes later Hunter stepped away from the Chrysler just as Joseph Crawshaw drew up in his station wagon.

'Anythin'?' Reilly asked him.

'She was heading for a road way out in the countryside, about ten miles north of here, so I guess that was a rendezvous, a pull-in or somewhere quiet, where she could hand over Dave to her partner, the guy who presumably does the slicing and dicing. It's probably a waste of time because I think the man who was waiting there will be long gone, but it might be worth sending a cruiser out there to just check it out.'

Reilly nodded.

'Yup. Give me the location.'

Hunter handed over the page from his notebook on which he'd written the coordinates he'd extracted from the Chrysler's built-in satnav, and the Sheriff strode across to his Cherokee to issue the appropriate orders.

Joseph Crawshaw walked across to Hunter and nodded a greeting.

'This isn't the perpetrator, is it?' he asked. 'I mean, a young and attractive woman like this?'

Hunter pulled off his latex gloves and shook the medical examiner's hand.

'Right now, Joseph, we're not sure who she is. All we know for certain is that she abducted Dave Rogers from his home and probably drugged him. He's sitting in the passenger seat of the car right now, still unconscious. And when we pulled her over just here, she climbed out of the driving seat and started blasting away with Dave's Glock. So she's certainly involved, and based on what we know, it looks like she could be the person doing the pickup.'

'But not the harvesting, you mean?'

Hunter shrugged.

'We don't know, but we're pretty certain there's at least one other person involved, maybe even a whole gang of them. Once we know who this woman is, we might get a lead to whoever she's working with. The important thing, though, is that we did get Dave back in one piece, though I'll be a lot happier when he comes around and can tell us exactly what happened to him.'

'Oh, Joseph?' Reilly said, walking back.

'Yes?'

'You'll find three or four bullet holes in her. When you look at the slugs, I think you'll find that they all came from my service weapon, and that Steve here missed when he fired at her. Don't wanna get him tied up in no extra paperwork, if you see what I mean.'

Crawshaw glanced from one man to the other, then nodded.

'Got it, Dick,' he said.

Two hours later, Hunter and Reilly were back in the office, Dave Rogers sitting beside them. He was nursing a cup of black coffee and looking more than somewhat fragile. He'd been checked over by a doctor at the hospital, and been given a clean bill of health, but told not to either work or drive for at least twenty-four hours.

The corpse of the dead woman had been delivered to the morgue for Joseph Crawshaw to formally confirm the cause of death – though there was obviously no doubt about that – and to check her fingerprints on the off-chance that she had a record, and her teeth as well because dental records might be the easiest way of finding out who she was. She had been carrying no information that positively identified her. Or, to be exact, she'd been carrying documents that claimed four different IDs, all with different photographs, and all fakes, though pretty good ones, certainly convincing enough to pass muster in most circumstances.

They'd checked the bulky handbag the woman had been carrying and, as well as the selection of driver's licences and the make-up, tissues and other stuff that was more or less to be expected, they'd also discovered four new and sealed phials of ketamine, one used phial of etomidate and two that were still sealed, three strips of out-of-date Rohypnol tablets, one with three empty spaces, plus half a dozen syringes and needles. And a heavy-duty taser. These were not the sort of things that most young women would normally be expected to carry around with them.

Rogers took another sip of his coffee and smiled at Reilly, a touch of embarrassment in his expression. He knew that the story of how he'd been knocked unconscious and then manhandled into the woman's car was already going the rounds of the police department, and that he was going to have trouble living it down.

'I genuinely never saw it coming, Dick. One minute I was standing there talking to her, and then next second it felt like I'd stuck my fingers in a power socket. Jesus, it hurt. I remember dropping the road atlas she'd handed me, and hitting the deck, and nothing after that until I woke up in the back of the ambulance.'

Rogers lifted his hand and unconsciously stroked the faint twin burn marks on the back of his neck where the woman had pressed the prongs of the taser.

'Joseph's best guess was that she'd followed you down to the ground, keeping the taser in contact with your neck all the way, to make sure you were out of it. Then she injected the anaesthetic, the etomidate, and that knocked you out completely,' Hunter told him.

'She looked so sweet and helpless,' Rogers mused. 'I never thought for a second that she was a danger to me.'

'Appearances can be deceptive, an' they sure as hell were this time,' Reilly said. 'I told Steve she was a real dangerous lady, an' if we hadn't had your phone bugged, by now you coulda been dead.'

'Don't remind me. Did you get anything useful from the recording, apart from the sound of me getting my ass whacked by that woman?'

'Only one thing,' Hunter replied, 'because unfortunately she didn't helpfully talk to herself as she was driving along and tell us anything useful in the process. She just played country and western music on the car radio. But when we pulled out onto the road behind her, she used the speed dial on her mobile to call somebody named James, who we guess is her partner, or at least somebody else in the gang. All she told him was that she was about to be stopped by the cops, and to get away from the rendezvous immediately. She finished by saying that she was going down.'

'Like we said at the time,' Reilly interjected, 'what we had on that there road was suicide by cop. 'Cause o' what she had in the car, she knew we'd tie her in to the killin' spree round here, an' that meant she was right in the frame for murder one. Reckon she just decided to take the easy way out. Problem is, we ain't no further forward in trackin' down her goddamned partner, this "James" guy.'

'We traced the call she made,' Hunter added, 'but that didn't help. The mobile she used and the one she called were both disposable units, and the location of the second phone was a lonely road out in the sticks, pretty much the same place as her satnav was taking her to. That was obviously where the handover was intended to take place. We sent a couple of officers over there in a cruiser, but by the time they arrived the site was deserted. "James", whoever he is – and we're assuming even that name is another alias – was long gone.'

'So we're pretty much back to square one,' Rogers said.

Before Reilly could reply, his desk phone rang. He picked up the handset and held a very short conversation, then replaced it and stood up.

'That was Joseph,' he said. 'He's found somethin' interestin' on that dead woman, wants us all to see it, includin' you, Dave. Wouldn't tell me what it was, just said we needed to see. You up to it?'

Rogers nodded.

'I'm fine. A bit woozy, but no problem.'

Ten minutes later, Crawshaw led the three men into the autopsy suite and pointed at the stainless steel table positioned in the centre of the room. On it, the still figure of the young woman lay, her body covered by a sheet from the neck downwards. Her eyes were half-open, as was her mouth, the muscles having relaxed after death.

'It was good shooting,' the medical examiner began, 'by whoever fired the shots that killed her. Four bullets, all within a foot of each other, all centred on the upper torso. I haven't opened her up yet, but it looks as if three probably hit her heart while the fourth went through her lungs and out through her spine. Any one of them would have been enough to kill her almost immediately.'

'Hope you didn't drag us over here just to compliment Steve an' me on our goddamn marksmanship, Joseph.'

'No, Dick, I didn't, though it was impressive. There's something much more interesting about this body than just the way the victim died.'

Crawshaw walked over to the table, the three men following him. He pulled the sheet down as far as the waist of the body, and pointed at the four reddish-grey bullet entry wounds. As he'd said, they were in a tight and lethal pattern.

'The entry wounds,' Crawshaw remarked, unnecessarily, pointing at them. 'Notice anything else about the body?'

The three men stared down at the corpse. The skin was lightly tanned, a delicate shade of brown, albeit with something of a pallor about it now that life was extinct. She had broad shoulders and good muscular development, and would probably have been quite strong, explaining how she'd managed to get Rogers into her car. The bullets had all missed the pair of full and shapely breasts, each with a small dark brown nipple.

'Nothing strikes any of you as odd about her?' Crawshaw asked, clearly enjoying the moment.

'Nice rack, I guess,' Reilly said quietly.

'Can I touch her?' Hunter asked, staring at the corpse.

Crawshaw offered him a pair of latex gloves, and Hunter pulled them on. He leaned forward and ran the tip of his index finger along the underside of the corpse's right breast, then lifted the mammary gland slightly and nodded.

'She'd had implants,' he said. 'You can see the faint horizontal scar at the base of the breast where it was inserted. That's why her breasts are in such a good shape and in place. The implants are keeping them up. Normal breasts lose definition after death and sort of slip sideways.'

Crawshaw applauded silently.

'Very good,' he said. 'Once we cut the clothes off the body, the implants were the third things I noticed.'

'The bullet holes?' Rogers said.

Crawshaw nodded.

'They were the second things I saw. But I'd already seen something else about the body that was rather more of a shock.'

After a moment, Hunter nodded and then grinned at him. Reilly and Rogers continued to stare at the corpse in incomprehension.

'Let me guess. It was lower body rather than upper body?'

'Bravo, Steve,' Crawshaw said. 'How did you guess?'

'I'd like to say it was an informed deduction rather than a guess, but it was mainly the musculature of the arms and shoulders, as well as the two implants. That, and of course the size and weight of Dave here.'

'What in hell are you two talkin' 'bout?' Reilly demanded.

'This,' Joseph Crawshaw said, took hold of the top of the sheet and pulled it clear of the rest of the body.

For a few moments nobody spoke, just looked down at the silent naked form, and then Dave Rogers broke the silence.

'I never saw that coming either,' he said, 'but it makes me feel a bit better about what happened.'

Reilly had been wrong. His 'dangerous lady' hadn't been a dangerous lady at all. He had been a dangerous man.
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'He sure as hell fooled me,' Reilly said.

He and Hunter were back in the Sheriff's office, Rogers having been driven home to rest up and recover from what had happened to him. Reilly had sent two officers to stay in his house with him overnight, just as a precaution in case there was another attempt to snatch him.

'Me too,' Hunter replied. 'But being a transvestite – or I suppose we should really call him a transsexual, though this isn't a subject I know too much about – would have given him the best of both worlds as a scout or whatever you want to call what he did. He was really convincing as a woman, so any female targets he approached wouldn't feel threatened by him the way they would if he was dressed as a man. The chances are that he was 'Naomi', the girl who met up with Jackie Bodrun at TGI Friday, the one who went jogging with her, and who we never tracked down.

'And if the target was a man, that would work just as well. Most men would be flattered by the approach of an attractive female, and most of them wouldn't look beyond the face and the tits, because those are the two things most men register when they meet a member of the opposite sex. They react with what they've got below the waist, not think with their brains. And he was clearly strong, so manhandling a victim after he'd tasered them or slipped a Rohypnol into their drink or whatever wouldn't have been too much of a problem. And there was enough anaesthetic in that handbag to knock out three or four grown men and keep them unconscious long enough to hand them over for dissection.'

'An' we still got no idea who his partner is.'

'No. The only good thing, I suppose, is that we've taken down a part, in fact maybe even a half, of this lethal partnership, if there were only two involved, which has to be good news. What I don't know at the moment is how we can progress the case. I suppose the only possible steer we have is that wherever this killer's surgery is located, it pretty much has to be somewhere north of Socorro, because that's where our mystery man was heading when we stopped him. I doubt if the rendezvous point was that close to his base, but obviously they wouldn't have been meeting where they did if they intended to take Dave anywhere to the south of the town. The risks of being stopped would be too great. But that still leaves a huge area of territory where it could be located.'

'So what do we do now?'

Hunter shook his head.

'Right now, until we can get this guy in a dress identified and try tracing his known associates, if any, I have no idea.'



It was just as well that James didn't have a shift to work at the hospital, because he was in no fit state to do his job.

With one phone call, his carefully planned secret life had suddenly been fatally compromised, and at the same time the partner with whom he'd shared so much over the last decade had been gunned down in broad daylight by a bunch of country cops. And he'd listened to it, to every agonising second of it.

He'd been expecting a call, of course, just an update from Sandra – he had known him by that name for so long that he'd almost forgotten his partner's real name – when he had an accurate estimate of the time he'd arrive at the rendezvous with his unconscious passenger. They'd always been cautious in their meetings when they were transferring a donor from one vehicle to another, but Sandra would always call when she was a few minutes away, just to make sure that he was at the agreed rendezvous location or close enough to get there at the agreed time. Sometimes she would have to stop and inject the donor with more of the anaesthetic if they showed signs of coming round too quickly

So when his mobile had rung, he'd been expecting it. But instead of Sandra's calm voice giving him an estimate of when he was going to arrive, he heard his partner almost shouting, telling him there were police cars right behind him, and that the pickup had to have been a trap.

And the moment Sandra had said that, James had realized that she was almost certainly right. It all made horrible sense, and he was amazed that he'd missed the red flags that had then suddenly seemed so obvious.

The match for the donor had been too perfect, the suggested fee for the organs far too high, and the timescale much too short to allow Sandra to make her usual checks. In that instant, James knew that they'd been set up, and he even guessed the mechanism: the blood sample that the broker had provided to him had almost certainly been provided by the man Rogers himself, the putative donor. That was why the tissue typing match had been so perfect. When James had carried out the test, he hadn't been mixing blood samples from two different people. He'd simply been adding a little more blood from the donor to the sample that had already been provided by the same man. That was why there'd been no adverse reaction.

He'd listened intently to Sandra's voice. His partner had told him to get away from the rendezvous immediately, and to dump his phone as soon as he could, to save himself.

The last thing he'd said to Sandra had been two questions.

'What are you going to do?' he'd asked. 'Can you talk your way out of it?'

'Not a chance,' Sandra had replied. 'These cops aren't here by accident, James. They have to know what I'm doing and why this man is beside me in the car. They must have staked out his house, and you know what that means. They trapped us, and if they grab me sooner or later they'll find a way to make me talk, or trace you through me somehow. And can you imagine the kind of life I'd have in jail? No, I'm ending this right now. I've got this guy's pistol and I'm going to use it.'

James had heard a clatter, probably the noise as Sandra dropped the phone to the floor of the car, then a siren and a confusion of sound – thumps and bangs and crunches – followed by a couple of dull bangs that he guessed had been caused by the airbags deploying in the Chrysler. Moments later, he heard a distant shout and, though he couldn't make out the words he was certain it was a male voice.

That had been followed by the unmistakable sounds of shots, at least half a dozen of them, some very close at hand, and then a long silence that was finally broken by a faint rustling sound as somebody picked up the mobile phone. Then he'd heard a male voice, so loud in the earpiece that he'd actually flinched. He hadn't responded to the man's question, obviously, but simply ended the call, pulling the battery out of his mobile immediately, to stop any chance of it being tracked. A few seconds later, he'd put his car into gear and drove away, sticking religiously to the speed limits, watching his mirrors and signalling in good time at each junction.

He saw no sign of police cars all the way back home, where the first thing he did when he got inside was to toss the SIM card from his mobile into the flames of the furnace. That ended the only possible demonstrable and unarguable contact between him and Sandra that the police could have used, if they'd found it.

That done, he climbed back up the stairs to the den, poured himself a large single-malt Scotch and for several minutes just sat in his leather recliner sobbing quietly to himself.

Without Sandra, he wasn't sure if he should – or even could – carry on with his work, but that was only the smallest concern to him right then. He was mourning the loss of his soul-mate, as well as his occasional lover, and when he'd finished his drink he sat in silence for a few minutes, his fingers wrapped around the empty glass while he decided exactly what he was going to do next.

He knew he wasn't going to let it go. He and Sandra had been tricked and betrayed, set up, in fact, presumably by the Socorro police department, and it seemed to James that what he should certainly do was make sure that somebody there paid for his loss. They'd taken away his other half, and he was determined that he would make them feel the same kind of pain.

And he had one important clue that might make his identification of his victim a lot easier, because there had been something odd about the voice of the man who'd picked up Sandra's phone, something that he thought would make him stand out.

There couldn't be that many Englishmen working with the Socorro police, and it was way beyond coincidence that the man apparently looking for a pair of new kidneys for his desperately sick brother was also English. Whatever his identity, he was obviously the architect of the set-up, the brains behind the scheme, and the fact that he had been the one who'd picked up the phone meant that he must have been in the forefront of the police response when Sandra tried to shoot his way out of the ambush.

Perhaps he had actually been the man who'd shot his partner. But even if he hadn't fired the fatal shots, he was now, in James's eyes, a marked man.

The Englishman was going to suffer, and James already had a pretty good idea how he was going to make it happen. And he was going to act immediately.

He walked back down into the basement and opened the hidden door into the theatre suite. He opened a drawer in the small kitchen and took out a small package containing a pay-as-you-go SIM card and returned to his den. He slipped the card into his phone, left the house and minutes later was driving away from his property.

He only pulled the car to a stop when he was some ten miles away from the house, along a stretch of road where he could see neither houses nor vehicles. He took a small notebook out of his pocket, opened it to a page he seldom looked at, and copied one of the telephone numbers listed there onto the keypad of his mobile.

When he'd done so, he sat in thought for a few moments, then nodded to himself, decision made. He pressed the green button on his mobile and listened for the ringing tone. The call was answered within a matter of a few seconds.

'Yes?'

'This is James,' he said. 'I need some help.'




Chapter 31

Thursday

Socorro, New Mexico

'So far, we got nothin',' Reilly said. 'No record o' the perp's fingerprints here in New Mexico, an' it'll take a while for anythin' to come in 'bout his dental records. So I guess there ain't nothin' much else we can do 'cept wait.'

'I've been thinking about that,' Hunter replied, tapping his finger on the map pinned up in the major crime room.

'As I said yesterday, the one thing we can be reasonably certain about is that the operating theatre these people are using has to be somewhere north of Socorro, otherwise the route that man was driving along makes no sense. The location he was heading for was some distance further north from where he was stopped, and to me it makes sense that the man he was driving to meet – this guy called "James" – must have driven south from his base, so they could meet about half-way between the two places.'

'Still one hell of a big area to cover, Steve.'

'It is, but for the first time we have at least some idea of where we should be looking. Remember that when we looked at the dumping grounds where the bodies had been left, there was no obvious pattern. Now that I've plotted the rendezvous position on the map, there is a kind of a pattern, but a negative one, and that might tell us a bit more about these people.'

'Show me,' Reilly said.

Hunter pointed at the map.

'These are the four dump sites we know about. Two from last year and then the other two that were found in the last few days. They don't form any obvious pattern, I agree, but the one thing that is obvious about them is that they're nowhere near where we stopped that Chrysler. If you draw a line through that location, they all lie to the south of it, so we should be looking somewhere up here.'

He indicated the large swathe of territory to the north of Socorro and south of Albuquerque.

'Now, there's not a lot out there, so although it's a big area, there probably aren't that many buildings, so that might help narrow the search.'

'Yeah. I hear what you say, but I still ain't sure 'xactly what we should be lookin' for. I mean, we don't reckon this perp needs special drainage systems or nothin' like that, an' his electric use probably ain't gonna stand out neither.'

Hunter nodded.

'You're right, but I think there's one thing we could start looking for. Let's go grab some lunch, and I'll tell you what I've got in mind.'

The diner was more crowded than usual, but fast food meant fast service and a fast turnover, so they had no problem finding a couple of seats. Hunter waited until they'd ordered lunch from Maybelle, who looked slightly harried but still spent a few minutes with them before heading over to the lunch counter to place their orders.

'OK, Steve, let's have it.'

'Right,' Hunter began. 'This is just an idea, and it'll take a lot of legwork. We know that for this guy to do his work effectively, he must have a clean room, a makeshift operating theatre, and we know from what Dave found out that getting hold of the equipment – the table, lights, instruments and so on – wouldn't be that hard. But it occurred to me that it would be quite a big job to try to convert an existing room or an outbuilding, and then manage to keep it clean enough to avoid getting the organs contaminated. And there's another obvious problem with trying to do that.'

'Yeah,' Reilly said. 'Finding some way o' stopping people – a neighbour or the mailman or somebody – looking in through a window an' seeing it. Like that fruitcake paintin' every goddamned canvas red.'

'Exactly. Even if he built it in a basement or attic or an outbuilding, there would still be a chance that somebody would notice something. So I was wondering if the perp might have had a special, hidden room constructed. If he was doing it from new, he could specify the same kind of dust-free floor and wall construction, and ventilation system that you'd find in a regular operating theatre in a hospital. That would mean he'd have a properly-designed clean room to perform the removal, and he could install the right kind of freezers or fridges or whatever he needed to store the organs until he could box them and ship them out to the hospital or clinic where the recipient would be waiting. It would also mean that he could have the room really well concealed. Maybe underground, or hidden inside a large house, something like that.'

Reilly still looked doubtful.

'Maybe he did, but I still ain't sure how that's gonna help us find him.'

'Well, we could start with taking a look at whatever kind of building control regulations you have over here. If this is what he did, there should be some record of the work. He'd need permission to do it, I suppose, and then there would be checks by inspectors to ensure it was being done to spec.'

Maybelle appeared beside the booth at that moment and deposited a plate piled high with fries and a burger in front of Reilly, and handed over a comparatively modest dish of spaghetti for Hunter.

'I'll be by with more coffee for you boys in just a minute,' she said, and returned to the fray.

'Yeah. Guess that might be worth a try,' Reilly said, attacking his burger with enthusiasm. 'An' I suppose we could apply a bit o' that lateral thinkin' stuff as well. There's gotta be companies that build that kinda place – panic rooms an' such like – an' we could check with them an' see if they's done any work in this part o' the state.'

'Good idea. Obviously the perp wouldn't tell the company what he planned to actually do in the new space, but a safe room or panic room would be pretty much ideal for his purposes. It wouldn't need to be all that big, and it would be hidden away somewhere, virtually by definition, and would have power, lights, water and drainage. It probably wouldn't take all that long to convert it for his special purpose.'

'Makes sense. I'll get Dave started on it soon as we get back to the office.'

'And it might be an idea to run a quick check with all the local hospitals, just to see if any of their surgeons live in that area. Approach the problem from two different directions, if you like.'



Later that afternoon, Dave Rogers walked into Reilly's office clutching a couple of sheets of paper.

'Before you ask, Dick, and before we look at what I've found, I'm fully recovered, so I really don't need the two babysitters any longer.'

'No problem. Still think it was a good idea, though. So what you got?'

'The first thing you need to know is that nobody seemed particularly interested in helping us, not even when I explained that it was part of a murder enquiry. So what I ended up doing was avoiding specifics and just asking for overall figures, and that seemed to work better. At least it got me past the client confidentiality and medical in confidence roadblocks.'

Rogers sat down opposite Reilly and put the sheets of paper on the desk in front of him.

'In round figures,' he went on, 'in that area, which we all agree is pretty big, there are nineteen houses belonging to doctors who work at the hospitals. The local planning authorities were even more reluctant than the hospitals to tell me anything useful, but they did finally tell me that over the last ten years there have been over eighteen hundred and sixty permissions granted to do work on properties that included enlarging houses, erecting outbuildings and so on. I could drive that number down a bit, I guess, if I asked for specifics, but you told me not to disclose exactly what we were looking for, so I've stuck to just a general enquiry.'

'For a ten year period,' Hunter said, 'that's about the number that I was expecting, and it's less than two hundred a year. It will still be a mammoth task to check them all, though.'

'Right,' Rogers replied. 'The building companies that seem to specialize in this kind of construction didn't want to talk to me at all once they found out that I wasn't asking for a quotation for a project of my own, but I have found five firms based in Albuquerque that have installed panic rooms in properties in the area we're looking at. The problem now is that I can't start cross-referencing any of this information until we get specific details.'

'Yeah,' Reilly muttered. 'That's gonna be the real trick, ain't it?'

'I know we decided not to ask the hospital administrators detailed questions to avoid alarming our perpetrator and driving him underground,' Hunter said, 'but I really can't see any other way of moving this search forward unless we get down to specifics. How about we ask Dave to get the names and addresses of all the surgeons with properties in that area, and then go back to the building companies and see if there's a match? After all, because of what happened when we stopped their car, this guy James will already know that we're searching for him.'

'Can't do no harm, I guess. See what you can find, Dave.'

'And could I also suggest we widen the search slightly.'

'You mean a bigger area than we already got? That's not gonna help any.'

'No, not the search area but the building companies. If you were planning on having a secret room built in your house, a room that you are going to use to carry out a series of murders, then my guess is that you might decide to employ an out-of-state contractor to build it. The trouble with local companies is that the people who work for them live in the same area that you do, and occasionally conversation at the bar or restaurant might just lead to somebody discovering that a secret room had been built in a particular house, and our perpetrator would definitely want to avoid that becoming generally known. So going to a specialist company in Colorado might make sense. I don't think it will be worth looking at any other state because the distances involved would make it uneconomic, and that in itself might lead to questions being asked. But I think Colorado is certainly a possibility.'



'Are you sure you want to do this? Once you start down this road, you have no idea where it's going to take you. These are not people who forgive or forget.'

'Neither am I,' James said, holding the mobile close to his ear. 'This is what I want.'

'It's a hard target,' the other man said, 'so it's going to be expensive, double the normal fee that I charge.'

'I can afford it. You know that.'

The man who'd called James – the name he normally used was 'Max' – had been involved with him years earlier, right at the start of his organ-harvesting operation, but they hadn't had much contact since Sandra had arrived on the scene. But he knew James well enough to trust him, and he knew he would be good for whatever fee they agreed.

'I do,' Max replied, 'but I did wonder if there might be an alternative you could consider. Another option that –'

'Forget it,' James snapped. 'I know what I want. I'm not interested in any other options.'

'Please hear me out. This is just a slight slant on what you asked me to do. You want this man to suffer, right? That's the whole point of this exercise. Your plan was to cut him to pieces, literally, but you know as well as I do that once you start slicing somebody, the end comes pretty quickly. So how about making him suffer not just for an hour or so but for months or even years? And the bonus would be that I could organize what I've got in mind for the usual price. No surcharge, no extras.'

James was silent for a moment before he replied

'OK, I'll listen. What's the big idea?'

'It's real simple,' Max replied, and explained the exact details of the scheme he had come up with.

When he'd finished, James had just one question.

'You're sure they're an item?'

'Depend how you define it, I guess, but they're sure as hell sleeping together. Probably not doing a lot of sleeping, but you know what I mean.'

James hesitated briefly, then made up his mind.

'That's good enough for me. Right from under their noses, to really rub it in. I like it. When can you start?'

'Immediately,' Max promised. 'With any luck it'll be done by midnight tonight, tomorrow morning at the latest.'




Chapter 32

Friday

Socorro, New Mexico

Hunter let himself out of the apartment building where Maybelle lived at just after eight the next morning. He wanted to return to his motel room to sort out his laundry, amongst other mundane tasks, before making his way down the street to the Sheriff's office to continue the search for 'James'.

Maybelle herself emerged just over an hour later. She wasn't due to start work at the diner until noon, just before the lunchtime rush, and then her shift would last until the diner closed at the end of the evening. Like Hunter, she also had a number of errands she wanted to run. She pulled the main door of the apartment building closed behind her, took her car keys out of her handbag and headed off down the street towards the open parking area where she had left her somewhat battered Ford sedan.

She didn't really notice the dusty grey painted van parked in the row behind her car, except in the most general way, as any driver or pedestrian would be aware of his or her surroundings. But as she walked towards her car, her eye was drawn to the back of the commercial vehicle, and the open rear door. There seemed to be nobody else in the vicinity, and she was immediately concerned for the owner of the vehicle. Had the van been robbed, the thieves forcing the rear door and making off with the contents? Or had he forgotten to close the door after loading the cargo area of the vehicle?

Whatever had happened, she decided she ought to at least walk over to the van and take a look inside. Then she could call Dick on her mobile if she thought it necessary, so that he could start looking for the owner.

She stepped over to the van and peered inside. There were racks of tools and equipment running along both sides of the interior, so it was obviously a workman's vehicle, and the floor of the cargo area was covered by a few empty cardboard boxes, which had probably originally held parts or components of some kind. All that she registered immediately, but before she could investigate further, she heard a faint step behind her.

She started to turn, but a strong arm was suddenly wrapped around her torso, immobilising her. An instant later, a pad of soft material was pressed against her nose and mouth, and a pungent, medicinal smell assailed her nostrils. Before she could react, the chloroform did its work and she slumped forward, unconscious.

Moments later, the rear door of the van was pushed closed and within two minutes the vehicle had left the parking area and was driving at a legal and unhurried pace down the street.

About fifteen minutes after that, a female shopper who was heading for her own vehicle walked along that same stretch of parking places and spotted the keys that had fallen from Maybelle's hand as the anaesthetic drug took effect on her, and which her captor either hadn't noticed or hadn't bothered to pick up from the ground.

She noticed the logo on the fob attached to the key-ring and looked around for a Ford, then pressed the button on the key. Immediately, the lights on a sedan parked nearby flashed obediently.

She nodded, pressed the button again to re-lock the car, took out a notepad and pencil and jotted down the number from the registration plate. Then she picked up her shopping again and continued to her own car. Five minutes later, she walked into the Sheriff's office and handed over the keys and the registration number to the desk officer, and then went on her way.

Processing lost property, even car keys, was not a high priority, but it was a quiet day with nothing much happening, and so the desk officer initiated a routine enquiry to the DMV – the Department of Motor Vehicles – a few minutes later asking for the name and address of the registered owner of the Ford. When the response came back, a little over half an hour later, the name didn't immediately ring any bells, because everybody who used the diner just called her 'Maybelle', and almost nobody knew that her surname was Peters.

But when Maybelle didn't appear for her shift just before lunch, the owner of the diner made a few telephone calls to try to find her, and that was when the deputy in the Sheriff's office put two and two together and came up with a figure that he really didn't like.

'Dick,' he said, walking into Reilly's office after the most perfunctory of knocks, 'we got a bit of a problem. Looks like Maybelle's gone missin'.'

That got Reilly's attention immediately.

'What? When?'

'Ain't sure, Dick, but some woman found her car keys in the lot down the street this mornin', an' she ain't turned up for her shift at the diner. Her Ford's still parked up there.'

'Shit.'

Reilly sat for a few seconds, then barked out orders.

''Kay. I want to see whatever statement that woman who found the keys made. Then get copies of any video camera films we got covering that parkin' lot an' all the streets 'round it. Then get a coupla guys out there to where her car's at and tell 'em to check out every buildin' in the area that's got windows overlookin' the lot. Every apartment and business, I want 'em all checked. Somebody musta seen somethin'.'

The deputy looked slightly nonplussed by the Sheriff's reaction.

'She's only been missin' 'bout three hours, Dick. Sure you ain't kinda overdoin' it? She might just be stuck in some shop, lost track o' time. Or she's out somewhere lookin' for the keys to her car?'

'I hope to hell she is,' Reilly snapped, 'but my gut tells me that she ain't. Got a real bad feelin' that the goddamn Harvestman mighta taken her. A kinda quid pro quo 'cause we took out his partner.'

'Oh, shit.'

'That's 'bout right.'

When Hunter walked into Reilly's office a few minutes later, he reacted with cold and contained fury at the news, but didn't respond until Reilly had finished telling him the steps he'd already taken and the actions he'd ordered.

'Anythin' else you can think of, I'd be real pleased to hear it,' the Sheriff ended.

Hunter was silent for a moment, his thoughts racing. Then he nodded.

'OK, Dick. If you're right – and I think you probably are – that means Maybelle wasn't just taken at random. She wasn't picked out because of her blood group or anything like that. We talked about the case a few times, and she told she'd never given blood because she hates needles. And I don't think she'd ever had any medical treatment that would have got her details onto any hospital databases, just onto her own doctor's records. And that means there was another reason.'

Before Hunter could say any more, a deputy knocked on the door and walked in, a DVD disk in his hand.

'There's a coupla cameras covering that lot, Dick, and this here's the stuff taken this morning from one of 'em. The other one should be ready in 'bout ten minutes.'

Reilly took the disk and slid it into the drive slot on his desktop computer, and then he and Hunter sat side by side watching the sequence of images flicker by on the screen. The camera was static and covered only one part of the parking lot, but it included the section where Maybelle had parked her Ford, which was visible at the bottom left of the screen. The time-code at the top of the picture showed a few minutes after seven.

Hunter pointed at it.

'You can skip over this part, Dick. I didn't walk out of her apartment until around eight, and she was still in bed when I left. I don't think she could have got dressed and left the building until about eight-thirty at the earliest.'

Reilly nodded and fast-forwarded the video footage. Cars came and went at speed and people moved across the screen in leaps and bounds, while the numbers on the time-code span at a dizzying rate. He slowed the video as the timer reached eight twenty-five, and then set it to run at double speed only, fast enough to get through the material fairly quickly, but slow enough that they should be able to see what was going on. Figures fast-walked with jerky and erratic steps, and cars moved quickly in and out of the parking bays.

After a few moments, Hunter pointed at the screen.

'Stop it there, please, Dick.'

Reilly paused the video footage and they stared at the screen,

'I don't see her,' the Sheriff said.

'Nor do I,' Hunter replied, 'but I do wonder if that vehicle's got anything to do it.'

He pointed at a panel van that had just driven into a parking place close to Maybelle's car.

'It's just a van, Steve.'

'I know, but I'm fairly sure it's not the first time I've seen it on this video. Can you run it back about thirty minutes?'

Reilly obliged, and then ran the picture forward again until Hunter told him to stop.

'The vehicle's just driven into the car park, but if you look there are no vacant spaces anywhere near Maybelle's Ford, so the driver has parked facing her car but three rows back. And nobody gets out of the van, which is unusual. That's normally the reason for parking a vehicle, so the people inside can go and do whatever they need to do. Now run it forward at double speed, please.'

Again Hunter pointed at the screen.

'Two vehicles have just driven away from the row opposite the Ford,' he said. 'And now the van is moving again.'

They watched the video at normal speed as the suspect vehicle moved out of its original parking slot, down the row next to Maybelle's car, and then swung into one of the two parking places which had just become vacant. This time, the driver did get out. But he only walked around to the back of the van to open up one of the rear doors before returning to the driver's seat, looking away from the surveillance camera throughout his activity.

'That's the bait,' Hunter said. 'He probably saw Maybelle approaching the car park, and he's done that in the hope that she would take a look inside or, if she doesn't do that, so that once he's grabbed her he'll be able to just throw her inside.'

They watched in silence as the familiar figure of the waitress from the diner walked into shot and, as Hunter had just predicted, she angled over towards the van and looked into the cargo area. And the moment she did that, the driver appeared once again, moving quickly, and grabbed her. The resolution of the camera wasn't quite good enough for them to see precisely what he did, but the effect was absolutely clear. Maybelle slumped forward, clearly unconscious, and in just seconds the driver had picked her up bodily and lifted her up into the loading area of the vehicle. He emerged from it a couple of minutes later, slammed the door shut, got back into the driver's seat and within seconds the van was driving away, towards the car park exit.

Reilly looked at the Deputy who was still standing beside his desk.

'Get all the guys checking camera footage off of the streets, an' give 'em all a description o' that van. Can't see the plate, but it's a grey Chevy. Concentrate on the roads goin' north outta town.'

As the Deputy left his office, the Sheriff glanced back at Hunter.

'That bastard saw the camera,' he said. 'He'd have known we'd play the footage, which is why he never showed his face. And that plate is covered in mud or somethin', just to make trackin' him real difficult.'

'Just run the footage again, could you, Dick? In case there's anything we've missed.'

Once again they watched the abduction, and this time Hunter did see something new. Not that it helped any. An instant after the driver of the van had seized Maybelle from behind, something small and silvery towel from her hand, and as she and the driver were locked in their unwelcome embrace, the driver's shoe connected with it and it vanished underneath the van.

'I wondered why the perp didn't pick up her keys,' Hunter said, 'and that's why. Maybelle dropped them, and while he was subduing her, he kicked them under the vehicle. He never even saw them.'

'You thinkin' what I'm thinkin' 'bout this?' Reilly asked.

'That's what I was going to say when that Deputy arrived with the disc,' Hunter said. 'This guy hasn't snatched Maybelle to complete some order for specific organs, though I have no doubt at all that she'll end up on his operating table if we don't find her. He's grabbed her in retaliation for us taking out his partner. His motive is revenge, pure and simple, and that's about the only advantage we have right now.'

'See where you're going,' Reilly agreed. 'He musta been watchin' us, probably in the diner, or maybe keepin' an eye on you goin' off with her every night.'

'I hate to say it, but you're right. He's probably put everything together – my impersonation of an English businessman wanting a pair of kidneys for my brother, and probably my English accent when I picked up the mobile phone in the car we stopped – and he's come here to Socorro to find a Brit working with the Sheriff's Department. The short version is that if I didn't have a relationship going with Maybelle, this would never have happened.'

'It ain't your fault, Steve. An' if this guy was watchin' us in the diner, we got a good chance o' spotting him. Jesse – the guy that owns the place – fitted a coupla security cameras a year or so ago. I'll send one on my guys over there to pick up the tapes.'

In the event, the recordings made by the security cameras in the diner over the previous two days weren't of very much help. There were a lot of people that Reilly either recognised by name, or at the very least he knew their faces. There were also over twenty men and three women that neither Hunter nor Reilly recognized, and probably about half of the men had the same general physical build as the unidentified driver of the grey Chevy van. None of them appeared to be paying anything more than purely casual attention to the people around them, and especially not to the booth at the back where Reilly and Hunter routinely sat.

'No goddamn help there,' Reilly said.

'Frankly, even if we had found somebody staring at us, we wouldn't be a hell of a lot further forward,' Hunter said. 'What we have to do is find out where that van went.'

By using the time that the camera at the parking lot had recorded the van leaving, the initial route taken by the vehicle quickly became obvious. Once the vehicle reached the main road through Socorro, the driver turned north to head away from the town.

Three cameras recorded its progress, and on the second one, located at a junction where the driver had to stop for a few seconds to wait for a gap in the traffic, some of the letters and numbers on the rear registration plate were just visible.

Reilly immediately initiated tracing action through the DMV, though neither he nor Hunter thought for a moment that the plates would be legitimate. Nobody planning a kidnap in broad daylight would be stupid enough to turn up at the scene driving a vehicle that could be traced to them. Either the perp would use false or stolen plates, or the van itself would have been lifted.

'We should be out there lookin' for this guy,' Reilly said, standing up from his chair and pacing up and down his office.

'If I thought for a millisecond that getting out there and driving the roads would help,' Hunter said, his voice low and dangerous, 'I would be out of here like a shot. But it would be a complete waste of time, and you know that as well as I do. Maybelle was thrown into that van over three hours ago, and almost certainly the first thing that would have happened after the vehicle got clear of Socorro would be her transfer to a car or a different van, so even if we do manage to track it down she won't still be in it.'

'So we just stay here?'

Hunter nodded.

'We leave it to the patrol officers and their cruisers. They'll be burning up a lot of fuel and it will probably all be a complete waste of time and effort. The only way we're going to find this perp is through research. Somewhere, somebody has a record of this guy building his operating theatre in his attic or basement or wherever, and when we get that information we can do something about it.'

'Just hope to hell that we'll be in time,' Reilly said flatly.



James had driven his car into his garage a little after ten-thirty that morning, some two hours before Jesse had realized that Maybelle hadn't turned up for work and had made the first of several phone calls. James had waited until the electric motor closed the up and over door and the automatic lights had switched on inside the outbuilding before he stepped out of the vehicle. Then he'd walked around to the back of the car and opened the trunk.

He'd looked down at the motionless figure of the woman and licked his lips in anticipation. This one looked like a proper woman: soft skin, a flawless complexion and curves that hinted at all manner of secret delights hidden under her clothing. Taking his revenge on the Englishman through the man's girlfriend – revenge by proxy, in fact – would be a delight, and he was determined to take his time and make her suffer. And when he tired of her body then he would complete the process on his operating table, not only by killing her, but by getting paid for it. She was young and she looked healthy, and he was sure that her organs would bring a good price.

She was still unconscious, and would probably stay that way for some time. The chloroform that Max had used to subdue her in the car park would have worn off fairly quickly, but before he drove away he had injected her with a largish dose of ketamine, and that had served to keep her unconscious throughout the journey in the van and the subsequent handover the two men had organized on a patch of rough ground beside a deserted country road. Once they'd transferred her limp body to James's car, he'd handed over an envelope of cash to Max and the two of them had parted company, albeit with a vague arrangement to begin working together again. James would need another scout to continue with his organ harvesting, and although Max was nothing like as good as Sandra had been, he did know what he was doing.

And now, he decided, it was almost time for his fun to begin. He'd moved the operating table and all the stands and other equipment over to one wall, and that had provided him with sufficient space to open out the double bed that was concealed within the sofa in the room. He'd stripped the clothes off her, and then placed her on a rubber sheet spread over the bed, spreadeagled and with her arms and legs pointing at the four corners of the mattress. He had then spent a few minutes securing her wrists and ankles to lengths of rope that he then looped around the frame of the sofa bed. When she finally woke up, pulling the rope attached to one arm would simply increase the pressure on the other. She was securely imprisoned, unable to move more than a few inches in any direction, and the room was effectively soundproofed simply by virtue of its location and construction.

He bent over her naked body and stroked her cheek. Her breathing was still regular and he had no doubt that she would begin to recover consciousness within a fairly short time. She was powerless, obviously, and for a few delicious moments he toyed with the idea of raping her right then, but he held himself in check. It would be infinitely more traumatising for her to be fully conscious and aware of what was going on when he finally started.

And he was going to make it last. In fact, he already had a kind of plan of action in mind. The first thing he would do when she woke up would be to sit beside her on the bed and explain in a calm and friendly manner exactly what was going to happen to her. He would tell her that for a few days she would stay alive. He would provide her with food and drink, and he would clean her when she urinated or defecated, but she would remain tied to the bed. Periodically, he would go on to tell her, he would come down to the safe room and use her body for his own pleasure, exactly as he thought fit, and this would continue until he finally tired of her. And when that happened, he would prepare the operating theatre in front of her, so that she could see exactly what he was doing and then, when everything was fully prepared, he would anaesthetise her, transfer her to the table and firmly strap down her arms, legs and torso.

And then, he had decided, he would add a final level of refinement to her torture and agony. Usually, his victims were deeply unconscious before he started operating on them. But for her, and because of what had happened to Sandra, because of what her English boyfriend had done to his long-time partner and lover, he would tell her that she would not be allowed any such mercy.

When he started cutting her open, he would ensure that she was fully conscious and completely aware of what was happening to her. And he would take additional precautions, tying off bleeding blood vessels as he burrowed ever deeper into her torso. If she passed out, then he would revive her so that she wouldn't miss a single moment of her protracted death. He would explain that if he took care, she would actually be able to see her own kidneys and liver being lifted out of her body, and that when she eventually died it would not be through blood loss or anything as merciful as an injection. It would simply be because of the agonising pain and shock to the system.

He'd even thought of a good last line to finish his coldly clinical description of her abbreviated future. He would tell her that from the moment he picked up his scalpel to begin the procedure, she could expect to be alive but in unspeakable agony strapped down on his operating table for an absolute minimum of one day, and perhaps as long as two or three days.

James took another look at the unconscious naked woman, nodded to himself and then turned away, snapping off the lights in the operating theatre as he did so. He would leave her to wake up in the dark. She would be disoriented and alarmed, and that would be a very good start to the last week or so of her life. He would go back to the den and enjoy a glass of scotch and perhaps watch a movie on his widescreen television. He'd check up on her again later that afternoon and again before he finally went to bed and, when she was finally awake, he would deliver his prepared speech to absolutely ensure that she was in no doubt about what was going to happen to her.

But he wouldn't touch her that day. Psychologically, it would make far better sense to leave her alone and helpless in the dark and silence of the underground room, which would serve to magnify the terrors that awaited her. The following morning would be time enough to James to return to the operating theatre and give her some breakfast, an act of compassion before his first assault on her. She would definitely need cleaning by then anyway, and once he had done that, washed and dried her genital region, of course thoroughly degrading her in the process, he would enjoy his first taste of her delightful body.

It was an enticing prospect, and he was so looking forward to getting started.

The enquiry at the DMV had been given added impetus and urgency because of the circumstances, and in well under thirty minutes the results of the partial plate check were available. There were only two vehicles in the area that met the description and had those characters in the registration plate.

'You wanna go check out these guys, Steve?' Reilly asked.

Hunter shook his head.

'It'll be a waste of time,' he replied. 'Just send a couple of cruisers. Your guys will either find the vehicles exactly where they should be, or one of them will be missing. And in either case, that isn't going to help us. We're only going to solve this and get to Maybelle in time by using our brains, not running round the country like headless chickens following one pointless lead after another.'

He paused for a moment, looked thoughtfully at the map and then glanced at a sheet of paper in his hand.

'I may be way off beam here, but I've put together a kind of profile of the perp, something that might help us narrow down the search.'

'Right now,' Reilly said, 'I'll look at any goddamned thing that might help, so let's see it.'




Chapter 33

Friday

New Mexico

Maybelle returned to wakefulness slowly. She gradually became aware of her surroundings, but what her eyes and ears and body were telling her didn't immediately make sense.

She appeared to be lying on something cool and rubbery, but at the same time fairly soft. That was perhaps the first sensation she experienced, and was confusing enough, especially as she could neither see nor hear anything. She knew her eyes were open, but there was not the faintest glimmer of light anywhere around her. She wondered briefly if she'd collapsed in the car park near her apartment building – about the last thing she remembered clearly was walking towards her Ford – and had been taken to hospital. That might explain the bed or whatever it was that she was lying on, but certainly not the absence of light or noise. And she sensed that she was naked, because she could feel cool air on her skin all over her body.

She tried to move her hand to her face, to make sure that her eyes hadn't been bandaged or covered, and that was when she became aware of the restraints for the first time. Her right hand would only move about an inch, and as she tried to pull it towards her, she felt her left wrist being pulled in the opposite direction. For some reason her wrists were tied, and not only that but they were connected together by some mechanism. Seconds later she realized that her ankles were similarly secured.

And at that moment she knew beyond any doubt that she wasn't in a hospital or any kind of medical facility, and for the first time since she had recovered consciousness she felt a stab of pure terror.

And then she screamed.



In the den two floors above her, James had been listening to the sounds of her faint movements on a sensitive baby monitor which he'd used since he started his transplant work to remotely monitor the level of consciousness of his subjects. He smiled broadly as her anguished howl echoed through the room. Clearly the effects of the ketamine had worn off and she was awake. And, if that first scream was any indication, her level of apprehension and fear was already significant.

James reached over and snapped off the speaker on the baby alarm. He would leave her to stew for another couple of hours at least before he went down to the safe room to tell her exactly how short her life expectancy had suddenly become.

He would enjoy that.



'Dave's found a whole bunch o' stuff 'bout building works in that area,' Reilly said, 'an' some other info as well,' he added, walking into the major crime room where Hunter was staring in frustration at the map of New Mexico.

'Let's see it.'

Reilly spread out a couple of dozen sheets of paper on the desk closest to Hunter, and the two men began looking through the information that Rogers had obtained. The Deputy had obviously been busy, and had persuaded not only the local authorities but also the hospitals in the area to supply at least some of the information they wanted. The largest number of pages had come from the local building control people, who had provided a list of all properties in the area which had had major works – including the building of panic rooms – done on them over the previous decade. The problem really was reducing the amount of information they had in front of them to a manageable level, and as far as Hunter could see, the best option was to ignore names and dates and simply look at the geography.

'You know this area a lot better than I do, Dick,' he said. 'I think we have to make some assumptions here, and the first thing we should do is disregard any property that lies south of Socorro and more than, say, fifty miles north of Albuquerque. I know that's still a hell of a lot of territory, but it's a first step. So if I call out the names of the places where work was done on properties, if you tell me they fall outside that area, then I'll put a line through them, and we'll see where that takes us.'

'Works for me,' Reilly said.

By applying that rough and ready filtering system, they were able to eliminate a substantial number of properties simply on the basis of where they were located, because both Hunter and Reilly still believed that the Harvestman was based somewhere to the north of the Socorro. But by the time they finished going through the data supplied by the building control authorities, they were still looking at nearly two hundred possible addresses.

'Right,' Hunter said, 'now I think we should start marking locations based on the work that we know was done in the properties. Start looking at the details supplied by the specialist companies, those that install panic rooms and the like.'

That was more difficult than they had expected, because it meant reading at least the main points of every copy invoice each company had supplied to see if the work had included a hidden room big enough to act as a rudimentary operating theatre. They didn't know for sure how big a structure they were looking for, but in order for it to accommodate an operating table and ancillary equipment, and allow room for a person to move around it without banging into the walls, they were guessing that they should be concentrating on structures bigger than about eight feet by ten. Perhaps luckily, several of the companies had been employed to fashion what amounted to little more than large hidden safes in some of the more up-market houses, and these were simply not big enough spaces to be suitable.

They'd barely got started when one of Reilly's deputies appeared at the door with news, of a sort.

'We've found the van, Dick,' he announced.

'Where?'

'In a truckstop just outside Albuquerque. Our guys were on their way to the second address when the owner rang in to say that his vehicle had gone missing, but then a few minutes later he called again to say that he'd found it, but parked on the other side of the lot to where he'd left it. He's an electrician and he'd been in the building the whole time, meeting with a guy from a local company who needed some work done. The meeting took so long because there were a bunch of different ways to do the work, and the contractor wanted to be sure they'd covered all the options. The deputies have interviewed both men and impounded the van. Forensics are on the way there already.'

The deputy looked from Reilly to Hunter and back again.

'I kinda guessed what your next question would be, Dick, and there's no CCTV covering that parking lot, so unless the forensic guys find something inside the vehicle, I don't reckon we're any further forward.'

Hunter nodded.

'That's pretty much what I expected,' he said. 'The vehicle had to be either stolen or running on false plates, and my guess is that we'll find nothing useful inside it. This man would have worn gloves the whole time he was in the vehicle and left no traces behind him.'

He and Reilly went back to the serious crime room, back to the maps and back to the lists.

The better part of an hour later they'd reduced the number of possible properties down to just twenty-three, but neither man was happy with the result.

'Still reckon we's usin' too broad a brush here,' Reilly complained.

'I know, Dick, but what else can we do?'

'Nuthin', I guess. Leastways, not here. Time we went out and started knockin' on doors.'

Reilly had four patrol cars plus his own Cherokee, and on the way out of the station he briefed his deputies on what he wanted them to do, and handed out the addresses, sorted into general geographical locations, so that each car could cover the properties allocated to it in the shortest possible time. Some deputies were given five properties to check, others only three. It all depended on where they were. Reilly himself had chosen four, located in a rough oval over to the west of the interstate linking Socorro with Albuquerque.

Five minutes later, all the vehicles were on the road and heading for the first of the addresses the deputies had been given.

'Anythin' else we should be lookin' for?' Reilly asked as he steered the Cherokee north. 'I just told the guys to look out for anythin' suspicious in the properties, an' let me know if the owner seemed bothered by their visit.'

The trouble is, Dick,' Hunter said, 'that we really have no idea what we're looking for. Unless the owner of each property lets us or your deputies check every room in the place, including the panic room, and you know as well as I do that we have no legal reason to make them do that, we won't be able to rule out any house.'

Reilly grunted in irritation but didn't respond.

The first property they went to appeared to be deserted, all the doors locked and shutters secured over the windows. Hunter peered into the garage through one of the side windows, then walked back to Reilly.

'There's space for two cars in there,' he said, 'and there's a compact Chevy parked in one of the bays, but it's pretty dusty. I think the owners are away and have been for a while. This isn't the place.'

Reilly nodded agreement and the two men climbed back into the Cherokee and drove on to the next address on their list.

That property was definitely occupied. As Reilly pulled the 4x4 to a halt on the street outside, they could both see half a dozen cars parked outside the house, and through the picture windows what appeared to be a kids' party in full swing inside.

'No point in wastin' our time tryin' there,' he said. 'Don't care how cold-blooded our killer is, there's no way he's gonna have a bunch a kids runnin' 'bout the place if he's got Maybelle tied to an operatin' table somewheres.'

Hunter stared at the house for a moment.

'You're probably right,' he said, 'but it would be a hell of a good disguise.'

'I don't buy it, Steve,' Reilly said, pulling away from the kerb. 'Wrong place, wrong time, wrong kinda people.'

As they drove to the third address on the list, the Sheriff took a couple of calls on his mobile using the hands-free system. Both were from deputies, and both were essentially reporting no news. They had each visited two of the properties Hunter and Reilly had identified, and had been able to eliminate them for one reason or another: one was clearly deserted, two others were occupied by large families, and the last one by two elderly single ladies. What the men were really looking for was a house with ideally a single male occupant, because that was what fitted the rough profile Hunter had come up with.

When they arrived at the third property Hunter was more hopeful. The house was some way back from the road, affording it a high level of privacy, and outside only one car was parked, at least suggesting the possibility of a single occupant.

'According to this list,' Hunter said, 'this place is owned by a doctor. Not a transplant surgeon but a gasman, an anaesthetist.'

'Guy's still been through medical school, though, so it means he's got the basic skills.'

Reilly steered the Cherokee down the drive and parked vehicle carefully, making sure that the other car would be unable to drive past it, just in case they had identified the correct place and the perpetrator made a run for it. As the two men walked towards the main door of the property, they both checked their handguns, Reilly resting his right hand on the butt of his revolver while he rang the doorbell. Hunter stood little to one side, out of the potential firing line, his jacket undone and his right hand only a few inches from the butt of his Glock.

For perhaps half a minute there was no response from inside the house, and then the door opened a cautious six inches and a lined face topped with a shock of white hair peered out suspiciously through the gap. But the man's voice, when he spoke, was strong.

'What do you want, Sheriff?'

'Doctor Weston?' Reilly asked.

'Used to be, yes. Retired about five years ago.'

That wasn't what Hunter or Reilly had been expecting. The psychological model Hunter had tentatively suggested proposed a much younger man, probably in his late thirties or early forties, in part because of the physical strength required for the organ harvesting, moving the bodies and so on. A retired doctor simply didn't fit the profile. Unless he was perhaps the brains behind it, or maybe the surgeon who did the actual cutting. But there was a safe room in the house. Hunter and Reilly knew that, so they'd have to check it out.

'What do you want?' Weston asked again. 'You knew my name before I opened the door, so there must be a reason for you two to be standing here on my porch.'

'Let me level with you, Dr Weston,' Hunter said, a clear indication to Reilly that he was about to feed the man a pack of lies. 'I'm an FBI officer and we've been called in to conduct a search of this area, looking for a gang of violent criminals. Their technique is to find their way inside a property, immobilise everybody inside and then use violence or torture to get access to any hidden valuables. The reason we're here is because the only other common factor that we've so far managed to establish about these people is that they normally target houses which include a safe room.'

He paused for a moment, and Reilly took up the tale.

'We's been checkin' building codes hereabouts,' he said, 'an' this property fits the profile. You keep any antiques, anythin' like that, here?'

Weston laughed shortly.

'There's nothing much of value in this house,' he replied, 'apart from my library, and that's mainly medical textbooks, most of which are now well out of date. But you're right. There is a panic room here, though I didn't install it. That was done by the previous owner. It's not that big, and I hardly ever use it.'

Weston paused for a moment, perhaps reading some subtext into what the two lawmen standing in his porch had said, then pushed the door almost closed and released the security chain before swinging it wide open.

'You can come in and take a look, if you want.'

Less than five minutes later, Hunter and Reilly were back in the Cherokee, Hunter already plotting a route to the next address on the list.

'This one doesn't tick all the boxes,' Hunter said twenty minutes later as Reilly turned the Cherokee off the winding country road and steered the SUV down a short driveway. 'It looks like quite a lot of work was done on the house about three years ago, but the owner – his name is Jason Messer – isn't a doctor or a surgeon. He's just a technician, but he does work at one of the hospitals in Albuquerque.'

'Still worth checkin' though,' Reilly replied.

The man who answered the door was in his mid-thirties, at a guess, with a slim build and dark hair. His features were small and regular, his large brown eyes and small nose giving him a delicate, almost feminine, appearance. Hunter searched for an expression that would sum him up, and decided that 'non-threatening' covered it. He seemed to be open and friendly, and invited the two men into his house almost as soon as they'd stated the purpose of their visit.

'I don't have much of value in my home, Sheriff,' he said, in response to Reilly's version of the violent gang of robbers' story. 'In fact, to be honest, just buying the house pretty much wiped me out, and then I had a load of work to do here as well, after the sale was completed.'

'You fitted a safe room, or panic room, we understand, Mr Messer,' Hunter said. 'That seems an unnecessary expense if you have nothing of value here.'

The man smiled and looked slightly embarrassed.

'I had a girlfriend then, and I hoped she'd become my wife, but it didn't work out, She badly wanted a room she could keep all her jewellery in, and also use as a refuge if ever the house was broken into. She didn't leave me until after the work was finished, of course. The room's upstairs, off the master bedroom.'

'Can we take a look at it?' Hunter asked.

For the first time since they'd walked in, Messer looked somewhat uncertain, or perhaps reluctant.

'Why?' he asked.

'It's not really the safe room,' Hunter said smoothly, 'but the overall security of the property. We know the points of entry this gang prefers to use, and we'd be neglecting our duty if we didn't check out your house, just in case there's any way you could improve your security.'

Messer's face cleared, and he nodded.

'OK,' he said, 'that makes sense. Follow me.'

The tour of the property took just over five minutes. The safe room was a roughly ten foot square steel box panelled in wood and located next to a built-in wardrobe in the master bedroom. It was accessed by releasing a simple external metal catch that allowed a steel-lined section of the wall to slide sideways, and the opening could be securely locked from inside with a couple of heavy-duty deadbolts. It was more or less a big safe, and exactly the kind of thing Hunter and Reilly weren't looking for.

They were back downstairs in the living room when the Sheriff's mobile rang.

'Mighta got something, Dick,' the deputy announced, the tension in his voice palpable. 'Fifth place on the list, outskirts of Bodega. Place is owned by a surgeon, but he won't let us through the door. Claims he's alone in the house, but we saw a shadow in one of the upstairs windows, so we know he's lying. And he's just acting kind of devious, you know what I mean?'

'Stay there,' Reilly instructed. 'Text me the address and cover all the exits. I'm on my way.'

He slipped the phone back into his pocket and nodded at the homeowner.

'Thank you for your time, sir. Sorry, but we gotta go.'




Chapter 34

Friday

New Mexico

James – he'd picked the nickname he used by combining the first letters of both his given names – smiled as he watched the two men jog across the front yard of his property towards their Jeep. He'd been right all along. Sooner or later, he'd guessed, the authorities would start checking properties in the Socorro and Albuquerque area, looking for anywhere that could be used as an operating theatre, and probably targeting properties that had been modified. That was why he'd used an out-of-state contractor and had not one but two safe rooms constructed, one that the local planning authority knew about – the one in the master suite upstairs – and one that they didn't.

In truth, he was pleased that the police – and that Englishman working with the FBI – had called on him, because now he'd been checked and, effectively, cleared by them, so they were unlikely to visit him again.

Now he could take his time over the naked woman strapped to the sofa-bed in his underground operating theatre. In fact, he decided, glancing at his watch, he could go down there right away and have some fun with her.

It would be good to feast his eyes on her nubile form and maybe play with her a little, just to give her a foretaste of what was to come. He wouldn't rape her, he decided, not yet, because he was holding that particular pleasure in reserve, and he realized with almost a shock of surprise that he would enjoy it all the more if she was unconscious and unresponsive. Perhaps, he thought with a wry smile, he was turning into a necrophiliac, as well as being one of the most prolific and successful serial killers in American history.

And on a purely practical note, getting on top of her, tied down as she was on the sofa-bed would be both uncomfortable and clumsy. It would be far better to slip her a dose of ketamine, then lift her off the bed and position her exactly as he wanted her over the arm of the sofa, where he would have easy and comfortable access to both her vagina and anus.

But there was a lot he could do with his lips and his fingers that would serve to satisfy his immediate cravings. And that would make the final act of desecration, before he began the slow and precise process of cutting her open and extracting her organs, one by one and without the mercy of any anaesthetic, all the sweeter. Once he made the first incision, he was hoping he'd be able to keep her alive for days – if he could possibly manage it, perhaps even for as long as a week – just by being really slow and careful with the surgery and minimising her blood loss.

He'd thought about taking her eyes first, so that she would be blind, but he'd decided that it would be far more effective to remove them last, so that she would be able to witness everything he did to her. In fact, before he started the surgery, he'd decided to rig up a mirror on the ceiling of the theatre, so that she'd be able to watch her own vivisection in every detail, to see the scalpel blade enter her body at the same instant as she felt the pain.

And, of course, he would take almost as much pleasure is telling her, in considerable detail, exactly what lay in her future, in the last agonisingly painful days of her short and unremarkable life.

With that pleasant thought in mind, Messer turned and headed for the stairs to the basement.




Chapter 35
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'What we got?' Reilly demanded, getting out of his Cherokee.

'The doc's name is Harvey Speckmann,' one of the two deputies replied. 'He's a surgeon – orthopaedics, so he's a bone cutter – and works at one of the hospitals in Albuquerque. When we got here, he answered the door but wouldn't come out or let us go inside. And, like I said, there's definitely somebody else in the property because Rick and me both saw movement upstairs, but the doc claims he's home alone.'

'You've no probable cause to force him to come out, or to search the place, Dick,' Hunter reminded Reilly, 'but the clock's ticking here.'

'You're suggesting I cut a few corners, Bureau-man?'

'Damn right I am.'

''Kay. Works for me.'

Reilly strode over to the front of the house, pulled open the screen door and hammered on the wooden door behind it. After about half a minute it opened and an angry-looking face appeared in the gap afforded by the security chain.

'Unless you've got a warrant to search this house, Sheriff, you can get the hell off my property, just like I told your deputy.'

'Yeah, well that's the problem, you see, doc. I'm here with the Bureau investigatin' a kidnappin' by a serial killer.'

'The FBI? I don't believe you.'

Reilly didn't speak, just pointed towards Hunter, standing a few feet away, who silently opened his leather wallet to show his Bureau credentials.

'Now my deputy tells me he's definitely seen some other person in your place, but you keep tellin' him he's wrong. So that means one 'o two things is goin' on here. You could be bein' forced to tell us lies 'gainst your will, 'cause the kidnapper's standin' right behind you with a sawn-off twelve gauge. Or, if that ain't the case, it could be that you're the goddamn kidnapper and the victim's locked in a room upstairs. But whichever it is, I'm the law round here, and I'm gonna come inside and find out just what the hell's goin' on. So your best option is to open up this door right now and invite us in, nice and peaceful, so we can look 'round and check that everythin's just the way it should be.'

'And if I don't, Sheriff?'

'Then I'm gonna kick the door down an' place you under arrest for obstructin' a police officer, wastin' my goddamn time, harbourin' a fugitive an' anythin' else I can think of that might stick. Oh, and the Bureau-man over there's got 'nother bunch o' charges in his pocket that's gonna make your life seriously miserable for as long as we can spin it out. Your choice, doc, but I don't have whole heap o' patience right now, so best you make up your mind real fast.'

The surgeon's gaze flicked from Reilly, standing solid and unmoving right in front of him, his right hand resting comfortably on the butt of his service revolver, to Hunter, a few feet away, his jacket open and his Glock clearly visible. The man sighed, muttered something, and then pushed the door closed to release the chain before opening it fully a few moments later.

'Stay out here an' cover the doors, front an' back,' Reilly instructed his two deputies. 'Me 'n Steve'll go check this out.'

The house was, like the man who stood in front of them in the hallway, immaculate, with no signs whatsoever of any disturbance. Or of any third party, at least on the ground floor.

'OK, doc,' Reilly said, looking round. 'No sign o' a problem here, which is good news, I guess, so why don't you give us the guided tour?'

Without saying a word, the surgeon escorted them into every room on the ground floor, all of which were tastefully and expensively furnished, and devoid of any other person. Back in the hall, Reilly pointed silently at the staircase, and with a sigh of resignation the surgeon ascended to the first floor, leading the way up the stairs.

The first three bedrooms and two bathrooms yielded nothing of the slightest interest, but both Reilly and Hunter noted a very obvious increase in tension in the surgeon's demeanour as he opened the door of the master bedroom suite.

And the moment they stepped inside, the reason became perfectly obvious.

It was less a bedroom than a bordello, or perhaps a film studio. The bed was partially unmade, as if somebody had got out of it but had not had time to make it properly, the dark maroon silk sheets twisted and folded in places. Above the bed, the ceiling was entirely mirrored, and on stands positioned at the four corners of the bed were small but high resolution video cameras, their lenses aimed directly at its centre, and another video camera at the foot of the bed pointing up it. Behind the cameras were studio quality lights, and sitting on the bed, side-by-side but conspicuously not touching each other, were two very young, very slim and very blond men.

Both were fully clothed but the expressions on their faces suggested that they could think of several million places where they would far rather be than sitting on that bed in that room at that precise moment. Over on the other side of the bedroom, opposite the door, was a large open plastic storage box within which were numerous garments of an unusual design, mostly apparently constructed of leather and consisting principally of straps and buckles, and several objects that could best be described as adult toys, mainly alarmingly large dildos.

Hunter had already guessed that the reason for the surgeon's reluctance to allow them inside his property was embarrassment over something, and the reason was now perfectly obvious. He assumed Reilly had come to the same conclusion. The Sheriff glanced at the two men, at the equipment, and then back at the surgeon.

'You the director o' this epic o' the silver screen, doc, or d'you get down and dirty with these guys as well?'

The surgeon shook his head.

'That's really none of your business, Sheriff,' he replied, his voice tight with anger. 'What any adult chooses to do in his or her own home is nothing to do with anybody else, as long as no laws are being broken. My companions here are both adults and are both consenting, and if necessary they can show you their identification to prove it.'

'Damn right they need to prove it,' Reilly snapped. 'The one on the right looks 'bout sixteen to me.'

He strode across to the bed, held out his hand and waited while each of the men handed over a driving licence. He checked their dates of birth carefully, then tossed the licences back to the two men.

'OK, you're all adults,' he said, 'not that that makes any o' this right. But it don't make it illegal. There's just one more thing we need to see, doc, then we're out o' your hair.'

'What?'

'You had a safe room built here coupla years ago. I wanna see inside it. Do that and you can get back to your afternoon o' recreation, or whatever you wanna call it, with your two faggot friends.'

'I find your attitude deeply insulting, Sheriff.'

'I look like I give a shit? Get that safe room opened right now.'

Reilly's expression obviously told the doctor that any prevarication would not be welcomed, and without a word he picked up what looked like a small television remote control, pointed it at a side wall of the bedroom and pressed a button. A section of the wall moved backwards with a click, and then slid sideways to reveal a small square open space fitted with shelves on which were literally hundreds of DVDs, the images on the covers leaving nobody in any doubt as to what their contents were.

Reilly turned to Hunter was an expression of disgust on his face.

'I dunno 'bout you, Steve, but I got a real sick feelin' right now. Reckon I need some fresh clean air.'
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James pulled on a pair of latex gloves as he entered his operating theatre and snapped on the lights.

On the sofa bed in front of him, Maybelle twisted her body to the limited extent she could, snapping her eyes closed against the sudden, almost painful, flare of brightness.

'I'm glad you're awake,' James said pleasantly, a smile lighting up his face, 'because I have some news for you.'

'Please let me go,' Maybelle said, almost begging. 'I promise not to testify against you if you do. Just take me somewhere well away from here and leave me to find my own way home. Please, please. I've done nothing to you.'

James laughed.

'Almost everybody that I've had down here has said something like that, those who I allowed to wake up, anyway. And those who never woke up would probably have done the same thing, tried to plead for their lives. But it's no good. You will eventually get out of here, of course. I can't abide the smell of rotting flesh, so once I've finished with you I'll take your body somewhere where it can be recycled by the crows and the insects and the coyotes. But unfortunately for you that's not going to be for a while yet, because you have some things that I need.'

His smile broadened as he looked at her.

'What?' Maybelle's voice was resonant with terror and foreboding. 'What do you want from me?'

'Well,' James said, taking off points on his fingers. 'I'll start with the obvious. Your eyes should fetch a decent price, but I've decided to leave those until the very end. I think I'm going to start with one of your kidneys. Not both, because if I took both you'd die very quickly, and I don't want that. I want to make this last. Then your pancreas, maybe, or perhaps one of your lungs. I'll just have to see what's needed through my contacts, but I think you can probably look forward to about a week on the table while I use you like a kind of walk-in larder. I'll make sure you stay alive, and that means I'll be feeding you – only through a drip, of course – and making sure you're hydrated and that the blood loss is kept to a minimum. But the one thing I won't be doing, and this really is the bad news for you, is using any kind of an anaesthetic.'

Maybelle stared at him, simply unable to speak. She knew at that moment that there was nothing she could do to save herself, that there was no hope, and that she would spend the last hours and days of her short life screaming in agony in that place.

'The really sad thing,' James went on in the same conversational tone, 'is that none of this is your fault. It's not really anything to do with you. My argument is actually with your boyfriend, that Englishmen who's over here working with the FBI, because he killed my partner. He might not have actually pulled the trigger, but he was certainly at the scene because I heard his voice, and he might well have been the one who dreamed up the ambush. But even if somebody else did that, in my book he's definitely involved, and that's enough to make him pay. Directly or indirectly, he took my partner's life, so now I'm taking his partner's life. Your life, in fact. The only difference, really, is that you'll take a lot longer to die and when I've sold all your organs I'll definitely be showing a healthy profit.'

As Maybelle started sobbing in despair, her voice rising to a high wail of agony, James pulled open a drawer beside him, took out a roll of duct tape and tore off a strip about six inches long. He positioned a cloth pad on the centre of it, then applied the tape to Maybelle's mouth, immediately silencing her. Then he took a pair of scissors and snipped off a part of the tape and the pad directly below her nostrils.

'Now you can breathe,' he said, 'but not scream or talk. And that's the way I like my women: quiet.'

He replaced the scissors and tape and then turned back to look down at Maybelle once more. He stretched out his gloved hand, and ran the tips of his fingers around her right breast, pausing for a moment before squeezing her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He glanced at her face and registered her expression of disgust.

'You might as well learn to enjoy this,' he said, 'because it's going to be one of the last sexual experiences you'll ever have.'

He glanced down at her groin, nodded to himself, pulled open another drawer, picked up a tube of medical lubricant and smeared some on the fingers of his right glove.

He ran his hand over her exposed vagina, letting the tips of his fingers just enter her body, feeling her muscles tense as he did so, then suddenly stopped, removing his hand.

'I nearly forgot,' he said. 'I forgot to tell you the news. I had a visit about half an hour ago. It was your boyfriend and that hulking fat Sheriff that he seems to go around with. I think they were probably looking for you, but there's no need to worry, because they won't be back. I showed them almost everything in the house, everything except this room, really, down here under the garage, and they went away quite happily, chasing another pointless lead that won't get them anywhere. So you see, we've got all the time in the world. Until the blood loss, the agony of the surgery and the repeated shocks to your system finally kill you, of course.'

And as he said these last words, James slid his thumb into Maybelle's vagina and forced his fingers deep into her anus. Her body convulsed with the sudden pain and shock, and tears began streaming down her face.

'There now,' James said sympathetically. 'That was just a little taster. We'll start the real work a bit later on, I think. I've always believed that anticipation is sometimes better than the actual experience. Though in your case, with what's going to happen to your body over the next few days, I don't think any kind of anticipation will prepare you for the reality, for the different levels and intensity of pain you'll experience. But I'm sure it'll be interesting for both of us to find out.'

At that moment a buzzer sounded somewhere in the room, and James glanced round. He hadn't bothered switching on any of the CCTV monitors, but now he picked up a remote and pressed a button. One of the monitor screens flickered into life and showed somebody – it looked like a man wearing a suit – standing at his door. Probably another travelling salesman, he guessed.

'I've got a visitor,' he explained to Maybelle. 'I'll just go and get rid of him, and then we can resume our conversation.'

Just under two minutes later he pulled open his front door and stared, almost in shock, at the man standing there.

'Sorry to trouble you again, Mr Messer,' Steven Hunter said, 'but I've just got one more question for you.'
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'Well, two or three questions, actually,' Hunter went on, giving no sign that he'd registered the unmistakably shocked expression on Jason Messer's face.

Reilly had again parked the Cherokee so that it blocked the short entrance drive to the property, and at that moment the Sheriff ambled into sight, having just walked around the outside of the house, checking for open doors or windows.

'Can we come in?' Hunter added.

Messer looked from Hunter to Reilly and back again, but obviously realized he had no choice. He composed himself, forced a smile onto his face and stepped back, opening the door wide.

'Won't take but a minute,' Reilly said, stepping inside a couple of paces behind Hunter.

The three men stood in silence in the living room, Hunter and Reilly both waiting for Messer to speak. It's an old adage, but nonetheless true, that suspects being interrogated by the police often feel the need to fill silences, and sometimes when they do so they incriminate themselves. So interrogators often deliberately employ that technique, saying nothing and just waiting. And what Hunter had pointed out to Reilly when they'd driven away from the doctor's house after their abortive visit definitely made Messer a suspect, or at least a potential suspect.

Seconds turned into perhaps a minute – though it seemed a lot longer to Hunter – and then Messer finally spoke.

'Look, Sheriff,' he said, 'I'm very happy to help you in any way that I can, but I'm busy. There are things that I need to do, so could you two please ask whatever extra questions you want, and then we can both get on with our day.'

Reilly nodded and glanced at Hunter.

'Could I ask what kind of a technician you are, Mr Messer,' Hunter asked. 'We know you're employed at the hospital, but do you work in one of the laboratories, or an operating theatre?'

That clearly hadn't been what Messer had been expecting, and for the briefest of instants an expression of relief crossed his face.

'In the laboratory,' he replied. 'I couldn't do theatre work. I've got something of an aversion to the sight of blood. I don't mind it in bottles and test tubes, but not when it's coming out of an incision before the vessels have been cauterized.'

Hunter nodded, apparently satisfied.

'You told us you live here alone,' he continued, changing the subject. 'Do you get many people staying over with you?'

Messer shook his head.

'Very rarely,' he replied. 'I usually work shifts at the hospital, in the lab, so my social life is pretty erratic. Frankly, I'm a bit of a loner, and I can't remember the last time I had a house guest. Why do you ask?'

'We're just trying to build up a picture of your lifestyle,' Hunter said.

Messer looked puzzled, but didn't respond.

'And I guess from what you told us last time that security is quite important to you, and that's why you had the safe room built.'

It wasn't actually a question, but Messer nodded in response.

'Yes. There aren't that many other houses in this area, so that was a concern to me.'

'I suppose that's also why you've got so many security cameras fitted here,' Hunter continued. 'You have one on the porch, another couple on the front of the house, one on each end, and probably others at the back as well. Right, Dick?'

Reilly nodded.

'Yup. Another two out there.'

'As I said,' Messer replied, 'it's a lonely area. Installing the cameras seemed like a good idea.'

'But the odd thing,' Hunter said, 'is that there don't seem to be any monitors anywhere in the house. Unless you've got them really well hidden. I would have expected one in the hall, linked to the camera covering the porch, and maybe another monitor here in the living room somewhere, perhaps with multiple feeds from all the outside cameras.'

'They're upstairs,' Messer said, his face clearing. 'I spend most of my time in the den, the safe room, up there, so that's where I had the monitor and control panel installed. I can show you, if you like.'

He led the way to the first floor landing and clicked the catch to open the safe room door. Hunter and Reilly had looked in the room previously, of course, but had seen no sign of a CCTV monitor. Messer sat down in the leather swivel chair behind the desk and pressed a button on a small electronic control panel. One of the wooden panels on the opposite side of the room slid upwards to reveal a small flat panel TV screen. Messer pressed another button and the TV displayed a picture of the porch of the house, then another button and the display changed to a view over the rear yard. He ran through the images from the five cameras covering the outside of the property.

'Satisfied?'

Hunter looked down at the desk.

'Almost, Mr Messer. Just two more questions, really. First, there are six buttons on the panel that controls the cameras. What does the sixth camera show? And, while we're about it, if you don't have houseguests, and you certainly don't have any children, why have you got a high-quality baby alarm unit mounted here on your desk? And where's the microphone fitted? Which room is that in, because we definitely haven't seen it?'

Messer looked from one man to the other, the expression on his face unreadable. Then he nodded, as if he'd come to some decision. He reached forward to touch the baby alarm and then stood up.

'It'll probably be a lot easier if I just show you,' he said.

He walked past Hunter and Reilly, who stepped to one side to allow him to pass. But the instant he was outside the safe room he swung round and in an instant slammed the door shut and clicked the external catch into place, trapping them in the steel-lined room.
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'Godammit,' Reilly muttered, instinctively drawing his pistol as the door slid into place. 'Never saw that comin'. How the hell we gonna get out o' here?'

Hunter didn't reply. He'd taken two swift paces to the closed door and was trying to slide it open, without success.

'It's only a simple catch,' he said. 'I can just see it through the gap between the door and the frame. We just need something to lift it.'

'Can we shoot it out? Fire a pistol through the gap.'

'Definitely not. There isn't a gap, not really, just a space about a tenth of an inch wide. We need something like a steel ruler.'

Reilly had moved behind the desk, reached out his hand and pressed the sixth unmarked button on the camera control panel.

'Oh, shit,' he said, looking over at the TV monitor. 'You was right but you ain't gonna like this.'

'What?'

Hunter abandoned his attempt to open the door and turned round to look at the image on the screen. Despite the gag covering the lower part of her face, it was immediately obvious to both of the men that they were looking at Maybelle, stark naked and strapped, spread-eagled, on a low bed.

At that moment, the baby alarm monitor crackled into life. Clearly Messer had switched it on before he left the safe room.

'I didn't think you'd catch on so quickly,' the disembodied voice said. 'I suppose it was the baby alarm – this baby alarm, in fact – that gave me away, though I also told you an obvious and stupid lie. I am a technician, but I work in the operating theatres at the Albuquerque hospital, not in any laboratory, and you could have found that out just by making one single phone call. Stupid of me, but I was panicking slightly. And of course, the sight of blood doesn't bother me at all, as you're about to find out for yourselves. If you haven't already done so, why don't you press the sixth button on the camera control panel and then relax and enjoy the show.'

A few moments later, the unmistakable figure of James Messer appeared on the CCTV monitor. He was now wearing an operating theatre gown, mask, and gloves, looking exactly like a surgeon preparing to carry out an operation. He stopped for a couple of seconds beside the sofa bed, glanced down at Maybelle's naked body, and then waved derisively at the camera mounted on the opposite wall.

'There's no point in trying to get out of that room,' he said. 'The catch on the outside looks like a simple latch, but once it's locked in place there's only one way of releasing it from within the room. You have to use a remote control to trigger an electric motor. That lifts the latch and then you can slide the door open. This remote control, in fact,' he added, taking a small black object from his pocket and waving it towards the camera.

'I know safe rooms are really meant to keep people out,' Messer said, 'but in this case mine is just as effective at keeping people in. Oh, and you're also inside a kind of Faraday Cage, and that means your phones won't work either, so you can't call for help. Neither of you are going anywhere.' Messer glanced down again at Maybelle. 'I had hoped to take my time with this one,' he said, 'spin it out over a few days, if I could, but there's no time for that now, and I suppose that's good news for your girlfriend because it'll be over quicker for her. Mind you, it'll still hurt. I'll make sure of that.'

Up in the safe room, Reilly and Hunter simultaneously took out their cell phones and checked the signal strength. But Messer was right about that: both phones reported no service.

Hunter turned away from the TV screen, crossed to the desk and began pulling open the drawers, looking for something, anything, that he could use to slip the catch on the safe room door. He paused for a moment as Messer spoke again.

'You're probably wondering what I'm going to do when I've finished butchering your girlfriend,' he said. 'After all, you're both officers of the law and if you've turned on the CCTV monitor you're about to watch me kill somebody in cold blood. Open and shut case, you'll probably think, and you'll be right, but only if you could bring me to court, and that isn't going to happen. I've been doing this for a long time, and I always knew that one day, somehow, somebody would find out, so I'm well prepared. Once this slut is dead, I'm going to walk away from here, leaving the two of you in that room. But before I walk out of the house I'm going to activate a timer and about thirty minutes later a fire will start down here in the basement. The walls are filled with flammable material, and by the time anybody notices what's happening and calls the fire department, you two will be dead. Roasted, actually. Unless you decide to use your pistols and take the easy way out. Your choice, of course. But waiting to be rescued isn't going to work. It's a shame I'll have to leave everything here behind me and start over, but I've done it before, and I'll probably have to do it again.'

Messer paused and looked down at Maybelle once more. She was swinging her head desperately from side to side and moaning through the gag, realizing what was about to happen to her.

'Well,' he said, 'I suppose I really ought to get started. But I think, actually, I might just spend a few minutes having a bit of fun with her first, before I start cutting. I mean, why not? She isn't going to object, is she? Or be able to tell anyone? And that means knocking her out for half an hour or so, because I can't abide a woman who wriggles about underneath me.'

He turned and rummaged around in a drawer behind him, then took out a syringe with a needle already attached. He left the room for a few seconds and returned holding a small phial of liquid which he ingested into the syringe. Then he bent over Maybelle's right arm, expertly slid the needle into a vein and depressed the plunger. Her body stiffened as the anaesthetic was injected, then went completely limp as the drug took effect.

Messer glanced up again at the camera.

'I can't remember if you'll be able to watch all this,' he said, 'because of the angle of the camera, but I'll tilt it down a bit because that will help. But don't worry if you can't see everything. I'll give you a kind of running commentary of what I'm doing to her.'

Then he checked that Maybelle was unconscious and began releasing the ropes which held her firmly on the sofa bed.

Hunter slammed the last drawer closed in frustration. He'd found pencils, pens, paper clips and pushpins and all the other bits and pieces that tend to accumulate in desk drawers. But he'd found nothing that was both thin enough and strong enough to slide through the narrow gap between the sliding door and the steel frame to lift the external catch.

Reilly was still staring with a kind of horrified fascination at the images on the screen of the television monitor. Messer had just released the last rope, and had pulled Maybelle off the bed and hoisted her limp body over his shoulder before walking a few feet towards the camera and lowering her onto the arm of the black sofa, bending her forward over it. That part of the piece of furniture was just visible on the screen, but then sprang more clearly into focus as Messer adjusted the angle of the camera mounted on the wall. Then he walked back into shot and carefully folded the sofa bed back into the frame.

'We won't be needing that anymore,' he remarked. 'Once I've finished with her over here she can go straight onto the table and then I can bring her round and start cutting. Enjoy the show.'

Messer quickly removed his theatre clothes, before stepping out of his underwear.

'If you can't see exactly what I'm doing,' his voice said through the baby alarm, 'I'm just going to start with a little vaginal intercourse. After that, I'll see what else I fancy.'

Hunter glanced briefly at the television monitor, then looked around the room, searching for inspiration, looking for anything that they could use to escape.

They both heard the sound of rhythmic grunting coming from the baby alarm, in time with the video image of Messer thrusting into Maybelle. Reilly reached out his hand to turn down the baby alarm, or perhaps switch it off, but Hunter shook his head.

'If we manage to get out of this, Dick, what we see and hear is evidence. It's disgusting, but leave it switched on.'

He went back to the door and again tried to force it open, but the catch prevented any movement. There was no way out.

They were trapped inside a locked steel room in the middle of a house that within an hour or so would turn into an inferno.
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Hunter suddenly stopped.

'We're missing something,' he said.

'What?' Reilly asked.

'That bastard is lying to us.'

Hunter gestured towards the television screen, 'and at least a part of this performance – or whatever you want to call it – is just intended to stop us thinking straight.'

Reilly stared at him in incomprehension.

'That external catch,' Hunter said. 'It clicks into place automatically as soon as the door is closed. Then if you're inside you use these two other bolts to stop the door being opened from the outside. But once the danger or whatever has passed, the outside catch will still be in place, so there must be another way of freeing it from in here, in case the remote control fails, or if it's not in this room. Or if the electric motor, the one Messer said lifts the latch, breaks or seizes. There has to be a back-up system of some sort, something simple and mechanical. He's just trying to stop us finding it, that's why he switched on the baby alarm and that's why he suggested we watched the CCTV.'

'But where the hell is it?'

'She feels a little loose to me,' Messer's mocking voice said through the baby alarm. 'Perhaps her ass will be a bit tighter. Let's see, shall we?'

'If it's the last thing I ever do,' Hunter growled, 'I'm going to kill that bastard.'

He turned his attention back to the steel door, looking for any sign of a mechanism that could release the external catch, a lever or something that would lift it away from the fixed latch on the door frame. But suddenly he realized that he was making an assumption. In fact he was making two assumptions, and neither of them was necessarily right.

'I can't see any way of lifting the catch,' he said, 'and my guess is that if there was a mechanical linkage to do that we'd have seen it on the outside of the door. So it has to be the latch itself. There must be some way of retracting it from inside here.'

He turned his attention to the frame of the door, running his fingers down the wood panelling which concealed the steel walls of the panic room. It appeared to be both solid and continuous, but then his sensitive fingertips detected a small protrusion on the very edge of the panel, and he pressed it firmly inwards.

There was a very faint click and the entire panel swung open on concealed hinges. Behind it, part of the steel frame of the door was revealed. About halfway up was a small handle. It was made of steel, perhaps three inches long and hinged at the lower end. Hunter seized it and pulled it firmly away from the frame.

As he did so, outside the room, the apparently solid latch retracted into the frame and immediately the sliding door opened about an inch. They were out.

Hunter slid the door the rest of the way, pulled out his Glock and stepped out of the panic room, Reilly right behind him.

'Where the hell is he?' the Sheriff demanded.

'Not in the house,' Hunter said. 'That operating room is big, and we've been all over this property. It has to be underground. In the basement or maybe under the garage, something like that.'

The two men made their way cautiously down the stairs, weapons in hand and listening intently for any sound. The entrance to the basement was situated below the stairs, and the door itself was standing a few inches ajar.

'When we walked through here before,' Hunter said, 'that door was closed. His operating theatre must be down there somewhere.'

Reilly pulled the door open the rest of the way and both men stared down into the space that was revealed. The steps giving access to the basement were concrete, and the lights had been switched on.

Hunter stepped forward, descended three steps, and then crouched down to look around. It looked depressingly normal, exactly the kind of open basement area that he had seen so many times before in American houses. Nothing looked out of place, and if he hadn't known without any doubt that there had to be a hidden room – and a large hidden room at that – down there somewhere, he would not have thought there was anything unusual about it at all.

And there was no sound. The basement appeared to be entirely silent.

Moments later, both men were standing side-by-side in the middle of the open space, looking around them.

'Where the hell is it?' Reilly demanded. 'The door, I mean. Gotta be here somewhere, but dammed if I can see it.'

'It's here,' Hunter said firmly. 'It has to be. We're just not seeing it, and all that that means is that it's really well concealed. There has to be a catch or a switch or something, something to open it. Look for anything that seems out of place or unusual.'

But there seemed to be nothing that either indicated the presence of a hidden door or anything that could be a mechanism for opening it.

'You looked inside the garage?' Hunter asked, after searching for a few minutes.

'I checked through the windows, yeah,' Reilly replied. 'Why?'

'What cars were in there?'

'He's got a small truck, a kind of panel van thing, and a biggish sedan. Why?' Reilly asked again.

'An American car?'

'Yup.'

'Then why,' Hunter asked, 'is there a key on the bench here for a Saab?'

Reilly strode across and looked down at it.

'Beats the hell out of me,' he said.

'He never expected us to get out of the panic room,' Hunter said, picking up the key, 'and he was in a hurry to get started on Maybelle. That's why he left the basement door open, and that's why,' he added, pressing the button on the Saab key and watching as a section of the wall opposite slid smoothly open in front of them, 'he didn't take this with him or hide it properly.'

On silent feet, Hunter and Reilly stepped over to the opening in the basement wall and peered cautiously inside. The space behind was brightly illuminated and appeared immaculately clean, as it would have to be because of the transplant operations which Messer had been carrying out there. From the open doorway to their right both of them could hear the perpetrator's heavy breathing, and both knew precisely what he was doing. As if in confirmation of that, Messer gave a sudden explosive snort of breath as he ejaculated.

And before Hunter or Reilly could reach the doorway, he spoke again.

'Well that's certainly pressed all of my buttons,' he said, his voice light and mocking. 'And now for the next, and of course the last, part of the show.'

'Or maybe not,' Hunter said, taking a pace into the operating theatre and staring at Messer, who had just stepped back from Maybelle's naked body which was bent forward over the arm of the sofa. He was naked apart from a pair of socks, and a filled condom dangled from his now-limp penis.

The colour drained from Messer's face as he realized that his last gamble had failed.

But he wasn't completely finished.

Despite the two pistols pointing straight at him, Messer dived to one side, grabbed a scalpel from a tray of surgical instruments on a trolley at the foot of the operating table and swung back, driving the lethally sharp blade down towards Maybelle's naked back.

Hunter's Glock barked twice, the sound almost eclipsed by the deeper boom of Reilly's service revolver. Messer never completed the blow, the scalpel tumbling to the ground as his body was slammed back against the wall of the operating theatre. He slid, almost slowly it seemed, to the floor, the exit wounds on his back leaving a broad red streak down the wall.

Hunter strode across to him and looked down.

Like lawmen everywhere, both Hunter and Reilly had aimed for the centre of mass, for the middle of the torso, and all three bullets had found their mark, driving through his stomach and out the other side. The wounds were fatal, of that there was no doubt, but at that moment, Messer was still alive.

Hunter aimed his pistol directly at the wounded man's head and his right forefinger began squeezing the trigger. He felt the trigger safety start to release, but then immediately relaxed his grip, smiled down at Messer and holstered his weapon.

'Please,' Messer said, his hands clutching his lacerated abdomen and moaning as the agony of the wounds started to grow. 'Doctor. Get help.'

'Don't think I'll bother,' Hunter replied. 'My phone doesn't seem to work down here. I've always heard,' he added almost conversationally, 'that a gut shot is one of the most painful ways to go, and it's rarely quick. So you can just lie there and die as slowly as you like. The slower the better, as far as I'm concerned.'

'Might make this more o' a slamdunk if we used a throwdown,' Reilly suggested.

'Have you got one?'

'Uncertain world, so I never leave home without,' the Sheriff said, reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a plastic bag inside which was a cheap nickel plated .38 revolver, five chambers loaded. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves, took out the weapon and unloaded all but one chamber. Then he walked across to where Messer was moaning on the floor and forced the gun into his right hand, gripped his wrist firmly, pointed the pistol towards the doorway on the opposite side of the room, making sure that Hunter was well clear of the firing line, and then forced Messer's limp index finger to pull the trigger. The third time he did so, the pistol fired and the bullet slammed into the wall.

'That'll work,' Hunter said. 'A paraffin test will show he fired a weapon at us, and we obviously returned fire in self-defence. I suppose you'll load the other chambers once he's finally croaked?'

'You got it. An' the pistol's clean. Took it off of some punk a coupla years ago. No serial number, no history.'

Hunter turned his attention to Maybelle, who was still unconscious, but beginning to show the first signs of coming round.

'Dick, can you check around and try and find some clothes for her?' he asked.

Reilly nodded, left the room, and returned in a couple of minutes with a set of surgical scrubs.

'No sign o' her clothes,' he said, 'but I guess these'll do.'

Together, the two men pulled the scrubs onto her inert body, and then Hunter sat down beside her on the sofa and waited for her to come round while Reilly left the basement to start making the necessary calls and get the right people moving.

On the floor beside them, Jason Messer's life ebbed slowly – but noisily – away.
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'Real shop o' horrors, that place,' Reilly said. 'From what we've found so far, looks like that squirrel kept real good records on his laptop, an' it was still switched on so Dave didn't even need to try crackin' his password. He's found names, addresses, ages, and what I gotta call the sale proceeds, the money he got paid when he sold the organs o' the people he killed. Real sick stuff. If the bastard wasn't already dead, that'd be enough to fry him a dozen times over.'

Hunter nodded.

'Yes. I was talking to a couple of your deputies, and I think we now know exactly how Messer and his partner disposed of the bodies, even if we don't know where.'

'Some kinda hidden compartment, weren't it?'

'Exactly. Built into the underside of the floor of the van in his garage. Quite a clever idea, really, because if any traffic cop stopped the vehicle and looked in the back, all he'd see would be a whole load of furniture, and you could only open the hidden compartment when the rear doors were closed. If the body was wrapped in plastic sheeting, and was still fairly fresh, there wouldn't be any smell to give it away, and so far there's no sign of any DNA evidence in that compartment. But for sure, that's how they did it.'

Hunter paused for a moment, his mind suddenly making a connection that hadn't previously occurred to him.

'Maybelle came up with one piece of information that confirmed it was probably just the two of them running this operation. She said Messer told her that he was going to kill her because I'd killed his partner. In fact, he said something about me being at the scene even if I hadn't been the one who pulled the trigger, and that has to be when we stopped that transsexual or transvestite or whatever the hell you're supposed to call that kind of person, and he/she/it ended up dead on the road. So when I picked up the mobile phone, it was almost certainly Messer on the other end of it. He probably recognized my accent, and there aren't many Brits working in law enforcement here in Socorro, so IDing me wouldn't have been that difficult. And I think I see where the name "James" comes from. The perp's name was Jason Messer. Take the first two letters of his Christian name and the first three letters of his surname, and that gives you "James". It's not important, but it does tick another box, I guess.'

'So how is Maybelle?' Reilly asked, changing the subject.

'She's tougher than you think, Dick. Messer was still alive when she came out of the anaesthetic, and obviously I got her out of that basement theatre as quickly as I could once she could walk. I wanted to take her to hospital, but she said that apart from a few bruises she was fine. The only question she asked me was whether or not Messer had used a condom, and when I didn't reply straight away, she walked over to him and looked for herself. Then she slammed her heel down on his testicles, which probably made her feel better, though I think by that time Messer was pretty much gone.

'When she saw the condom, she reminded me that she hadn't been a virgin for quite a while, and as long as she was certain he hadn't left his semen inside her, she wasn't worried. Obviously she's going to have nightmares for months, maybe years, about this, but she still told me she was turning up for her lunchtime shift at the diner today.'

Reilly chuckled.

'One hell of a lady,' he said. 'Dunno 'bout you, but I reckon we ought to go over there an' have the lunchtime special, an' make sure she's OK, o' course. Far as I can see, there's nothing else we need do 'bout Messer and his boyfriend. We got all the forensic people out there at his place right now, pickin' over the crime scene, and as the two bad guys is both dead, the case is pretty much closed 'part from the paperwork. Guess that means there's nothing else to keep you down here in Socorro. 'Less you and Maybelle is gonna make a thing o' it, o' course.'

'The jury is still out on that one, Dick. I really don't know how she feels about me, and if she would really want a long-term relationship with a man who very nearly got her killed.'

'But you're also the guy that saved her life. If you hadn't made the connection 'bout the baby alarm and TV cameras, by now she'd be dead, and she's gotta know that.'

'I know that too. But the other side of the coin is that if I hadn't had a relationship with her here in Socorro, she wouldn't have been snatched in the first place. So I think if you described her as feeling conflicted about me, that would pretty much cover it. Anyway, the case is closed, at least as far as I'm concerned. Because Messer was categorically a serial killer, although his motive for what he did was purely financial, not sexual or sadism, I'm quite sure the Bureau up in Albuquerque will be sending down a bunch of suits to check over what happened, and good luck with them. Anyway, I'm hungry, and you're always hungry, so let's go visit the diner and see what's on offer.'

Ten minutes later, the two men were sitting opposite each other in their usual booth at the back of the diner and looking at the menu, which hadn't changed by a word, as far as Hunter was aware, since he'd first arrived in Socorro.

Maybelle genuinely looked as if nothing even slightly unusual had happened to her over the last few days, bustling about the room taking orders, delivering meals and drinks and chatting to customers. It was only when she arrived at their booth that both Hunter and Reilly could see the strain in her eyes.

'How are you doing, Maybelle?' Hunter asked softly.

She smiled briefly.

'I'm a bit sore where the sun don't shine,' she replied, 'but otherwise I'm pretty good, considering.'

She switched her attention to Reilly.

'I gather you and Steve dressed me in that goddamn awful basement?'

Reilly shook his head and actually blushed.

'I swear, Maybelle, that I woulda kept my eyes closed if I could. But I couldn't, an' all I can say is that the uniform you wear 'round this place really don't do you justice. Underneath that, you're beautiful.'

Maybelle threw back her head and laughed.

'You hold that memory, Sheriff,' she said. 'It'll keep you warm at night for the rest of your life. But, seriously, thank you. If it wasn't for you two I wouldn't be here, and I kinda like my simple little life in this place. Now, what can I get you?'

They'd just finished their lunch when the door of the diner opened and a familiar figure stepped inside, peering around the room before making his way over to the booth against the back wall.

Bill Weeks looked both troubled and irritated.

'Dave Rogers told me I'd find you here, Dick,' he said.

'Take a pew, Bill,' Reilly replied, shifting sideways to make room, and the farmer slid into the booth beside the Sheriff. 'What's on your mind?'

Weeks shrugged.

'Pretty much the same as before. I've lost another couple of head of cattle, despite fixing that break in the fence, and it's the same gang of people – a bunch of men in black – doing it.'

'Not sure that I can do a lot to help you there, Bill.'

'I figured that, so I thought I'd do something myself. I've been patrolling the fence on the bottom field pretty much every night, trying to stop another animal being taken, and last night it went wrong in a way I figured you needed to know about.'

'What happened?' Hunter asked.

'I was riding the quad along the fence just after midnight last night and suddenly the left front tire blew. Nearly threw me off it. Of course, that meant I couldn't carry on, no spare on the quad, so I walked back up to the farmhouse. And this morning I was missing another steer. Anyway, I went down with the tractor to collect the quad and that's when I found that the tire hadn't blown. Somebody had put a bullet through it. It ripped a hole in the tire and carried on right through the rim of the wheel as well.'

Weeks looked from Reilly to Hunter and back again.

'Now I grant you that that quad doesn't have the quietest engine in the world, but I didn't hear a shot and I didn't see anybody and I certainly didn't see a muzzle flash. When the tire blew, I was about two hundred yards from the break in the fence, and doing maybe ten miles an hour.'

Hunter nodded.

'I reckon you're looking at a military sniper. A man with a heavy-barrelled bolt action large calibre weapon, fitted with a state of the art image-intensifying night-sight and a suppressor. Even in the dark at two or three hundred yards it wouldn't be a difficult shot.'

'Against a moving target?' Weeks asked.

'At that sort of range, and with that equipment, unless you were moving really quickly it wouldn't make any difference. But this adds another layer to the problem, and I think it's time we did something about it.'

'Like what?' Reilly asked.

'I think it's time we had a bit of a talk with the men in black,' Hunter said.




Chapter 40

Tuesday

New Mexico

Somewhere in the distance a coyote howled, the sound seeming to echo strangely before dying away into silence again.

'Surely hope that ain't the only thing we're gonna hear tonight,' Reilly said sourly.

Like their quarry, he and Hunter were clad all in black and were hidden away in a dip between two low hillocks, a position that offered them a very clear view of the section of fence on Bill Weeks's land which had been repeatedly cut. They were each armed with both their normal pistols and an M-16 assault rifle supplied from the Sheriff's personal armoury. They weren't carrying much ammunition because they didn't anticipate getting involved in a fire-fight. What they needed to do was to get hold of one or two of the men involved and persuade them that it was time they explained just what the hell they were doing.

An electronics shop in Albuquerque had provided two pairs of night vision goggles. They weren't military spec, but they weren't bad, imparting a ghostly green glow to the landscape which meant they would be able to move quickly and surefootedly when – or perhaps more accurately if – their quarry eventually appeared. This was the second night that they had mounted their surveillance attempt, but the previous evening and early morning, absolutely nothing had happened.

In fact, they heard it before they saw anything. A faint thudding noise, sounding as if it was coming from a considerable distance away, somewhat like a truck rolling down an empty freeway, except that they were nowhere near any freeway. Both men turned and looked towards the south, which was where the noise seemed to be coming from, but although they scanned the uneven countryside with considerable care, they saw nothing that could be causing the sound.

It wasn't until Hunter lifted his head slightly, shifting the limited focus of his night-vision goggles, that he realized he was staring at a stealth helicopter, far closer than he had expected. The noise of its rotors was still barely audible at a range of about seventy yards as the aircraft flared and prepared to land.

'Looks like our boys is back,' Reilly whispered in his ear, never losing sight of the helicopter in front of them.

They watched as the aircraft settled onto the ground – it looked to Hunter like a modified Black Hawk, but he couldn't be certain – and saw the rear door slide open. Two figures, as black as the night around them, climbed out and began making their way with confident steps towards Bill Weeks's land.

'The chopper's not moved,' Hunter said quietly. 'Maybe they're waiting around to make sure that the ground party manage to find a cow or bull. If they don't, maybe they'll fly them to another farm and try there. I think this is as good a chance as we're going to get.'

'I'm right behind you,' Reilly replied softly.

Moving as silently as they could, Hunter and Reilly eased up to a crouch and began circling around until they were in a position to approach the helicopter from the rear, from the pilot's blind-spot. The terrain helped them. It was uneven and studded with low bushes and clumps of vegetation, and thanks to their night-vision equipment they were able to move both confidently and quickly. They came to a halt about twenty feet behind the helicopter.

'I know you've done this before, Dick,' Hunter whispered, 'but don't forget the tail rotor. That'll turn you into spaghetti in less than a second if you walk into it.'

'Happened to one of our guys in 'Nam,' Reilly replied. 'Ain't never gonna forget that afternoon.'

The side door of the helicopter was still standing open, and with swift strides the two men crossed the last patch of open ground and simply stepped up into the rear section of the aircraft. Like most military helicopters, there was no door or any kind of separation between them and the cockpit, and they simply strode forward to where the two pilots were sitting.

One of the men turned round and opened his mouth to say something as they approached, but whatever statement he had planned died in his throat as he looked down the barrel of Reilly's M-16. He slowly raised both hands above his head and then, after a double-take that was almost comical in its swiftness, the other pilot did exactly the same.

Hunter jabbed the muzzle of his assault rifle into the pilot's back and made the universal signal to shut down the engine with his other hand, slashing his fingers across his throat. But instead of reaching for the rotor brake, which Hunter, as a trained helicopter pilot himself, had expected, the man reached for the cyclic and the radio transmitter button located on it.

Hunter didn't hesitate. He reversed the M-16 and slammed the butt into the rear of the pilot's head. The man slumped limply forward, clearly unconscious. Then Hunter repeated his gesture to the other pilot, and this man obeyed without question. Within three minutes, the rotors were stationary and the engines silent.

'I'll check go we ain't disturbed,' Reilly said and stepped back towards the open side door of the helicopter.

'Who the hell are you?' the pilot demanded. 'Before you do something really stupid, you should know that this is a military aircraft being operated as part of a government project, and right now you're in breach of more federal laws than you've had hot meals.'

'You can save the patriotic crap for your memoirs, hammerhead,' Hunter snapped. 'As far as I can see, you and your buddies are nothing more than a bunch of cattle thieves, and unless you come up with a really good reason why I shouldn't, my friend and I are well within our rights to shoot all four of you. Grand theft cattle doesn't have quite the same ring as grand theft auto, but it works for me.'

'You're English,' the pilot said.

'This one isn't quite as stupid as we thought,' Hunter called out to Reilly. 'Any sign of his boyfriends?'

'Not yet. Guess we still have a few minutes in hand.'

'OK, fly boy, now's your big chance to come up with some reason why we shouldn't just blow you and your buddies straight to hell. What government project are you talking about?'

'It's classified.'

'In most government departments, everything from how to make the coffee upwards is classified, so don't try and pull that crap with me. Your choice is really simple. Either you mentally unclassify it and tell us what the hell's going on, or it stays classified and the four of you end up dead.'

'You'd never get away with it,' the pilot said defiantly.

'Just watch us,' Reilly said. 'Thing we found back in 'Nam was that choppers burn real well. We'll just stack of four of you in here, add a few gallons of four-star, light the blue touch paper and watch the show.'

The pilot turned around in his seat to stare back at Reilly, clearly alarmed by the matter-of-fact quality of the Sheriff's voice as he suggested not only multiple murders but a scenario in which the perpetrators would very probably be able to walk away.

'You want me to do him now?' Reilly asked, stepping forward and ostentatiously cocking his Colt 1911.

Hunter nodded, and took a step to the side.

'If he isn't going to talk, you might as well. My guess is that the other two will be only too happy to explain the situation to us once they get back here.'

'No. Wait, wait.' The panic in the pilot's voice was almost contagious. 'If I tell you, if I tell you what we're doing here, what will you do then?'

'You come up with a good reason for what you're doing, and as far as we're concerned you and your friends can climb back into this helicopter and fly away. Of course, we don't promise not to tell anybody what's going on, but that's a risk you're going to have to take.'

Again the pilot looked at Hunter, then back at Reilly, and obviously didn't like what he saw.

'OK,' he said. 'But look, this really is confidential, and you won't believe the shit-storm you'll be in if you breathe a word about it to anybody else.'

'We'll take the risk,' Hunter said, reaching into his pocket and removing a slim black digital recorder. 'So what the hell's going on?'

'What do you know about fire sets?' the pilot asked.
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'I had a kind of feeling it might be something like that,' Hunter said, just over an hour later, as he and Reilly watched the black helicopter lift off and disappear into the deeper darkness of the night.

'Yup,' Reilly replied, hefting the modified Barrett sniper rifle he had 'liberated' from a rack in the back of the chopper. It was almost certainly the weapon that had stopped Bill Weeks's quad bike, and it was a rifle he'd always liked. 'Question is, what the hell do we do 'bout it?'

'I don't think we've got much choice. I believe that the public, even the American public, has a right to know just how devious and corrupt their government actually is, and they certainly need to know the possible fallout – that's a bad choice of words, I know, but it's really quite appropriate – from what's been going on around here.'

'So we'll tell them everything?'

'Well, we won't,' Hunter replied, 'but I'm quite sure that Fox News and CNN and the newspapers will have a field day over this. I guess the bad news is what it's going to do to property prices in this area, but that's not really our problem. We'll duplicate the recording of what that pilot told us, and get copies of that sent out. Together with the records of cattle mutilation in this area, that should be enough to get a proper investigation started.'

The two men walked the half mile back to where they'd parked Reilly's Cherokee out of sight in a patch of scrub, then drove off the prairie and back towards Socorro, each of them alone with their thoughts.

They parted near the diner just as dawn broke, fingers of colour illuminating the eastern sky.
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Hunter was right. The story broke first of all in the local papers in Albuquerque, but was picked up by the nationals and the principal new stations within a matter of hours. The New York Times offered perhaps the most authoritative and unbiased coverage in a front-page article entitled Project Firebird: nuclear disaster in the making. In the end, it wasn't in fact a new story at all, or not all of it, anyway.

It dated back over half a century to the nuclear weapon testing which had been carried out at White Sands and Alamogordo for over two decades between the 1950s and 1970s. None of that was really news to anybody. The American testing had been well-publicized at the time and since, but it was the added dimensions revealed by Project Firebird that shocked the American public.

As the pilot of the heavily modified Black Hawk helicopter had reluctantly explained, at the point of a gun, it was all to do with fire sets. And a fire set, the New York Times article explained in some detail – with an accompanying diagram that was, surprisingly for any newspaper, almost accurate – was the encircling layer of conventional explosives positioned around the radioactive heart of a nuclear weapon and which actually triggered the detonation, forcing the uranium or plutonium into a critical mass. The problem was that sometimes the fire set failed to detonate properly, either resulting in an incomplete or unbalanced nuclear explosion, or sometimes in no nuclear explosion at all.

The weapon tests almost all involved underground explosions, the devices being buried hundreds of feet below the surface, and that was the real problem. If an incomplete detonation occurred, the conventional explosive fragmented the nuclear material and scattered it deep under the surface of the earth, making its recovery at best extremely difficult and in some cases virtually impossible. And so the American government of the time had made an executive decision: the nuclear material would be left were it was. After all, it was just a desert, so what was the risk?

And that, of course, turned out to be exactly the wrong decision. Yes, it was a desert, but below the sands were aquifers and underground rivers, and in the decades that followed the end of underground testing it became obvious – at least to the government – that the radioactive material was steadily seeping into the water table and from there working its way up the food chain through crops and then livestock. And ultimately to voters.

Project Firebird was simply the latest in a succession of test programmes conducted in complete secrecy to try to establish the true extent of the problem. As with almost all government cock-ups, the people most directly affected – in this case the residents of states like New Mexico – were of course not informed about any of it.

Or they weren't informed until copies of the digital recording Dick Reilly and Steven Hunter had obtained reached the newspapers and television studios. Then the shit impacted the fan with substantial velocity.

Animal mutilation was nothing new. For two or three decades, farmers in the remoter areas of America had become used to finding dead animals, usually cows but occasionally sheep and goats, scattered around their properties. The injuries followed a pattern, even if the killings didn't. Typically, the anus and a section of the lower bowel would be taken, along with part of the udder in the case of a female animal, and a section of the lower jaw, including the teeth.

Usually, the animal would appear to be drained of blood, but equally often there was no blood, or very little, to be found where the body lay. And the reason for that was that the killing and excision of body parts had been carried out somewhere else, somewhere quieter, where the investigators would not be disturbed. The people carrying out the work were very well aware that every American farmer owned weapons and many of them, if confronted by a group of black-clad figures hacking pieces off one of his animals, would be quite likely to shoot first and ask any questions that occurred to them somewhat later. So the animals were removed and a different location was always used, their dead bodies then being returned to the field or pasture from which they'd been taken.

Some of the mutilations had been, perhaps inevitably given that it was America, blamed on alien intervention, while spokesmen for both veterinary organisations and the government claimed consistently that it was the work of predators, mainly coyotes. Both explanations were reviled by members of the opposite camps as being manifestly ridiculous, as in fact they were.

But as the veterinary surgeon had suggested to Hunter and Reilly when he inspected the first dead cow, taking those particular body parts made absolute sense if the perpetrator was trying to analyse the effect on animals of radioactivity and impurities in the food chain caused by contaminated water or diseased plants.

All this was explained by the article in the New York Times, and then the reporters had asked the obviously rhetorical question: why hadn't the American government explained what they needed to do, selected animals to test and paid the farmers what they were worth? And in the next line they'd provided the answer. The government simply wasn't prepared to admit the potentially catastrophic side-effects their original nuclear testing programme was having on their own citizens, and had run Firebird and its unnamed predecessors as yet another series of covert black projects.

New Mexico, the New York Times article concluded, wasn't Chernobyl, at least not yet, but it was a hell of a long way from being paradise. Of course, that statement didn't come as too much of a surprise to most of the residents of the state, even before the news broke about the potential nuclear contamination.




Chapter 43

Wednesday

New Mexico

Steven Hunter opened the trunk – he'd finally broken the English habit of calling it a 'boot' – of his Bureau sedan and tucked his weekend bag into it. It had in fact been rather longer than just a weekend he'd spent down in Socorro, and now he was returning to an uncertain welcome back in Albuquerque. He hadn't actually been sacked by the FBI, or not yet, anyway, though he doubted if the SAC – the Special Agent in Change – would exactly greet him with open arms. Hunter had, after all, disobeyed a number of direct orders issued by the Albuquerque Field Office, and specifically had failed to return there when told to do so.

On the other hand he had managed to bring a serial killer to a form of justice, of the nine-millimetre variety, as well as, albeit somewhat belatedly, solving the case that had originally been assigned to him, the Mystery of the Murdered Cow, as some of the other agents in Albuquerque called it.

Obviously he hadn't expected that the result would prove to be such an embarrassment for the American government, but that was hardly his fault. Hopefully a bit of good might come of it, even if it was only through some of the citizens of New Mexico screwing financial compensation out of Uncle Sam's notoriously tight pockets.

'Don't you Brits have an expression 'bout people who keep on turnin' up?' Reilly asked as Hunter closed the lid.

'Yes. A bad penny: that's me,' Hunter replied, turning to shake hands with the Sheriff.

On the other side of the street, Maybelle stood outside the entrance to the diner, watching the two men with a faint smile on her face.

'If you find any other dead cows around here, Dick,' Hunter said, 'my advice is just bury them. But whatever you do, don't call the FBI.'

'See you around Bureau-man. You'll be back, I just know it.'

'You got that right. The lady standing over there was very clear about that.'

Hunter waved his hand and Maybelle waved back.

'See you Friday night,' she called. 'Make sure you eat plenty of protein. It's gonna be a long weekend.'

'Protein?' Hunter said quietly to Reilly as he got into the driver's seat of the car. 'It's not protein I need. It's a splint.'
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