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Zapodoni William Cesko …
yeah, I know … what a moniker to get stuck with, but, his
grandparents were from the old
country (Czechoslovakia). His Mother
couldn’t resist naming him after her Grandfather. The last name was
pronounced with a hard “ch”, like Chesko. The first name was never
pronounced,(at least not to his face) unless you wanted a size
twelve, dark maroon wingtip up your backside.

Acquaintances called him Detective
C(h)esko. Family (what little he had) called him Will, or Bill.
Close friends called him Zap. His daughter, Zelma, called him
Daddy. His ex hadn’t called him anything in almost two years. For
that he was grateful (most of the time).

Exhausted to a point near collapse, he
tossed his keys onto the coffee table, watching them slide off the
far side. They came to rest, unseen, in one of his slippers that
had been lying half under the couch for the last week. He didn’t
care. He’d pick them up in the morning. As he made straight for the
bedroom, he unbuckled and slid out of his shoulder holster. He
wrapped the leather strapping carefully around his piece; setting
it on the nightstand with genuine respect, and then finished
wrestling himself out of his clothes only seconds before falling
heavily onto his unmade bed.

Half on his right side, half on his
stomach, he pulled his left leg up to a fetal position, slid his
right arm under his pillow and tucked it tight against his shoulder
under his head. On second thought, he raised his head slightly and
smacked the yellowed pillow-case a couple of times with a clenched
left fist in a futile attempt to fluff the long worn-out amorphous
lump of cloth and feathers. Letting his head fall once more, he
closed his eyes and prayed for the sleep he knew wouldn’t come for
at least another hour. It took far too long to unwind from the kind
of day he had just had.

The day had been just like every other
day at work for Zap. Most of his friends thought he put way too
much effort into being a detective. He never left anything on the
table. He was the kind of guy who joined the force for all the
wrong reasons. He thought he, and he alone, was responsible for
saving the world (or at least, his city). He alone, could catch all
the bad guys. He alone, could make his city safe for everyone. And
he hated it when he thought that even one perp, involved in any
case he had worked on, was still on the street. And this current
case wasn’t even his.

His partner was Anthony
Bugliosi. You would think they called him Tony, but you’d be wrong
… they called him Bug. And before you start with the Bug-Zap(per) jokes,
DON’T. You’re liable to
meet up with that same size twelve wingtip I mentioned
earlier.

Bug was the lead on the
case they’d worked for the last two weeks. A small time hood named
Nathaniel Hammersmith (his street name was C-K (who knows why)) had knocked
over a mom ‘n pop on Maple and Forty-seventh. The stupid kid had insisted on
using his switch-blade on the old man when the latter had foolishly
tried to stop him from leaving the store. The old-timer’s wife got
the bleeding neck-wound under control with a wet cloth from the
lav, but, unfortunately, two days later the old man died from a
massive heart attack in his hospital bed. At that point the D.A.
insisted the case be kicked up to Homicide. And so it
was.

They had followed
C-K’s breadcrumbs all
over the south-side for the last ten days, until, finally, earlier
(yesterday), they came up with a positive twenty. Tomorrow morning, sometime
around sun-up, the S.W.A.T. team would surround the house that
Nathaniel Hammersmith was holed-up in, and he would either come
quietly, or he would go out very
quietly. After reading the kid’s sheet, Zap was
sure it would be the former. Most all of these street punks were
cowards at heart. They found strength in large numbers and
preferred fighting eighty-five year old unarmed geezers. The sight
of ten of the city’s finest, all dressed in black, with AR’s at the
ready, would probably have the kid peein’ his pants.

Captain Bartells had
ordered Zap and Bugliosi to, “go home …
get some sleep … don’t wanna see either of you before two o’clock
in the afternoon tomorrow … er, that would be today, would’n
it?” he half smiled while looking at his
watch.

As much as Zap wanted to be in on the
collar, he thought it just-as-well that the Captain had sent them
home. He wouldn’t have been much good for anything in just three
hours time.

As he lay there, he rolled his eyes up
far enough to see the clock-radio on the nightstand next to his
Smith and Wesson. Two forty-five AM it read. He relaxed his eyelids
and let them slam shut. He could feel the serenity of sleep as it
slowly, finally, overtook him.

 


###

 


“No,” he could hear
himself yelling through the last vestiges of sleep. “No, damn-it I
said NO,” he
fairly screamed as he heard the ring a second time. He grabbed his
cell phone from the end-table and back-handed it across the room.
It smacked the heavy black-out curtains over the window on the
other side of the room with a dull thud, then, slid down the dark
red velvet shade and bounced softly on the carpeted floor below. As
he looked at the clock-radio again (it said three ten AM) he
thought, ‘twenty-five minutes. That’s all
I got? … twenty-five minutes?’.

As the phone rang again, this time he
could tell, it was the house phone on the other side of the
bed.

“What?” he yelled in the
direction of the mouthpiece as he raised it from the cradle, “this
better be good.”

“Wake up Zap … it’s me,”
the un-intimidated voice said through the wire.

“Bug,” he lamented, “I
just got to sleep,” he continued, “why’d you call me on my
hard-line?”

“C’mon partner,” Bugliosi
returned, “you’ve had at least fifteen different phones since we
teamed up. If cell phone abuse was a crime, you’d be doin’ hard
time … and besides, your house phone rings much louder.”

Zap huffed, “Yeah … so … this still
better be good.”

“Oh it is … and I’m glad
you’re the lead on this one.”

He wiped his face heavily with his
free hand, rubbing hard at his eyes. He sat there, silently,
waiting, then, … “well, you gonna tell me or what?”

“No. No way. You gotta
come down here and see this. There’s no way I could do it justice
over the phone. This is way too visual.”

“Vic?” zap
queried.

“Female … ‘bout twenty …
if that. Throat’s cut,” his partner offered.

“See, that wasn’t so hard,
was it?”

“Oh. that ain’t the half
of it Zap, hell, that ain’t a tenth of it. It ain’t the vic that
makes this unusual.”

There was silence again as Zap waited
for more information. Finally, Bugliosi started again, “You know
the big puke-green warehouse in Carlton … down by the river … the
one that the railroad spur runs along-side? … got the big loading
dock?”

“Yeah,” was his quick
answer.

“Well, if you get here in
the next fifteen minutes, you can talk to the M.E. while his hands
are still dirty. He said he’d be here awhile.”

“Who we got tonight?” he
asked.

“Doc
Blanchard.”

“Oh good. He’s thorough,”
he rubbed his eyes again. “Make sure he stays. I don’t think I can
get there in fifteen … I’m gonna have to find my phone … ” he
looked at the empty spot on the nightstand and paused, “ … and my
keys.”

 


***

 


As he pulled up to the warehouse, Bug
was waiting outside. There must have been fifteen or twenty police
cars scattered over the dirt and partly paved parking
lot.

‘Great … just
great,’ he thought out loud,
‘I wonder if any of these dunsels ever considered
that the crime scene extends all the way out here?’

As he approached Bugliosi, he stopped
to take another look at all the black-n-whites surrounding him.
Throwing his hands in the air, he gave a questioning look to his
partner.

“Yeah, I know,” Bug said,
“they were here when I arrived. Must be a slow night on this
side-a-town.”

“Jeeze Bug, if
there was a good
tire sign, or a footprint or two out here, we’d never know it now.”
He took another quick look around, and then made the couple steps
back to his car. Reaching through the driver’s side window for his
flashlight, he said, “C’mon, let’s chase these uniforms before they
make the place completely useless … is Doc still here?”

“Yeah, he waited. Said he
had something strange for you.”

As they drew near the open office
door, Bugliosi reached for Zap’s elbow. “This first room must have
been the reception area, or something like that back when this
place was still in operation. There’s nothing in here that I could
see. The body’s in the room beyond, but you gotta go in slow. The
doorway is partially blocked.”

“What … all this manpower,
and they couldn’t clear the doorway,” he grumbled.

“Well, no … I mean yeah,
they could’ve … but, the blockage is part of the
evidence.”

As they walked through the room, Zap
panned back and forth across the floor with his flashlight, “I
don’t suppose the electricity is on in this place?”

“Nah, it’s not even on the
grid. One of the boys checked … line’s on the ground at the power
drop.”

“Swell,” he said as they
approached the partially obstructed doorway. Playing his light up
the length of the door casing, he whispered, “What’n hell is
this?”

“It’s paper Zap, and you
ain’t seen nothin’ yet. Wait ‘til you get inside.”

The doorway had been covered over with
a large sheet of heavy paper. It had been torn down the center in a
jagged line, like someone had cleaved it with a none-to-sharp
object. With his flashlight and free hand he parted the paper
enough to stick his head through, then, turning sideways, he
slipped into the room. A sea of blue uniforms quieted slowly as the
white discs being painted on the walls by the myriad of flashlights
suddenly raced across the ceiling and floor, to find their way
directly into Zap’s eyes.

As he raised his hand in a futile
attempt to preserve what little night vision he had left, the discs
quickly found their way to the floor; the cops mumbling apologies
and expletives when they realized who it was they had just
assaulted. As the two factions stared at one another, every uniform
in the place was sure that Zap was looking directly at him. He was
pissed, and they knew it. Not only had they contaminated his crime
scene, now they had blinded him.

Knowing that venting now would serve
no purpose, he took a deep breath and started, calmly, “Who was
first on the scene?”

“Uh, that would be me
detective,” a meek voice called from behind the crowd. “Officer
Ballantine, Sir … and my partner here,” they stepped to the front
of the crowd, “Officer Cramer.”

Wasting no time, Zap
ordered, “Officer Ballantine, you’re with me … Officer Cramer, I
want you to escort everybody else out of here, now! (he said it loud enough that no
one could say they hadn’t heard). I want you to see that everyone
walks in a single file as far out into the parking-lot as possible,
then, make sure everyone leaves, unless someone has information
that will help my investigation. After that I want you on the horn
to dispatch. Make sure forensics is on the way and have ‘em send
out a generator, extension cords, and a whole boat-load of lights.
Then, I want you, in your unit, settin’ outside the gate. I want no
one in here except forensics, the boys with the generator and
lights, the Coroner,” he trailed off … “or anybody that outranks
me.”

As Cramer started for the
entrance, Zap turned, in after-thought, “… and absolutely
NO reporters. A couple
of those idiots monitor the radios … I’m surprised they’re not here
already.” Then he turned to the young officer standing next to him,
“Ballantine, what in God’s name were you thinking, letting all
these people into my crime seen?”

Ballantine stammered, “Sir, Detective
Sir … I’m sorry … It sort’a got outta hand. When I called this in,
everyone wanted to see what was goin’ down. The dispatcher must
have let everyone and their uncle know what was up. I couldn’t stop
‘em.”

“You wear a gun, don’t
you?” he smirked.

“Sir?” was the question
with a puzzled look from the young officer.

“Ballantine,” he softened
a bit, “you remember what you learned at the academy about
preserving a crime scene don’t you? … especially a homicide
scene?”

“Well, yes Sir, but these
guys,” he motioned in the general direction of the leaving horde,
“they weren’t about to take orders from me … or Cramer,” he
finished quietly, “we’re new.”

“What,” he reacted with
mild surprise, “you mean Division put two rookies in the same
unit?”

“Yeah … Sir … nobody wants
to work with the new guys.”

Zap thought for a moment, then shook
his head, “No, that ain’t it Son,” Zap smirked, then paused. “No
body wants newbies moving in on their good-ol’-boy territory,” he
murmured as he turned away, “ … without knowing ‘em real well
first.”

He played his flashlight in jerky
movements against the wall away from where he had entered, then the
wall to the right and left. “Where’s the body
Ballantine?”

“It’s over in the corner
Zap,” Bugliosi broke in, “Doc’s with it.”

“Bug, why don’t you go
keep the doctor company?” Zap’s head nodded to the corner, “I need
to finish my talk with the officer here.”

Without saying a word, and apparently
not offended, Bug turned and walked toward the corner. After all
these years, he knew how Zap liked to work.

He panned the doorway wall with his
light again, “So, Officer Ballantine,” then he softened again,
“what’s your first name?”

“Chris, Sir.”

“Okay, Chris. I’m gonna
ask you a few questions and I want you to think about your answers
carefully, Okay?”

Ballantine nodded.

“Okay, good … now, start
at the beginning … tell me exactly what happened?”

The young officer thought for a
moment. This was his time to shine, he thought. He’d get this right
… score points with the detective.

“Well, Sir, when I first
stuck my head through that paper covered door, I …”

“No, Son,” Zap’s hand
found the young man’s shoulder and shook him lightly to break his
concentration, “I said start at the beginning.”

“Yes, Sir, the beginning
Sir. Well,” Ballantine kept his eyes glued on Zap this time,
looking for an indication that he might be starting at the correct
spot on the timeline, “I parked my cruiser outside the gate and
…”

Another quick shake of his shoulder
told him he still hadn’t started back far enough.

“The call Ballantine,
start with the call,” was Zap’s mild admonition.

“Oh, yeah, the call. I
guess that is the
beginning, isn’t it.” He continued, “We … me and Cramer, we were on
the far side of the river, over in Placer when the dispatcher said
we were supposed to look for a ten-forty-five … here … at the
warehouse. I guess nobody wanted a ten-forty-five call, so we ended
up with it.”

“This was called in as a
dead animal?”

“That’s what dispatch
said. Boy were they surprised when I called ‘em back with this,” he
gestured with a wave of his hand and a half smile.

“Then what?” Zap asked,
his hand still on the officer’s shoulder.

“Well, when we pulled up,”
he looked questioningly at Zap, making sure he hadn’t skipped too
far ahead, “the gate was closed …”

“Locked?”

“No Sir, the lock was
hanging open on the chain. A newer lock Sir. Not old and rusty like
you’d expect. With no moon to speak of, it was really dark, our
headlights were the only light we had, beside our
flashlights.”

Zap nodded, trying to keep the young
man’s dialog moving.

“Well, Sir, I don’t know
quite how to explain it, but, the whole thing didn’t feel right to
me, so I told Cramer, and he agreed, we were going in like the
scene was hot.”

‘Well, I’ll be damned,
good for you Son,’ Zap thought to himself,
then, “Don’t skip anything. Look around in your mind as you walk me
up to the warehouse from the gate.”

“Yes, Sir. I was gonna say
Sir, the first thing we noticed; there was a fresh set of tire
tracks right through the middle of the gate. Ought to be able to
get a nice cast from them, I’m sure.”

“Not now, I’m afraid. not
with half the shift driving and walkin’ all over ‘em. Then
what?”

“We opened the gate, and
with our guns drawn, we made for the doorway, following the tire
tracks. Whoever it was, parked right outside the door, just off to
the left. Two sets of shoe prints left the car and walked inside.
One, a heavy male I’d say … the other was a woman,” he paused,
looking toward the corner, “the vic I guess.”

“What makes you say that?
Why not another male?”

“Cause she was wearing
heels. The marks were clear, Sir.”

“Signs of a
struggle?”

“No Sir. They appeared to
walk in just as calm as you please. No signs of hesitation in the
prints at all. Of course, I suppose, the perp could’ve had a gun on
her.”

Zap took in the information, processed
it slowly, then with another nod, begged Ballantine to continue. He
had more questions about the grounds outside, but those could
wait.

“Well Sir, next we cleared
the first room, out there,” he motioned half-heartedly. “Cramer
covered me while I made a quick entry to the right … then he went
left. At this point I wasn’t worried about evidence. We still
thought there might be someone in here. We did the same in this
room … through the paper,” he pointed again. “At first we didn’t
see the vic, her bein’ way over there in the corner … it was so
dark Sir … but we noticed the drawings right off.”

“The drawings?” Zap
questioned as he started following Ballantine’s gaze to the far
wall. He had been so concerned with the damage the uniforms were
doing to his crime-scene floor that he hadn’t taken a really good
look around. But now, as they played the light from their
flashlights around the room, he saw them: Ballantine’s
drawings.

All four walls in this part of the
building had been draped with paper. Bright white paper. On closer
inspection Zap would find that it was waxed on the back side, each
strip some four feet wide. The walls were covered from floor level
to a height (he would measure later) of approximately ten feet.
Each strip was attached to the wall at the top, and to each-other
along their sides with long, clear strips of packaging
tape.

The drawings (and the word itself is a
misnomer, for the panels, linked together as they were) comprised
one giant, three hundred and sixty degree mural. He took only a few
seconds to realize; he was standing in the middle of a medieval
castle. He marveled at the stone-work, shaded to give depth. Even
the grout lines were three dimensional. Buttress walls, drawn in
perspective, some holding heavy wrought-iron mounts that in-turn
held huge, faux torches burning in realistic, if cold, dancing
splendor. Arched doorways offered entry into cave like spiral
staircases, while overhead, glazed windows showed views of tall
trees reaching high into a pale blue sky.

“My God, Ballantine,” he
whispered, “wha’d’ya make of this?”

“Well Sir,” he paused,
still uneasy, “if this,” he swept with his flashlight, “has
anything to do with the body,” he paused again, almost afraid to
give his opinion, “I think we’ve got a real sick-o on our
hands.”

“Yeah,” Zap said, just
above a whisper, “my sediments exactly.”

“You mean sentiments,
don’t you Sir?” Ballantine corrected.

“What ‘er you,” Zap
snickered, “a language major? I said exactly the word I meant to
say, every time I mean to say sentiments.”

Ballantine chuckled, loosening up,
“Oh, I get it. You were making a joke.”

Zap stared at the young
man, and then half smiled, “Let’s take a look at the vic,” he
turned, “and remember; I want to hear what you saw as you walked up
to her the first time.” Then he thought for a moment, he hadn’t
asked yet, “It is a her, isn’t it? I mean … stranger things have
happened.”

“Yes Sir, it’s a
girl.”

“Okay then, let’s go … up
here, next to me,” he offered as Ballantine hesitated when they
stepped out.

“Once we were as sure as
we could be that the room was clear,” the young officer continued,
“we spotted something in our lights over here in the corner. As we
walked over, the only thing we found worth mentioning, was the
sword.”

“A sword?” Zap
interrupted, “yeah, I’d say that was worth mentioning.”

“Well, yeah, a big one.
You know, like Excalibur. The sword in the story of …”

“Ballantine, I know what
Excalibur is.”

“Of course you do Sir,
sorry.” He paused while they took a few more steps. “It was lying
right here,” he pointed to the empty space on the floor.

“Why did you move
it?”

“Oh, I didn’t Sir. That
was the doctor’s idea. He was gloved up … there were so many feet
in the room, he was afraid it would get trampled on. It’s over with
the body.”

Zap cursed under his breath. How was
he expected to do his job with half the shift working against him.
He didn’t blame the kid, but the rest of the blues that were here
certainly knew better.

“Did you find anything
else Ballantine, footprints … anything?”

“No Sir. There wasn’t
enough dust on the floor to make seeing prints possible. There are
a few smudges in the blood next to the body though, but they don’t
look like they were made from shoes.”

As they approached, Doc Blanchard
turned, “Hey Zap, how ya doin’? Bug here tells me you ain’t been to
bed yet.”

“Not long enough to do me
any good,” he grumbled, “ … what you got for me?”

“Oh, I’m doin’ just fine
too, thanks,” the doctor answered the un-asked question.

“Sorry Doc, how are you?”
Zap asked apologetically. “I’m just a little upset at the uniforms
and the way they’ve treated my scene tonight.

“Yeah, no problem. A
regular bunch a Keystone Cops, that bunch.”

Zap huffed, then looked at the
body.

‘God, I hate it when
they’re this young,’ he thought while
staring into the dead girl’s face. ‘She
looks the same age as Zelma.’

She was wearing a long, flowing white
gown, tied at the waist with a piece of soft, light-blue, woven
cloth rope. Her hands were lying one atop the other and resting
high on her stomach. A single white rose, its stem held under her
fingers, the bloom nestled between her breasts, gave a stark
contrast to the now drying blood just inches above. She lay on a
two-legged cot, fastened against the wall with old rusted,
hardware. The cot had a woven rope support that held what looked
like a very old, hand stuffed mattress. Behind her; the paper on
the wall was painted to look like a giant four-poster canopy
covered bed set in a very regal looking bedroom.

Doc watched as Zap seemed mesmerized,
then he asked, “Figured it out yet?”

“Yeah, I did Doc, it’s a
castle,” he looked up and panned the room once more with his light.
“The whole damn room’s been made to look like the inside of a
castle,” he said in mild amazement. He turned again toward the
doctor, “The guy went to a lot of trouble just to rape and
kill.”

“Oh, he did at that … and
he killed her too, that’s for sure, but, I don’t think he raped
her.”

“No Doc? I mean … c’mon
Doc? … don’t the two go together in this kinda’
situation?”

Blanchard scratched hid head, “Yup,
they do, unless the perp is a non-performer. But I don’t think that
fits this guy … not with this kind of butchery. She’s been cut all
the way to her spine in one clean, powerful sweep of a heavy
blade,” he looked down at the wound, “nasty business,” he murmured.
In fact, her spine is nearly severed.” He scratched his head again,
“No Zap, I’d say your boy is a performer alright.”

“And the girl … what are
the indications? I mean, what makes you think she hasn’t had
sex?”

“I didn’t say that Zap.
She’s had sex, I’m certain of that, but, as best as I can tell, it
was consensual.”

The expression on Zap’s face gave away
his next question and the doctor answered before he could ask it,
“I’m as certain as I can be in this dim environment Zap. She’s
lubed up, and, I’ll make certain once I get her back to the morgue,
but I’m next to positive the lubrication is natural. I think she’s
had an orgasm. I’ve seen enough of this in my day to
know.”

“Any defensive wounds?”
Zap queried.

“Not a one. She’s as clean
as a whistle. Not a bruise, or cut or scratch anywhere.”

Zap’s bewildered look preceded his
next statement; “So, she walked in here with the perp, without
putting up any kind of fight, from way out there in the parking
lot, had consensual sex with him, and apparently enjoyed herself,
then laid here while the guy cut her from ear to ear.”

The doctor looked down at the girl,
then back up at Zap, “Yeah, I’d say … that’s about
right.”

Zap’s bewildered look stayed glued on
the doctor, “You’re supposed to help me solve this riddle Doc, not
add to the mystery.”

“Well here then,” he said
as he reached to the floor at the head of the cot. Maybe this’ll
help.” He tossed a small rectangular bag up to Zap.

Young Ballantine reached in front of
him and caught it in front of Zap’s waiting hands.

“You’re not gloved Sir,”
he apologized, holding the item as the detective pulled gloves from
his pocket.

As Ballantine handed over the item,
Zap mildly exclaimed, “Well I’ll be … her purse?,”

“Actually,” young
Ballantine corrected, “that’s a clutch. A purse is,”
by the look on the detective’s face, he suddenly
realized, “much,” he should have kept,
“smaller,” his mouth
shut. “Sorry Sir,” he said.

Zap snickered at the doctor as he
nodded toward Ballantine, “Language degree.”

As Zap pulled the zipper
open on the small bag, the doctor offered, “Her name is Lorraine
May Patterson. She lives,” he corrected himself,
“she lived, “over
in the Highlands.”

“I wonder if she’s from
the rich side, or the super-rich side?”

“By the looks of her
clothes,” the doctor came back quickly, “I’d say the
super-rich.”

“What, you mean she didn’t
come here in this … this … white thing?”

That’s just a dress, Sir,” Ballantine
offered, still unable to stop from putting his foot in his
mouth.

Zap looked over at him, “What, you
ain’t got no fancy word for it?”

“Well, I suppose,” he
cringed, realizing he had done it again, “by its length, one might
call it a gown, although it’s rather rudimentary.”

If you two are done,” The doctor
interjected as he reached to the floor again, “here’s what she was
wearing when she came in.” He handed up a set of neatly folded
clothes.

In the small pile was a pale yellow,
nearly backless, halter-neck top, a pair of blue-jeans, and a
bright yellow, panty.

Zap handed the jeans to Ballantine.
“What do you make of these?” he asked the youngster.

As Ballantine ran his flashlight over
the blue denim, his eyes grew wide. “Hey!” he exclaimed as his
light ran down one leg, “these are beaded Cavalli’s. Depending on
where you buy these puppies they can go for twelve hundred to two
thousand bucks a pair.

Zap looked at the three pieces of
clothing, then down at the dead girl’s feet. She was wearing a pair
of off-white cloth slippers.

“Her heels,” he wondered
out loud.

“Yeah,” Bugliosi’s voice
came out of the darkness, “they’re here too. I found ‘em over in
the other corner, by that staircase … over there,” he pointed with
his flashlight.

The light disc fell on a meticulously
drawn double-wide entry way that appeared to lead to a
make-believe, but none-the-less grand, ever widening stair-case
that beckoned one to some unknown place on a mysterious floor above
them.

The rustle of paper turned everyone’s
head. Their flashlights temporarily blinded Jeremy Tillig, the head
of the forensics team.

“Sorry about that Jeremy,”
Zap offered as the man slid through the paper doorway. “Where’s the
rest of your boys,” he continued.

“That’s what I came in to
talk to you about. The youngster you left out at the gate won’t let
us in.”

“What do you mean, he
won’t let you in? I told
him to let you in.”

“Well, I mean, he said we
could come in, but we had to walk in a straight line and carry all
are gear … said you didn’t want your crime scene damaged any more
than it already is.”

Zap chuckled, “Sorry ‘bout
that Jeremy, I guess he took me a little too literal.” He turned to
Ballantine, “Chris,” (the young man’s face beamed; the detective
had called him by his first name) “get on the horn and tell,” he
paused, not remembering the name, “your partner, to let their vans
in, but tell them they do
have to drive single file around the inside of
the perimeter fence to the right, and I don’t want them any closer
than fifty feet of the door.

As Ballantine leaned his head to the
side and keyed his shoulder mic, Zap and Bugliosi moved to the wall
at the head of the cot and started a slow walk around the inside
perimeter of the huge room.

They swept their lights back and forth
along the floor, and up and down the walls as their eyes searched
for anything that didn’t belong, or was out of place.

“Have you noticed Bug,
there’s not a drop of paint on the floor. At least, not that I’ve
seen so far.” He paused, “This guy was either as neat as
Mister Clean … or,” he
let his free hand slide over the surface of the paper, “I’m
thinking these panels were all painted somewhere else, then hung
here … and look,” he moved his light along a seam between panels,
“the brush strokes from one panel cross over to the one next to it.
But they don’t quite match up perfectly. These were hung next to
each other when they were painted, and then moved here.”

They moved over four
panels.

“Look,” Bugliosi offered,
the brush strokes here don’t cross over.” He counted five to the
next panel where the brush marks didn’t cross. “He was doing only
five panels at a time.” He turned to Zap, “Maybe that’s all the
room he had to work with.”

“Yeah, someplace with at
least a ten foot ceiling and a wall at least twenty feet
wide.”

As they continued to move along the
wall, they didn’t hear the generator fire up outside. Suddenly they
were bathed in light. The four banks of two-million candle-power
halogens threw the detective’s shadows hard against the wall. As
they shaded their eyes they watched their shadows grow shorter as
the shop-techs telescoped the the long rods holding the light
banks; stopping some fifteen feet overhead.

Now, as Zap turned slowly, the
magnificence of the room came into view.

“Look at this,” Zap
marveled as he scanned the room.

Now they could see; this guy was good.
Oh, he wasn’t a master, by any means, but the work, and so much of
it, held enough detail that Zap no longer felt like he was in the
middle of a dirty, run down warehouse.

Beyond the painted
doorways and stairwells (that they had seen earlier by flashlight)
now, a myriad of new painted rooms and castle-accoutrements were brightly
displayed throughout the room. In the middle of one end-wall, at
the second floor level, was a huge balustrade that ran nearly ten
feet in both directions. It was drawn to look like it hung, in an
arched balcony, out over the floor below. And beyond it a huge
chandelier hung high overhead, its candle-light casting realistic
looking shadows against the imaginary wall behind.

“Zap,” Bugliosi offered,
“I’m beginning to think these drawings might not have anything to
do with our murder. This has got to be left over from a fancy
college rave party, or somethin’, I mean, what kinda sick mind
would it take to go to this much trouble, and time, … just to slit
a girl’s throat?”

“You mean, slit a
rich-girl’s throat.”

“Yeah, with jeans at
two-grand a pop, her family had to be rollin’ in dough. You don’t
suppose we’ve got an unreported kidnapping on our hands, do you?”
Bugliosi asked.

Zap shrugged his shoulders, “Still too
many unanswered questions here. Let’s make sure this … this …
art-work, and the murder are connected. We can check the kidnapping
scenario at the same time … but … I got a feeling this is just what
it looks like.”

“What, the guy maybe
didn’t know she was rich?”

Zap looked back at the girl’s body, “
… or he didn’t care.”

“Hey Zap,” Doc Blanchard
called from the body, “I’m ready to leave. I’m gonna leave
everything like it is for forensics.”

“You’ll do the autopsy,
right?” he called back.

”Yeah, I’ll do it … let
you know first thing.”

“Thanks Doc,” and then as
he turned back toward Bugliosi he remembered; “the sword,” he said
under his breath. Then aloud, “Hey Doc, the sword.”

As Zap approached the M.E. he was
holding the weapon, point down, by two fingers just below the
cross-guard. “Here,” he said, “take it, the damn thing weighs a
ton.”

The blade was covered in blood, the
polished chrome blade showing through the blood in places, giving a
macabre candy-apple contrast.

Zap took it with the same two fingers,
then placed the pointer finger of his free hand on the tip. As he
brought the blade up level in front of him, he could see; this was
a prop, a cheap knock-off, made for hanging on the wall in a
youngsters game room or the dark recesses of a grog drinker’s man
cave.

“This didn’t kill her, did
it Doc?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“No,” was Blanchard’s
quick reply, “but the killer drug it through the wound to make it
look like it did.”

“Got any idea what did
kill her?”

“Well, I might know more
once I get her back to the table, but, if I had to guess … maybe a
butcher’s cleave … you know, one of the big ones used in a
processing plant, or, maybe a real one of those,” he pointed at the
sword.

Zap handed the piece to Jeremy Tillig
(forensics) “Take care of this Jeremy, I’ve got to
leave.”

“How come it’s not
in-situ?” Jeremy asked with a tweaked eye.

“Ah,” Zap answered, “short
story. Officer Ballantine here will explain.” Then he turned to
Ballantine, “Chris, fill in Mr. Tillig, then I want you and Carter
…”

“Cramer Sir, Officer
Cramer,” he corrected.

“Okay, you and Cramer, I
want you to walk the grounds outside … find me a viable tire track,
and if you do, point it out to Tillig, then get back in here and
make sure no more un-needed uniforms or reporters get in here. Can
you do that Ballantine?”

“Yes Sir, no problem Sir,
I’ll use my gun this time.”

As the look of perplexity started to
grow on Zap’s face, the young officer quickly offered, “a joke,
Sir.”

Zap stared at him,
marveling how the youngsters familiarity with him had grown in such
a short time. ‘Brave, or brazen?’
he thought to himself. He couldn’t make up his
mind.

He turned to Bugliosi, “C’mon, I want
to talk to this girl’s parents while they still think she’s out on
the town.”

 


***

 


Talking to the girl’s parents was
tough. Zap always hated it. The girl’s mother was on the floor in a
hysterical fit the minute the husband opened the door. Turned out,
she had always knew a late night visit from the police was
inevitable. Seems the little rich girl had a set of morals to match
the respect she held for her parents, and that was little to none.
She was rarely home before four or five in the morning, and neither
the mother, nor the father dared say anything to her about it; for
fear of losing another set of valuable china. She had emptied the
birds-eye maple cabinet onto the dining-room floor the last time
they had tried.

Zap asked them about boy friends and
received a list with a dozen names. Apparently a different one
brought her home each morning.

“Which one was she out
with last night?” Zap had asked them.

“I’m afraid we don’t
know,” the husband answered, “we were at the club until ten. She was gone
when we got home.”

Zap shook his head as he and Bug left
the two lost souls sitting on the couch holding one another. He
couldn’t help thinking that each of them was crying for a different
reason.

‘These folks had just lost
their only child,’ he thought. But he felt
it hard to find any sympathy for them.

As Zap reached to put the keys in the
ignition, he turned to his partner, “Did you see mom’s nose?” he
asked.

Bug grimaced, “Yeah.”

Zap turned the key, “Looks like she
does enough blow to kill a horse.”

As he hung a u-turn and headed back
toward the center of town, Bug asked, “Where to now?”

“Home,” he said as he
stretched the muscles in his neck while trying to hold back a yawn.
“We can pick this up in the morning.” He huffed with a half-smile
and a head-bob as he remembered it was already well into the
morning. “Doc’ will have the autopsy done by then. If I don’t get a
couple hours shut-eye, I’m gonna be worthless … you
too.”

“Sounds good,” Bug said,
“take me back to the warehouse.”

“What the hell for?” Zap
questioned. “There’s nothin’ left to do there tonight.”

Bug held up his car keys,
“I drove myself …
remember?”


 


 


 


2

 


Two o’clock in the
afternoon started with silence; blessed, peaceful silence. As he
slowly lowered his legs over the side of the bed, he ran his tongue
over the roof of his mouth. The taste was vile, and the feel was
that of old leather. Then he remembered; after lying in bed for the
obligatory sleepless hour staring at the ceiling, he had had a
double shot of the cheap bourbon he had secreted away under the
bathroom sink. It had put him to sleep, but, now the foul taste
made him wonder; in his near dream state, had he grabbed the drain
cleaner instead.

As usual, the hot water
disappeared before he was done with his shower. He had promised
himself he would buy an oversized water-heater, “just as soon as
this one blows up.” Seems like that day would never come, for he
had, long ago, nicknamed the current heater Methuselah.

His closet was void of a clean pair of
pants. He had been dressing out of his clothes dryer for the past
couple of days, not having had the time, nor the inclination, to
fold or hang the items there-in. He spun the timer and hit the
on-button. The clothes would warm for a half hour or so while he
had a cup of coffee. Perhaps some of the wrinkles would
disappear.

It took two cups of coffee, and two
teeth-brushings to rid his mouth of the bourbon taste and leather
texture. He cupped his hand over his mouth and tested his breath to
make sure the scent was gone.

In front of the closet mirror, he
checked to make sure he was completely dressed. Light-brown, short
sleeved shirt (he still had a clean one hanging in the closet)
black “T” underneath; dark-brown slacks, with belt (briefs
underneath); black socks (from yesterday) and finally, his size
twelve, dark maroon wingtips.

The slacks still held a few wrinkles,
but hell, it would be three-thirty before he got to the office.
Everybody would think he’d been at work half the day anyway. No
problem.

He slid into his shoulder-holster and
buckled up. Then he unsnapped the trigger strap and pulled the
Smith & Wesson model thirty-nine. He thumbed the clip release,
dropping it into the palm of his left hand and then pulled back on
the slide, making sure the chamber was empty. Old habit (good
habit).

He grabbed his jacket and his slicker.
The weatherman had promised rain by noon yesterday. That meant it
would arrive today.

 


***

 


Zap and bug shared a double sized
cubicle in the homicide department’s offices in the city’s
government complex. As he entered the building’s security corridor,
he removed his S&W, laying it, and everything else he carried
that was made of metal, onto the slide tray on the outside of the
glass wall. He walked through the scanner, watching as the guard
pulled the tray through to the other side. He hated being without
his weapon, even for a moment. That’s why his next stop was all the
more difficult. All guns were placed in private lockers just beyond
the checkpoint. The only people allowed to carry in the building
were the cops on guard duty. He had quit trying to feel good about
it years ago. There was no way he could get past the feeling of
being naked without his piece.

Bugliosi was just leaving the cubicle
as he walked up.

“Hey Zap,” he said as he
brushed by and turned to walk backwards, “I gotta go. They picked
up Nathaniel Hammersmith this morning. They’re bringing him over
from the jail. I’ll be in interrogation-four if you need me.” He
continued walking backwards just long enough to ask with a smile,
“you sleep in those pants?”

Zap gave a dismissive wave as he sat
at his desk and looked at the stack of papers that lay in front of
him in passive greeting.

Doc Blanchard had sent over the
report-of-autopsy sometime that morning. It stared at him from the
top of the pile. As he flipped through the pages, he found they
contained no more information than the doctor had found last night,
except for one stray pubic hair that clung to the inside of the
girl’s gown.. Cause of death was obvious; the girl had had sex,
willingly; lubrication was still natural and Blanchard was still
convinced she’d had an orgasm; no semen found. Best guess on the
murder weapon hadn’t changed either.

Next on the pile was a
note from Jeremy Tillig in forensics. ‘Come and see me. after four o’clock,’ was all it said.

“Hey Cesko,” Captain
Bartells called, holding his office door half open, “I need to see
you and Bugliosi, now.”

Bartells was a big man. Big in
reputation, and big in stature. He’d been off the street for almost
ten years now and packed on more than a few extra pounds. He had
worked hard to get where he was, always thinking as he worked his
way through the ranks, that heading up homicide was where he wanted
to be. But, now it seemed the position isolated him in an
all-to-confining office that seemed to grow smaller as he grew ever
larger. He had grown bitter; almost mean. Zap, however, was never
the brunt of any of his ardor. He had told Zap several times that
he reminded him of himself, when he was younger. Zap couldn’t quite
see, nor was he sure he liked the comparison, but he wasn’t about
to contradict his captain. He would simply thank the man and enjoy
the fact that he was never (at least to the present day) a target
for the big man’s, very loud tirades.

“You get enough sleep?”
the captain asked as Zap closed the door behind him.

“Yeah, I’ll survive.
Thanks.”

Bartells looked him up and down, “You
look like hell Zap … you sleep in those pants?”

As Zap looked down at what he
considered nearly wrinkle free clothing, the captain continued,
“Eh, never mind. I know how it goes. There are times when I still
…” He paused, then tried to smile. “Detective work … it’s all
glamour, ain’t it?”

Zap huffed in the
affirmative.

“Where’s Bug,” Bartells
asked.

“He just headed down to
interrogation … said they were bringing Hammersmith over for
questioning.”

Bartells stared at him, remembering,
then nodded knowingly, “Look Son, I’ve got copies of everything
that’s come in so far on this Patterson murder.” He held up a near
reams-worth of documents. “You’ve got a lot of footwork in front of
you, and on top of that, I’ve got some bad news. It seems the last
case you and Bug were working on ain’t closed yet. Your perp turned
on a friend of his. The guy had been waiting outside the store in a
getaway car. Turns out, the boys down in Miami have got him locked
up on an ADW charge. Bug’s gonna be gone for a couple days, maybe
more. I’m sending him down there to handle the extradition.” The
captain talked in quick, rapid-fire sentences, knowing full well he
was placing a burden on his favorite detective. “So, since all our
other teams are up to their necks in open cases,” he tapped the
fingers of both hands on his desk, “I’m giving you a uniform till
he gets back … help you with some of that footwork. I thought maybe
Bordois … he’s got nearly twenty years in … knows the
streets.”

“You haven’t asked
him yet, have you?” Zap
queried.

“Well … no,
why?”

“Because Bordois’s got the
finesse of an elephant and I doubt any more detective instincts …
and the pointer fingers of both his hands are permanently hooked
from holding a coffee mug.”

The captain’s finger tapping stopped
abruptly as he looked up at Zap. “Did you know that patrolman
Bordois is my brother-in-law?”

Zap’s face froze. He wasn’t sure how
his captain was going to react to this.

Reading the dread on Zap’s
face, Bartells chuckled, then laughed (a short, one
‘HA’ burst) then, “Yeah,
you’re right.” Then, suddenly more serious, “Don’t tell anyone I
said so, but I told my sister years ago, he’d never be anything
more than a thirty year patrolman, if he lasted thirty years.”
Then, with a quick business-like change of attitude, he asked, “So,
who you got in mind?”

Zap stood up straight, having his
answer in mind, but not quite sure how it would go over. “I’d like
one of the new kids … Chris Ballantine. He was first on the scene
last night.”

“Jeeze, Zap … the kids a
baby. Fresh out of college … still wet behind the ears.”

“Captain, the kid handled
himself just fine last night. He just needs some time to learn how
to be a little more assertive, especially around guys like your
brother-in-law, no offence.”

Bartells paused, thinking Zap might be
pushing his luck a bit with this brother-in-law-thing, but he let
it slide. “Ballantine? You sure?” Bartells asked.

“Yeah, and I’d like him in
plain clothes, if you don’t mind … but don’t tell him. Let me
handle that.”

“Plain clothes, huh?
That’s gonna tick off a few people.” The captain stood, staring at
his detective, then, “Alright, I’ll let the powers-that-be know
what’s goin’ on. You gonna need anything else?”

Zap thought for a moment. “Listen Boss
… do you owe your brother-in-law, or your sister a favor? I mean, I
could find some leg work for Bordois, if you’d like.”

“I appreciate the offer
Zap. but, on second thought, I don’t know what I was thinking in
the first place. The last thing I want is to have him, or her,
raggin’ on me to make him a detective.” He paused with a smirk, “No
(and then a smile) no, let’s leave well-enough-alone.”

Both men knew each other well enough
to know that the conversation was over, but as Zap turned to leave,
the captain remembered, “Oh, the press is all over this one Zap.
Your boy Ballantine kept the reporters out of the warehouse
alright, but they cornered a couple uniforms at one of the local
eateries last night. Have you seen the morning paper
yet?”

Zap shook his head no. The captain
flipped the morning cover toward him.

As big as the front page would hold,
the headline read, “BUTCHER-PAPER BUTCHER”, with a subtitle, BRUTAL
MURDER IN RIVER DISTRICT.

Zap’s eyes rose to meet Bartells’,
“You talk to the chief?” he asked.

“Yeah. There’ll be hell to
pay for a day or two, but, you know as well as I, unless he fires
half the force, this kinda crap is always gonna happen.” He tried
to smile again.

“Well then,” Zap offered,
“I guess we just deal with it.” He spun and closed the door behind
him.

Bartells watched him disappear around
the corner toward his cubicle before spinning the paper around and
opening it to the sports page. He sat down, opened the bottom right
side drawer of his desk, pulled out a small bottle and poured a
shot into his coffee cup. He had two years until retirement, if he
could just hang on that long.

 


***

 


Zap looked at his watch. It was three
forty-five. He was due in forensics in fifteen minutes. As he stood
from his desk and reached for his jacket, a voice came from behind,
“Detective Cesko, the desk sergeant said you wanted to see
me?”

“Ah, Ballantine, that was
quick. How’d you get here so fast?”

“Me and Cramer were just
at the front desk when the sergeant got a call from the Captain. He
sent me straight up.”

“Ah,” Zap said again,
mildly amazed at the way things seemed to move so smoothly when the
youngster was around. “Well … you’re just in time,” he gave the
youngster a quick look, then, “follow me,” was all he said as he
grabbed his notebook and stepped out.

“But Sir …”

“No questions Ballantine,
Tillig is expecting us in forensics in,” he looked at his watch
again, “in thirteen minutes.”

 


***

 


The City of Fairfax, in the county of
the same name, and, being the county-seat, had, years ago, combined
their workspaces (at least as far as morgue and forensic facilities
were concerned). They shared the basement of police headquarters. A
single Coroner ruled the roost at the morgue, but, each department,
police and sheriff, hired and fired their own doctors and techs.
Everyone worked side by side, sharing tools, coolers, and even
homicide cases when things got busy. After years of fighting budget
constraints, which led to severe man-power shortages, it was the
only prudent thing to do.

Jeremy Tillig actually worked for the
Sheriff’s Department, but he was on call last night, so, Lorraine
May Patterson was his, well, his and Doc Blanchard’s.

“Hey Cesko,” Tillig said
as he swiveled the eyepiece of the microscope up and out of the
way, “you’re about the only guy I can count on bein’ on
time.”

As he slid his chair back from the
table, he gave Zap a head-cocked look. “You get any sleep last
night?”

“Yes I did,” was the quick
reply, “and before you ask, NO, I didn’t sleep in these
pants.”

“Hey,” Tillig said with a
smile, holding his palms up in self-defense, “I was just gonna say,
you look a little worse-for-wear, that’s all.” Then he looked at
Ballantine, “Whose your frien …,” then with recognition, “Oh,
Ballantine. Hey kid, you were right about the paint.”

Zap looked at the youngster, then back
a Tillig, like he’d missed the punch-line of a joke.

“What about the paint?” he
asked.

Tillig pulled a Petri-dish from a
shelf at the end of his desk, twisted the top off, and handed it to
Zap.

“Your boy here figured it
out right off.”

Zap sniffed the powdered scrapings,
then asked, “You’ve got more of this?”

Tillig nodded in the
affirmative.

Zap wet his index finger and dabbed a
small amount, rolling it against his middle finger, and finally, he
tasted it. “It’s tempura.”

Tillig smiled as Ballantine couldn’t
help releasing a small snicker. “No Sir,” the kid said
apologetically, “tempura is a battered and fried Japanese seafood
dish. This is tempera … common poster paint.”

“Listen Kid,” was Zap’s
retort, “I said exactly the word I wanted to say, every time I mean
to say tempera.” He looked back at Tillig, “Damn college
kids.”

Tillig smiled, then, remembering,
“Here,” he turned and walked to the counter that stretched the
length of the back wall, “this is what I wanted to show you.” He
pointed to the sword from the crime scene. “Look here,” he directed
with a stiff index finger, “I thought I saw something under all
that blood. Once I washed some of it away, I found that,” his
pointer finger moved closer to the spot.

There, in the middle of the sword’s
blade, was a lip print.

Zap stared, “Is it hers?”

“Yup, I made the
comparison.”

“So, he made her kiss his
sword?”

“No, I don’t think so …
look here,” he pointed again, this time to the end of the sword,
“that’s her thumb print, and there are corresponding fingerprints
on the back-side. And look down at the hilt, it’s the same
thing.”

With Ballantine looking over his
shoulder, Zap leaned closer, then, with a look of consternation he
stood and turned toward Tillig.

“So, she held the sword at
the ends … and kissed it … voluntarily?.” He paused, then, “This is
getting strange,” he said, squinting his eyes in thought. ”First
Blanchard tells me that the girl had sex, more than likely with the
perp, and did so willingly. Now, what you’re showing me, and the
way Ballantine here read the footprints last night at the
warehouse,” he paused in thought again, then, “she might have been
a willing participant during the whole evening, at least to the
point where the guy slit her throat.”

“Well,” Tillig answered,
“young girls now-a-days … they think they’re invincible. They get
themselves a little too deep into a situation, just past the point
where they can get out of it, and then … well … it’s too late.
They’re always thinkin’ something like this only happens to other
girls.” He paused, then, “You talk to the parents?”

“Yeah. I’m afraid this
girl was ripe for the pickin’.”

All three stared at the sword again,
then Zap asked, “What else we got?”

Tillig snapped his gloves off, stepped
on the trash-bin foot-lever and tossed them into the abyss. “I’m
afraid, except for what you see here, nothing’s changed from last
night. You guys are gonna have to do the leg work on the
butcher-paper, and if I were you, I’d concentrate on restaurant
supply houses and bulk supply stores. Grocery stores aren’t likely
to carry the four foot wide rolls. I’m thinkin’, in the end, you
might have to go directly to the manufacture. This guy used a lot
of paper.”

“And the paint, what’s
your best guess?”

“Hell, I’d say, upwards of
six, maybe seven gallons. You can leave out the hobby stores, they
won’t carry it by the gallon.”

Zap pulled his note pad from his
jacket pocket, then, not finding his pen he handed it behind to
Ballantine without looking.

“Here, write this all
down.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me Ballantine …
take notes.”

Zap still didn’t turn around, so he
couldn’t see that the young man was already scribbling on his own
pad.

“The ladder?” Ballantine
asked Tillig, remembering.

“Ah yes, the ladder,”
Jeremy answered.

Zap looked at them both like the
odd-man-out.

Tillig turned to Zap, “Your partner
here found a step ladder outside the warehouse. Old … aluminum,
beat all to hell … covered with paint. But not tempera … regular
household latex. It had several good prints in the old dried paint.
I’m thinkin’, chances this ladder is connected to your murder are
nil, but I ran the prints anyway. Got two positives,” he handed the
list to zap, “the third’s not in the system.”

Then Zap remembered, “And the pubic
hair that Blanchard found?”

“Oh yeah. We’ve moved it
to the front of the line. Should get results in about a
week.

As they left forensics and rode the
elevator back up to homicide, Zap turned to Ballantine.

“So, Chris, my partner’s
out of town for a few days. You gotta problem workin’ with me … on
this case?” … . Ballantine stared. “ … at least ‘til he gets back,”
Zap clarified.

As his face brightened, Ballantine
blurted, “Well, yeah … I mean no, I don’t have a problem … none at
all … but, what about …?”

“Don’t worry about it,”
Zap asserted, “the Captain’s pulling all the strings that need to
be pulled.”

Ballantine stood in silent thought,
smiling inwardly at his good fortune, then, “ … what about my
partner, Cramer?”

“The Captain will take
care of him kid.” Then, with a knowing smirk, “It ain’t like we’ve
never had last minute personnel changes around here.” He smiled,
then after locking eyes, “What do you say?”

“Yeah, sure. I’d like a
chance to work with you.”

“Good,” Zap replied as the
elevator door opened, “now, get down to the gym and change into
your civvies. Then, if you don’t have one, see the sergeant at the
armory and check out a shoulder-holster for your weapon. I’ve got a
shield-wallet you can barrow ‘til you get one of your own. I’ll
meet you back at my desk in half an hour.”

 


***

 


The next two and a half days were
filled the the grunt work that is the reality of all detective
work. That crap you see on television might sell air-time, but it
don’t solve cases.

Officer Ballantine became more
familiar than he had ever hoped (or wanted) to be, with paper
mills, restaurant supply houses, paint manufacturers, paint
distributers, paint stores, and hobby and art shops.

As it turned out, nobody could
remember anyone buying butcher-paper or tempera in bulk. It was
decided that Ballantine would contact the local school district to
see who supplied their art and drama departments. The list was then
expanded to include all community acting clubs and artist
groups.

The two known fingerprints on the
ladder turned out to belong to Barry and Kevin Draper. These
brothers owned Draper Brothers Home and Commercial Painting
Services. The ladder had been stolen from the back of one of the
company trucks about two months back. That meant that in order to
clear all the loose ends, every current and former employee (and
anyone else who had access to the companies equipment) had to be
asked to give prints for elimination purposes. After all that, the
third print still remained a mystery.

The sword was traced to any one of
four specialty stores in town. One was a period decorator’s
accessory supplier. Two were game and costume suppliers, and the
last was also a costume store that specialized in renaissance
regalia. The first three turned up a list of five names that they
had slowly whittled through. All five swords were eventually
accounted for. The fourth store however caused a problem. Seems the
proprietor had sold at least thirty items at the cities annual King
Arthur’s Renaissance Fair just three months earlier, and several
more at the local swap-meet on the weekends since. These turned out
to be all cash sales and therefore untraceable.

Forensics had taken castings from two
possible tire tracks at the warehouse, but they turned out to
belong to one of the cities own patrol cars.

On the third day, Bugliosi returned
from Miami with Nathaniel Hammersmith’s cohort in tow (one; Mario
Bignotti). He was another punk, cut from the same cloth as his
partner. Since Bugliosi’s request for extradition now included a
murder charge; the Miami department was happy to let the kid go.
They would file their charges after Bignotti stood trial in
Fairfax.

Bugliosi came home to a list,
generated by young officer Ballantine, of some forty names; all
friends or acquaintances of the dead girl.

In the next two weeks, Zap, Bugliosi,
and Ballantine (who had proven himself valuable enough to have
Captain Bartells arrange for him to stick around for awhile) worked
their way through the long list of persons-of-interest. One by one,
they all alibied out. The third fingerprint still remained a
mystery.

The pubic hair turned out
to be the strangest item of all. It came back to a thirteen year
old male. The young man (the name of the juvenile was withheld) had
somehow made his way into the DNA database. Turned out he had been
in Europe with his parents for three weeks (starting one week
before the murder). When asked, he had not the slightest idea how
his hair might have turned up where it did. Zap and Ballantine both
concurred after the interview with the boy, that his statement that
he ‘was still a virgin,’
was probably true.

Lorraine May Patterson’s itinerary for
the night of her murder was, so far, proving difficult to build.
The boyfriend that she left the house with that night said that she
ditched him at one of the popular arcade rooms on the west side of
town. The security cameras showed her entering with her date, but
as the young man walked into one of the restrooms, she disappeared
out the front door. An exterior camera showed her walking down the
street and then turning the corner, making contact with no
one.

The arcade’s security guard told them;
he didn’t recognize the girl, however, he did recognize several of
the other faces on the tape. That led to an expansion of the list
of persons that needed to be contacted and questioned.

By the fourth week, officer Ballantine
was back in uniform, and although Captain Bartells couldn’t put
such a high profile case to rest without a suspect (nor could he
make it appear that they were slowing down in their efforts to
catch the perp that had committed such a heinous crime) he
discretely assigned Zap and Bugliosi to a new case. Two more weeks
would pass before they would find themselves back on the case for
good.
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The castle came into view
as she walked from the forest out into the open countryside that
lay before her.



‘Such a beautiful
castle,’ she thought as she watched the
road twist and turn down the sloping hillside, leading inexorably
toward the unbelievable structure that she could now see in
toto.

‘So very
beautiful,’ she thought again,
‘a castle, here, in Fairfax’ Why had she never heard of it before this?

It had rained, lightly, the night
before, and now the ground gave up that wonderful, dark, dusky
scent that the dry Earth is wont to do after large, spring
raindrops gently beat upon it.

She couldn’t help feel a little like
Dorothy, walking along the yellow-brick-road toward her Oz.
Explosions of brightly colored flowers bloomed on both sides of
her, their own wonderful scents mixing with that of the wet ground;
dazzling her senses.

At first she continued to walk, then
she quickened her pace, and finally, she could not stop herself
from running.

The arched footbridge offered portage
across the slow flowing rivulet that suddenly cut across the path
in front of her; its water now channeled through a hand-dug earthen
flume to flow alongside the path and eventually feed the moat some
distance beyond the bridge.

On she ran, the castle coming ever
closer.

The draw-bridge lay before her, open
and beckoning. She could not refuse its call. Slowing her pace to a
walk once again, she crossed the moat, stopping at the portcullis.
As she slowly raised her right hand to touch the mighty wood and
iron-strapped barrier, it began to rise, as if by magic; for she
could neither hear nor see a soul as she looked beyond the rising
gateway and into the courtyard ahead.

She stood now, in the middle of that
courtyard, unconcerned as the portcullis slowly creaked and groaned
its way back down, closing with an echoing thud as it struck the
stone-paved entry below, locking her inescapably inside.

Suddenly, the familiarity
of it all flowed over her. ‘Why do I feel
as if I’ve been here before?’ she
questioned herself. ‘Surely, I have not.
And besides, If there had always been a castle in Fairfax Shire, my
father, the King, would have told me.’

Feeling somewhat at ease, she reached
down and gathered the cloth of her long flowing white gown, so as
to not soil it by dragging it on the paving stones as she walked
toward the huge double-doors ahead. The two, mighty-oak and iron
plated slabs started with a bang and clang of chains, then, slowly,
began to open.

Unafraid, she stepped
inside.

Walking to the center of the huge
gallery, she looked up, and stared with wonder.

In the middle of the far end-wall, at
the second floor level, was a huge balustrade that ran nearly ten
feet in both directions. It sat upon an arched balcony that
cantilevered out over the floor below. And beyond it a huge
chandelier hung high overhead, its candle-light casting beautiful
shadows against the wall behind.

She marveled at the stone-work and the
extruded grout lines and then, the buttress walls, some holding tar
burning torches, their flames licking toward the ceiling in a
dancing splendor that set the room alive with moving shadows.
Doorways along the walls offered entry into cave like spiral
staircases, while overhead, glazed windows showed views of tall
trees reaching high into this spring day’s blue sky.

On the other end-wall, a double-wide
entry way led to a grand, ever widening staircase that beckoned one
to some unknown place on a mysterious floor above.

Still looking upward, she held her
gown above the floor and spun herself with joy. As she released her
hold on the hem of her dress, it billowed around her in a
flower-like blossom.

Then, as surely and as swiftly as the
rattrap ends the life of the unwary rodent, her joy was torn
asunder. From that beautiful wide staircase on the end wall, saw
saw him. It was Sir Duwain, the Prince of Balfor, (the Black
Knight).

“No!” she cried, “No!, you
will not have me.” “Father … Faaaaaaatherrrrrrrr,” was her loud and
helpless plea. And finally, mournfully, “Where are you Father?
Where are you, my King?”

“Ha,” the Black Knight
scowled, “you thought you were free from me forever, didn’t you, my
little Miss Priss? Your Father, the King, will not save you this
time.” He walked toward her with purpose, his hand on his
cross-drawn sword. “You are in my house now, and I
WILL have you if it
pleases me. And it does please me indeed m’lady.”

Taking precious time to raise her
dress once more, she ran for the door, but, opening it would be a
task far too great for her. She was as frail as any princess.
“Father,” she cried again as the door would not yield.

“Cry … yell … scream, all
you want Lady Caravetis. Your King will not hear you … and little
good it would do you if he did … for he is no match for
me.”

As Duwain walked up behind her, he
pulled her dress from her hand with the end of his sword. “I would
have this off of you now, m’lady.”

“No!” she screamed as she
bolted to her left.

Duwain spun to his right, bringing the
tip of his sword hard against the stone wall in front of her. She
moved in the opposite direction and a quick turn by the knight
brought is sword smartly against the wall in front of her again.
She was trapped. She would not outrun this man. She was
doomed.

“Now m’lady, I said, out
of this frock,” he bellowed loudly, lifting her dress with his hand
this time.

“No … please,” she
whimpered, “please,” her voice trailed upward, “please.”

Duwain sheathed his sword and with
both hands he grabbed the Lady’s dress at her neck, ready to pull
it in two, down the length of her body.

“Sir Duwain,” a calm voice
seemed to float from the far side of the room.

“What?” the black knight
questioned with incredulity.

Who would possibly have the nerve to
enter his castle and interrupt his pleasuring. As he turned, the
torch-lights danced off the gleaming polished armor of the Lady’s
savior. It was Sir Kolwyn, the King’s own Paladin.

“Oh,” Lady Nancy swooned,
“Sir Kolwyn.”

She had loved him from
afar for years; this brave knight. So powerful a knight was he that
her father had made him his personal protector. Now, he was here to
save HER.

“Wait here,” Duwain said
with disgust as he turned to face Kolwyn, “this won’t take
long.”

The two met in the center of the huge
room, trading thrusts and parries, until Sir Kolwyn spun deftly to
one side, bringing his sword hard against the back of Duwain’s left
calf. The black knight’s leg flew out from under him and he fell
heavily to the ground. Sir Kolwyn wasted no time and showed no
mercy. As Duwain rolled to his stomach to regain his feet, Kolwyn
brought his sword down in a sweeping, pulling motion against the
unprotected back of the black knight’s neck. Lady Nancy watched as
the body of the Scourge of Fairfax disappeared in a cloud of smoke
and dust that swirled in a small tornado, up the the ceiling, there
to dissipate into nothingness.

The room seemed to fill with light as
she looked at her hero. Sir Kolwyn sheathed his sword, then
unbuckled its lashings and laid it upon the floor. He pulled his
helmet from his head, shaking his hair to perfection.

“Oh, Sir Kolwyn,” Nancy
swooned again, “you have saved me.”

Kolwyn raced to her, taking her in his
arms and pressing her to him. “My Lady,” he said, and then again,
“my beautiful, beautiful Lady. I have loved you for so long.
Wouldst thou consider to take me as your protector … forever?” He
looked deep into her eyes. “For I know now that I cannot live
without you.”

She looked upon his face
and felt herself slipping away. This man, this brave, good knight,
would have her, and she could not, no, she would not do anything to stop
him.

The room became a blur as her body
floated to the four-poster bed. Once there, she held him close,
wanting him so. And now, finally, she felt the rush of passion she
had only dreamed of in her short and sheltered life. As she was
filled with the ecstasy of the moment, she pushed hard against him,
arching her back to please him to the fullest. With her head back,
her neck now lay open and exposed. At that instant, Lady Nancy Jean
Caravetis, Princess of Fairfax, was cleaved to her
spine.

 


***

 


The nine-one-one call came
in at three forty-five on Sunday morning. Zap had been looking
forward to an entire day off. His daughter, Zelma, would pick him
up at noon, drive him down to the docks and treat him to lunch at
their favorite restaurant. Now, that would either be changed to
dinner, or canceled altogether. He thought how lucky he was that
Zelma understood (for the most part) when he had to put-her-off
(like he would today). Why was it that she
understood him so much better than his ex?.

 


***

 


The crime scene was another warehouse,
again in the river district, but this time, it was on the far
southern end, where the river left town and headed for Bafferton.
By the time the water reached this point, it was full of all the
crap and flotsam that the three factories and the slaughterhouse
upstream found unprofitable to dispose of legally.

Zap had long ago become
used to the smell down here. Bodies were often dumped in this part of town,
but usually out in the open with little regard for
stealth.

Four sheriff’s units were parked
outside of the fence line with a lone police unit backed hard
against the gate on the inside so as to make it impossible to open.
As Zap approached, he could see that Officer Ballantine had taken
his earlier words to heart. He would let no one into the crime
scene this time.

Although this part of the
river-district was deep into the county, and clearly in the
sheriff’s domain; through a bit of political gerrymandering, both
sides of the river, for a half mile inland, were technically part
of the city, and therefore, under the control of the Fairfax Police
Department.

As he stepped from his car, Zap was
approached by four of the brown shirts.

“Hey, Cesko. What’s with
your boy here?” the big deputy sheriff thumbed back at the gate,
clearly indicating toward Ballantine. “The kid put his hand on his
gun when I told him we were comin’ in.”

Zap smiled to himself while keeping a
serious face aimed at the deputy. He was facing Farley Stenhouse, a
two hundred and forty pound good-ol’-boy type who you would clearly
want on your side in a tag-team wrestling match, but, in a debate
about anything more complicated than the latest TV football
schedule, you would do considerably better to choose your partner
from the local K through twelve.

“Yeah, that’s my fault
Farley. He was first on the scene last month … at the Butcher
killing … let the place go to hell … learned his lesson I
guess.”

“What? You mean you reckon
this is connected to that? … we got us a serial killer in
Fairfax?”

“Let’s not jump to
conclusions, Farley. I’ll know more when I get inside,” Zap said as
he stepped around the big man, “but, from what the youngster told
me on the phone, that might be the case.”

Farley reached out and laid his hand
on Zap’s elbow in passing, “Look … Cesko. I know this is your
territory-‘n-all … but … if you wouldn’t mind extending a little
professional courtesy, I would really like a look-see in
there.”

As Zap considered the request, Farley
continued, “You don’t have to let the whole lot of us in … just me
and my partner. I’ll fill the rest of the boys in
myself.”

Zap turned and walked backward, “Tell
you what Farley, let me get things squared away in there. As soon
as I can, I’ll get word to you.”

The big man nodded and tapped the brim
of his hat.

As his partner pulled their squad-car
forward a few feet, Ballantine opened the gate enough to let Zap
slide through.

Zap turned and spoke to the youngster
under his breath so the deputies couldn’t hear, “I’m impressed
Ballantine. How in hell’d you manage to keep those lummoxes at
bay.”

“It wasn’t all that
difficult Sir,” Ballantine answered assuredly as he closed the
gate. “I remembered what happened the last time, and adjusted my
attitude.” He chuckled, “That, and a hand on the but of my
revolver, seemed to do the trick.”

Now it was Zap’s turn to chuckle, “And
what would you have done if that brute had called your
bluff?”

Ballantine looked at the ground,
scratched the back of his neck, and, as he looked back up at zap he
said, “Well … I guess I’d a had to shoot him Sir.”

Zap stared at him for a moment until
Ballantine finally smiled. He shook his head (with his own awkward
smile) then walked to the car and bent to talk to Ballantine’s
partner.

“Carter, I want you …
“

“Cramer Sir,” Ballantine
interrupted, “my partner’s name is Cramer … Martin
Cramer.”

Zap cocked his head in apology, “Sorry
Cramer.” As the young man nodded, he continued, “I’d like you to
stay here. See that no one gets in here except our people. When me
or Ballantine call you, you can let Deputy Stenhouse and his
partner in. Got it?”

Cramer nodded again with a quick, “Yes
Sir.”

“Walk with me,” Zap said
to Ballantine as he stepped out alongside the fresh tire tracks
leading into the darkness toward the warehouse, then, “what we got?
he asked as he played his flashlight along the ground.

“Well, as you can see …
we’ve got good tire prints this time, and, we’ve got another
ladder, and …”

“Inside Ballantine,” Zap
interrupted, “I meant, what’s inside?”

Without hesitation, Ballantine
offered, “It’s the same Sir. You won’t believe it. It’s virtually a
carbon copy of the first … except,” he paused.

“Except what?”

“Well … it looks to me …
like our perp …” he paused again.

“What Ballantine?” Zap
asked as he pulled up short; grabbing the young officer’s shoulder
and turning him.

The youngster seemed stuck; not
wanting to chance making a fool of himself by offering his own
interpretation of what he had seen inside.

“Well Sir,” he started
slowly, “you’ll have to see for yourself, but, it seems to me that
the guy … well, I think he might have enjoyed this one a little
more than the last.”

Zap huffed softly, then as he turned
toward the warehouse again, “What makes you think that?”

“It’s the drawings Sir,”
Ballantine continued, “they’re … ” he paused in thought, then,
“they’re more detailed this time. Looks to me like the guy took his
time … got fancier, you know? There’s more color … more … well …
more pleasure, Sir.”

 


***

 


There was no office-entry into this
warehouse. The single steel door next to the large
overhead-sectional cargo-entrance (atop the loading dock) was again
covered over in paper, and again, the paper was slit from its top
to the floor.

Zap slid through the
opening carefully, and immediately began to play his flashlight
around the room. The rookie had been right. The drawings
were eerily the same.
Not only were they the same scenes as before; they were laid out in
the same order around the room.

Bugliosi and Doc Blanchard were
stooped over the body against the far wall as Zap and Ballantine
walked up.

Bugliosi turned, “Hey Zap … the kid
fill you in?”

“Yeah,” he returned, then
paused as he looked at the gaping and bloody cavity carved across
the young girl’s throat. Then, as a hint of recognition moved
across his face, the doctor produced her identification. He handed
the strapped purse to Zap.

“Oh Christ,” he blurted in
a raspy refrain. “I don’t need the ID on this girl … I know
her.”

“Yeah?” Bugliosi
questioned as all three men stared at him.

“Yeah,” he nearly
whispered. “This is Farley Stenhouse’s daughter. And the poor
bastard is waitin’ outside for a tour of the scene.”

“Are you sure Zap,”
Blanchard questioned. “This girl’s last name is
Caravetis.”

“Oh I’m sure all right.
Farley and his first wife split-the-blanket about fifteen years
ago. Her new husband adopted both the girl and her
brother.”

“Unfortunate,” the doctor
finished.

“Hell, that ain’t the
word, Doc. This’ll kill him. Farley is as close to her as I am to
Zelma.”

Zap continued to stare at the girl as
he played the scenario over in his mind, then, “Bug, have we
secured everything? … her clothes? … the weapon? … everything
important?”

“Well, yeah, but,
forensics ain’t here yet.”

“How far out are
they?”

“Twenty, thirty minutes at
least.”

“Jesus,” Zap raised his
gaze to the ceiling, “we can’t wait that long to let
him.”

“But Sir,” Ballantine
interjected, “the crime scene.”

“Yeah, I know,” he replied
as he ran his right hand over his face from brow to chin. “But we
can’t wait that long.” He looked at the young officer, “You don’t
have kids Ballantine … you can’t understand.” He turned to
Bugliosi, “Get everything tidy in here, will ya? I’m gonna go get
him.”

“You really think that’s a
good idea?” Blanchard questioned.

Zap returned somberly, “How would you
feel if it was one of your girls, Doc?”

The M.E. nodded.

 


***

 


Zap walked the fifty yards to the gate
slowly; the whole distance trying to decide how he was going to
tell the big man that the pride and joy of his life was lying back
there on a make-believe bed, in a make-believe castle, in this dark
and dirty, abandoned warehouse. There was no good way to tell him,
and he knew it.

Ballantine’s partner still had the
gate blocked with his squad. Farley’s green and white unit was the
only sheriff’s vehicle still parked outside. As Zap approached the
gate, Deputy Stenhouse stepped out of his car and moved toward
officer Cramer who was now standing at the small slot that remained
open in the fence-line.

Zap offered with authority, before
there was any confrontation between the two men, “Let him through
Cramer.”

Cramer stepped aside and let the big
deputy pass. “Jeeze Zap,” he offered, “you didn’t have to walk all
the way out here to meet me. I know how to enter a crime
scene.”

“Yeah, I know you do
Farley, but,” he hesitated, genuinely afraid of what was going to
happen when he laid this bombshell on the deputy. “There’s
something I’ve got to tell you first.”

“Oh, c’mon Zap. I’ve seen
gory crime scenes before. Hell, we’ve got pictures of the first
girl down at the department … nothin’ I ain’t seen
before.”

As Stenhouse tried to walk past him,
Zap raised a hand to the middle of the big man’s chest, “Farley,”
he said, trying to hide his dread, “I’ve got to tell you
something.”

“What?” Stenhouse said,
perplexity quickly starting to show on his face. Suddenly this
scenario was becoming familiar to him, except that
HE was always on the
other side of the conversation. “What” he said again. If he meant
the word as a question this time, it didn’t show. He didn’t want
the answer that question might bring. There was only one reason he
could think of that Zap was stopping him here. The vic was someone
he knew. As his face flashed with the prickly heat of an
uncontrollable rush of fear, he tried to envision his Ex, or his
sister, or perhaps one of the dispatch girls from the office, lying
mutilated, in a pool of blood, in that dark, and now very ugly
building just barely visible in the blackness in front of him.
“What,” he said again barely above a whisper.

“There’s no good way to
tell you this Farley,” Zap paused as he watched the forlorn look
build on the deputy’s face. As Stenhouse raised his gaze to stare
into the darkness ahead, Zap said, as softly, and with as much care
as he could; “it’s your daughter Farley … the victim … it’s
Nancy.”

Stenhouse gasped his next breath,
then, as the knot in his throat muscles tried to close his
windpipe, he choked over a heavy southern accented attempt at
denial, “Nawww.” He shook his head violently and repeated, “Nawww.”
His head turned to Zap, and as his knees buckled once and then
recovered, he repeated in meek hopelessness; the mournful word
escaping him once again, “nawwwwwwwww.”

His knees buckled once more; and this
time Zap had to catch him. As the deputy stood again, he threw off
Zap’s hands and in a fit of wild rage, he broke for the warehouse,
his voice a cacophony of unintelligible words of despair, born of
uncontrollable thoughts of the most vile pictures of his daughter
his mind could conjure. He was blubbering her name as his legs
finally gave out a few yards from the loading dock. He went down
hard on his right shoulder and face, unable to raise his arms to
cushion his fall. When Zap and Farley’s partner reached him, his
face was covered in rivulets of mud where the dust had stuck to his
tear-stained face. That same dust now billowed from under his nose
as he breathed heavily against the ground. He lay there, out cold
where he fell.

Farley’s partner called a couple of
the sheriff’s units back to the scene. Together (and with great
effort) his fellow officers convinced him to ride downtown with
them, where he would later call his Ex, and together they would
identify the body.

Back inside, it seemed there was
nothing left to do. Zap and Bug had waited for forensics, only to
hear Jeremy Tillig remark on this scenes similarity to the first.
He would give them more in the morning. Doc Blanchard had finished
with the girl and his promise was the same; “I’ll know more in the
morning.”

“Let’s get outta here,”
Bug said as he turned to the slit in the paper doorway, “I need
some sleep. Tomorrow’s gonna be a long day.”

Zap didn’t argue.

 


***

 


“Zap,” the Captain’s voice
rang through the squad-room, “you and Bugliosi, in my office,” he
finished with “NOW,” as he pushed the door open and walked back to his
desk.

They raised their eyebrows at one
another as they stood and made for the inner-sanctum that hid their
boss from the outside world.

“The press and T.V.
stations started calling me at six this morning,” Bartells started
as they entered the room. “Then the Chief called, and then the
Sheriff.” He stared at Zap, “Please tell me we’ve at least got a
direction to go on with this one,” he pleaded, “something …
anything.”

“Captain,” Zap answered
almost apologetically, “we just got here … haven’t been down to
talk to Tillig in forensics yet … or the M.E.”

Bartells rubbed his face with both
hands, “Listen Zap,” he said with no small amount of agitation, “I
can hold off the damn media for as long as I need to, but, you
gotta get me something I can give to the Chief. With Deputy
Stenhouse’s daughter caught up in this,” he hesitated as he pushed
himself back from his desk, “well … both him and the Sheriff are
treating this like it was a cop that went down.”

“Yeah,” Zap said as he
looked at Bugliosi, “we had it figured the same way the minute I
told everyone who the girl was. It’s personal now.” He paused,
then, “But, that don’t mean the leads are gonna come any
quicker.”

“Anything Zap, get me
anything,” Bartells reiterated.

Zap curled one corner of his mouth
with a look that his Captain was familiar with. “I always do Boss,”
he said, “I always do.”

Bartells gave a half smile, then, as
the detectives turned to leave, he continued, “Listen guys, I hope
you don’t mind, but with the pressure that’s on … I made
arrangements with the chief; I’m giving you Officer Ballantine and
his partner Carter to …”

“Cramer Sir,” Zap
corrected.

“Huh?”

“Cramer Sir. Ballantine’s
partner is Cramer.”

“Oh, yeah, Cramer … well …
I thought they could help out. Ballantine seems to have a head for
the work, if I read you right … right?”

“Yes Sir, he
does.”

“Well good, then you two
take them under-wing, as-it-were, and see if it speeds things up a
bit.

Zap knew when to let his
opinions lay where they were, and besides, the kid
had worked well with him
before. “Yes Sir,” was all he said as they left.

 


***

 


On the way down to the morgue, Zap and
Bug were faced with what they would both later describe to each
other as a rather strange sight. Deputy Stenhouse and his former
wife had just finished identifying their daughter and were walking
arm in arm toward them. What made the sight unusual was the current
husband, Mr. Caravetis, was firmly attached to his wife’s other
arm. In Mr. Caravetis, the former Mrs. Stenhouse had picked a man
who was the complete antithesis of the big deputy. He stood about
than five foot six (a full two inches shorter than his wife) and
weighed no more than one hundred and fifty pounds.

Farley and his ex were both red eyed
and looked lost and dazed as they approached. Zap needed to talk to
both of them, but he could see that this wasn’t going to be the
best time. Farley felt the same way. As they closed on one another,
he simply said, “Can we do this later Cesko?”

“Yeah Farley … no problem.
Where you gonna be, and when?”

“I’m takin’ a couple days
off,” the big man said, barely turning as they passed, “I’ll either
be at home, or at my wife’s,” he corrected himself, “at my ex
wife’s place.”

Bug shook his head as he
made silent eye contact with Zap, then, when they were out of
ear-shot, “Christ … can you imagine what they’re goin’ through? …
sends a shiver up my spine just thinkin’ about my girls.”
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The next two weeks would
render no more than they had found at the first crime scene. The
M.E. had turned up another pubic hair on this victim, but, it
belonged to an eighteen year old girl who had been arrested several
times by GAT (Fairfax’s gang abatement team). She (of course) had
no idea how the hair ended up at the crime scene. She did, however,
know Nancy Jean Caravetis; or at least, she knew
of her. She was a year
behind the deceased at the local high school.

The ladder from the scene revealed
more fingerprints, and again, they led nowhere. The prints belonged
to the owner of the stolen ladder, and to the young man at the
hardware store who had sold it to him. They both alibied
out.

The sword at this scene was found to
have prints of the vic in similar positions on the blade as the
first, along with lipstick where Nancy Caravetis (like Lorraine May
Patterson) had kissed it.

Doc Blanchard swore up-and-down that
this girl had also had consensual sex, but no trace of semen was
found.

Further checks turned up no large
purchases of butcher-paper or poster-paints anywhere in town.
Officer Ballantine suggested expanding the search to at least a
hundred mile radius from Fairfax. Although he didn’t show it, he
would regret his suggestion almost immediately, for Zap gave him
the job of coordinating the search (by himself).

Castings from the available
tire-tracks at the warehouse, also led nowhere. They turned out to
be four different brands; all had different wear patterns; and it
was surmised they were all purchased used, at different times. If
the killer had done this on purpose, it meant he was thinking of
everything.

And finally, it turned out that Deputy
Stenhouse had played and active role in his little girls life,
especially her dating habits. He interviewed (willing or not) the
young men that Nancy went out with, so, the list of contacts to
interview was considerably smaller than with Lorraine May
Patterson. Most of her aspiring suitors wanted nothing to do with
Nancy once they had met the big deputy. Three boys were questioned.
Two could account for their whereabouts the night of the murder,
and the other was with Nancy earlier that evening, but, like the
first murder, Nancy was seen in a restaurant security video,
ditching her date and sneaking out of a side door

The newspapers had printed
the gruesome headlines almost daily, reminding everyone in Fairfax
that there was a maniacal serial-killer on the loose. And, since
the department wasn’t cooperating with them (at least in their
minds) they continued to rub it in with headlines like;
“HAPPLESS POLICE FIND NO CLUES”
They made it sound as if no-one’s daughter was
safe. The Police Chief, the Sheriff, and now the Mayor, all wanted
answers.

As the third week, and then the fourth
slipped away without a lead turning up anything of value, Zap began
to think he was losing his touch. And then: they found Betty Anne
Merriman.

 


***

 


Betty’s boyfriend was one of Fairfax’s
resident computer nerds. He had followed the first two murders in
the media and on the web, so, when Betty didn’t come back to their
table at the Bluebell Diner (after excusing herself to use the
ladies room) he got suspicious immediately. After having a waitress
check the bathroom and finding it empty, he called the
police.

When the nine-one-one call went out,
the dispatcher included the statement by the complainant; “I think
my girl friend has been kidnapped by the butcher-paper
butcher.”

The magnitude of that mistake was
apparent when Zap and Ballantine pulled up to the front of the
diner. One of the local television stations already had a
remote-truck on the scene; its antenna being raised as they stepped
from the car. Zap pushed the microphone away from his face as he
made for the door.

“Nothing now,” Ballantine
said as he followed his grumbling lead detective into the already
crowded diner.

Zap took a commanding
stance at the cashier’s station at the end of the counter, “If
you’re not on the police department or you don’t work here, or
you’re not sitting in front of a meal you ordered within the last
hour,” he raised his voice, leaving no doubt he was angry, “I want
you out of here, NOW!” He turned to two uniforms coming out of the women’s
bathroom, “Get everybody out of here … and if any of those reporter
yahoos (he nodded toward the door) give you a hard time, I want you
to put them in one of the squad cars ‘till I can talk to
‘em.”

“Yes Sir,” was the
immediate reply.

As the uniforms turned to do Zap’s
bidding, he asked, “Where’s the boyfriend?”

One of the officers nodded to a young
man sitting at the counter. “The one with the pocket-protector,” he
said.

Kenny Dorphner was the nerd’s name. He
explained to Zap that Betty had been missing for only twenty or
twenty-five minutes and if he was quick about it, he could; “get
some cop cars down to the river area and check out the abandoned
warehouses down there.”

Zap thought it strange when the young
man handed him a printout of the water-district that included those
warehouses, both empty and currently in use.

“Where in hell did you get
this?” Zap asked as he looked over the legal sized sheet of
paper.

Kenny explained, “It was easy mister.
I just cross linked the county’s tax record data index with a
Thomas-Brothers map data base, then compared property values from
the assessors office records with the amount of tax being paid on
each site. That pretty much tells you which ones are sitting empty.
See here,” (he pointed with a little more arrogance than Zap would
like to have seen from a young man who may have just lost his
girlfriend) “this is the tax printout on this side.”

Zap stared at the boy, trying to glean
something from his look or mannerisms, then, “Mr. Dorphner,” he
started before being interrupted by the teenager.

“Oh you can call me Kenny
mister … everybody calls me Kenny.”

“Fine Kenny,” Zap returned
before he was interrupted again.

“Look … ,” the boy said,
searching for a name tag somewhere on Zap’s coat. Finding none, he
continued, “ … mister, don’t you think you should get those police
cars headed down to the river? We probably don’t have much
time.”

Zap continued to aim his
inquisitive look at Kenny Dorphner as he considered the boy’s use
of the word WE in
his last sentence. He immediately found it hard to even consider
that this young man sitting next to him could be connected to the
killing in any way, but then, he knew stranger things had happened.
He turned to Ballantine who was just closing his cell
phone.

Ballantine beat him to the punch, “We
should have cars in the river-district any second now
Sir.”

As Zap opened his mouth to speak,
Ballantine beat him again, “ … and forensics is on the
way.”

After casting a quick look of mild
amazement at his partner, he turned back to Dorphner, “Happy now …
Kenny?”

The boy smiled and nodded.

“Good,” Zap continued,
“now, how long have you known Betty Merriman?”

“We’ve known each other
all our lives mister. We live only two houses apart … over on
Kelton … I’m twenty-seven forty-two, she’s twenty-seven
thirty-eight.” He beamed at the prospect of being interrogated by
the detective.

“Mr. Dorphner,” as the boy
raised a correcting finger, Zap rephrased, “Kenny … ” (the boy
smiled) “where did you and Miss Merriman go tonight?”

Without hesitation, Dorphner started,
“Well, first we went to see a movie … a replay of The Matrix … such
a cool movie … it’s all about … “

“Kenny!”
it was Zap’s turn to interrupt, “let’s focus
here.”

“Yes Sir,” was the quick
reply.

“Which theatre did you go
to … and do you still have the ticket stubs, by any
chance?”

“We went to the Parkway,”
the boy said while digging through his pockets, “over on the
east-side … here,” he handed Zap the stubs.

Zap turned the torn pieces in his
fingertips. “Then where?”

“Well, first we stopped at
the arcade, then … “

“Arcade, which arcade?”
Zap questioned.

“The Pennywise, over at
the Bellview Mall. You know, the one named after the the cool clown
in the Stephen King movie.”

Zap turned to look at Ballantine with
a question in his eyes.

Ballantine, reading his boss
perfectly, offered a quick, “No, it’s not the same arcade. Lorraine
Patterson’s date said they were at the Fairfax Playland on the
north side the night she died.

Zap turned back to the boy, “Listen …
I want you to think hard … did she talk to anyone while you were
there?”

“Jeeze mister,” Kenny
seemed miffed, “yes. We talked to everybody while we were there.
Everybody talks to everybody … all the time.”

“Okay then, did she talk
to anyone she normally wouldn’t talk to while you were
there?”

The boy thought for a moment, then he
answered, “No!”

“No? No one at all?” Zap
asked, “no grown-ups maybe? … were there any grown-ups
there?”

“The only grown-ups that
are ever there are the manager, Mr. Barker, and the security guy
that was on duty tonight … Todd is his name … and we talk to them
all the time too.”

“And what is this Todd
fellow’s last name?”

“No clue mister … just
Todd.”

“And then, you came here?”
Zap asked.

“Yeah.”

“And did you talk to
anyone on the way?”

“No, we were in my car …
alone.”

“And did Betty talk to
anyone while you were in here?”

“Just the waitress,
Glinda, that one over there,” he nodded toward one of the girls
standing behind the counter, “when we ordered.”

Zap looked down at his notepad, then
turned to Ballantine again, “Got any questions Chris?”

“Yeah,” he said, stepping
forward. “What time did you pick up Nancy?”

“Around five
forty-five.”

“At her home?”

“Yes.”

“And was she out of your
sight anytime that you can remember … besides here?”

“Just when she used the
bathroom at the theatre.”

“And what about the
arcade?”

“Well, the arcade is
different. Sometimes we play different games, or sometimes she
stands behind me and watches me play … so … I wouldn’t
actually see her
… at times like that.”

Ballantine looked at his
notes, then turned to Zap, “That’s all I got.”

“Okay then Kenny. That’ll
do for now. We’ve got your address if we need to talk to you
again.”

“But,” the young man had a
disappointed look about him, “aren’t you gonna tell me not to leave
town, or anything like that?”

Zap huffed as he stood and stuffed his
pad in his inside jacket pocket.

As they moved toward the now
yellow-taped restroom, Ballantine turned to the youngster and said
in his best monotone detective voice, “Make sure you stay where we
can find you.”

Kenny Dorphner beamed once
again.

 


***

 


The bathroom led nowhere. Prints on
top of prints. It was obvious that the staff wasn’t cleaning the
room as often as they should.

The diner’s security tapes showed no
more than they already knew; Miss Betty Anne Merriman had walked
into the bathroom and then walked out, turning left toward the
exit, rather than right toward her seat. They left forensics to
their job and headed for the arcade.

 


***

 


The huge clown at the top of the
marquee would have been hard for a blind man to miss. The
spike-like blood-stained teeth on the oversized circus miscreant
looked like they could be smelled from a block away. The arcade
manager (and owner) Mr. Terrance Barker looked like he might be a
close relative to the foul creature. Perhaps that’s why the kids
liked him so much.

Barker led the way to the back room
where the security recorders were located. “Where do you guys want
to start,” he asked. “I can go back about two weeks … that’s when
the machine switches back and starts over-writing the first
hard-drive.”

“Two weeks,” Zap marveled,
“we usually get about two, maybe three days at the
most.”

“Yeah, well this is
top-of-the-line equipment here, about fifty terra-bytes of
storage,” he patted the top of the monitor, “and it’s all Hi-Def
too.”

“We need to start about
two hours ago,” Zap answered.

“Okay,” Barker said as he
offered the seat next to him, “if you want to tell me who your
looking for, maybe I can make this go a little faster. I know
almost all the kids that come in here.”

“Her name is Betty
Merriman,” Ballantine answered.

“Ah, Betty Anne. Her boy
friend is Kenny Dorphner. He’s the kid that turned me on to this
system,” he tapped the monitor again.

Zap turned to look at Ballantine. The
young officer was already on the phone. “ … he’s still there?” he
said into his cell, then he looked down at Cesko.

“Have them bring him to
the station … put him in one of the interrogation
rooms.”

“Oh, the kid will love
that,” Ballantine said.

Zap huffed again.

“Here you go, detective,”
Barker said as he hit the hold button, “here’s Betty Anne and Kenny
coming through the door.” He hit the play button.

They watched as the two proceeded
(like Kenny had said) to talk to almost everybody in the room. As
they split up, Barker switched to the appropriate cameras to follow
the girl around the room. They could find nothing out of the
ordinary. No problems with anyone in the room, just normal,
everyday, young people type conversations and horseplay. Then, as
Betty was standing behind Kenny, watching him play, she suddenly
turned one hundred and eighty degrees, seeming to stare at the far
side of the room.

“What’s she looking at?”
Zap queried. “Run it back … stop it just where she turns, then
switch to a camera that can show me who she’s looking
at.”

As they watched, the monitor showed a
wall full of game machines, all being played, with several kids
gathered around and watching each one, but, there was no one
looking back at Betty. She was staring at nothing.

As the video ran on, they watched
Batty turn back around and continue watching Kenny play, as if
nothing had happened.

“What do you make of that,
Ballantine?”

“I don’t know Sir. Maybe,
in all the noise in there, she thought she heard someone call her
name.”

Again Zap huffed.

Barker hit the fast forward button
when it became apparent that there was going to be nothing of
importance on the rest of this hard-drive. They watched the couple
move around the room like a couple jerky Charlie Chaplains then
leave the building. The outside camera, in the parking lot, showed
them climb into Kenny’s Mother’s Lincoln Town Car and
leave.

Ballantine pulled a couple photos from
his folder. “You know these two girls, Mr. Barker?”

“Well, yeah,” he hesitated
as he pulled the pictures closer, “this one’s Lorraine Patterson,
the first girl that was killed. She was sort of a regular in here …
and this one I recognize from the paper. That’s the sheriff
deputy’s daughter, Nancy Caravetis. Never seen her in here
though.”

“The first one, here,” Zap
shoved Lorraine Patterson’s photo back in front of Barker. You said
she was sort of a regular in here? What does that mean?”

“Well, she, like a lot of
the kids, would split their time between my place and
Fairfax Playland, and
the River Arcade and
Put-Put, over at the Riverside
Mall.”

“And how do you know that?
Do you and the other arcade owners share customer lists or
something?”

“No. Don’t have to. Young
Kenny keeps me up to date. He knows who’s playin’ where … what
games they’re playin’ … hell, he even keeps a list of high scores
on his laptop.” He nodded his head with assuredness, “You want to
know anything about the kids in town, and the arcade scene, he’s
the guy to go to.”

“Mr. Barker, I’m gonna
need the hard-drive that this video is stored on,” Zap said as he
stood.

“Yeah, I figured as much.”
Barker punched a couple buttons on his keyboard that brought up the
disc index. After noting the number of the current video, he walked
to the side wall, opened a large pull-out drawer and lifted one of
the hard-drives from the array. “Here you go detective. I like it
back, if possible. They’re a couple-a-hundred a piece.”

Zap said nothing as he turned to
leave.

“Don’t worry Mr. Barker,”
Ballantine said, “if nothing comes of it, I’ll see you get it
back.”

Barker shook his head as the
detectives left.

Once they were out on the sidewalk,
Zap broke into a trot as they headed for the car.

“What’s the hurry Sir?”
Ballantine asked.

“We’ve got nothin’
Ballantine … absolutely nothin’. I figure we can get down to the
River District and help with the search. She’s been missin’ just
over an hour. She could still be alive.”

Ballantine climbed in and buckled up
as Zap floored the accelerator.
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It was three o’clock in the
morning when they got back to the station. Caroline Dorphner
(Kenny’s mother) was waiting in the eight by ten interrogation
room; and she was very unhappy.

“Are you the one
responsible for my son having to sit here all night?” she asked
Ballantine, as he was the one who, unfortunately, entered the room
first.

“No Ma’am, that would be
me,” Zap said, taking the heat off his young partner. Then, before
Mrs. Dorphner could get another word out of her already opened
mouth, he asked very matter-of-factly, “You are?”

“Why … I’m Kenny’s Mother,
and I’ll have you know tha …”

Zap talked over her, “Listen, Ma’am,
we’ve got a missing girl out there somewhere. I’m sure Kenny here,”
he nodded at the boy, “told you all about it. We thought we might
have a chance of finding her if we helped with the search.” He
continued, not giving her a chance to interrupt, “If it was your
boy out there, isn’t that what you’d want us to do?”

The woman’s demeanor changed as she
stared into Zap’s eyes. “Well, yes, I guess … I would. But, I would
have appreciated a phone call, or something. I had to watch my boy
on the eleven o’clock news, being hauled off to jail by two of your
policemen.”

Zap looked at the boy, “Kenny, why
didn’t you call your Mother?”

“They took my cell-phone
mister … took my shoe-laces too,” he said as he held up a lace-less
tennis shoe.

Zap huffed again. He was huffing a lot
lately. He didn’t like to huff … it made him feel like he hadn’t
thought of anything clever to say. Conversation never was his
forte.

“I’m sorry Ma’am. This
shouldn’t have happened. I’ll talk to the Admitting
Sergeant.”

“Well, I would think so,”
she said, her anger somewhat quelled. “Now, can I take my boy
home?” she asked.

“Ma’am,” Zap returned, “I
know it’s late, but, we’ve got a couple things we need to talk to
Kenny about. Please … it won’t take long.”

She thought for a moment, then looked
at Kenny.

“I want to help Mom,” he
pleaded.

She reached behind her legs, pulling
her dress against the back of her thighs and sat back down in her
chair. “Very well then,” and then remembering, “and we’ll need a
ride back to my car. They made Kenny leave it at the arcade. I had
to take a cab to get here.”

“Yes Ma’am,” Zap was quick
to answer, “I’ll have officer Ballantine here drive you.” Then he
turned to the boy, “Kenny, Mr. Barker, over at the arcade told us
that you keep track of who plays what and at what
arcades.”

“Yes Sir, I do. I got
scores and everything. I can even tell you when some of the kids
were playing … and what games they were playing.”

Zap looked puzzled. “How in the world
do you do that?”

“Well,” Kenny said, now
fully in his element, “the three arcades in town, all have the same
games, except for a few old ones that each owner likes to keep
around. About thirty percent of the newer games are connected to
the internet. When you put your token in to play, you log on.
Everybody’s got their own player name and password.”

“And you know everybody’s
name and password?” Zap asked.”

“Well, yeah, sort of,” he
answered with a cringe.

Ballantine could see where this was
going. “Look … Kenny he said softly, “we’re not going to bust you
hacking the arcades. We really need you to answer our questions,”
he bent down and looked the boy in the eyes, “so we can help
Betty.”

“Yeah, Okay, he said,
looking sheepishly at his mother, “I’ve hacked the arcade network.
I can get you whatever you need. All I have to do is … “

The door to the interrogation room
cracked open slightly.

“Cesko, I need to see
you,” the voice said.

As he stepped outside, the sergeant
handed Zap a note from the dispatcher. “She hasn’t called this out
yet. Thought you’d want to hear it first.”

Zap opened the bi-folded piece of
paper. It was a ten-forty-five call.

He thanked the sergeant and stepped
back into the room. “Kenny … Mrs. Dorphner, we have to go. We’ll
run you back to your car.”

“What is it?” Kenny asked,
“have they found Betty?”

“Nah,” Zap said, trying to
sound convincing “this is something else,” then, “listen Kenny,” he
put his hand on the boy’s shoulder, “I’ve got something I’d like
you to do for me.”

“Yeah, sure … anything,”
was the reply.

“You know, it’s against
the law for me to ask you to hack anything, right?”

Kenny nodded.

“Good. Now. having said
that, what I really need, is your list … of who’s playing what …
where they’re playing it, and at what time. Especially the two
deceased girls, and Betty.”

“I can tell you right now
Sir, the second girl, Nancy Caravetis, won’t be on the list. Her
father doesn’t let her near the arcades.”

‘Damn,’ Zap thought to himself. He had
hoped he might have stumbled onto a common thread that bound the
three.

“But,” Kenny interjected,
“she might play some of the big games at home … online. They keep
scores there too … with dates and times … everything.”

“Would all that
information be on her computer?” Ballantine asked.

“No, it would be on the
game-server,” was the boys quick answer.

“That’s gonna take days,”
Ballantine said. “They probably won’t turn over any information
without a search warrant.”

Kenny raised his right hand, his
pointer finger elevated to draw attention, “Get me her computer,”
he said slyly, “I’d be happy to break the law for you.”

“We can’t ask you to do
that Kenny,” Zap said.

“You haven’t Sir. Just get
me her computer. I’ll have your list by … say, ten o’clock tomorrow
morning.”

And, with that, they drove Mrs.
Dorphner and her son back to the Town Car.

 


***

 


“This can’t be right,”
Ballantine said as they pulled into the driveway. He looked around
as he stepped out of the car. They were in a rural neighborhood.
The house in front of them was set back about a hundred yards from
the road. “There’s nothing big enough around here for our killer to
work in.”

Morning twilight was starting to show
in the east as they approached the old two story Victorian. They
were close enough now to see that the windows had been boarded over
a long time ago; some of the windows broken, their glass shards
lying about the veranda that circled the lower floor.

“These old places’ll fool
you Chris,” Zap said as he pulled an old clap-board (that had been
used to bar entry) from the doorway. He turned the handle and with
a push, the door swung open. “They’re a lot bigger on the inside
than they look.”

They cleared the rooms on the first
floor, then headed up the central staircase. Room by room, they
found nothing.

“Maybe this isn’t what we
thought Boss,” Chris said.

“There’s still the
basement. The stairs should be off the kitchen
somewhere.”

 


***

 


The stairwell down to the basement was
long and narrow. As they shone their lights into the abyss, it
became immediately apparent that they were, indeed, in the right
place. The butcher-paper, complete with rough-hewn slot cut down
its middle, covered the doorway at the bottom of the
stairs.

Zap reached under his coat and drew
his Smith & Wesson. Ballantine followed suit with his
revolver.

As he slid through the paper slot, Zap
threw light around the room. It was huge. The entire area under the
house had been hollowed; large, evenly spaced, reinforced concrete
pilings held the floor joists some eight or nine feet above
them.

They immediately followed the now
familiar drawings around the wall until they came to the regal
bedroom. There, on the same makeshift cot, in front of the same
faux four-poster bed, was Betty Anne. Ballantine rushed to her side
and grabbed a wrist in a futile attempt to raise a
pulse.

He drew a quick breath that stuck in
his throat; his body shaking as he saw the gaping slot cut across
the girl’s throat. He drew another breath, deeper this time, then
let it out slowly, his lower lip trembling. “She’s dead Boss,” he
whispered, still staring at the wound, “but she’s still warm.” He
turned to look at Zap, “Christ! we didn’t miss the bastard by more
than half-an-hour. He must have called it in before he left her
side.” He pulled his hand away from Betty’s wrist and wiped it
quickly on the breast of his jacket, as if to rid himself of the
girl’s death. “We’d better glove-up,” he said.

Zap called directly to the morgue. He
didn’t want the call going through the dispatcher this time, and he
didn’t care if Doc Blanchard was next in line for this case or not;
he wanted him here. A call to forensics brought Jeremy Tillig and
his team.

Zap and Ballantine walked the
perimeter of the room while they waited. Again they marveled as it
was clear that the killer had continued to grow more elaborate with
his drawings. There was more color, much more detail, and, this
time, the crime itself seemed to play out in the
artwork.

There, in one scene was
the damsel-in-distress, the back of one hand held to her forehead,
her other hand outstretched to ward off a black night who
approached with sword drawn. The next few panels showed the white
knight as he held his own sword high over the black night’s head.
The third scene was a bloody depiction of the black night; his body
strewn upon the floor of the castle; the white knight pulling his
Excalibur from the bowels of the foul, dark creature. There was,
however, no drawing that showed the death of Betty Anne
Merriman.

As they stared at the death of the
black night, the forensics team showed up.

“Hey Zap,” Jeremy asked as
he walked in through the paper covered door, “déjà-vu,
‘ey?”

“Yeah,” he answered,
“unfortunately,” then, “body’s over here.”

“I could have guessed,”
Tillig said as as he crossed the room, “It’s always in this corner,
in the bid bedroom.” He paused as he looked around, “wonder what
this guy finds so appealing about this medieval scene?” As he
turned back toward Zap, he asked, “You saw the sword,
right?”

“No!” Zap
answered.

“It would have been easy
to miss. I just happened to shine my light on it when I came in …
it’s to the right of the door, over in the far corner.”

Zap and Ballantine made their way
across the castle floor as Tillig’s crew, and then the techs with
the generator and lights, carefully pushed their way through the
paper doorway. There, in the darkness, was the sword, this time,
instead of lying on the floor, it was leaning against the wall,
handle down, its point aimed at a vignette on the
butcher-paper.

“Jesus, Ballantine,” Zap
said as he leaned in, his light playing on two figures, who seemed
out of character with the rest of the ancient scene, “these guys
don’t belong here.”

The figures, each about three feet
tall, wore modern clothing; suits, with ties. And across the back
of each was a four digit number.

“Oh Christ,” Ballantine
shivered as he blurted the words, “that’s my badge
number.”

Zap said nothing as he realized the
number on the other, was indeed, his.

Ballantine’s figure was pointing; his
index finger aimed at a spot along the wall. As they moved their
light discs in the pointed direction, there, in great detail, was a
drawing of a medieval royal-notice. It was written on parchment and
held to the wall with one large, incredibly detailed nail. It
read;

HEAR YEE HEAR YEE HEAR YEE

TOO ALL THOSE WHO THINK SIR KOLWYN
FOOLISH ENOUGH TO USE

THE SAME VENUE A THIRD CONSECUTIVE
TIME; LET THIS MAIDEN’S

DEATH SERVE TO PROVE YOU
WRONG

“Sir Kolwyn?” Ballantine
voiced his words as a puzzlement.

“Mean something to you
Ballantine?”

“Huh?” Ballantine said,
his mind coming back from somewhere else, then, “uh, no … well …
maybe. Kind of an unusual name.” He paused. “I can’t place it, but
I’m almost certain I’ve heard it somewhere before.”

A rustle of paper announced Doc
Blanchard as he sidled through the door.

Take a look at this Doc,” Zap offered
as the M.E. stepped up behind them.

“Ah,” he said, “the killer
speaks. Serial killers often do. Now, he’s gonna make a game of
it.” He shook his head, “When I worked in Chicago, we had one there
that did the same thing. Tried to play the department for
fools.”

“How’d that work out?” Zap
questioned.

“Not good,” the doctor
shook his head again. “Oh! We got him all right … but not ‘til he’d
killed seven girls.”

They all stared at the notice for a
moment before leading the M.E. to the body.

Again, like the first two, the doctor
was certain she’d had consensual sex, and later, he would find
pubic hairs (three this time) on the body. The sword had Betty’s
finger and lip prints in the same spots as before, and once more, a
single white rose lay under her folded hands, high on her
chest.

Bugliosi, and Ballantine’s partner,
Martin Cramer, slid through the door as the techs turned on the
light array. Everyone stopped what they were doing, and again
turned a slow three-sixty, gazing quietly in amazement. The killer
was getting much more elaborate. It could even be seen as the
panels progressed around the room. With little study it was obvious
where he started this mural, and which panel was the last to be
painted. The contrast between the two, now side-by-side, was
remarkable. He was leaving less blank space now; embellishing each
item, refining each shadow, personalizing each portrait.

In several places around the room, Zap
and Ballantine found their likenesses displayed again. One drawing
showed them standing in front of the Pennywise arcade (the menacing
clown’s mouth open wide over their heads, as if trying to eat
them). Another showed them at the second warehouse, each of them
with an arm around the hugely portrayed, and obviously distressed,
Deputy Stenhouse. And finally, a third drawing showed Zap and
Ballantine standing in front of this very house, while a dark
figure, hunched over on tip-toes, could be seen sneaking out of the
back door.

“This guy really thinks
he’s in control, doesn’t he?” Ballantine voiced.

“Yeah,” Zap answered, “and
right now, he is.”
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It took nearly a half-hour
for Mrs. Dorphner and her son Kenny to pull themselves together.
Every time Zap thought they had finished crying, one would start
again and then the other would follow.

‘Understandable,’
Zap thought. ‘They had,
after all, known the girl all her life.’

Kenny had dated her for the last year,
and during that time the family bond had grown even greater. Mrs.
Dorphner considered her the daughter she never had, and hoped
someday that she would bear her grandchildren. Kenny, however, was
on a slow road in that direction. Doc Blanchard would confirm
latter that, until the night of her murder, Betty Anne Merriman was
most certainly with hymen-intactus.

Zap laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder.
“Listen, Kenny,” we can do this later, if you like.”

“No!” he said while
rubbing hard at his eyes with both hands. “No,” he reiterated as he
stood, “I’ve got everything you need.” Another tear slowly made its
way down his cheek. “Come up to my room,” he voiced with purpose as
he turned and stepped out.

Zap’s gaze moved slowly around the
boys bedroom as he took in the seemingly endless stacks of
electronic equipment. The place looked like a Norad control center
hidden away somewhere under the Rocky Mountains deep under
Colorado.

As Mrs. Dorphner followed them into
the room, she read Zap’s first question from his amazed
expression.

“Harold … my husband,” she
said, “he died almost two years ago. He was an insurance salesman.
Left enough to take care of us for the rest of our lives. Kenny’s
got a trust fund put away for college, and, since Harold always
encouraged Kenny’s work with computers … well … I let him buy a few
things, now and then.”

Kenny turned from his printer and
handed Zap three sheets of single sided printout.

“What am I looking at,
Kenny,” he said as he shuffled through each page.

“That’s a list of the
on-line PC games that Nancy Caravetis plays. The list starts about
four months ago. There’s six games she played regularly, but, as
you can see,” he pointed to what was now the top page in Zap’s
hands, “page three is cross referenced with Lorraine Patterson and
Betty’s gaming habits. There is one game that stands out from all
the rest.”

“Marble Halls?” Ballantine
said while looking over Zap’s shoulder.

“Yeah, that’s the one.
They play it almost ten times as often as any other.” He paused,
thinking, then, “I never realized Betty was into it that much.” He
tried to swallow, but his throat closed abruptly. As his eyes
teared, his Mother stood.

“If you’ve got what you
need detectives, can we call it a day? At least, for
now?”

“Please, Mrs. Dorphner …
one more question, if I might.”

She looked at her son, and Kenny
nodded in the affirmative.

“Okay,” she said, “okay,
but then, we need some time alone.”

Zap nodded, then, turning
the paperwork toward the boy, “Kenny, how do we know that these
names on this sheet, are
the girls in question. I mean, this ones
says ‘Precious Kitty’, and this one is ‘Shy
Princess’?”

“The last page,” Kenny
answered, “remember, I hacked the site … completely. On the last
page you’ll find their account information, their real names and
avatar names, and,” he hesitated, “and their credit card
information.” He looked up at Zap with pleading eyes, “I’m sorry,
Sir, I didn’t have a choice. In order to get the information you
needed, I had to take the whole dump.”

Zap threw a quick glance at the last
page then quickly held it against his chest. “Don’t worry Kenny.
Nobody will know but us, and anyway,” he smiled, “you’re workin’
for us, sort of.”

Kenny nodded, his eyes showing the
pain and long hours of the last day.

As they stood to leave, Kenny offered,
“Please, let me know if I can help again.”

“Thanks Kenny,” Zap said,
“we will.” Then, before turning a final time, “You’ve been a great
help already.”

The boy tried to smile.

 


***

 


As Zap started the car and hung a
u-turn, Ballantine asked, “You’re headed to the Pennywise Arcade,
aren’t you?”

Zap threw a quick glance at the young
man. “What makes you think that?”

“Well,” he answered with a
confidence that had been building since the first time the two had
met, “the way I figure it … we need the rest of Mr. Barker’s
hard-drives. Somewhere … in all that video, is gonna be something
that’ll lead us to the killer. There’s got to be someone there who
talked to both girls … someone who doesn’t fit … someone who’s not
supposed to be there.”

Zap huffed a pleasurable little huff,
then, “Get on your cell. Call Detective Bugliosi and tell him to
get over to the other two arcades and collect every tape, disc, or
hard-drive they’ve got.” He paused with a quick stare at Chris,
“You’re right … our killer has got to be there, on those videos,
somewhere.”

 


***

 


Mr. Barker wasn’t
happy. ‘It was Sunday,’
he said. ‘Where am I
gonna get another hard-drive on such short notice,’
he complained. ‘My
lawyer says I should always have the recorder runnin,’
was his final lament.
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