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CHAPTER ONE

. She lay on her back, nude in the bright lights. Unmoving, her eyes closed, she waited for whatever was in store for her. At this point, she had no other choice but to wait and submit. A large bead of sweat slid from his forehead and dropped onto the marble-like breast of the naked young woman. Leaning closer, he admired the symmetry and beauty of the firm mound as the small drop of moisture bumped the erect nipple and ran in a crooked stream down the breast and onto the white skin of her chest. Blazing white light filled the closed, windowless space. Fine blonde hairs stood out on the skin between her breasts. Traveling downward and becoming thicker, but not darker, they pointed toward the slight swell of her stomach. The frigid air pouring from the overhead vent was not cold enough to keep him from soaking the beautiful young woman in his sweat. Wiping his forehead with latex covered hands; he smeared the salty liquid into his eyes. Shaking his head in a futile effort to clear his burning vision, he realized he must stop for a moment and get a cloth to dry his face. This was far too important a moment to spoil through unnecessary haste.

Finding a clean white cloth on the stainless steel table, he blotted his forehead and dried his eyes. Tossing the cloth across his shoulder, he moved back toward the completely exposed body that so captivated his attention. His left thumb and forefinger traced a path from her navel up between the swell of her breasts, disturbing the natural lie of the fine blonde hair he had admired moments earlier and then continued upward to the top of her chest. Stopping, the thumb and forefinger pressed gently into the flesh and then pulled slightly apart. The pale skin was drawn tight as a drumhead. He was always amused when reaching this point. One part of him wanted to proceed as quickly as possible while another part of him couldn’t bear to spoil the alabaster field of soft flesh lying before him. 

Light danced on the scalpel as it glided through the skin as easily as the beak of a bird skimming the surface of a lake while fishing. The tip of the instrument reached only millimeters into the body but the skin and muscle retreated from the razor edge like ice melting away from a hot iron. Downward it traveled between the firm breasts, across the solarplexis and into the smooth belly that lay below. Stopping his hand only when the blade reached the beginnings of her pubic hair, he stood still as a statue, hypnotized by his work. It never failed to amaze him when he made such a terrible cut and only small drops of blood rose to the surface to mar the pristine skin of the body. Shaking off the mesmerizing sight of the gaping wound, he reached up to the top of the chest again and swiftly completed the “Y” incision from the top of each shoulder to the center of the chest. She didn’t move or flinch when he made the awesome cuts. It seemed they never did, he thought. He supposed it was because they were already dead when he started this part of the process.

Now, the hard work, and the real fun, could begin.

***


“I’ve seen everything, Kid. Don’t let looking at a dead body upset you.” Carver told the rookie. “It’s something you got to get used to if you intend to be a cop.” Leaning slightly to the left, Carver ripped out a loud, bubbly fart before lighting his tenth cigarette of the hour.


Squirming on the hot vinyl seat of the un-air conditioned car; the rookie patrolman stuck his head out of the window in an effort to find some small relief from the sweltering interior of the car and the residue of his overweight partner’s burrito lunch. He was grateful for the breeze blowing by the rapidly moving car. Carver might be old and fat, but he knew how to maneuver a squad car through Dallas rush hour traffic. Especially when he was on his way to introduce a rookie to the joys of the sights, smells and sounds of a decomposing body in the mid-summer Texas heat.


The radio call from an obviously bored dispatcher had provided little other than the bare facts. Two fishermen had stumbled upon a rapidly decomposing body, partially hidden, in some weeds on the bank of the Trinity River near downtown Dallas. The body appeared to be that of a woman, but given the state of decomposition, even that was a guess. Carver was amazed at how often bodies were discovered rotting in the sun is such close proximity to the gleaming skyscrapers of Big D. It must be some sort of comment on our rushed and uncaring lifestyle, he thought, people just don’t take the time to see anymore.  He was convinced most people nowadays just ignored others, especially other people in trouble.


“Turn up the radio, Kid” Carver instructed the rookie. “One of those prima-donna detectives might be trying to call us. Lord knows they hate to get their shoes dusty or their white shirts sweaty, but they got no choice on a deal like this. They got to come out and at least look at the body.” For the hundredth time since being stuck, or blessed, with Carver as his training officer, the Kid, as Carver called him was astonished at how badly Carver could mangle the English language. Sneaking a sideways look at Carver he watched the older cop pat his stomach and then run a gnarled black hand through his thinning, wiry gray hair. Sweat beaded up on Carver’s ebony brow; wiping it away, he rolled a Cool cigarette from one side of his mouth to the other. The rookie admired Carver’s calm demeanor, which made him all the more apprehensive as to how he would react to seeing his first dead body. He was determined to stand up to whatever might come. To do less would doom him as too soft among the officers in the unsympathetic ranks of the patrol division.


“Is the smell as bad as they say?” the rookie asked timidly. “I hear you can’t ever get it out of your clothes.”


“Naw, that’s bullshit” Carver shot back. “Usually the smell will wash out after four or five tries. Until then, jest’ don’t wear that uniform around your girlfriend. Not unless she’s one of them strange negropheliacs that likes to screw dead people” He watched the rookie with interest as the squad car slowed and bumped over a curb, then started down the dirt levee toward the riverbank. The rookie didn’t even bother to tell Carver that the correct term was necrophiliac. He knew it wouldn’t do any good anyway. The old patrolman used words that suited him. Not necessarily the proper words, but in his own convoluted syntax, certainly adequate to the task of getting his meaning across. 

Two old African-American men stood about thirty yards from the water’s edge holding cane fishing poles and looking very uncomfortable at the approach of the police car. Further down the bank was a cluster of firemen and ambulance attendants.


Carver snorted and said, “I see the EET has arrived on the scene.”

Curious, the rookie asked, “What’s the EET?”


“Evidence Eradication Team” Carver shot back with a laugh. “Better known as the fire department. If that corpse isn’t skeletonized I’ll bet one of those hosers tried to give it mouth-to-mouth. They screw up more evidence than a hard rainstorm. Ya see Kid, firemen wanna be cops but don’t have the balls, so they hang around the edge of a crime scene hoping to get their picture in the paper.” 


Pulling up to the two old men Carver asked, “Where’s the stiff?” Neither man spoke, but the older of the two pointed toward where the firemen were congregated. “Thanks Pop, you two stay here so the Dicks can talk to ya, ok?” Both men nodded their heads in assent, but continued to look uncomfortable. Carver eased the car down the bumpy riverbank until he was almost upon the ring of firemen. The pungent aroma of decaying flesh caught in his nostrils, causing them to flare. Sneaking a look at the rookie, Carver saw fear and revulsion growing on the kid’s face as he too caught a whiff of the disgusting and overpowering smell.


“You ok Kid? Don’t let these wannabes see you getting sick. You hear?”


“Don’t worry about me Carver. I won’t embarrass you.”


“Alright Kid, let’s mark off the crime scene before these big shoed cookie-crunchers screw up all the evidence. You get that crime scene tape out of the trunk and I’ll try to flush these gawkers out of here.”

 Opening the driver’s door and squirming to free his considerable girth from the car, Carver looked over to the firemen and said  “Hey! Hosers, if you’re through trampling the crime scene why don’t you move back up the levee and wait for Channel 9 to show up?” The firemen sneered at Carver and one of the braver among them gave him the finger. They did, however, do as he instructed. His reputation as a hater of all firemen preceded him. 


Now that the interfering amateurs had been relegated to the proper side of the crime scene tape, Carver strolled over to the tall weeds that hid the decomposing body. The rookie was busy stringing crime scene tape and staying as far away from the source of the smell as he possibly could. Watching with great interest, the rookie saw Carver wade through the tall weeds, stop and bend over slightly. It seemed that he was peering intently at something on the ground. Suddenly, a swarm of green flies buzzed up from the weeds and covered Carver. The old cop whirled and stormed away from where the body lay; swatting at the flies that had become entangled in his curly hair. Vomit began to geyser from his mouth before he made three or four steps. Coughing and choking, he finally bent over and spilled the contents of his stomach.


“Carver, do you need my help?” The rookie didn’t want to go anywhere near Carver or the body, but he knew he had better ask or he would pay for the oversight later.


“Shit no Kid. It’s just that burrito I had for lunch. The damn thing must have been bad. You stay up there and I’ll come to you.” For all his bravado and false courage, Carver saw no reason to expose another human being to what he had just seen. Let the detectives and the ghouls from the medical examiners office deal with this melting horror and its buzzing, flying scavengers. Trudging back up the slope of the levee wiping his face with a clean handkerchief Carver issued a stern warning to the rookie. “If you say anything about me blowing beets out here I’ll see to it that you spend your entire career as a guard at the shit treatment plant in West Dallas, you hear me boy?”


“I didn’t see anything.” Came the quick reply. The rookie knew he was in a precarious position. To have something embarrassing on your training officer could be a two-edged sword. It would garner gratitude if handled properly or end your career if mis-handled. “Hell Carver, I got sick last time I had one of those Little Mexico cart burritos, remember? I told you those guys use cats and dogs to make the damn things, didn’t I?” Judging from the look of relief on Carvers face, the rookie knew he had made the right choice.


“Let’s move the car back up the hill a ways and wait for the detectives. Soon as they get here we can write our report and get the hell out of here.” Carver wanted nothing more to do with the carnage he had see lying in the weeds. There were some things a human being just shouldn’t have to see. What he had seen in those weeds was at the top of that list. 

***


While Carver was failing miserably in his attempt to administer a lesson in human decomposition to his rookie and thereby toughen him for future encounters with death, Commander Foster was storming around the offices of the Homicide Division doing what he usually did, creating havoc, causing problems, and contributing nothing. He had it down to an art form. In the world of useless, infantile bureaucrats, Foster was the unchallenged master.


“Where in the hell are Rader and Davis? I told them to get to that Trinity River crime scene an hour ago. Has anyone seen them? Damn!” Chuckling under their collective breaths, the remaining detectives waited to see the show. Foster would usually ask an asinine question such as he had just done and when he received no answer he would twist off into a snit of scratching his face and picking at his crusty knuckles. “Pickin and Flickin” was what the detectives called it. Scott Rader and Rafe Davis could send Foster into fits of “pickin and flickin” faster than anyone else. This was their art form and their fellow detectives savored a masterful performance such as was now brewing. 


Rader and Davis were an unlikely pair, yet they solved more homicides than any other team of detectives in the Dallas Police Department. Scott Rader was a Catholic Yankee from northern Illinois transplanted to Texas during the bust of the rust belt in the early 1980’s. He was a former Army Green Beret and a marathon runner. You would never guess either if you judged him solely on his semi-rotund appearance. Once you saw him in action, you would never doubt either. Davis, on the other hand, was a Jack Mormon westerner from the mountains of Utah who had drifted into Texas after a stint in the Army as an Airborne Ranger. Rangy and slim with wide shoulders, his icy-blue eyes gave notice that under his crooked smile and friendly demeanor lurked a temper that would explode into violence if pushed too far.  Their unorthodox investigative methods and irreverent manners created ulcers for Foster, a condition that delighted them no end.


“Hey Skipper, you looking for us?” Rader asked as he exited the men’s room attached to the bullpen where the detectives worked. Innocent wide eyes couldn’t hide the mirth boiling up behind the innocent act. The sight of the detective turned Foster’s face deep purple as strangling sounds escaped his mouth. His right hand flew to his face and he began to dig at the cheek with his index finger. Detectives started to quietly and quickly place bets on how long it would take for him to bring blood to the surface. His frustration finally broke and he was able to speak. Spittle flying from his lips, he screeched, “Why are you still here? Where is that asshole partner of yours? I told the Deputy Chief I would have a report for him by now. Argggggh!” 


Maintaining his exterior calm, Rader replied, “Jeez Skipper, Rafe has the diarrhea and I couldn’t let him sit in that bathroom all alone so I’ve been keeping him company. Don’t worry; we’ll get to the body. Hell, I’ve never had one get up and walk off yet.”


“Get Davis and get out to that crime scene now before I suspend both of you. Move!” A small trickle of blood began to flow down Foster’s cheek and detectives began settling up bets. “Why are you still standing here?” Of course, Rader was stalling for as long as he could. That was part of the game. Foster’s next move would be to start picking at dry spots on his knuckles. Small showers of skin would fly as he worked himself into a fit of “flickin and pickin.” 


“Guys. Don’t go in there for an hour or two. It smells worse that a decomposing Democrat in the second stall.” Rafe Davis warned as he sauntered from the bathroom, run down boot heels clicking on the hard floor, stuffing a copy of Western Log Cabins magazine under his arm. His entry was timed to see just how badly he could aggravate the commander. “Hey Skipper, you got something for us?” he deadpanned. “Scott said something about another Trinity River body while we were visiting.”


Hands shaking and his right arm outstretched, Foster pointed at his watched and almost screamed, “ Do you know what time it is? Do you? Well?”


“Damn Skipper,” answered Davis “I wish I had nothing better to do than keep up with the time, but Scott and I have a body to look at. Is your watch broke?” With that, the two detectives walked slowly from the room toward the underground garage where their standard issue plain car waited. Behind them, Commander Foster had worked his knuckle down to a dry, spotty flake factory. Smiling, the detectives gave each other a high five and then turned their minds to the serious business of a homicide investigation.

***


The Mayor’s office was abuzz with the news of the latest body. This new one would bring the total to six. So far, the police department and the politicians had been successful in keeping the news media from connecting the murders. No one wanted the community to think there was a serial killer at work near downtown Dallas. It was bad for business. Especially if the more gory details of the murders were to leak.

“Get the Chief in here as soon as you can. I need to know what steps he is taking to contain this situation.” Mayor Reeves instructed his Deputy Mayor. “Find out who’s working this case. If they’re not using the two detectives who solved the Mockingbird murders last year, have them assigned to the case. I want all these cases consolidated under one set of investigators. It’s easier to control rumors that way.” The Mayor was talking about Rader and Davis. They had solved a high profile, big money murder case last year and saved the Mayor from political disaster when his best friend had been initially charged with the murders. Rader and Davis had continued to dig through the evidence of the murders even though they were not assigned to the case and had proven a hired gardener, and not the Mayor’s friend was responsible for the murders. The gardener had died in a hail of gunfire when he resisted arrest and pointed a pistol at one of the arresting officers. The case had ruffled more than a few feathers in the police department. The unwritten rule said you didn’t meddle in someone else’s case unless you were invited to do so. But, the Mayor thought the two hung the moon, so as long as he remained in office, they were safe.

“I see you’re still nosing around in police department business, Jim.” The police chief said as he entered the office. “Since when are you assigning detectives to cases?”

“Don’t get your panties in a wad J.B. I just want to make sure we contain this thing so your folks can clear these cases before our friends in the media turn it into a circus” Leaning back in his chair and changing subjects quickly, Mayor Reeves asked sharply, “ Is this one as bad as the others?”

“I don’t know yet, but I suspect it will be the same. From initial reports it seems to be a female found in fairly close proximity to the others. As soon as Rader and Davis get on the scene I can answer your other questions.” J.B. Green had been the Chief of Police in Dallas for several years now. He was politically astute enough to realize that his tenure in office depended upon the good will of those who supported him on the city council and in the mayor’s office. He might rag the mayor a little about getting into the police department’s business, but he would follow whatever instructions he was given.  “By the way, I agree with your suggestion. I have already assigned Rader and Davis to all of the Trinity River cases. Once I get them pointed in the right direction it shouldn’t take long to put a stop to all this.”

“You had better hope so J.B., we have a international conference scheduled in October. I would hate to lose it because of a serial killer scare. You get my drift?”


Chief Green didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. He understood all too clearly the cost of failure. Looking directly into the mayor’s eyes, he merely nodded his assent and understanding.

***

Arriving at the crime scene, Rader and Davis looked for the responding officers. Carver and his rookie were standing upwind of the body, keeping the fire department and other rubberneckers at a distance. Strangely, no media was on the scene yet. Either the word had not gotten out or the reporters were all drunk early today. Either way was a boon for the detectives. 

“Hey, psycho boys. How’d you get lucky enough to catch this one?” Carver asked in a good-natured manner as the detectives approached. Turning to his rookie, Carver continued. “Kid, see these two guys? They are probably the only two Dicks in the department worth a damn.”

“Aw Carver, that’s sweet of you.” Davis responded, “remember though, I don’t swing that way if you’re buttering me up for a date.” 

Grinning, Carver filled them in on what had happened so far. In a staccato manner that belied his heavy, slow look he reeled off the usual litany of details. “We called Crime Scene and the Medical Exterminators Office. The ghouls should love this one. We flushed the cookie-crunchers off the scene and your two witnesses are standing over there waiting for you.” Carver motioned toward the two elderly black men waiting in the shade of a small tree.

The rookie was once again confused, looked at the detectives and asked. “ The Medical Exterminators Office?”


“Don’t ask Kid.” Was the reply from Rader. “Some things you don’t wanna know.” Going on he said, “Good job Carver. How bad is the body? Do we need an airpack?”


“Hell, I’d recommend a space suit with this one.” Carver replied, “She looks like a gutted deer. Her face is skinned and her body looks like a flesh canoe. The bugs and flies are almost too much. The only way you can tell she is a girl is by what’s left of her tits.” Carver shuddered, remembering the swarm of green flies. Rader and Davis exchanged knowing looks. This would make six bodies that had been gutted and had their faces skinned. The eyes were always missing and there was never any trace evidence at the scene. It was obvious the victims had been killed somewhere else and dumped on the riverbank. The lack of blood at the scene said as much.  They surmised it would take at least two people to move the bodies to the where they were found. This fact alone gave the detectives hope. There was an old saying among police officers, “two people can keep a secret so long as one of them is dead.” If they could catch one of the people involved, he or she would surely rat on the other one. It always happened.


“Call the Deputy Chief and fill him in. I’ll take a look at the stiff before the ghouls arrive. There might be some evidence left the firemen didn’t trample. Holler at me when the crime scene techs get here.” Davis knew this would be the best course of action. He still remembered the day he had locked Rader in a garage with a terribly decomposed suicide victim. The body had not been a pretty sight and even the bluebottle flies were struggling to get out of the garage, buzzing and banging into windows in their desperate effort to escape the heat and the stench. Davis had been training Rader and on a whim sent him in through the front of the house to open the garage door. It only followed naturally that he would jam the garage door so Rader couldn’t open it from the inside. It was a classic cop joke and had progressed well until Rader’s choking sounds almost caused Davis to vomit. Only then did he release the rookie detective from the charnel house smells, back away, and try very hard to look innocent. After that day the two became fast friends. Rader was able to appreciate the graveyard humor of the situation. Still, he looked for every opportunity to repay Davis for the joke. Their bent sense of humor seemed to dovetail and their love for solving crime was as equally intense as was their mutual distrust and disgust for their worthless commander.  

Moving slowly and sniffing the air like an allergy-ridden bloodhound, Davis circled the body taking in every detail of the slaughtered remains of what had once been a human. Flies droned through the hot air and white maggots squirmed in the empty organ cavities of the corpse. Memories of the other crime scenes flooded in on him. “Yep” he thought, “this is the same guy, or guys.” The remains of the body lay exactly as the others had been found. The killer was either a raving lunatic or a methodical vivisectionist. Either way, he scared the shit out of Rafe Davis. This was pure evil, evil without a purpose, the worst kind of evil. If the public became aware of the nature of these murders, there would be mass panic in Dallas. So far, the detectives had been able to hide the more gory details of the murders from the press, but their luck couldn’t hold forever. Sooner or later, one of the sharper reporters would put it all together and break the story in bold headlines. 

Kneeling near the feet of the corpse, Rafe held his breath and peered closely at the soles of the feet. Decomposition had ruined most of the skin, but clinging to the left heel were small black smudges. Jackpot! These smudges had shown up on all the victims thus far.

 “Carver! Make sure the ghouls bag these feet before they move her.” Rafe shouted up the hill.

“Sure thing Sherlock.” Shot back Carver.

Returning to the clump of cops and firemen gathered at the top of the levee, Rafe saw Scott interviewing the two old black men. Carver was talking to the newly arrived field agent from the medical examiners office, giving unneeded instructions on how to prepare the body for transport. The crime scene techs stood idly by waiting for Rafe’s permission to start their search.  

“Ok people, let’s get this show on the road.” Rafe shouted. “Get the search started and make sure you shoot enough pictures. Scott! Let Carver and his rookie take those witnesses down to the office. You firemen can go back to watching television."   

Firemen began loading up on trucks and ambulances. Some took the time to shout insults at Rafe; others just gave him the finger as they left. The medical examiner’s field agent, John Nell, had seen this scene played out many times before. He knew the outward show of animosity was actually just friendly banter and was used to ease the tensions of seeing horrific sights such as this slaughtered body. There was great respect between the fire and police services, but either would die before admitting to admiration of the other.

“John” Rafe asked, indicating Scott and himself, “do you need anything else from us? If not, we’ll leave this to you. Call me at the office when you have the autopsy time and we will meet you there, ok?”

“No problem Rafe, it’s all under control here. We’ll have the body out as soon as your crime scene people finish. I’ll call when I get back to the office.

“Thanks John.” Davis knew John would do better without the detectives hanging over his shoulder, but was also secretly happy to get away from the disturbing crime scene. “Load up Scott. We gotta go brief our fearless leader. Did you call the Deputy Chief?”


“Yep, I called him while you were looking at the body.”

Driving away from the levee Scott broke from his usual joviality and gave Rafe a morose look. “You realize were fucked if we don’t catch this guy real soon, dontcha? This shit is getting serious Rafe; we gotta stop this asshole before he kills someone else. I don’t care how hard the Mayor tries, someone is going to tie these cases together real soon and then the fecal matter is going to hit the oscillating blades at high speed.” Rader had a penchant for taking common sayings and turning them into tongue twisters.

“Stay frosty Scott. We’ll catch him. Don’t we always get our man?” Rafe tried to reassure his partner even though doubts were beginning to creep in on him also. Scott was right; this shit was getting serious.

