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 Vol. 3: Cold Cases

 The Zodiac Killer

 The Cipher, the Letters, and the Hunt for America's Most Elusive Serial Killer

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"I like killing people because it is so much fun."

 — The Zodiac Killer, decoded Z408 cipher, August 1969



Chapter One
 The Lovers' Lane

 The road ran east out of Benicia toward the reservoir, a narrow strip of blacktop cutting through empty hills the colour of dead grass. Lake Herman Road. In the daytime it was unremarkable — cattle fences, scrub oak, the occasional pickup kicking up dust on its way to somewhere more interesting. But at night it belonged to teenagers. They came in pairs, in borrowed cars, to park in the gravel turnouts where the road curved past the Benicia Water District pumping station, and they did what teenagers have always done in dark places far from their parents.

On the night of December 20, 1968, the temperature had dropped into the low thirties. A cold front had pushed down from the north, and the hills around Vallejo were wrapped in a damp, penetrating chill that made the car windows fog from the inside. It was a Friday, five days before Christmas, and David Faraday had borrowed his mother's Rambler station wagon for his first date with Betty Lou Jensen.

He was seventeen. She was sixteen. He was a senior at Vallejo High School, an Eagle Scout, the son of a dentist — the kind of boy whose yearbook photograph would show a clean jaw and an open, trustworthy face. She was a junior at Hogan High, quiet and studious, the daughter of an engineer. They had attended a Christmas concert at her school earlier that evening, then stopped at a local restaurant, and finally driven out to Lake Herman Road because that was what you did in Vallejo in 1968 when you were seventeen and the night was young and the world had not yet taught you to be afraid of the dark.

They parked in the turnout near the pumping station later that evening. The gravel lot was familiar territory — half the teenagers in Solano County had steamed up windows here at one time or another. The road was quiet. A few other cars passed during the evening, their headlights sweeping across the Rambler and moving on. David and Betty Lou talked. The radio played. The windows fogged.

Later that night, a car pulled into the turnout and stopped alongside the Rambler. What happened in the next minute would be reconstructed from physical evidence, because neither of the two people who could have described it would survive to tell the story clearly. The attacker opened fire with a .22 calibre semiautomatic pistol. Scrambling in terror, David Faraday and Betty Lou Jensen were killed.

Detective Sergeant Les Lundblad caught the case. He worked it hard. He canvassed the area, interviewed the couple's friends and families, checked for jilted boyfriends and grudges and debts. He found nothing. No motive, no suspect, no witness who had seen the shooter's face or the shooter's car. The murders on Lake Herman Road looked like what they were — a random act of extraordinary violence committed against two people who had done nothing more dangerous than park on a dark road on a cold night.

Lundblad filed his reports and kept the case open. The holidays came and went. Vallejo went on with its business. The local newspapers ran the story and then moved on to other things, because in a working-class city of seventy thousand people there were always other things, and because a double murder on a lovers' lane, while terrible, was not the sort of crime that made people lock their doors at night.

Six months passed. The case went cold. The investigation stalled. And then, on the night of the Fourth of July, the killer came back.

 [image: David Faraday and Betty Lou Jensen, 1968]David Faraday and Betty Lou Jensen — the first confirmed victims of the Zodiac Killer. They were shot on Lake Herman Road, Solano County, on December 20, 1968. Faraday was 17, Jensen was 16.
 

Chapter Two
 Fourth of July

 Darlene Ferrin was twenty-two years old and she was afraid of someone.

In the weeks before her death, friends and co-workers at Terry's Restaurant in Vallejo noticed a change in her. She was jumpy. She checked the mirrors when she drove. She told at least one friend that a man had been following her — watching her from a car, appearing at places she went, standing across the street from her house at night. She did not name him, or if she did, the name did not survive into the official record.

Darlene was vivacious, social, perpetually in motion. She waitressed, she painted, she knew everybody in Vallejo or gave the impression of knowing everybody. She was a mother — her daughter Deena was still a toddler — and she was navigating the complicated territory of a young woman with a child and a marriage that was already fraying at the edges. She attracted attention without trying. She attracted it from the wrong people without knowing it.

On the night of July 4, 1969, Darlene picked up Michael Mageau. Mageau was nineteen, a friend or boyfriend depending on who you asked, young and nervous and along for the ride. They had been at a party. The fireworks were over. It was close to midnight and the streets of Vallejo were emptying out. Darlene drove her Corvair to Blue Rock Springs Park, a public park on Columbus Parkway about two miles from where David Faraday and Betty Lou Jensen had been killed six and a half months earlier.

They parked in the lot. The park was dark. A few other cars were scattered around the lot, their occupants invisible behind fogged glass. Around midnight another car pulled in, left, then returned minutes later, parking behind and slightly to the right of the Corvair.

A man got out. He carried a powerful flashlight. The beam hit Mageau full in the face, blinding him.

The man opened fire through the passenger-side window without saying a word.

The weapon was a 9mm handgun. The shooter fired into the Corvair, hitting Mageau in the jaw, shoulder, and leg. Darlene was hit several times. Then the man walked away, got in his car, and drove off.

Darlene Ferrin died. Michael Mageau survived — barely, and with injuries that would mark the rest of his life.

Less than an hour later, the phone rang at the Vallejo Police Department. The voice on the other end was calm, measured, almost mechanical — a man speaking without inflection or emotion, as though he were reading the weather forecast.

"I want to report a double murder. If you will go one mile east on Columbus Parkway to the public park, you will find kids in a brown car. They were shot with a nine-millimetre Luger. I also killed those kids last year. Good-bye."

The phone was left dangling from the cord. The call was traced to a gas station pay phone in Vallejo. By the time a patrol car arrived, the caller was gone.

I also killed those kids last year.

With that single sentence, two separate homicide investigations — the Lake Herman Road murders handled by Solano County and the Blue Rock Springs shooting handled by Vallejo PD — became one case. And the case had just become something far worse than two unconnected acts of violence. It had become a series.

Detective Sergeant Jack Mulanax took the lead for Vallejo. He was a solid, methodical investigator who understood that the phone call changed everything. This was not a crime of passion or a robbery gone wrong. This was someone who killed strangers, called the police to claim credit, and had now done it twice.

Mageau, recovering in the hospital, gave a description of the shooter: a stocky white male, approximately five-foot-eight, around 195 to 200 pounds, with a large face and curly or wavy light brown hair. He had been wearing a blue or dark windbreaker jacket. It was not much, but it was more than Lake Herman Road had given them, which was nothing at all.

For twenty-six days, the investigation ground forward in the slow, difficult way that investigations do when there is no forensic trail and no obvious suspect. Mulanax worked the case. Lundblad worked his. They shared information across the jurisdictional line, imperfectly. Twenty-six days.

Then the letters arrived.

 [image: SFPD composite sketch of the Zodiac Killer]The SFPD composite sketch, based on witness descriptions from the Paul Stine murder. The Blue Rock Springs attack on July 4, 1969, produced the first physical description of the Zodiac — a stocky white male, approximately five-foot-eight, 195–200 pounds.
 

Chapter Three
 This Is the Zodiac Speaking

 On the morning of July 31, 1969, three envelopes arrived at three different Bay Area newspaper offices. The San Francisco Chronicle. The San Francisco Examiner. The Vallejo Times-Herald. Each envelope contained a handwritten letter and one-third of a coded message — 408 characters of strange symbols arranged in rows, like nothing any of the editors had ever seen.

The letters were written in blue felt-tip pen, in a distinctive block-style hand that slanted slightly to the right. The author described the Lake Herman Road and Blue Rock Springs shootings in detail that only the killer or the police would know — the calibre of the weapons, the positioning of the victims, the number of shots fired. He demanded that each newspaper publish its portion of the cipher on the front page. If they did not, he wrote, he would "go on a kill rampage" over the weekend.

He did not sign his name. He signed with a symbol — a circle with a cross through it, like a gunsight, like crosshairs on a target.

The newspapers published the cipher. They had no real choice. The police confirmed that the letter-writer knew details about the murders that had not been released to the public. The Chronicle ran the story above the fold.

On August 4, a fourth letter arrived at the San Francisco Examiner. This one opened with a phrase that would become the most chilling signature in American criminal history:

"Dear Editor — This is the Zodiac speaking."

He had named himself. He was not a phantom or a shadow. He was the Zodiac, and he wanted you to know it.

The Z408 cipher — the 408-character cryptogram split across the three newspapers — was cracked within a week of publication. Not by the FBI, not by any of the professional cryptanalysts who had been working on it around the clock. It was solved by a schoolteacher and his wife in Salinas, California.

Donald and Bettye Harden were amateur puzzle enthusiasts who had read about the cipher in the newspapers and decided to try their hand. Donald started with a hunch: the killer was an egotist, and egotists like to talk about themselves. He guessed that the cipher might begin with the word "I" and that the phrase "I like killing" might appear early in the text. Using frequency analysis and this educated guess as a crib, the Hardens worked through the substitution pattern — each symbol representing a letter, with multiple symbols standing for common letters to foil simple frequency counts.

The decoded message was a manifesto of sorts, written in the breathless, misspelled prose of a man who wanted desperately to sound more intelligent than he was:

"I like killing people because it is so much fun it is more fun than killing wild game in the forrest because man is the most dangeroue anamal of all to kill something gives me the most thrilling experence it is even better than getting your rocks off with a girl the best part of it is thae when I die I will be reborn in paradice and all thei have killed will become my slaves I will not give you my name because you will try to sloi down or atop my collectiog of slaves for my afterlife..."

The last eighteen characters — EBEORIETEMETHHPITI — defied translation. They remain unsolved to this day.

The message was chilling not for its sophistication but for its banality. This was not the work of a criminal genius. It was the fantasy of a disturbed mind, crudely expressed, riddled with spelling errors, wrapped in a thin veneer of cryptographic cleverness. The "slaves in paradise" delusion — the notion that his victims would serve him in the afterlife — was strange enough to unsettle the investigators and fascinating enough to captivate the public.

The Bay Area was gripped. The word Zodiac was suddenly everywhere — in headlines, on radio bulletins, in conversations at diners and barbershops and office water coolers. The crossed-circle symbol appeared in editorial cartoons. Parents warned their teenagers about lovers' lanes. The police switchboards lit up with tips, theories, and confessions from the disturbed and the lonely and the attention-seeking.

The Zodiac had achieved exactly what he wanted. He was famous. He was feared. He was the centre of attention. And he was not finished.

Seven weeks after the letters arrived, on the sunny afternoon of September 27, 1969, he would commit the most theatrically bizarre attack in the history of American serial murder. He would put on a costume, walk out of the trees by a quiet lake, and introduce himself to his victims before he tried to kill them.

 [image: The Z408 cipher as published in the San Francisco Chronicle, July 1969]One of three sections of the Z408 cipher, as published in the San Francisco Chronicle on August 1, 1969. The full 408-character cipher was cracked within a week by schoolteacher Donald Harden and his wife Bettye.
 

Chapter Four
 The Man in the Hood

 Lake Berryessa lies in the hills east of Napa, a long, sinuous body of water surrounded by oak-covered slopes that turn gold in the autumn. On a warm Saturday afternoon — September 27, 1969 — the lake was quiet. The summer crowds had thinned. A few boats moved on the water. The shore was mostly empty.

Bryan Hartnell and Cecelia Shepard had driven up from Pacific Union College in Angwin, a small Seventh-day Adventist school in the hills above the Napa Valley. He was twenty, she was twenty-two — he was pre-law, she was studying music — and they had been a couple once, before drifting into the comfortable territory of close friends who still cared about each other more than they admitted. They spread a blanket on a small peninsula on the western shore, about a mile and a half north of the park headquarters, and settled in to talk and watch the light on the water.

At approximately 6:30 in the evening, a man walked out of the oak trees behind them.

He was wearing a costume.

Bryan Hartnell, who would survive to describe what he saw, later recalled it in detail that suggests the image never left him. The man wore a black hood — not a ski mask, not a balaclava, but a squared-off executioner's hood made of dark cloth, with pre-cut eye holes. Clip-on sunglasses were attached over the eye holes. From beneath the hood hung a bib-like chest piece, black, on which the Zodiac's crossed-circle symbol had been drawn or painted in white. The symbol was roughly three inches across.

The man carried a semiautomatic pistol in a holster at his waist and a long knife — ten to twelve inches, with a wooden handle, bayonet-style — in his hand. He also carried several lengths of pre-cut white plastic clothesline.

He spoke in a voice that Hartnell later described as "soft, like a student" — calm, unhurried, almost apologetic. He told them he was an escaped prisoner from a facility across the mountains. He said he had killed a guard and stolen a car. He said he needed their car keys and their money. He said he was going to have to tie them up.

Hartnell, thinking quickly, offered his wallet. He offered the car keys. He tried to keep the man talking, the way people do when they are bargaining for their lives without wanting to admit that bargaining is what they are doing. The man in the hood listened, nodded, and repeated that he was going to have to tie them up.

He had Cecelia tie Bryan's hands behind his back with the clothesline. Then he tied Cecelia. The binding was methodical, unhurried. He had come prepared. The lengths of cord were pre-cut to specific sizes. This was not improvisation.

When they were both secured, the man said something that Hartnell would hear in his dreams for decades: "I'm going to have to stab you people."

He stabbed Bryan six times in the back. The knife went deep — through muscle, scraping against bone. Then he turned to Cecelia and stabbed her ten times. Back, abdomen, chest. The attack was savage, sustained, and deliberate. When it was over, both victims lay on the blanket, bleeding into the grass, and the man in the hood walked away.

He walked to Hartnell's white 1956 Karmann Ghia, parked nearby, and with a black felt-tip pen wrote on the car door:

Vallejo / 12-20-68 / 7-4-69 / Sept 27-69-6:30 / by knife

A catalogue. A scorecard. He was listing his attacks — the dates and the method — the way a hunter might record kills in a logbook.

At 7:40 PM, a calm male voice called the Napa County Sheriff's Office from a pay phone at a car wash in Napa. He said: "I want to report a murder — no, a double murder. They are two miles north of Park Headquarters. They were in a white Volkswagen Karmann Ghia." A pause. "I'm the one that did it."

The phone was left dangling.

Bryan Hartnell survived. He was found conscious and alert, despite losing an extraordinary amount of blood, and was able to give investigators a detailed account of the attack. Cecelia Shepard was alive when the paramedics reached her, but the damage was catastrophic. She was transported to Queen of the Valley Hospital in Napa, where she died two days later, on September 29, without regaining consciousness. She was twenty-two years old.

The Lake Berryessa attack was different from the shootings. It was more intimate, more theatrical, more performed. The costume, the prepared ropes, the calm conversation before the violence — this was a man who had planned not just a murder but a scene. The hood and the symbol were a declaration. He wanted to be seen. He wanted to be recognised. He wanted to be the Zodiac in the flesh, not just a name on a letter.

Two weeks later, in San Francisco, he would drop the costume and the knife. He would use a gun, in a city, in the open, with witnesses watching from across the street. And the police would let him walk away.

 [image: Lake Berryessa, California]Lake Berryessa, in the hills east of Napa. On September 27, 1969, the Zodiac appeared in a homemade executioner's hood bearing his crossed-circle symbol and attacked Bryan Hartnell and Cecelia Shepard with a knife.
 

Chapter Five
 Cab Ride

 Paul Stine was twenty-nine years old, a driver for the Yellow Cab Co. in San Francisco. He was quiet, studious, unremarkable in the way that decent people often are. On the evening of October 11, 1969, he picked up a fare at the corner of Mason and Geary Streets in downtown San Francisco.

The passenger asked to be taken to Presidio Heights. It was a short ride, fifteen minutes at most, through the grid of San Francisco's streets toward the residential neighbourhoods that sat on the ridge above the Presidio. A routine fare. A Saturday night.

The cab stopped at the corner of Washington and Cherry Streets just before 10 p.m. The passenger shot Paul Stine once in the head at point-blank range with a 9mm semiautomatic pistol.

What happened next was witnessed by three teenagers across the street. They were looking out an upper-floor window when they saw a stocky white man leaning into the cab's front seat. He appeared to be rifling through the driver's pockets. He tore a large piece of fabric from Stine's shirt tail. He wiped down the interior of the cab — the dashboard, the door handles, the seat backs — with the cloth. Then he got out, shut the door, and walked north on Cherry Street toward the Presidio.

The teenagers called the San Francisco Police Department. A dispatcher mistakenly broadcast a lookout for a Black suspect, and two responding officers stopped a white man who may have been the killer on a nearby street before letting him go.

By the time dispatch corrected the error — minutes later, an eternity in police work — the man had vanished. He had walked into the darkness of the Presidio, the massive military reserve that borders Presidio Heights to the north, and disappeared as completely as if he had never existed.

Two days later, on October 13, the San Francisco Chronicle received a letter. Inside the envelope was a piece of Paul Stine's bloodstained shirt — proof that the writer was the killer or had been at the scene. The letter contained the Zodiac's most terrifying threat yet:

"School children make nice targets. I think I shall wipe out a school bus some morning. Just shoot out the front tyre and then pick off the kiddies as they come bouncing out."

The letter was accompanied by another piece of the shirt and the Zodiac's trademark crossed-circle signature. The threat against schoolchildren sent the Bay Area into a state of near-panic. Police patrols were stationed along school bus routes. Parents drove their children to school. The Board of Education considered suspending bus services. For weeks, the Zodiac's shadow fell across every yellow school bus in Northern California.

The threat was never carried out. But it achieved its purpose: maximum terror, maximum attention, maximum control. The Zodiac had moved from killing in the dark on remote lovers' lanes to killing in a well-lit San Francisco neighbourhood with witnesses watching. He had escalated from anonymous violence to a public identity — the letters, the cipher, the name, the symbol — and now he was threatening the most vulnerable targets imaginable. He had made himself the most feared man in California, and he had done it with a gun, a pen, and an instinct for the theatrical that would have impressed a Hollywood screenwriter.

Paul Stine's murder was the last confirmed killing by the Zodiac. The case was assigned to Inspectors Dave Toschi and William Armstrong of the SFPD's Homicide Detail. They would pursue the Zodiac with a dedication that bordered on obsession — and the investigation would consume them both.

 [image: Crime scene at Washington and Cherry Streets, Presidio Heights, October 11, 1969]The Presidio Heights crime scene where cab driver Paul Stine was shot on October 11, 1969. Three teenagers witnessed the Zodiac leaning into the cab from a window across the street.
 

Chapter Six
 The Investigators

 Dave Toschi wore bow ties. It was the first thing people noticed about him, and it was not an accident. In a department of rumpled suits and loose neckties, Toschi's bow ties were a statement — of precision, of style, of a man who cared about details. He also wore an upside-down quick-draw shoulder holster, carried his weapon butt-forward under his left arm, and had a habit of clicking a small animal cracker between his teeth while he worked. He was theatrical in the way that certain detectives are theatrical — not for the cameras, but because the performance was part of the process. It kept him sharp. It kept the edges clean.

His partner, William Armstrong, was his opposite. Quiet, methodical, built like a man who had played football in college and still looked like he could. Armstrong did not wear bow ties. He did not have trademark gestures. He had patience, thoroughness, and a tolerance for the grinding repetition of detective work that Toschi, for all his brilliance, sometimes lacked.

They inherited the Zodiac case in October 1969, after the Stine murder dropped the investigation squarely into San Francisco's jurisdiction. But the case was already fragmented across four agencies — Solano County for Lake Herman Road, Vallejo PD for Blue Rock Springs, Napa County for Lake Berryessa, and now the SFPD. There was no centralised database, no shared filing system, no computer network linking the departments. Each agency maintained its own tips, its own suspects, its own filing cabinets full of dead ends. Special Agent Mel Nicolai of the California Department of Justice served as a coordinator, but coordination in 1969 meant telephone calls and carbon copies and interdepartmental mail that arrived days late.

The Zodiac may have understood this. His choice to kill in different jurisdictions — Solano County, then Vallejo, then Napa County, then San Francisco — may have been strategic. He scattered his crimes across the bureaucratic map like a man who knew that the seams between departments were the places where investigations fell through.

Toschi and Armstrong worked the case with an intensity that consumed their professional lives. They chased hundreds of tips. They interviewed dozens of suspects. They drove to Vallejo and Napa to compare notes with Mulanax and Narlow. They analysed the letters, the handwriting, the ciphers. They studied the ballistics reports. They built timelines and cross-referenced witness statements and ran background checks on every name that surfaced.

Meanwhile, the Zodiac kept writing. November 8, 1969: a new cipher — the Z340, 340 characters in a seventeen-by-twenty grid — sent to the Chronicle. It was more complex than the Z408, and it would resist every attempt at solution for the next fifty-one years. December 20, 1969: a letter to attorney Melvin Belli, oddly personal, almost plaintive — "Please help me I cannot reach out for help because of this thing in me won't let me." April 20, 1970: the "My name is" letter, with a thirteen-character cipher that allegedly encoded his name. The letters kept coming — a postcard here, a greeting card there, each one claiming more victims, each one signed with the crossed-circle — through 1970, 1971, and into 1974.

But there were no more confirmed killings. After Paul Stine, the gun fell silent. The knife stayed sheathed. Whatever the Zodiac was — compulsive killer, attention-seeker, or some tortured combination of the two — he stopped killing. The letters continued. The murders did not.

The prime suspect emerged in 1971, when Vallejo resident Don Cheney told police that his friend Arthur Leigh Allen had talked about killing people, writing letters in cipher, and using the name Zodiac.

Allen lived in Vallejo and became a recurring focus of the investigation. He denied being the Zodiac.

Arthur Leigh Allen died in 1992 without ever being charged. In 2002, SFPD said a partial DNA profile extracted from genetic material on Zodiac envelopes appeared to clear him.

The circumstantial case against Allen was overwhelming. The physical evidence excluded him. The Zodiac investigation had found its perfect suspect — and he was innocent, or at least unprovable. It was the kind of contradiction that breaks cases and breaks the men who work them.

Armstrong retired. Toschi was reassigned in 1978 — controversially, after it emerged that he had written anonymous fan letters to the Chronicle praising his own work on the case. He was cleared of forging Zodiac letters but removed from the investigation. He never stopped thinking about it. He died on October 10, 2018, at the age of eighty-six, with the Zodiac still unidentified.

 [image: Arthur Leigh Allen's 1967 California driver's license]Arthur Leigh Allen — the most investigated Zodiac suspect. The circumstantial evidence was overwhelming: Wing Walker boots, a Zodiac-brand watch, suspicious statements to friends. But his fingerprints, handwriting, and DNA did not match. He died in 1992, never charged.
 

Chapter Seven
 Codes and Letters

 The Zodiac Killer sent four ciphers. Three of them have defined the case as much as the murders themselves — not because the codes are brilliant, but because they are irresistible. A locked message from a killer is the purest form of mystery: a secret that someone wants to keep, hidden in plain sight, daring you to crack it.

The first cipher, the Z408, was the warm-up. Sent in three pieces to three newspapers on July 31, 1969, it was a homophonic substitution cipher — meaning that each letter of the alphabet was represented by multiple symbols, making simple frequency analysis harder but not impossible. A schoolteacher and his wife solved it in a week. The decoded text was disturbing but ultimately empty: a killer bragging about killing, fantasising about an afterlife of slavery, refusing to give his name. The last eighteen characters — EBEORIETEMETHHPITI — remain an enigma. They may be a scrambled name, a meaningless filler to complete the grid, or a private joke. Nobody knows.

The second cipher was another matter entirely.

The Z340 arrived at the San Francisco Chronicle on November 8, 1969 — 340 characters arranged in a grid of seventeen rows and twenty columns. It looked similar to the Z408, used many of the same symbols, and appeared to be a continuation of the same cryptographic method. Thousands of amateur and professional codebreakers assumed it would fall within weeks.

It did not fall. Not in weeks, not in months, not in years, not in decades. The Z340 resisted solution for more than half a century.

In early December 2020, a team led by software developer David Oranchak, working with Sam Blake and Jarl Van Eycke, submitted a solution to the FBI. The decoded message read:

"I hope you are having lots of fun in trying to catch me that wasnt me on the TV show which brings up a point about me I am not afraid of the gas chamber because it will send me to paradice all the sooner because I now have enough slaves to work for me where everyone else has nothing when they reach paradice so they are afraid of death I am not afraid because I know that my new life is life will be an easy one in paradice death."

The FBI confirmed the solution on December 11. It made international headlines. After half a century, the Z340 had been cracked.

The message was, in its way, a disappointment. It did not contain the killer's name. It did not reveal where he lived or what he did for a living. It was more of the same — the same grandiose, misspelled, self-aggrandising fantasy about paradise and slaves that the Z408 had contained. The "TV show" reference was to the October 1969 broadcast of the Jim Dunbar show on KGO-TV, when a caller claiming to be the Zodiac had phoned in; the real Zodiac was saying that caller was not him.

The two remaining ciphers — Z13 and Z32 — remain unsolved. The Z13, sent in April 1970, consists of only thirteen characters, allegedly encoding the Zodiac's name. Thirteen characters is too few for any reliable cryptanalytic method. The Z32, sent in June 1970 with a map of the San Francisco Bay Area, consists of thirty-two characters that supposedly provide coordinates for a buried bomb when combined with the map. Neither has been cracked, and many researchers believe they were never intended to be — that they were games, provocations, empty threats wrapped in the appearance of meaning.

The Zodiac's letters — 22 known letters, 17 sent to the Chronicle — tell a story of escalation, grandiosity, and slow fade. The early letters are confident, threatening, full of operational detail. The later ones become stranger, more disconnected, referencing films and current events as though the killer is reaching for relevance as his crimes recede into the past. The last verified letter arrived in July 1974, and reads like the work of a man who is losing interest in his own creation.

After 1974, silence. Whether the Zodiac died, was imprisoned for other crimes, moved away, or simply decided to stop, the letters ceased. The ciphers were his legacy — the locked rooms he left behind, daring the world to open them.

 [image: The Z340 cipher, sent to the San Francisco Chronicle on November 8, 1969]The Z340 cipher — 340 characters that resisted codebreakers for 51 years. In December 2020, David Oranchak, Sam Blake, and Jarl Van Eycke finally cracked it using a combination of homophonic substitution and complex three-section transposition analysis.
 

Chapter Eight
 Unmasked?

 The Zodiac case did not end. It simply stopped producing new evidence and started producing obsession.

Robert Graysmith was a political cartoonist at the San Francisco Chronicle when the first Zodiac letters arrived in 1969. He was not a journalist, not an investigator, not a criminologist. He was a man who drew pictures for a living. But the ciphers hooked him the way they hooked so many others — with their promise of a secret that, once decoded, would reveal everything. Graysmith spent years investigating the case on his own time, interviewing witnesses, collecting documents, building a theory. His book, Zodiac, published in 1986, was a bestseller that brought the case to a new generation of readers and pointed an unmistakable finger at Arthur Leigh Allen.

A second book, Zodiac Unmasked, followed in 2002, doubling down on the case against Allen with additional evidence and argument. Graysmith's work was praised for its comprehensiveness and criticised for its selective presentation — the way it marshalled every fact that pointed toward Allen and quietly minimised every fact that pointed away. The fingerprints did not match. The handwriting did not match. The DNA did not match. Graysmith's answer was that the evidence was flawed, contaminated, or irrelevant. His critics' answer was that the evidence was the evidence.

In 2007, director David Fincher made it into a film. Zodiac starred Jake Gyllenhaal as Graysmith, Robert Downey Jr. as reporter Paul Avery, and Mark Ruffalo as Dave Toschi. John Carroll Lynch played Arthur Leigh Allen with a quiet menace that made the character more frightening than any hooded figure. The film was meticulous in its period detail and remarkable in its focus: it was not a movie about a killer. It was a movie about the people the killer destroyed — not with bullets and knives, but with uncertainty. The investigation consumed Toschi's career, wrecked Armstrong's health, unravelled Avery's life, and swallowed Graysmith's marriage. The Zodiac's most lasting victims were the people who tried to catch him.

The cultural impact extended far beyond Graysmith's books and Fincher's film. The 1971 movie Dirty Harry, starring Clint Eastwood as Inspector Harry Callahan, featured a villain called "Scorpio" who was explicitly modelled on the Zodiac — the taunting letters, the threats against schoolchildren, the crossed-circle-like symbol on his belt buckle. Callahan himself was partly inspired by Dave Toschi, right down to the distinctive shoulder holster. The film defined the rogue-cop genre and cemented the Zodiac in the American imagination as the archetypal uncaught killer — the one who got away, who was still out there, who could be anyone.

In October 2021, a group calling themselves "The Case Breakers" announced that they had identified the Zodiac Killer as Gary Francis Poste, a house painter from Groveland, California, who had died in 2018. The claim was based on photo comparisons, alleged forensic analysis, and a disputed decoding of the Z340 cipher that the Case Breakers said revealed Poste's name.

The response was swift and largely sceptical. The FBI said the case remained open and that it had not confirmed the Case Breakers' findings. No law enforcement agency endorsed the identification.

Meanwhile, the most promising lead in the case remains the most frustrating. In 2002, the SFPD crime lab said it had extracted a partial DNA profile from genetic material on some Zodiac envelopes; the profile appeared to clear Arthur Leigh Allen, but it has not been publicly matched to anyone else.

The FBI says the case remains open. The Zodiac's identity is unknown.

The question that haunts the case is not who but why. Why did he stop? Why did the letters cease after 1974? Why did the killings end after Stine? The possible answers are mundane — he died, he was imprisoned for unrelated crimes, he grew too old or too cautious — but the absence of an answer is the engine that keeps the case alive. An unsolved mystery is a story without an ending, and stories without endings are the ones that people cannot stop telling.

Five confirmed dead. Two survivors. Four ciphers, two solved, two not. Twenty-two known letters. One crossed-circle symbol that became one of the most recognised icons in American crime. And a name — a name he chose for himself, a name that means the circle of the sky, the wheel of fate, the stars under which we are all born and to which, the killer believed, his victims would follow him into paradise.

The Zodiac is still out there. Not the man — whoever he was, if he was an adult in the late 1960s he would be elderly today, and possibly dead by now. But the case is out there, alive in the way that unsolved cases are alive, feeding on attention and speculation and the human inability to accept an unanswered question. Somewhere in a filing cabinet in San Francisco, in a cold case box in Vallejo, in a digital archive at the FBI, the evidence waits. The fingerprints. The DNA. The handwriting. The boot prints by the lake.

The Zodiac wanted to be remembered. In that, at least, he succeeded.

 [image: Inspector Dave Toschi at the Hall of Justice, San Francisco, 1976]SFPD Inspector Dave Toschi, the lead investigator on the Zodiac case and the inspiration for Clint Eastwood's "Dirty Harry." He pursued the Zodiac for nearly a decade. Photo: Nancy Wong, 1976.
 

Timeline

 October 30, 1966 — Cheri Jo Bates, 18, is murdered in a parking lot at Riverside City College, California. A "Confession" letter follows. The Zodiac connection remains disputed.

 December 20, 1968 — Betty Lou Jensen, 16, and David Faraday, 17, are shot on Lake Herman Road near Benicia, Solano County. Jensen is killed instantly; Faraday dies at the hospital. No suspects.

 July 4–5, 1969 — Darlene Ferrin, 22, is killed and Michael Mageau, 19, is wounded at Blue Rock Springs Park, Vallejo. The shooter calls the Vallejo Police Department 35 minutes later: "I also killed those kids last year."

 July 31, 1969 — Three letters containing the Z408 cipher are mailed to the San Francisco Chronicle, San Francisco Examiner, and Vallejo Times-Herald. The killer demands front-page publication.

 August 7, 1969 — A letter to the Examiner opens: "Dear Editor — This is the Zodiac speaking." The killer names himself for the first time.

 August 8, 1969 — Schoolteacher Donald Harden and his wife Bettye crack the Z408 cipher. The decoded message describes killing as "so much fun" and fantasises about collecting "slaves" in the afterlife.

 September 27, 1969 — Bryan Hartnell, 20, is stabbed and Cecelia Shepard, 22, is mortally wounded at Lake Berryessa. The attacker wears a homemade executioner's hood with the Zodiac's crossed-circle symbol. Shepard dies two days later.

 October 11, 1969 — Cab driver Paul Stine, 29, is shot in Presidio Heights, San Francisco. SFPD officers encounter the Zodiac on foot but do not stop him due to a dispatch error describing the suspect as a Black male.

 October 13, 1969 — Letter to the Chronicle with a piece of Stine's bloodstained shirt. The Zodiac threatens to "wipe out a school bus some morning."

 November 8, 1969 — The Z340 cipher is mailed to the Chronicle. It will remain unsolved for 51 years.

 October 27, 1970 — Halloween card sent to reporter Paul Avery: "FROM YOUR SECRET PAL." Chronicle staff begin wearing "I Am Not Paul Avery" buttons.

 1971 — Don Cheney reports Arthur Leigh Allen's suspicious statements to police. Allen becomes the prime suspect.

 July 8, 1974 — The last confirmed Zodiac letter is received. After this, silence.

 1986 — Robert Graysmith publishes Zodiac, pointing to Allen as the likely killer.

 August 26, 1992 — Arthur Leigh Allen dies of a heart attack, never charged.

 2002 — DNA from the Zodiac's letter envelopes is compared to Allen. No match.

 2007 — David Fincher's film Zodiac is released, renewing worldwide interest in the case.

 December 5, 2020 — David Oranchak, Sam Blake, and Jarl Van Eycke crack the Z340 cipher after 51 years. The FBI confirms the solution on December 11. The decoded text does not reveal the killer's identity.

 October 2021 — The "Case Breakers" group names Gary Francis Poste (died 2018) as the Zodiac. FBI and SFPD do not confirm the identification. The case remains open.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Zodiac Killer is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Graysmith, Robert — Zodiac, St. Martin's Press, 1986

 Graysmith, Robert — Zodiac Unmasked, Berkley Books, 2002

 Rodelli, Mike — The Hunt for Zodiac, 2020

 Oranchak, David — "Let's Crack Zodiac" (YouTube/website), 2006–present

 FBI — Zodiac Killer case files (partially declassified)

 Voigt, Tom — Zodiackiller.com (primary document repository)

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 3: Cold Cases in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.

 • • •
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