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    Chapter 1 
 
    After selecting the number from her list of contacts, Corrina Stone’s finger paused over the Call button. 
 
    Are you sure you wanna do this? 
 
    She wasn’t. Reigniting the flame that had once burned so fiercely could only end badly. The only alternative, however, was to rely on someone she didn’t know, and therefore couldn’t trust. 
 
    Corrina hit the button and waited for the call to connect. The sound of the answering voice tugged at a string in her chest. 
 
    “Loney.” 
 
    Corrina’s words caught in her throat. She swallowed and tried to get some moisture into her now-dry mouth. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” she eventually said. 
 
    Way to keep it professional, dumbass! 
 
    “Hey, stranger. How ya doing?” McCrae Loney replied.  
 
    “I’m good,” Corrina lied. “We just got word of a body up by Tuna Canyon Road and I’m gonna check it out. Wanna ride along?” 
 
    “Sure,” McCrae said. “Maybe afterwards we can split a pizza, just like the old days.”  
 
    As she cradled the phone to her ear, Corrina Stone smiled at the thought. She would like nothing more than to catch up with her old buddy from homicide, but she was afraid of where it might lead. He was married, happily so, and Corrina didn't want to be the one to change that. Besides, her babysitter was being paid by the hour, and this was going to make her late as it was. 
 
    “I’ll have to take a rain check on the food, but I’ll bring coffee.” 
 
    “I guess that’ll have to do,” McCrae said.  
 
    Corrina thought she detected a hint of disappointment in his voice. Or perhaps that’s what she was hoping to hear. She missed McCrae, there was no denying it, but their relationship had been purely platonic. They had both been married at the time. It was only after she had transferred out of the LAPD and into the Bureau that her marital status had changed. 
 
    But not McCrae Loney’s, she reminded herself. 
 
    “Great. See you at Tuna Canyon trailhead in an hour.” 
 
    Corrina stopped at the coffee shop to buy the caffeine hits. While they were being prepared, she called her babysitter to explain that she’d be late again that evening. Ideally, she’d be heading home within the hour, but the letter that had been delivered to her at the office blew away those plans. 
 
    The FBI received many tip-offs each and every day, and while some were clearly hoaxes, each had to be acted upon. If just one rejected call turned out to be genuine, careers would end. 
 
    What had piqued her interest was the fact that it was addressed to her personally at the office on Wilshire Boulevard, not to the FBI in general. 
 
    It was one of the strangest tips she’d ever received: ///gentle.solo.join. 
 
    Just three unrelated words, plus a warning that there were more victims to come.  
 
    The significance hadn’t been obvious, so she’d entered the words into a search engine. That had been a waste of time, so she showed the note to a colleague who liked to do puzzles during his lunch hour. He recognized the format of the words right away, telling Corrina to download What3Words. That had given her a location in the woods just south of Tuna Canyon Road. It was a one-way road network, so she had to drive the long way around, toward Topanga. 
 
    Sunset turned the autumn sky the color of blood as she took a right onto Fernwood Pacific Drive. Fitting, she thought. 
 
    When she reached the trail head fifteen minutes later, McCrae was resting his butt on the hood of his car. He straightened when Corrina climbed out of her Ford. 
 
    “Two years and you haven’t changed a bit,” McCrae said with a smile as he took the coffee from her hand. 
 
    “Neither have you.” 
 
    In fact, it was like seeing him again after a weekend off. Same suit that hugged the contours of his body, the same James Dean haircut, the same aftershave, subtle but heady…It wasn’t that McCrae was particularly handsome, but he’d drop everything to help a friend. Whenever Corrina needed cheering up, he’d been there for her. 
 
    She could have used some of that recently. 
 
    “How’s Jean?” she asked. 
 
    “Aye, she’s fine. Still lecturing.” 
 
    McCrae’s Scottish accent was barely noticeable, but he sometimes dropped an incongruous word or phrase into his conversations. His parents hailed from Glasgow, but had moved to California when he was a baby—or bairn, as he sometimes liked to say.  
 
    “Lecturing? I thought she was a nurse?” 
 
    “Yeah, and she lectures me every day on the dangers of sugar and saturated fat.” 
 
    Corrina chuckled, but she knew McCrae’s wife didn’t need to cajole him into taking care of himself. He’d played football at school and college, and the worn equipment in his home gym suggested he used it regularly.  
 
    As did his body, which she found herself staring at. 
 
    “So, what did you drag me out here for?” McCrae asked, breaking the awkward silence. 
 
    Corrina shook herself back to the moment and took out her phone. “This app is called What3Words,” she said. “I got a letter, addressed to me at the office, with the phrase Gentle.solo.join. I typed it in, and it gave me a location near here. The letter also said this was the first of many.” 
 
    “And you think it’s real?” 
 
    “No, but we have to check out every lead.” 
 
    She went to the trunk of her car and took out a pair of disposable gloves, shoe coverings and a flashlight, then walked back over to her former partner. 
 
    “Come on, it’s this way.” 
 
    Corrina led the way down a dirt path. They climbed over a barrier and followed her flashlight beam for a couple of hundred yards until Corrina’s phone told her to take a left, into the trees. 
 
    Corrina wondered if the killer had chosen to bury the body here for dramatic effect. Shadows danced as she played her light across the ground, giving her the feeling that something was hovering just outside her field of vision. A chill went through her as a nocturnal creature cried out, and she almost jumped when her jacket snagged on a bush. 
 
    Get your shit together!  
 
    They reached the spot a few minutes later. The marker on the app told her she was in the right location, and she played her flashlight along the ground as she walked, careful where to put her feet in case she obliterated any footprints that might belong to the killer.  
 
    The light settled on two sticks that had been laid one on top of the other, forming a cross. What made them stand out was the pale color, the bark stripped away. The ground underneath them looked like it hadn’t been disturbed in years. 
 
    “X marks the spot?” McCrae raised an eyebrow. “A little cliché, don’t you think?” 
 
    “What did you expect? A neon sign?” 
 
    “A body would have been nice. Well, not nice, but you know what I mean.” He thrust his hands in his pockets. “Probably just kids messing with you.” 
 
    Corrina was scanning the nearby area with the flashlight. “Probably,” she admitted. The beam fell on a bush, and something caught her eye. Something man-made. 
 
    “Over here.”  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” There was a folded plastic stationery pouch lodged in the foliage, with what looked like a few sheets of letter-size paper inside. She used a pen to straighten the pouch. On the visible page was one line of text. 
 
    Fifteen Times a Killer 
 
    “Confession letter, maybe?” 
 
    “We can only hope,” Corrina said. Much as she wanted to take out the pages and read them, there was a slim chance that the perp had left DNA samples or fingerprints on the paper. If there even was a body. It could be an elaborate hoax, but something inside her said this was the real deal. Better to let the lab guys work it up first. “Call in the field investigation unit.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    McCrae had never been one to second-guess her, and she was glad that they were on the same page this time, too. 
 
    While he made the call, Corrina looked around for further clues, but the area was clean. No footprints, no cigarette butts, nothing to suggest a killer had been there recently. Someone clearly had, though. The pouch didn’t look like it had been exposed to the elements for very long. 
 
    She took out her phone and called her boss, Dean Travis. She explained what she had found and suggested setting up a task force. With few exceptions, serial killers usually operated all over the country, rather than staying in the same place. Which required a federal response. While local law enforcement processed the crime scenes, Corrina would oversee the entire operation. 
 
    Travis gave her the go-ahead, cautioning that he would only kick things into motion once it was confirmed that they had a death to investigate.  
 
    “I’ll head back to the car and guide the FIU in when they get here,” McCrae said, and Corrina nodded her thanks. 
 
    When the sound of his footsteps faded, she felt more alone than she’d ever known. The woods seemed to constrict, compressing her in darkness. She tried to shake off the feeling, telling herself that it was no different than the many times she’d camped out with her father when she was a child. She’d loved those family trips, escaping the bustle of the city for the tranquility of the wilderness. Only, back then, she’d never envisaged demons lurking in the shadows.  
 
    Perhaps that was because, as a young girl, she knew nothing of the monsters that roamed the planet. Not the gruesome figures that sprang from the minds of filmmakers, but real people who were capable of unimaginable cruelty. 
 
    She felt as if she was in the presence of one right now. 
 
    Twenty tense minutes passed before she heard McCrae return. With him was Alistair Birch, the FIU team leader, a man she’d worked alongside several times.  
 
    “Corrina! Good to see you again. How’s life on Wilshire?” 
 
    Birch was in his sixties, with a bald, liver-spotted head, though he had the energy and physique of a much younger man. He was a complete professional, never overlooking the tiniest detail. She couldn’t have hoped for a better person to process her crime scene. 
 
    If it was indeed a crime scene. 
 
    So far all she had was a few sheets of paper stuck in a bush and a couple of sticks on the ground. She suddenly felt foolish for asking Birch to interrupt his busy schedule. 
 
    “You know. Has its upsides. It’s good to see you, too, Alistair. Sorry to drag you all this way on what might be nothing.” 
 
    She shone her flashlight on the ground to highlight the makeshift grave marker. 
 
    “Nonsense. You did the right thing.” Birch started directing his team to set up their equipment. One was a photographer, another an evidence collector. The fourth member of the team looked new, and judging by her clipboard, she would be documenting the evidence. A fifth was carrying the lighting equipment to illuminate the scene. 
 
    “McCrae explained the situation over the phone,” Birch continued. “If you’d started digging to confirm the presence of a body, I’d have been very unhappy.” 
 
    Corrina had witnessed what he called unhappy before. She’d have described it as a volcanic eruption. The young cop who’d incurred his wrath by touching a vital piece of evidence without wearing gloves had left the force soon after. 
 
    “How long before you can confirm anything?” she asked. 
 
    “Not long. We brought our new toy.” He pointed to a machine that looked like a cross between a child’s wagon and a lawnmower. “It’s ground-penetrating radar. If there’s a body and it was wrapped before burial, we should get a good hit.” 
 
    “And if not?” 
 
    Birch smiled. “Then we dig.” 
 
    Corrina stood back while he set up the wheeled contraption over the marked area. He slowly played it back and forth, his eyes concentrating on the screen mounted on the handlebar. 
 
    “We’ve definitely got something,” Birch said after a few minutes, his eyes fixed on the monitor. 
 
    “Human?” 
 
    “Could be. We won’t know until we get down there.” 
 
    Birch passed the GPR to one of his colleagues and told him to erect the tent that would protect the scene from the elements. He then mapped out the area of interest by driving small pegs into the ground, using string to connect them and form a rectangle roughly the size of a dinner table. 
 
    “This is going to take some time,” he warned Corrina. “If you need to be somewhere, I won’t keep you.” 
 
    It would have been nice to head home and relieve the babysitter, but she was curious about the contents of the plastic pouch. She shone her flashlight on it. “I was hoping to learn a little more about this. You know, before I head home.” 
 
    Birch stood and walked over to the bush, examined the pouch from a few angles, then called over the young woman with the clipboard. He gave her a serial number and wrote the same details on an evidence bag, then took the plastic folder from the bush, holding a corner between his gloved thumb and forefinger. He sealed it in the bag, checked that the technician had written the correct details, then handed it to Corrina. 
 
    “If you wanna take that to the lab, I’ll call Trey and tell him you’re coming.” 
 
    Corrina thanked him, then went to find McCrae. 
 
    “I’m heading back to deliver this,” she told him, holding up the bag. “Alistair said he’s found something, but he won’t be sure for some time. You mind hanging around?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll get a few guys going house-to-house looking for CCTV. Whoever left that for us must have done it recently, and unless he lives close by my guess is, he drove here.” 
 
     “Agreed,” Corrina said. “It must have been left in the last forty-eight hours, because we had rain two nights ago and there’s no sign of water damage.” 
 
    On the drive to the lab, her mind was in overdrive, with so many questions demanding answers. Finding the grave after such a long time must have been hard for the killer.  
 
    She remembered the treks she took with her father when she was a teenager. They would go into the woods up by Big Bear Lake every summer and camp out for a few days, always in the same place. Yet years later, trying to replicate those childhood memories with her husband and son, she’d been unable to find the campsite. The image of the giant spruce that blocked their view of the water, the one with the big knot that resembled an owl’s face, had been clear in her mind, but she’d never found it again. Had the killer marked the grave somehow, or written down the co-ordinates? Or did he—or she—visit the spot regularly? That would indicate someone active, therefore fit and energetic, not a couch potato. 
 
    The killer’s profile would become clearer as time went on, especially if there were more victims.  
 
    The document on the seat next to her suggested there would be plenty. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Trey Cordell, a short man in his forties, was expecting her. His bald head and spectacles gave him the look of a stereotypical scientist, and Corrina wondered if some people were just born into certain professions. 
 
    She, herself, felt self-conscious sometimes. She knew she didn’t fit the profile of an FBI agent. At six-two, she was taller than almost every other woman on the Bureau, and most of the men, too. Her trim figure and platinum-blonde hair cut in a side parting gave her the look of an Olympic athlete rather than a member of front-line law enforcement. 
 
    Trey pushed his glasses up his nose and smiled awkwardly as he took the evidence bag. Corrina suspected that, like many men, he had a crush on her. It was something she’d become accustomed to, but the wedding ring on her finger usually kept them at bay. There were exceptions, but she’d learned over the years to deal with them tactfully but firmly. Mentioning that she had a seven-year-old son was the most effective way to end their interest. 
 
    “Alistair Birch said you’d get on this right away,” Corrina said. “Mind if I hang around while you work?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Trey beamed as he put on skin-tight gloves. He noted the serial number on the evidence bag and copied it to a clipboard, then cut the bag open. He carefully removed the plastic pouch and placed it underneath a mounted camera and took the first shot before writing the time on his sheet. He then removed the pages and took photos of each one in turn. 
 
    “First, I’ll perform a cyanoacrylate test on the plastic,” he told her. “We call it fuming.” He took the plastic pouch to a cabinet and placed it inside, then squeezed a compound into a dish and placed it next to the piece of evidence. “The vapor will adhere to any latent prints and allow us to view them.” 
 
    Corrina watched him close the door and press a couple of buttons, then he returned to the desk and picked up the first sheet of paper. 
 
    “Fifteen times a killer, eh? Do you think he killed that many?” 
 
    “I’m hoping the answer is no,” Corrina said, “but it’s early stages.” She nodded at the paper in his hand. “I’m hoping the answer is in there.” 
 
    “Then let’s take a look.” Trey took pictures of each page in turn and asked for her email address, then opened a new message and attached the photos he’d just taken. “That should be with you in a second,” he said. “You’re welcome to read them here while I run the Ninhydrin test.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “It’s a chemical we use to lift prints from porous materials such as paper. It reacts with the amino acids in the residue left by human contact and leaves a purple stain.” 
 
    Corrina’s phone pinged. She checked it and saw that Trey’s email had arrived, and there were twenty-seven attachments. She clicked Forward and added a message for McCrae Loney: 
 
    This is what we found at the scene. Let me know your thoughts. 
 
    After hitting Send, Corrina found a comfortable stool and started reading. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Fifteen Time a Killer 
 
    Prologue 
 
    What makes a serial killer? That’s the age-old question. Ask a hundred criminal psychologists and they’ll all give you a different answer, but most will agree that there is a catalyst, an event—traumatic or otherwise—that turns a rational human being into a killer. 
 
    That said, not every life-changing experience will produce a serial killer. Thousands of people suffer emotional or physical trauma every day without chopping up their neighbors or shooting up a shopping mall. For a few, though, what some might consider a normal, everyday occurrence is enough to tip the scales. 
 
    What you’re about to read is my story. You could even say my confession. Yeah, I reckon it is. This is me confessing to everything I done, and I’m doing this so others might continue my work when I’m gone. As you’ll figure out, there’s no shortage of deserving people, and there never will be until we show them all the error of their ways. 
 
    Picture a seven-year-old boy. His name’s Kevin. He’s small, even for his age, and he ain’t that bright. His clothes are all from yard sales. His father ran off when Kevin was a baby, the lure of another woman’s bosom too much to resist. Kevin’s mother works as a waitress during the day and seamstress on weekends, but there’s still nothing left at the end of the month. Home is a rented two-bedroom house in rural Alabama, with peeling paint and weeds in the yard. 
 
    Kevin is an only child, so you’d think his mother has plenty of time for him, but she has other priorities. The men that share her bed, and the liquor they bring with them. For Kevin, seeing his mother hung over each morning is as natural as going to the bathroom. It’s just the way it is. It’s like the sun going down at night, or water being wet. Some things just are. 
 
    Kevin used to be an independent thinker, always asking questions to get a better understanding of the world around him, but that natural curiosity was quashed by his mother at an early age. 
 
    “Mama, why is the sky blue?” 
 
    “It just is, honey,” she would say, as she poured a little of her special mommy sauce into her morning coffee. 
 
    “Mama, how do birds fly?” 
 
    “They just do,” she would tell him. 
 
    Before long, Kevin stopped asking, figuring that if everything “just was,” there was no point seeking deeper meaning. His teachers at school were much the same, encouraging him to just sit quietly, listen and repeat rather than think for himself. 
 
    So when Billy-Bob Hoskins decided to make Kevin’s life miserable, there was no “why me?” It was something bigger kids did, as far as Kevin was concerned. 
 
    It just was. 
 
    Billy-Bob was two years older than Kevin he was almost twice his size, too. He was a third-generation bully from a long line of degenerates, and Kevin was the kind of victim he thrived on. 
 
    Kevin had seen Billy-Bob around the school a few times, but his first encounter was on his way home one day. As always, he walked. There wasn’t enough money for a bike, and the bus didn’t go past his house. It was only two miles by road, but Kevin knew a short cut that took him through the woods and over Cutter’s Stream. It was Kevin’s favorite place, where the only things he encountered were peace and quiet. 
 
    Until today. 
 
    He was sitting by the stream, watching birds flit across the top of the water, hoping to catch the flies that danced above the surface. He was so engrossed in their performance that he didn’t hear Billy-Bob and his three hangers-on approach. 
 
    Billy-Bob liked an entourage. There was no fun in humiliating the helpless if there was no-one to share it with. Today, he was with Chuck Bellow, Steven Johns and Hank Phillips. The three weren’t really Billy-Bob’s friends, but they enjoyed a symbiotic relationship whereby they encouraged his misdeeds and as a result weren’t themselves bullied by him. 
 
    “Whachya doin’ here?” Billy-Bob asked as he casually tossed a stone Kevin’s way. 
 
    Kevin scrambled to his feet and stared up at the giant of a boy standing before him. It was the closest he’d ever been to Billy-Bob, and couldn’t believe how menacing the older boy looked. 
 
    “N..nothing. Just…just sitting is all.” 
 
    “Just sitting,” Billy-Bob repeated, tasting the words as he chewed them over. He looked at his three companions. “He’s just sitting.” 
 
    As always, no-one said a word. They preferred Billy-Bob to take the lead. Instead, they offered their usual derisive snickering. 
 
    “Way too warm a day to be just sitting,” Billy-Bob said to Kevin. “More like a swimmin’ day if you ask me.” 
 
    “I…I don’t really s…swim,” Kevin said. 
 
    “You’re a stutterin’ little fuck, ain’t ya.” This from Chuck Bellow, gaining confidence from Kevin’s anxiety. 
 
    “I heard swimmin’s good for curing that,” Billy-Bob said, and he lunged at Kevin, grabbing hold of his shirt and marching him toward the water’s edge. 
 
    Kevin, panicked at the thought of going in, thrashed his arms like a windmill in a tornado. A flailing hand caught Billy-Bob in the face, and Kevin heard the gasps from the onlookers. 
 
    Billy-Bob released his grip and touched his nose. His hand came away red. 
 
    “You’re gonna pay for that,” Billy-Bob growled as Kevin backed away. 
 
    Desperate, Kevin spotted a stick on the ground, a gnarled old branch as thick as his arm. He picked it up and held it out in front of him, like a Jedi about to battle his foe. 
 
    But Kevin was no Luke Skywalker. Billy-Bob snatched the stick and smacked him upside the head, knocking Kevin to the ground. 
 
    “Jeez, Billy-Bob, I think you killed him!” 
 
    Kevin squirmed on the ground, his vision floating like he was in an underwater dream. 
 
    “He’s fine. Just needs coolin’ off. Gimme a hand.” 
 
    The four boys picked Kevin up and carried him to the stream. 
 
    “What if he really can’t swim?” Steven Johns asked when they stopped at the edge of the fast-flowing water. 
 
    “Everyone can swim, my pa says. Just needs to try harder.” 
 
    With that, Billy-Bob and his cronies swung Kevin once, twice, and on the third swing, they let go. 
 
    Kevin flew through the air, the world passing by in slow motion, until he was shocked back to reality as he plunged into the freezing water. He gasped, sucking icy liquid into his lungs. He was in a full-blown panic, his arms flailing, legs kicking frantically to keep himself afloat, but his head slipped below the surface again. He desperately needed air, but some invisible force seemed to be pulling him down into the swirling depths. 
 
    His foot suddenly touched something, and he realized he’d hit the bottom. The surface wasn’t that far above his head, and he pushed with all the strength he could muster. His head cleared the water and he tried to gulp in oxygen, but the water in his lungs left him coughing instead. After a few anxious attempts, he managed to get air in, and he caught sight of Billy-Bob and his gang standing on the bank of the river. He’d drifted maybe fifty feet down river by this time, but he could still see them clearly, and what struck him most was the relaxed look on their faces. They didn’t seem concerned with his predicament at all. 
 
    As his head slipped under again, Kevin’s thoughts turned to survival. He knew that if he let himself sink to the bottom, he could push himself up again, so he stopped struggling and waited for his feet to touch the riverbed. It didn’t take as long this time, and when he pushed upwards, his head and shoulders breached the surface. He saw that he was a little closer to the bank as the river dog-legged to the right, but a second later he was back under water. When he hit the bottom again, he took a couple of ponderous steps forward before pushing for the surface once more. Land was tantalizingly close, and he wind-milled his arms toward sanctuary. Progress was painfully slow, but his foot suddenly touched a stone and he found he was able to stand upright and keep his face above the freezing water. With measured steps, he waddled to the shore and collapsed onto the muddy bank. 
 
    Kevin lay there for a few minutes, fighting to catch his breath. He expected to hear Billy-Bob and his friends approach, perhaps to apologize, but more likely to finish him off. 
 
    But they didn’t come. Kevin eventually sat up and looked around for them, but he found himself alone. He got to his feet, knowing that he should get home and dry out, but he was hesitant. He would have to pass the place where they’d thrown him in, and if Billy-Bob was still there, they might decide to give him another dipping. Indecision gripped him, and he stood where he was for another thirty minutes, shivering in his wet and mud-stained clothes.  
 
    Hunger finally forced him to move. He gingerly walked back to the place where Billy-Bob had found him, but there was no sign of anyone. Relieved, he continued to the bridge and crossed over the river, then walked the remaining mile home through woods and fields. 
 
    The question came unbidden to his mind: why had Billy-Bob thrown him in the river when he knew he couldn’t swim? Was it Billy-Bob’s intention to kill him? Having never been through such a traumatic experience before, he had no barometer to go by. Maybe his mother would know why Billy-Bob had done it… 
 
    “He just did,” said his mother’s voice in Kevin’s head. 
 
    Maybe that was the explanation. Maybe trying to drown people was as natural as apples falling from the tree, or clouds forming in the sky. If that was the case, and it was okay for Billy-Bob to do it, it should be fine for Kevin, too. 
 
    And so Kevin got it into his head that killing people really wasn’t that big a deal, and a serial killer was born. 
 
    Of course, that never really happened. Kevin is a figment of my imagination, but there are many like him out there. There are also more Billy-Bobs than I care to imagine, preying on the weak without considering the effect they will have in the months and years to come. Will one of the victims return to school one day with a loaded rifle? Will he seek to punish the girl who mocks him and get a taste for killing? 
 
    Being the target of childhood bullying isn’t the only trigger, as you will discover in the coming days and weeks. I also don’t claim to be an expert on the subject. The people who know about these things will want to apply a label to me, such as psychopath, or sociopath. And you know what? They may be right. Either way, I don’t care. All I know is that someone pressed my button, and this is how it turned out. 
 
    Corrina slammed her phone down on the desk in frustration. “The sonofabitch is playing with us.” 
 
    Trey looked up from his work, shocked at the outburst. “I take it he didn’t leave his name and address.” 
 
    Corrina snorted a laugh. “No, he didn’t. Any luck over there?” 
 
    “Nothing so far on the paper.” He got up and checked the glass cabinet where the plastic pouch was being treated. “Doesn’t look like we’re going to get anything here, either. This guy isn’t going to make it easy for us.” 
 
    “Do they ever?” 
 
    The physical evidence had yielded nothing, and from what she’d read so far, the manuscript’s only purpose was to taunt them. 
 
    Experience told her it would be hours before Birch had anything to report, and it had already been a long day. 
 
    “I’m heading home. If you find anything, let me know.” 
 
    Trey promised he would, and as Corrina left the Hertzberg-Davis Forensic Science Centre, she called McCrae. 
 
    “Did you get the photos I sent?” 
 
    “I did,” he replied. “Read the prologue. I think we can scrub Stephen King from our list of suspects.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Of course, Corrina knew who Stephen King was, even if she didn’t often read for pleasure. With a busy work life and a son to look after when she got home, her relaxation usually took the form of a glass of wine in front of the TV. 
 
    “I mean, he’s no author. I think he believes he is, but he shouldn’t give up the day job.” 
 
    Corrina knew that McCrae read a lot of fiction, from horror to crime, action thrillers to spy novels. He was always recommending books to her, but she rarely looked at any of them. When she did, it took her around six weeks to finish them, mostly because she only read in bed and fell asleep after a few pages.  
 
    “I’ll pass that to the BAU, but I’m sure they’ll pick up on it.” The Behavioral Analysis Unit would pore over the document to help develop a profile of the author. Sentence structure, use of language and writing style would all help to identify the suspect’s probable educational background. They might eventually be able to come up with the reason for the killings if it wasn’t evident in the rest of the story he’d left at the scene. 
 
    “Alistair confirmed that it’s human remains,” McCrae said. “Looks like it’s been in the ground for a number of years, judging by the decomposition. It was wrapped in plastic, probably to transport it to the burial site.” 
 
    That sounded logical. “Does he know anything else? Cause of death? Gender?” 
 
    “Nada. He only knows it’s human because the bag was split. He thinks it happened when the body was dumped. He was able to identify an arm, but it’ll be hours before the entire thing is excavated.” 
 
    If the body had been in the ground as long as Birch suspected, a few hours wasn’t going to make much of a difference. With a recent kill, there would be a lot they could do to get a lead on the killer, such as tracing the victim’s last movements, combing through CCTV and phone records, and interviewing eyewitnesses. With a body this long dead, the priority was to identify the victim. 
 
    “In that case, I’m calling it a day. Let me know if they find anything.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Corrina walked back to her car, her thoughts split between seeing McCrae again and a potential serial killer on the loose. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Hi, Mrs Stone.” 
 
    “Hey, Kat. How’s Connor?” 
 
    The babysitter was sitting at the dining table in front of a mound of schoolbooks, pens and pencils. She began to gather them up. 
 
    “He’s fine. I read him a story and he was asleep by eight-thirty.” 
 
    That should have been me, Corrina thought. It pained her that she was missing out on a huge chunk of her son’s childhood, but the Bureau wasn’t a nine-to-five job. 
 
    Something Mike was always keen to point out. 
 
    Corrina handed Kat her fee for the night and saw her out. She waited by the door as the teenager crossed the road to her own house across the street, waved, then disappeared inside. Corrina closed the door and went upstairs to Connor’s room.  
 
    He was fast asleep, the night light casting stars and planets on the ceiling. Corrina sat on the edge of his bed and stroked his light brown hair.  
 
    Putting him to bed at night was one of the highlights of her day, when the chores were done and they could spend some time together. On the few occasions when she wasn’t able to do it, she felt incomplete, like a part of her was missing. 
 
    Connor moaned and turned over, wrapping the sheet around his shoulders. She adjusted them and tucked him in, then kissed his forehead and backed out of the room. 
 
    Downstairs, she went to the kitchen and took a portion of lasagna from the freezer. She’d made a huge batch five days earlier, so that if she wasn’t home in time to make dinner, Kat would have something to feed Connor. As it was, this was the first time she’d been late home all week. It also beat cooking a fresh meal. 
 
    As it rotated slowly in the microwave, Corrina poured herself a glass of wine. Half was gone by the time the food was ready. She topped up the glass and took her dinner through to the room she used as a home office. It wasn’t a big space, but it had everything she needed: a desk for her laptop, a small table for the printer, and a mahogany filing cabinet. 
 
    Corrina downloaded the photos to her laptop, took a mouthful of lasagna and scrolled through to the start of chapter one. 
 
    * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    I thought long and hard about how I should tell you my story. I even wondered if I should tell it at all. Maybe it would have been better to just carry on, keep killing until the killing was done. But death was only a part of it; they had to know. They had to suffer, to know the pain their actions caused. They had to feel it for themselves. 
 
    Kerry Swanson was the first to die.  
 
    I remember it like it was yesterday, just like I remember all my victims, but Kerry was different because she was the hardest to kill. I don’t mean she fought like a lion. She was hardest to kill because she was the first, and I told myself that once I do it, I ain’t never going back. Up to that point I was just a good old boy, leading a good life. I paid my dues, helped my neighbors, stayed on the right side of the law. I could continue on this road or listen to the voices in my head, the ones that told me vengeance would be mine. 
 
    I guess you know which way I went. 
 
    I watched Kerry for days, for weeks, getting to know her habits, learning her routines until I knew the perfect time to strike.  
 
    That day was May 7th, 2011. 
 
    I saw her walking from the library where she’d been studying. I don’t know what subject she took because I never got close enough to see the books she carried. I was always watching from afar. That is, until the night I took her.  
 
    She was walking toward me as I sat in my van, which was parked next to her BMW. It was a nice car, probably bought with daddy’s money. Kerry didn’t do nothing other than study and party from what I’d seen.  
 
    Eight-oh-five, right on time. I watched her through the slit I’d made in the side of the van and covered with a one-way mirror. I could see her, but she couldn’t see me. I waited until she was putting the key in her car door, then I pounced. I threw my sliding door aside and jumped on her, clasping my hand over her mouth to stop her screaming for help while I stabbed her in the leg with the needle containing ketamine. She struggled, but as you’ll soon discover, Kerry wasn’t the biggest girl, maybe five-three, and skinny with it. I dragged her into my van, but I had to keep a tight hold of her for the longest time. It seemed like forever, but the clock on the dash told me it was just four minutes. I knew that next time I’d have to be better prepared. 
 
    I tied Kerry’s wrists and ankles while she was unconscious, then put a gag over her mouth. I got behind the wheel and drove to my secret place. No-one knows about it, not even the people who consider me their close friend. If only they knew. 
 
    It took me…no, no clues. It took me a while to get there, driving at the speed limit so that LA’s finest didn’t pull me over for a ticket. When I got there, I parked around the back so that no-one could see what I was doing 
 
    Kerry was still out, sleeping like an innocent. I dragged her to the storm doors and threw her down the ramp and into the basement, then closed and locked the doors behind me. I’m proud of the rack I built. It’s like a bed, but with no mattress, and at each end there’s stocks like they used all them years ago. Some at the top for her hands, more at the bottom for her feet, plus straps for her body. I made it adjustable, so no matter if they’re big or small, fat or skinny, everyone gets a turn. Once I’d removed all her clothes and secured her, I removed her gag and went upstairs and sat in my chair, staring at a blank wall. 
 
    I knew I’d done wrong, but what was to come would be far worse. Up to now I’d just kidnapped her. I might get a few years in prison for that, but not murder. For murder, they’d send me to the chair. The question I had to ask myself was, do I fear it? Do I fear dying? Each time I asked myself that, the answer came back the same.  
 
    NO! 
 
    So I poured myself a stiff drink, swallowed it, then headed to the basement. 
 
    Kerry was already awake. I could hear her from the kitchen, muffled screams coming from behind the door. I didn’t have to worry about neighbors hearing her. I soundproofed the basement the year before, just to be sure. 
 
    When I got down the stairs, Kerry stopped screaming. She was a mess. Her make-up was smeared with tears and a booger hung from her nose like a slug. She asked me why I was doing this, and I told her. I’m not telling you, though. You have to work it out for yourself. 
 
    When I finished telling her why she was going to die, she started crying again, pleading with me not to do it. You should have seen her, the terror on her face. She said it wasn’t fair, and I agreed, it wasn’t. But it was what it was. 
 
    I have to tell you, I got no pleasure from what I did next. I could have killed her straight, stuck a knife in her heart or give her a huge dose of ketamine, but I didn’t. I made it last for hours, and she screamed for every damn minute. It had to be done. They had to feel it, too. 
 
    I took off her toes first. One at a time, singing “this little piggy” til there was no more piggies left. Kerry didn’t like that game one little bit, specially as I used a rusty old saw blade to do it, not nice and quick like tin snips. She wasn’t happy when I used an iron to stop the bleeding, neither. After she calmed down a little—that took a while, I can tell you—I went to work on her legs. You ever see that film about that Hannibal guy who took a man’s skin off? That ain’t easy, let me tell you, specially when they’s struggling and hollering. Took me a mighty long time to peel them thighs. 
 
    She’d gone quiet by now. Still awake, but only whimpering, like a dog that got hit by a truck and knows it’s only a matter of time before its lights go out for good. Only, for Kerry, that was a long wait. She was a fighter, I’ll give her that. For nearly six hours, she begged, pleaded, screamed, cursed and just plain refused to give in. Six hours. It wasn’t long enough. It should have been days, weeks, her entire body racked with unbearable pain that no drugs could banish. 
 
    I don’t know what killed Kerry in the end. Maybe she bled out, or her heart just stopped ticking. There was a lot of blood, that’s for sure. It was around the time I carved her belly open and sliced through her intestines. Maybe that’s what did it. 
 
    Did I feel good about killing Kerry? Not really. It was just something that had to be done. It was payback is all. 
 
    I hacked her body up there and then, putting all the pieces in trash bags. I figured if I was going to bury these folks, best to not draw attention to myself. Carry a six-foot body wrapped in plastic, someone’s gonna notice. Carry a head and a leg in a backpack and no-one blinks. So I portioned her up and filled eight sacks. I stored them in the freezer, and every week I’d go for my regular hike, just me and a backpack full of body parts. I found several places over the years that would make ideal graves, not too hard to get to, but not well traveled. 
 
    It took me two months to bury Kerry. Every time I visited her grave I had to dig deep to add the next piece. Eight times I dug and undug that grave, but finally she was in the ground.  
 
    Rest in pieces, Kerry Swanson. 
 
    This is one sick fuck, Corrina thought as she picked up her notepad. They had a name for the victim, a date when she disappeared, and the fact that his van has a sliding door. Or at least, it did ten years ago. If he was sticking to the same MO, he would probably still have the same or similar make and model. He said it was payback, and he kept mentioning them. Payback for what? And who exactly was he referring to? 
 
    She phoned McCrae. 
 
    “Did you manage to read the rest of it?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yeah, and Alistair just finished digging. Looks like this creep was telling the truth. We’ve got eight separate bags, neatly arranged in the shape of a body. I’ve got my people working on Kerry Swanson, see what we can find.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll meet with Travis early tomorrow and call you when I’m done.” 
 
    As soon as Corrina hung up, she missed the sound of his voice. Not in an intimate way. She just seemed to brighten when she was around him. McCrae had never been lover material, but there was definitely a bond between them. Soulmates probably summed it up best. 
 
    Not that soulmates can’t be lovers, too. 
 
    Corrina chased the idea from her mind. She had too much respect for Jean Loney to cheat with her husband. 
 
    It did make her wonder why she’d asked McCrae to go with her, though. Of all the homicide detectives in LA, she’d chosen him. She convinced herself that only McCrae would have dropped everything to go on a wild goose chase with her. Most other cops would have sent a rookie patrolman instead. 
 
    She finished her wine and looked at the glass. A refill was tempting, but she figured tomorrow was going to be a busy day. Best to approach it with a clear head. There wasn’t much more she could do tonight, anyway. McCrae had set the ball in motion, and his team would lead the investigation from this point on. If it turned out that the killer had also carried out his deeds beyond California’s state lines, Corrina would be the liaison with the various police departments across the nation. 
 
    The fact that the tipoff was addressed to her personally told her she was going to have a big part to play. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The next morning, Corrina was glad she’d stopped at one glass of wine. Waking up at five was hard enough without a hangover to contend with, and a second glass inevitably led to a third and fourth. 
 
    She set about her morning workout, pumping out fifty sit-ups and fifty push-ups, followed by thirty minutes on the treadmill. She missed pounding the pavement in the early mornings, but with Mike gone, she wasn’t about to leave Connor alone in the house. 
 
    At seven, she woke her son. He stretched and tried to pull the covers back over himself, but Corrina dragged them off. 
 
    “Come on, sleepy head. School’s waiting.” 
 
    Connor yawned. “I hate school.” 
 
    “No, you don’t, you hate not being able to sit in front of the television playing video games all day.” 
 
    He ruffled his blond hair. “That would be so cool.” 
 
    Corrina leaned in and kissed his forehead. “You can do that when you’re fifty-five and retired. Until then, do as mommy says. Come on. I’ll make waffles.” 
 
    Connor perked up. He jumped out of bed and ran to the bathroom, leaving Corrina trailing in his wake. She put his dirty clothes in the hamper, then went downstairs to prepare breakfast. 
 
    Connor was down ten minutes later, his hair a mess and his T-shirt half in and half out of his pants. Corrina put the waffles on the table and sipped from her coffee as she checked her emails and messages on her phone.  
 
    “Daddy says he’s gonna take me to see the Dodgers next week,” Connor said between mouthfuls. 
 
    “Is he, now?” 
 
    She hated when Mike made plans for Connor without asking her. He often sprang them on her at the last minute, but in most cases, she found out from her son. It wasn’t that she objected to Connor going to the ball game, but she would at least like some notice so that she could cancel the babysitter. 
 
    Connor’s interest in baseball had developed at an early age. His father was a Little League coach, so it was inevitable that Connor would be drawn to the sport. Corrina was fine with that, though she made sure it didn’t impact his academic studies. She made it clear that if his schoolwork wasn’t up to scratch, he’d lose his baseball glove for a week. Thankfully, she hadn’t had to follow through on that threat. Connor was a straight-A student, top of his class, and Corrina was as proud as a mother could be. 
 
    Corrina showered while Connor finished eating, and when she was dressed, she prepared his school lunch and put him in the car.  
 
    She was just about to get into the driver’s seat when she felt a presence behind her. Corrina spun and found herself face to face with her ex-husband. 
 
    “Jesus, Mike. You scared the crap out of me!” 
 
    Mike Stone looked pleased at her reaction, though his smirk was fleeting. “I just came to give you this.” He held out an envelope. Corrina took it and ripped it open, studying the two sheets of legal paper inside.  
 
    “I want custody,” Mike said. He peered through the rear window of the car and waved at his son, then checked his own reflection. It was immaculate, as always. He could have been the poster boy for the All-American Athlete, and it was his good looks and physique that had drawn Corrina to him. It was a pity the contents of the package didn’t match the wrapping. 
 
    “We’ve been through this,” Corrina said, stuffing the document in her purse. 
 
    “Yeah, well, things change. Connor needs someone who’ll be there for him when he gets home from school.” 
 
    “I’m there for him.” 
 
    “Really?” Mike asked, folding his arms across his chest. “Were you there for him last night?” 
 
    Corrina’s mouth fell open. “Have you been spying on me?” 
 
    “No need. I guessed, and I was right. Look, Connor needs his parent to be there for him, not a babysitter. Your job means you can’t offer him that.” 
 
    “Horseshit! Plenty of single mothers work irregular hours. That doesn’t mean they should have their kids taken from them. You’re just doing this to be vindictive, but it’s not gonna work. You wanna go to court? Fine by me.” 
 
    Corrina got behind the wheel and started the engine, her hands trembling with anger. She took several deep breaths, not wanting to drive while she was pissed. She waited, watching Mike in her mirror until he turned and walked back to his truck. Corrina turned the engine off once he’d driven away. 
 
    “Mom, we’re gonna be late.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Corrina told Connor. “Just gimme a minute.” 
 
    She hated that Mike could still press her buttons so easily, even after all these years. She had put up with it for two years, until his accusations that she was having an affair got to be too much and she kicked him out. 
 
    Corrina had realized too late that most of the conversations she had with her husband were about her and McCrae. Every night, she’d update Mike on what she and McCrae had done that day. She hadn’t noticed the resentment in Mike’s body language until it was too late. By the time he was convinced Corrina was having an affair, too much damage had been done, and they were unable to salvage their marriage. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “Sorry, honey. We’re going now.” 
 
    Corrina backed out of the drive and took a right on 19th Street. Ten minutes later, she pulled up outside Connor’s school. 
 
    “Don’t forget your lunch.” 
 
    Her son held up a paper bag as he jumped from the car. 
 
    “Love you,” Corrina shouted, but Connor was already gone, running to join a group of friends who were standing underneath a massive oak tree. She watched him for a few seconds, before a horn interrupted her thoughts. She pulled away, her mind switching to the activities that faced her today. 
 
    When she pulled up in the parking lot on Wilshire Boulevard, Corrina was both surprised and pleased to see McCrae waiting for her at the entrance to her building. She was even happier to see that he was holding two cups of coffee. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Corrina smiled as she took one of the drinks. 
 
    McCrae plucked a manila folder from his armpit. “Thought I’d bring you everything we’ve got on the victim. She’s originally from Scranton, Pennsylvania, but was studying at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. As it’s out of state, it looks like you’re going to be coordinating this.” 
 
    LAPD had jurisdiction because the body had been found in Los Angeles. They would investigate the case, with the FBI acting as a liaison. Corrina would be the one to communicate with other law enforcement agencies across the country, as well as utilizing the Bureau’s nationwide presence. 
 
    Corrina took the envelope. “I’ll take a look at these and speak to the boss,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve already spoken to Captain McErlane, told him you were on the case. He’s expecting a call from Travis.” 
 
    “No problem. Catch you later.” 
 
    “Count on it,” McCrae said, and headed for his car, his aftershave lingering in the air. 
 
    Corrina took a deep breath, then turned and walked into the building. Her first stop was her own office, where she read the documents McCrae had given her. It didn’t take long. All they had so far was confirmation that Kerry Swanson had been reported missing on May 7th, 2011, and an address for her next of kin, her father, Anthony Swanson. As it was in Scranton, she would have that office look into the original police investigation into Kerry’s disappearance. She would also get the Vegas office to see what the local cops had. 
 
    After finishing her coffee, Corrina went to see Dean Travis. He was assistant director in charge of the LA field office, a thirty-year veteran of the Bureau. Travis had held the top positions in both the Baltimore and Chicago offices before transferring to Los Angeles a few months earlier. His no-nonsense approach was considered abrasive by some, but Corrina suspected he was just a stickler for procedure. The people who earned his ire were usually those who cut corners or ignored protocol.  
 
    Corrina never had any problems with him. She knocked on his door and waited to be called in. 
 
    “Hey, Corrina. Take a seat.” 
 
    Travis was a pug-faced man, with a scar on his right ear, the result of getting too close to a bullet when he was working homicide. Like Corrina, he’d switched to the Bureau from the police early in his career. 
 
    Corrina sat and placed the papers McCrae had given her on Travis’s desk, along with the original tip-off, sealed in an evidence bag, and printouts of the first two chapters of the killer’s manuscript. He nodded a couple of times as he read. When he’d finished, he took off his reading glasses. “Is this the document you found at the scene?”  
 
    “It is,” Corrina said. “It looks like he was writing a book about his…exploits. Chapter one details how he killed Kerry, and I suspect there’ll be more to come. The original is on its way to BAU.” 
 
    Travis nodded, deep in thought, then handed Corrina everything apart from the printout of the killer’s book. “This Loney guy. You work with him before?” 
 
    “McCrae? Yeah, we were partners over on West 1st Street. He’s good people.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Okay, I want you to head up the task force. Use Willard and the new guy, Lane. I’ll call and let John McErlane know we’re in the game.” 
 
    Corrina was surprised to be given the lead role. “Are you sure you don’t want Hank to run this?” she asked. 
 
    Travis shook his head. “I need someone who can get out and about, and Hank’s a desk jockey now.” He gestured to the papers Corrina was holding. “Besides, this has your name written all over it.” 
 
    Corrina understood what he meant. She nodded and left, eager to get the ball rolling. First on her list was to get her colleagues in Scranton and Las Vegas to speak to the local police and get everything they had on Kerry Swanson’s disappearance. She called the Pennsylvania office, asking them to send everything they could get their hands on. She did the same for Vegas, then went to find Willard and Lane to introduce them to their new assignment. 
 
    Henry “Hank” Willard was at his desk, one of twenty in an open-plan office. His fingers danced over the keyboard as he worked on his computer, and his head bobbed in time to the music stream in his earphones.  
 
    Corrina tapped the big African-American on the shoulder. Hank pulled out one bud and looked up at her, the faint sound of an eighties classic lingering in the air. 
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “What are you working on?” 
 
    “Drive-by shooting, gang related.” 
 
    “Hand it off,” Corrina told him. “Something came in.” 
 
    “Am I gonna like it?” he asked, his face suggesting he wouldn’t. 
 
    “Serial killer. One victim so far, but it looks like there could be up to fifteen.” 
 
    Hank lifted his large frame out of the chair. He stood at the same height as Corrina, but where she was trim and toned, he carried a lot more weight, especially around the waist. He scratched his long, dark beard. “Give me five minutes, then I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Great. See you in the conference room.” 
 
    Hank trundled off, and Corrina went in search of Josh Lane. He was new to the FBI, fresh out of the training academy at Quantico. He’d graduated near the top of his class and had a calmness about him that bordered on arrogance. Corrina hoped it was just the self-confidence of a good-looking kid. If he came into the job thinking he knew everything, there were plenty of people willing to give him a reality check. She found Josh standing by the water cooler, engaged in conversation with a young woman from Human Resources. The girl was clutching a file to her chest as she gazed up at Josh with big doe eyes. 
 
    “…but it didn’t have the intensity I was looking for.” 
 
    “Not interrupting anything, am I?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” Josh smiled with a mouth full of gleaming white teeth. “I was just telling Beth about the gym I joined recently.” 
 
    “Maybe you can finish that up later,” Corrina suggested.  
 
    Beth got the picture and excused herself. 
 
    “Come with me,” Corrina said to Josh. “I’ve got a job for you.” 
 
    She led him to the conference room and put the file she’d been carrying on the big table. “In there you’ll find details of a missing person. I already contacted the Scranton and Vegas offices and they’re going to send over everything the local police have on the case. What I want you to do is look into the background of the relatives. The parents’ names are in there, but there may be siblings.” 
 
    “What makes a missing person a federal case?” Josh asked. “Is she connected?” 
 
    “I’ll explain when I get back,” Corrina told him. She went back to her office and printed off two more copies of the photos containing the prologue and first chapter of the killer’s novel. She returned to the conference room to find Hank Willard had joined the party.  
 
    Corrina gave each man a copy of the manuscript. “Yesterday evening, I received information that a body was buried up in Tuna Canyon. I went up there with McCrae Loney from LAPD homicide, and we discovered this stuck in a bush. We also found a body that appears to be Kerry Swanson.” 
 
    “Fifteen times a killer,” Hank said, leafing through the pages. “Catchy title. Does it reveal anything?” 
 
    “Only that whoever wrote this more than likely killed Kerry. It says she was cut up into eight pieces, and that’s what was found in the grave.” 
 
    “Professionally butchered or just hacked to bits?” Josh asked. 
 
    Corrina thought it an astute question. Clinical dismemberment might suggest a physician of some kind, or maybe a hunter with a grasp of animal anatomy. 
 
    “Unknown at this time. We’re still waiting for the autopsy report.” 
 
    Corrina was sure it wouldn’t make pleasant reading. Just the killer’s description of the murder was enough to turn her stomach. 
 
    “I want you guys to read through that and let me know your thoughts. Obviously, BAU will have their own take on it, but I want to know if anything strikes you as strange.” 
 
    “You mean apart from the fact that this bozo killed fifteen people and wrote a book about it?” 
 
    That kind of attitude would have brought out the worst in Corrina had it come from anyone else, but Hank was one of the best agents she knew. He’d joined the Bureau soon after leaving college two decades earlier, had multiple commendations under his belt, and he’d been destined for the top until fate dealt him a cruel hand.  
 
    Five years earlier, while a member of the hostage rescue team, he’d been about to storm a residence to rescue a kidnapped child when someone matching the suspect’s description had walked out of an alleyway. In the pitch darkness it was hard to make out any details, but the figure appeared to be carrying. Hank saw the right arm come up in a shooting stance and someone cried, “Gun!” Hank had been the first to react, putting two bullets in the target’s chest. The order to storm the house came seconds later, and it was only after the operation was over that they discovered the first casualty was a local boy with learning disabilities. He died two days after his fourteenth birthday, all because of the toy pistol he’d been given as a present by his uncle. 
 
    The incident sent Hank into meltdown. He was placed on administrative leave while the shooting was investigated, and though he was eventually cleared of any wrongdoing, the personal toll had been too much. He’d hit the bottle hard, and when the time came to return to work, he was in no condition to do so. The Bureau didn’t give up on him, however, and after a year of therapy, he returned to duty. 
 
    Minus his sidearm. 
 
    Hank refused to carry a weapon, choosing instead to take a desk role. 
 
    Corrina learned all this when she queried her supervisor about Hank’s excess weight and unkempt appearance. Since then, she’d worked alongside him on many projects and came to realize that he had a keen analytical mind, if a brusque personality. He might never work the field again, but retaining him in his current role had been a shrewd move. She was certainly grateful to have him working this case with her.  
 
    “Yes, Hank, apart from that.” 
 
    Hank grunted and continued to flip through the document. 
 
    Josh studied the note that had been sent to Corrina the day before. “This is addressed to you personally, not the Bureau.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” Corrina said. “Looks like the killer wants me involved for some reason. I’m going to check through my old cases to see if any of them have a bearing on this.” 
 
    “Someone you’ve locked up?” Hank asked. 
 
    “I doubt it. Kerry died in 2011. That’s a year before I joined the LAPD. If it’s related to one of my cases, we must have crossed paths recently.” 
 
    “Or he might know you personally,” Josh suggested. 
 
    “I think I’d know if there was a serial killer in my social circle,” Corrina countered. 
 
    “It doesn’t necessarily have to be a friend. Could be someone you interact with on a regular basis, like a guy who works at the gym, or a bank teller, or your mailman.” 
 
    Corrina thought it unlikely. She didn’t advertise the fact that she was with the FBI, so it would have to be someone she was close to, and few could be counted in that number. 
 
    “No, there has to be another reason.” 
 
    It could wait, though. She knew that if she focused too much on the problem, it would evade her, but the answer would eventually manifest itself at some point. That was the way her mind worked. She could get a song stuck in her head and struggle to think of the name of the artist, only for it to hit her hours later. 
 
    “Have a read,” Corrina said, “and let me know your thoughts. McCrae Loney at LAPD is leading the investigation. I’m going to see him now. Let’s meet up after lunch to compare notes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “…though the repercussions will be felt throughout the community for some time to come.” 
 
    Jess Duffey jumped as a large envelope slapped noisily onto her desk. 
 
    “Benny, you asshole!” 
 
    The mail boy, headphones on, was unaware of her outburst. He wandered off to the next desk and tossed a couple of envelopes onto the senior crime reporter’s keyboard, earning yet another unheard rebuke. 
 
    Jess finished writing the story she was working on, then picked up the mail and checked for the sender’s address. That was a pretty good indication of whether it was worth her time opening it. Most of the stuff she received at the office was junk mail. 
 
    This one, though, had nothing on the envelope apart from her name and the address of the LA Telegraph. Hoping it was at least interesting, Jess ripped it open and pulled out a bunch of letter-size pages. 
 
    The typewritten note on the first page got her immediate attention: 
 
      
 
    Hello, Jess. You hold in your hands the scoop of the decade. This is just the beginning, but there will be more to come. Much more. I want you to tell my story, because they have to know. They have to feel it, too. 
 
    You’ll find the body in chapter two at ///await.sugar.groom. 
 
    She immediately recognized the code, having done a piece on the What3Words app when she first joined the newspaper. A woman had gotten lost while camping in the Mojave Desert. Her motorcycle wouldn’t start and she had no idea how to guide her rescuers to her, until one of them told her to download the app. She was found a couple of hours later. 
 
    It was when she read the word “body,” that Jess’s hands started to shake. Not with fright, but anticipation. 
 
    For two years, she’d been the junior reporter with the Telegraph, LA’s eighth most-read newspaper. In that time, she’d covered everything from burglary to grand theft auto, muggings to rape, but she’d never been given a murder to report. Those jobs always went to Sam Harkness or Claire McMillan, the two senior crime reporters who were constantly vying for top billing. To have a story like this handed to her on a plate was beyond belief, but the initial elation soon passed. If she went to the editor with it, he would take it off her hands and give it to one of his golden pair. 
 
    Jess wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    She hadn’t become a journalist to cover fistfights at bake sales or local charity fraud. She wanted a real story, and now that one had presented itself to her, she wasn’t going to give it to anyone. 
 
    It was almost midday, so Jess decided to take an early lunch. She stuffed the papers back in the envelope and put them in her large purse, then took the elevator down to the ground floor. She usually ate in the deli next door to the office, but she wanted some privacy. She wouldn’t get that when half the Telegraph staff ate at the same place. Instead, she walked two blocks to a burger joint, got a meal to go and took it to Pershing Square. She found a space on the steps facing the pool, and after eating half of her sandwich, began to read. 
 
    Forty minutes later, Jess felt sick. Her sandwich remained half-eaten, her coffee and fries untouched. 
 
    Jess knew that if this was real, it was the story that could make her career. 
 
    And she immediately felt guilty. 
 
    Guilty, because it would come on the back of at least two deaths. Two gruesome deaths. 
 
    Never get emotionally involved. 
 
    The words came unbidden to her mind, something her father had told her many times. He’d built his own business from the ground up, and he’d done it by approaching each transaction objectively, refusing to see the other party—be they supplier or customer—as a human being, but rather a challenge to be overcome at the lowest possible cost to himself. It was that selfish attitude that caused Jess to turn down his offer of a role in the business. 
 
    She’d also heard something similar from her journalism professor, who would often remind his class that their job was to deal in cold, hard facts, not to editorialize the story. He was old-school, from the days when the media told you what happened, and you had to decide what you thought of it.  
 
    These days, you’re told what to think, and have to decide whether it’s real or not. 
 
    Jess had always approached her job the way she’d been taught at college, and she believed that was why she’d been passed over for promotion so many times. 
 
    She wasn’t about to change now. 
 
    For Jess, journalism had been a calling. Or as she liked to call it, a crusade. A battle against partisan media conglomerates that existed purely to further the goals of one political party or another. They would adhere to their left- or right-wing agendas with a stoic inflexibility, casting aside their duty to inform in favor of brainwashing the masses with their poisonous rhetoric. 
 
    Jess would never become like that. She planned to rise to the top through pure journalistic talent, not abandoning her principles in return for a paycheck. 
 
    Gathering the papers together, she put them back in her purse and dumped her lunch in a nearby trash can, her hunger long forgotten.  
 
    As she walked back to the office, she considered how she should approach Kieron Lehane, editor-in-chief of the Telegraph. When she reached the building, Jess still hadn’t made up her mind. In every scenario she came up with, Lehane would hand the story to either Harkness or McMillan, claiming they could do a better job of it. As Jess hit the button for the elevator, she made up her mind. 
 
    The doors pinged open and she got in alongside half a dozen others, taking a corner spot at the back. She asked someone to press the button for her floor, then turned and faced the mirrored wall. 
 
    You can do this, she told herself. 
 
    Her reflection didn’t appear so confident. Jess smoothed down her ginger hair, brushing it off her shoulder, then adjusted her thin jacket to cover her growing belly. She was out of shape and knew it, but in the daily battle between exercise and junk food, the latter won hands down. She was by no means obese, but admitted to herself that she could afford to lose at least twenty pounds.  
 
    Maybe then Lehane would pay more attention to her, like he did Claire McMillan. The editor was forever fawning over Claire, with her flowing blonde hair, luscious lips and sculpted figure, even though she’d made it clear that the Telegraph was just a stepping-stone. Her goal was TV anchor with one of the major networks. She certainly had the looks for it, and if a shallow personality was a prerequisite for the job, she’d be a shoo-in. 
 
    The elevator glided to a halt and Jess squeezed her way out through the crowd. She went to her desk and logged into her computer, then took out her phone and opened the What3Words app.  
 
    When Jess entered await.sugar.groom it settled on a point just south of East Topanga Fire Road in Topanga State Park. Jess fired off a quick email to Lehane to tell him that she had a lead on a story in that rough area, something to do with kids off-roading on illegal bikes, then locked her computer once more, grabbed her coat and headed for the underground parking lot. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Corrina had managed to acquire an office to lead the task force from. She assembled her small team, eager to get going. A notice board had been hastily mounted on the wall, and the central area was dominated by a table with four chairs. Josh and Hank sat while Corrina stood by a window overlooking the sprawling parking lot. 
 
    “I spoke to Alistair Birch over at LAPD’s field investigation unit this morning,” Corrina said. “Vegas police took DNA samples from Kerry Swanson’s room the day after she went missing, plus we have DNA from her home in Scranton. It’ll be a couple of days before we know if we have a positive match with our victim. Until we get that, we work on the assumption that it’s her.” She looked at Josh. “To answer your question, she was butchered. No sign that he had any knowledge of anatomy. Have you got anything on her immediate family?” 
 
    “No sisters or brothers. Got a couple of cousins on her father’s side, but they were in high school at the time. Father is Anthony Leopold Swanson, owns a company that manufactures lawn furniture. Mother Elizabeth Swanson, formerly Elizabeth Morton, died two years before Kerry was abducted. Father and cousins were interviewed about her disappearance, but all had solid alibis.” 
 
    “Tell me more about the father,” Corrina said. 
 
    “As I said, he owns his own business. Finances around the time Kerry went missing were good, according to his filings with the IRS. That was with a different company, though. He used to manufacture car seats for kids, but sold the business nine years ago. There was a lawsuit, something to do with inadequate testing. The judge found in Swanson’s favor as he hadn’t broken any laws, but soon after, he flipped it and started the lawn product line.” 
 
    “Any convictions?” Corrina asked. “Known associates with criminal records?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Josh told her. “Clean as a whistle, apart from that lawsuit, which he won. I also checked to see if Kerry was insured, but she wasn’t. Doesn’t appear to have any reason to kill her.” 
 
    “That ties in with witness statements taken by Scranton police,” Corrina said, handing them both printouts of the original investigation into the Swanson case. “Apparently, he doted on her. Spoiled her to the extreme.” 
 
    Corrina gave them a few moments to browse through the new information. 
 
    “No witnesses, no suspects,” Hank noted.  
 
    “No. He obviously thought it through and planned it meticulously. He was probably watching her for weeks.” 
 
    “You’re assuming it’s a male,” Josh said. 
 
    “I am,” Corrina told him. “For the sake of brevity, and because the vast majority of serial killers are men. If I have to say ‘he or she’ every time, it’ll take us twice as long to catch this guy. Let’s presume it’s a male until the evidence suggests otherwise.” 
 
    Josh gestured his understanding. 
 
    “Which brings me to this book of his.” Hank said. “I think he’s a lot smarter than he wants us to believe.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Josh asked. 
 
    “Well, he’s thrown in a run-on sentence. ‘Billy-Bob was two years older than Kevin he was almost twice his size, too.’ That’s a mistake that you’ll see in eighth-grade composition, but then we have this.” Hank referred to the manuscript. “‘He was sitting by the stream, watching birds flit across the top of the water, hoping to catch the flies that danced above the surface. He was so engrossed in their performance that he didn’t hear Billy-Bob and his three hangers-on approach.’ It’s like the two sentences were written by different people. And if you look at chapter one, he’s trying too hard to sound like he has low intelligence. ‘I took off her toes first. One at a time, singing “this little piggy” til there was no more piggies left. Kerry didn’t like that game one little bit, specially as I used a rusty old saw blade to do it, not nice and quick like tin snips. She wasn’t happy when I used an iron to stop the bleeding, neither. After she calmed down a little—that took a while, I can tell you—I went to work on her legs. You ever see that film about that Hannibal guy who took a man’s skin off? That ain’t easy, let me tell you, specially when they’s struggling and hollering. Took me a mighty long time to peel them thighs.’ 
 
    “People might say ‘specially,’ but they would never write it that way unless their IQ was in the toilet.” Hank held up the police report. “And if he planned the abduction to the point where the police had no suspects and no physical evidence—which is what it says here—he’s not the small-town hick he’s pretending to be.” 
 
    Once again, Hank had shown his worth. Corrina already suspected that the killer was smarter than he let on, but having Hank confirm it was all the validation she needed. 
 
    “So, we don’t expect him to make many mistakes, unless they’re deliberate. Where does that leave us?” Corrina asked them. 
 
    “Playing catch-up,” Hank deadpanned. 
 
    “I’ll flag all postmasters in the LA area and tell them to be on the lookout for packages addressed to you,” Josh said. “Serial killers are usually creatures of habit, so hopefully he’ll send the next chapters the same way.” 
 
    “Great idea. Get on it right away.” 
 
    Josh, buoyed by the praise, got up to leave, but Hank burst his bubble. 
 
    “What if he just drops it in a mailbox next time?” 
 
    Josh hesitated, unsure how to respond.  
 
    Corrina came to his rescue. “Go on, get it organized.” 
 
    Josh left, looking a little dejected. 
 
    “Why’d you have to do that?” Corrina asked Hank when the kid was out of the room. 
 
    “What? I was just throwing a legitimate question out there. Besides, it’s standard procedure to alert the post office when we get things like this. You don’t have to praise him for doing his job right. That’s what he’s paid to do.” 
 
    “I’m talking about denting his confidence. He’s new to the game, and you shooting him down means next time he has an idea he might not share it with us, and that could be the one that leads us to the killer.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, the kid’s full of himself. It’ll take more than that to shake him.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Corrina glared at Hank. “I want you to play nice.” 
 
    Hank looked like he was about to say something, but then he sighed. “Okay, I’ll go easy on him.” 
 
    Corrina hated treating Hank like this, especially as he had many years seniority on her, but she knew the importance of team cohesion. “Thanks. We need to work together on this. Now, what other thoughts do you have?” 
 
    Hank leaned forward in his chair. “Why now?” he asked. “Why is this guy telling us now?” 
 
    It was a damn fine question, one that hadn’t occurred to Corrina. 
 
    “Is he done killing?” Hank continued. “Has he had enough and wants us to catch him?” 
 
    Corrina considered both possibilities, then dismissed them. “If he wanted to get caught, he could just hand himself in.” 
 
    “So you think he’ll kill again?” 
 
    “I do,” Corrina said, “and for the same reason. He could walk into the nearest police station, but he won’t, because he isn’t finished.” 
 
    Which meant they weren’t just dealing with cold cases, but an active serial killer. 
 
    “So back to my original question: why is he telling us now?” 
 
    Corrina didn’t have an answer. “Hopefully he’ll make that clear soon.” 
 
    Hank appeared to chew over her response, then asked, “Who are they? He said ‘they’ had to feel it, ‘they’ had to know. Who is he referring to?” 
 
    Corrina picked up her notes. She’d highlighted a section at the beginning of chapter one. “I wondered that, too. It says here ‘They had to suffer, to know the pain their actions caused. They had to feel it for themselves.’” 
 
    “Do you think he means his victims?” Hank asked. “If so, what did Kerry do that made him want to kill her?” 
 
    “That’s something we need to find out.” 
 
    Corrina made a note on her pad to get the Scranton agent to ask Kerry’s father when they went to break the news to him. That would happen only after the remains had been positively identified. 
 
    Josh returned. He sat down in his chair, studiously avoiding eye contact with Hank. “What are we discussing now?” he asked Corrina. 
 
    “We’re trying to work out who he’s referring to when he said, ‘They had to suffer. They had to feel it for themselves.’” 
 
    “He said it was payback. Kerry must have done something to piss him off big time.” 
 
    Hank looked ready to stamp all over Josh’s theory, but one look from Corrina and he held his tongue. 
 
    “Continue,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe she spurned him at some point,” Josh suggested. “We could ask her friends if she mentioned anything like that before she died. You know how girls that age share everything, right down to the smallest detail.” 
 
    Corrina remembered her college days well, and Josh made a good point. “I’ll get Vegas to work that up,” she said. “In the meantime—” 
 
    Her phone beeped. She checked the locked screen and saw that an email had hit her FBI inbox. The subject made the breath catch in her throat. 
 
    15 times a killer—chapter two 
 
    “It’s from him,” she said, and dashed out of the room. 
 
    Corrina ran to her desk and logged into her computer. Her mail client was already open, the killer’s email sitting at the top of the pile. A Word document was attached to the brief email text: 
 
      
 
    Hi, Corrina. Here’s the second chapter. I’d love to be able to tell you that it isn’t as gruesome as chapter one, but that would be a lie. It’s graphic, and necessarily so. They have to know. They have to suffer, like I did. 
 
      
 
    You can find her at ///await.sugar.groom. 
 
    Corrina called the tech department, asking Larry Unger to come to her desk immediately. He promised to be right up, and Corrina entered the three words into the app to find the location of the body. It was in Topanga State Park, about two miles from where Kerry was found. 
 
    When she called McCrae, he answered on the second ring. “We’ve got another one.” Corrina gave him the code to enter into the app. 
 
    “I’ll pick you up in ten,” he said. 
 
    They have to know. They have to suffer, like I did. 
 
    Unger arrived four minutes later. He was young, in his early twenties, like Josh, but built like a man who lived on lettuce and water. Corrina vacated her seat so that he could get to her terminal. 
 
    “I need to know if it’s safe to open that attachment, and where the email came from.” 
 
    “One second,” Unger said. His fingers blurred on the keys. His actions were too quick for Corrina to follow, but a minute later, the document was open. 
 
    “All yours,” Unger told her. “I’ll get the original email from the exchange server and check the headers, see if I can trace it.” 
 
    He left abruptly, and Corrina retook her seat and printed off three copies of chapter two. She took them back to the task force office and handed them out. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got a second victim,” she said, speed-reading her own printout. “Here we go. Joanne Perry from San Diego. Hank, contact the police department that handled the initial case. If they identified any suspects, I want you two to create extensive profiles and see if we can track their movements on the day Kerry went missing.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Hank assured her, and Josh nodded, too.  
 
    “Good. I’m gonna take a look at the scene.” 
 
    Corrina took her own copy to read on the way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    By now you’ll have realized that I’m not the dumbass I pretended to be in the last chapter. That’s a relief, to be honest. Do you know how hard it is to write in such a vulgar manner? It’s not that easy, let me tell you. It’s like a concert pianist trying to get the notes wrong on purpose. Sounds easy, but it isn’t. 
 
    I only did it to throw them a little, because I have some unfinished business and I don’t want anyone to stop me before I’m ready. Who’s them? I hear you ask. Well, they would be the psychologists and psychiatrists from all across the country who’ll be reading this. No doubt many will flock to the news stations to vent their opinions about what ails me. They’ll tell the watching world that I suffer from one delusion or another, that my IQ is within a certain range, that I was abused as a child and probably wet the bed until I was in my late teens. 
 
    They will all be wrong. 
 
    I am not writing this to shed light on my personality; I’m writing it so that everyone knows that the people I’m hurting did the wrong thing, and they have to pay for it. They have to know, and they have to suffer, just like I did. 
 
    After Kerry, things got a bit easier. There was no trepidation as I stalked my next victim.  
 
    Her name was Joanne Perry, from Ashley Falls, San Diego.  
 
    Joanne wasn’t the prettiest woman in the world, but someone sure loved her. Loved her enough that she didn’t have to work. Truth be told, her husband was no catch, either. They must have met before he made his fortune. Joanne just spent her days at the nail clinic or the country club, shopping or having lunch with other rich wives. 
 
    Her routine was all too predictable, so much so that it was only two weeks after I started following her that I was able to choose the time and place to make my move. 
 
    Wednesday afternoons were spa day. She would roll up at the Renaissance Club at two on the dot and leave at three-thirty to go to her four o’clock hair appointment three miles away. On October 21st, 2012, she wouldn’t be getting her highlights touched up. 
 
    The Ketamine worked well enough the first time, but it wasn’t as fast-acting as I would have liked, and Joanne was considerably bigger than Kerry. That’s why I took some extra insurance along.  
 
    Just like before, I parked next to her car. This time it was a silver Mercedes convertible. It was unusually cold that day, and the top was up. I remember, because I got to thinking that it would be nice to drive one of those, but I’d never be able to afford one. I’d have had the top down all the time, even when the temperature dipped below forty. 
 
    Joanne finished her waxing, or massage, whatever it was, right on time. As she got near her car, I got into position. The needle with the Ketamine was between my teeth, the stun gun in my left hand and my right hand on the door handle. The moment she bent to unlock the Mercedes, I jumped out and gave her fifty thousand volts in her back. Joanne collapsed to the ground and I stuck the needle in her leg while I clamped my other hand over her mouth. I expected her to struggle, but she was rigid, frozen. I think she was in shock. That made it hard to get her into the van because she was a dead weight. I knew I would have to rig something up for the next one, but I’ll tell you about that another time. 
 
    I was sweating by the time fat, ugly Joanne was on board. I tied her up and drove to my special place. 
 
    I won’t bore you with the details of how I got her into the basement and secured her to my operating table. You’ve heard all that before. What I will do is tell you what I did to her. 
 
    I made her suffer. 
 
    Big time. 
 
    First, I waited until she was fully awake. Screaming-her-heart-out awake. I let her do it for about half an hour while I drank a couple of glasses of whiskey. When she was done, and her screams had subsided to whiney sobbing, I went down to the basement once more. 
 
    “Please,” she begged when she saw me. “Please, let me go. I’ll give you anything.” 
 
    That’s the trouble with her kind. They think money is everything. I’ll tell you one thing, though, she wasn’t so free with it when she wasn’t strapped to my table. When I was following her I saw her walk by a homeless guy—two, actually—and she veered away from them as they held out their cups, looking for a few cents to help them make it through the day. She almost left the sidewalk, that’s how intent she was on avoiding them. She couldn’t give a couple of bucks to two guys who had nothing, but now she would give me anything I wanted. 
 
    No thanks, bitch! 
 
    And I told her so. I told her that her money was a curse, one that had come to bite her on her big fat ass! 
 
    Still, Joanne begged and begged some more. While I was trying to decide where to start, she began bawling again. So I stabbed her in the thigh. Sunk the knife right up to the hilt, a full four inches of blade stuck inside her. That made her change her tone. It was now a high-pitched shriek. 
 
    You might think I’d wear noise-cancelling headphones or something like that, but to be honest I needed to hear their pain. I wish you could, too. I should have recorded it, now that I think about it. Maybe I’ll do that for the next one. 
 
    Anyway, I waited a while for the pain to really hit her. It’s strange how pain does that, don’t you think? You hit your thumb with a hammer and feel the initial crunch of metal on bone, then your body says, “Whoa! Time out!” and you feel nothing as you watch your digit turn black before your eyes. It’s only later that the real pain comes. It’s something to do with adrenaline or some shit like that, giving your body time to deal with the danger before BHAM! here’s how much it really hurts, motherfucker! 
 
    So she’s screaming in pain and trying to beg for her life but her mouth’s too full of mucus to be anything but incoherent. I pretend she wants more of the same. 
 
    “Oh, you liked that? Want some more?” 
 
    And as she’s wildly hysterical and trying to jerk herself free from the constraints, I take a blowtorch to her other thigh. Man, cooking flesh stinks, let me tell you. Anyone who says it’s just like cooking pork on a barbecue is lying. Not only that, it hurts like hell. Joanne thought so, anyway. 
 
    “Do you want to know why I’m doing this?” I asked her. 
 
    Through her tears, she managed to nod her head. At least, I think it was a nod. 
 
    So I told her. I explained why she was going to die, and why the last thing she’d ever remember would be the pain. I told her that it wouldn’t be quick, either. This was going to go on all day and all night if possible. Kerry had died too early for my liking, but I explained to Joanne that I’d revised my methods so that there wouldn’t be a huge loss of blood. 
 
    Just pain.  
 
    And lots of it. 
 
    That didn’t go down well. 
 
    She called me every motherfucker under the sun. Cursed my family, my dog, my mailman, everyone I knew. Joanne sure had a mouth on her. 
 
    I broke her ankle next. Hit it with a hammer, just like Kathy Bates did in that film. You know the one. 
 
    After that, I got real creative. 
 
    Ever fallen over and skinned your knees? Now imagine that happening with an industrial sander. It ain’t pretty. Joanne certainly didn’t like it. 
 
    She doesn’t like anyone touching the soles of her feet, either. I found that out when I beat them with a leather belt. I heard it’s sore as hell, and Joanne confirmed it. 
 
    Then it was back to the script, taking off her toes one by one, then her fingers and thumbs. All the while she’s going batshit crazy, one minute cursing, the next babbling like a child. 
 
    Eventually she asked me to kill her. She was the first to do that. Kerry must have held out hope that maybe Jack Bauer was going to break into the basement and rescue her, but not Joanne. She knew she was going to die, and by this time she welcomed it. She just wanted the pain to stop. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    Every time I hurt her from that point on, I reminded her why I was doing it. When I sliced her belly open with a scalpel and put salt in the wound, I reminded her. When I slammed the hammer down on her shin bones, I told her why. For the next two hours, all she heard was the reason she was going to die so horribly. No amount of begging or pleading was going to change that. 
 
    I’d hoped to take her through the night, but she passed away just before ten. Cause of death: every fucking thing I could think of. 
 
    Joanne is now in the ground. Gone. A pile of bones.  
 
    She died a horrible death. 
 
    She won’t be the last. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Jess wished she’d brought suitable footwear. Trying to navigate her way through the scrub in two-inch heels hadn’t been her smartest move. On the drive over, she’d been thinking about the headline for the piece she was going to write. All she could picture now was, “Third-rate hack twists ankle and dies alone in State park.” 
 
    Jess slipped her shoes off and cursed herself for wanting to look taller. As if being five-ten was going to change peoples’ perception of her. She’d still be geeky, frumpy Jess, crazy-cat-lady-in-waiting, destined to die alone from a Haagen-Dazs overdose. 
 
    She checked her phone again to see where she was in relation to the marker, then looked where the app directed her. 
 
    Her heart sank. 
 
    Why did you have to bury her on a hill, you sonofabitch? 
 
    She was already sweating from the short walk from her car. By the time she was done, she’d be soaked through. 
 
    At least I’ll lose a couple of pounds. 
 
    Then a thought struck her: what if there was no body, no serial killer? What if her colleagues had fabricated the whole thing just to force her into doing some exercise? They’d be in the office now, congratulating themselves on such a great prank. They might even be waiting back at the road when she returned from her trek, panting like an imbecile and stinking like a jock’s locker. 
 
    Jess shrugged the idea off. No one at the office was that callous, not even the vacuous Claire McMillan. Though many would have done something similar in school, the work environment was a different matter. For one, the litigation culture meant such shenanigans were career-ending, and none of her colleagues would risk their livelihoods just to see her humiliated. 
 
    Jess put her shoes back on and trudged forward. She reached the foot of the hill and peered at the crest, then checked her phone once more, hoping the marked square had moved. It still lay dead ahead. She swore at nothing in particular, then began her ascent. 
 
    She stopped after thirty yards, leaning against a rain-starved tree as she fought to catch her breath. Her chest heaved, her vision blurred. 
 
    How did I get like this? 
 
    There had been a time when she could walk at least a couple of miles and not break a sweat, but years of soft living since leaving home had taken their toll. 
 
    After vowing to buy herself an exercise bike the moment she got home, Jess set off once more, one eye on the app with the other watching out for obstacles in her path. 
 
    It took half an hour under the blazing sun before she reached the plateau, and Jess was ready to drop. She collapsed onto a log, and as she waited to get her breathing under control, she looked around. 
 
    There was no dead body, but then she hadn’t really expected one. Joanne had been killed nine years earlier, so unless he’d kept her in the freezer all this time, she must be in the ground. If he’d just dumped the body, wild animals would have picked it clean by now. 
 
    Jess got up and started to look for signs of disturbed soil, but again came up empty. What she did find were two crossed sticks lying on the ground. Standing over them and checking her app again, she saw that she was in the right place. 
 
    Now she had a dilemma: start digging and possibly destroy any evidence that the killer might have left, or call the police and let them know that she’d received the letter? She realized that either way, the police would have to know that the killer had been in contact with her. If she decided to dig and found Joanne Perry, she would have to tell the police how she came to know the body was there. If she just called and told them about the killer’s letter and manuscript, they might not believe her. 
 
    She settled on the latter choice, and if the police didn’t believe her, she’d come back and start digging. Jess then chided herself for not thinking of it earlier, before she’d subjected herself to the mammoth trek. 
 
    She took a few pictures of the crossed sticks on her phone, then turned to leave. 
 
    And found herself staring down the barrel of a gun. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Yeah, it does sound like he’s not finished yet.” 
 
    McCrae had just finished reading the latest chapter. He’d hoped that he’d be dealing with fifteen cold cases, but the last line of chapter two suggested the killer was still active. 
 
    “In a way, I kind of hope he’s not,” Corrina said as she began the climb up the hill. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I’d hate to see another woman die, but we’d have a much better chance of catching this guy if we had a fresh body to work with.” 
 
    McCrae had to agree with the logic. Most murderers were caught within the first forty-eight hours, whereas cold cases tended to remain unsolved, unless DNA found at the scene happened to match a suspect years later. 
 
    “I see your point,” he said. “Maybe you could send a BOLO to all offices asking them to keep a lookout for disappearances. It would be good to be in on the investigations from the start.” 
 
    “We have a process called setting a lead,” Corrina told him, “but it wouldn’t cover the blanket description of missing persons. I could ask them to report non-runaway women of a certain age, or mysterious disappearances of Caucasian women, that sort of thing, but even then it probably wouldn’t get through office review. My boss isn’t going to sign it off unless we can narrow it down. So far, we’ve got a teenage blonde and a 43-year-old brunette. Not really fitting one profile at the moment. If we can find a link between the women, something that made the killer choose them both, we might have a chance.” 
 
    They both knew that wasn’t going to be easy. The two victims so far—if Joanne Perry was in fact the second—had nothing in common. Well, there was one thing, according to the killer’s manuscript. 
 
    “Maybe it’s the money,” McCrae suggested. “Kerry was spoiled by her father, and chapter two said Joanne hadn’t worked in years. Could that be what links them?” 
 
    Corrina halted her ascent and looked back at him. “Could be. I’ve got my team looking into the backgrounds of the families as we speak. Hopefully there are some similarities we can concentrate on.” 
 
    Corrina resumed her climb, and McCrae couldn’t take his eyes off her figure. The tight trousers accentuated her perfect body, one he’d admired for such a long time. 
 
    Over the years, he’d thought many times about making a move, but two things had always stopped him: his wife, and Corrina’s husband. McCrae had met Mike a few times, and he seemed a decent guy. Good looking, steady job, always talking about his plans for his son. Mike coached the kid in Little League, and the dream was to see Connor go all the way to the majors. There was no way McCrae was going to split up such a tight unit just to get laid. 
 
    His own marriage wasn’t as strong as he’d led Corrina to believe, though it wasn’t from lack of trying. He’d met Jean at a bar eight years earlier. McCrae had been a probationer with the LAPD, Jean a college student taking her associate’s degree in nursing. The attraction had been instantaneous and mutual, and they did a lot more than kiss on the first date. 
 
    McCrae treated Jean like a princess from the get-go, but he now realized that had been a huge mistake. The more he gave her, the more she expected. It started off with little things, like the new handbag she’d had her eye on, and the little yappy Shih Tzu dog. McCrae had wanted a Labrador or a golden retriever, but he’d given Jean her wish.  
 
    Then it was the washing machine that let you add clothes after the wash had started. There was nothing wrong with the old appliance, but she just had to have the upgraded version. He’d probably seen her use the new feature twice in the three years they’d had it. 
 
    At the time, they seemed like little things. Costly, but insignificant when he considered her happiness.  
 
    The wedding two years into their relationship had cost an arm and a leg. He’d never imagined that he’d start out his married life twenty-five grand in debt, but that’s what the ceremony, reception and honeymoon had cost. At the time, it didn’t bother him. It was what Jean wanted, and her happiness was everything. 
 
    But as time wore on, the demands grew in scale. She desperately needed a newer car, even though the five-year-old Camry ran fine. It was functional, but it just wasn’t the BMW she had her heart set on.  
 
    Then came the kitchen remodeling. He’d never known a woman who spent less time cooking. McCrae prepared most of their meals when they didn’t go out to dinner, but Jean just had to have the latest design with the integrated oven and the granite work surface. 
 
    McCrae told her she couldn’t have it. They simply couldn’t afford it. With the bank loans, the maxed-out credit cards and the car payments, there was nothing left at the end of the month. She now wanted to add thirty grand to the debt pile to remodel a room she hardly ever used. 
 
    That hadn’t gone down well. Over the six months since he’d put his foot down, their relationship had been on a downward trajectory. He’d tried to make it up to Jean, but everything he did was thrown back in his face. “We haven’t got the money, remember?” That was her favorite taunt when he wanted to do something nice for her. Go out for a fancy meal, or a romantic weekend away. 
 
    She’d started spending nights away from home, sleeping at her mother’s house after her shift at the hospital. At first McCrae had thought she’d found another man, but after tailing her a couple of times, he discovered that she was indeed staying with her family. 
 
    That didn’t make it sit any easier with him. 
 
    He suggested couples’ therapy, but Jean wasn’t interested. As far as she was concerned, nothing was going to restore the love they had. Too much time had passed. Her feelings for him had changed. 
 
    McCrae was inclined to agree with her. The happy, bubbly woman he’d met all those years ago was gone. All that was left was a crabby, resentful husk. 
 
    His marriage was over. 
 
    If he was honest with himself, they were never a great fit. Sure, she’d been hot. Not super-model hot, but she had a mysterious look and a seductive smile. She wore her black hair cut over one eye, and she had a habit of tilting her head slightly when she spoke. Just thinking of her stirred something within him, but only briefly. Looks apart, there was nothing attractive about her. She didn’t share any of his interests, and so conversations were one-sided. She talked, and McCrae listened.  
 
    Looking back, he realized that the only thing they had in common was alcohol and sex. McCrae would have a couple of beers twice a week, maybe more when the game was on, while Jean often got through five bottles of wine a week. The times spent in bed were probably the only moments they were doing something together that they both enjoyed, and even that had grown stale over the years. 
 
    Not that McCrae would share any of this with Corrina. He hadn’t told anyone, not his colleagues, his friends, even his own parents. He wasn’t looking for sympathy, and certainly not a rebound romance with a married woman. 
 
    “You coming?” Corrina asked. 
 
    McCrae looked up at her and saw that she’d got a head start on him. “Aye, I was just… yeah.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Fine. Just remembered something I had to do, that’s all.” 
 
    Corrina nodded and continued up the hill. McCrae set off after her, glad that she hadn’t pushed him for an explanation. Jean would have badgered him for hours, but not Corrina. She was the best partner he’d ever had, always on the same wavelength and damn good at her job.  
 
    He’d been heartbroken when she’d told him she was joining the Bureau. 
 
    Corrina stopped. She crouched down and put a hand up for McCrae to do the same. He stooped over and eased closer to her. 
 
    “What is it?” he whispered. 
 
    Corrina pointed, and McCrae saw the unnatural red outline between the trees. He drew his service-issue Beretta 92FS, and saw that Corrina had drawn her weapon, as well. 
 
    He took the lead. Corrina seemed to read his mind and moved left, leaving him to take the direct route to whoever was at the crime scene. Spreading out would make it harder for the mystery figure to take them both down. 
 
    McCrae waited for Corrina to get into position, then stood up and moved forward with his sights on the red target. He maneuvered around a tree and saw the long flowing ginger hair of a woman. But he wasn’t about to let his guard down just because he was facing a female. As he closed on her he could see that she was taking pictures of the ground with a cell phone. When he got to within twenty feet, she turned to face him. 
 
    The shock on her face was almost comical. 
 
    “LAPD. Hands in the air, nice and slow.” 
 
    The woman didn’t move. 
 
    “Do as he says,” Corrina shouted, and the woman’s head snapped to the side to see where the second voice had come from. 
 
    Slowly, she raised her hands, arms trembling like branches in a hurricane. 
 
    Corrina approached her, weapon raised, and instructed the woman to turn around. She did, and Corrina snapped the handcuffs into place. 
 
    “What’s your name, and what are you doing here?” McCrae asked. 
 
    “J…Jess. Jess…Duffey. I’m a reporter.” 
 
    “That’s not what he asked,” Corrina said. 
 
    Jess paused, looking conflicted. McCrae expected a lie. 
 
    “I got a letter. Delivered to the newsroom. It said there was a body here.” 
 
    McCrae looked at Corrina. The last thing they wanted was the story splashed across the front pages. Whenever that happened, the police and FBI got flooded with crank calls from the intellectually challenged claiming to be the killer. If it helped the investigation, then perhaps some aspects of the case could be leaked to the press in the hope that the general public might be able to help. In cold cases, though, that was rarely the case. 
 
    Now, it seemed that decision was out of their hands. If this reporter didn’t go to press with his story, another one would. 
 
    “Where’s your ID?” Corrina asked as she patted the woman down. 
 
    “Over there,” Jess gestured with her head, “on the log.” 
 
    Corrina fetched the large purse, and McCrae watched his ex-partner root through the contents. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go straight to the police when you received this?” Corrina asked, holding up a manila envelope. 
 
    “I didn’t know if it was just a hoax,” Jess said. She seemed to have regained some of her composure, probably because she realized she wasn’t about to get whacked. 
 
    “So, you decided to trample all over a crime scene instead.” McCrae said as he holstered his handgun. 
 
    “I told you, I didn’t know if it was real. I thought I’d come up and check it out. If I found anything, I would have called you.” 
 
    “And what did you find?” Corrina asked her. 
 
    “Just those.” Jess pointed to two crossed sticks. The bark had been stripped off, just like the two marking Kerry Swanson’s grave. 
 
    Corrina took Jess by the arm and led her away from the cross on the ground. When they reached McCrae, Corrina removed the handcuffs. 
 
    Jess rubbed her wrists. “Can I have my things back?” she asked, holding out her hand. 
 
    “I don’t think so. This is evidence. You’re lucky I’m not arresting you for withholding it.” 
 
    “I told you, I was—” 
 
    “You wanted to check first,” Corrina interrupted. “Well, that didn’t work out too well, did it? You’ve compromised a crime scene and probably destroyed what little evidence there was.” 
 
    “Why? Did you find any at Kerry’s grave?” 
 
    McCrae realized that Jess was over the initial shock at being held at gunpoint and was now back in full reporter mode. “No comment,” he said. 
 
    “Do I at least get your names?” Jess pressed. 
 
    “No, but you can tell me why Lehane gave you this assignment,” Corrina said. “I’ve dealt with the Telegraph a few times, but I’ve never heard of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, how come Claire McMillan isn’t working this?” McCrae added. That was one reporter you never forgot. 
 
    Jess swallowed, and McCrae knew he’d touched a nerve. 
 
    “Maybe I should call Lehane,” he said, and he took out his phone. 
 
    “No,” Jess said, a little too forcefully for McCrae’s liking. 
 
    “Then explain yourself,” he said, his thumb hovering over the screen. 
 
    Jess’s head slumped. “He doesn’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he doesn’t know?” 
 
    Jess threw her hands up, exasperated. “I didn’t tell him, okay? I knew that if I did, he’d give it to Claire or Sam Harkness and I’d be stuck doing grocery store robberies and burglaries. The letter was addressed to me, and I came here as soon as I read it. I thought that if I wrote a piece and presented the story to Lehane, he’d have to let me run with it.” The passion drained from her as quickly as it had arrived. “Are you going to tell him?” 
 
    McCrae looked at Corrina, who stepped in. 
 
    “No,” she said, “we won’t say a word.” 
 
    Jess perked up, but Corrina immediately burst her bubble. “On one condition. You sit on the story until I give you the go-ahead.” 
 
    “What? But…when will that be? Days? Months? What if someone else breaks it first?” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Corrina said. “If anyone asks about the investigation, we’ll offer no comment. You’ll get primary access, but you have to work with us on this. If you go to print before I say so, I’ll cut you out of the loop. Got it?” 
 
    Jess appeared to weigh up her options before realizing she had none. “I got it,” she huffed. 
 
    “Good.” Corrina gave Jess her card and asked for her cell number in return. With the exchange done, Corrina told Jess she was free to go. 
 
    “But I need the letter to start writing the story.” 
 
    Corrina tapped the envelope against her thigh as she considered the request, then handed it over. “You’ve got ten minutes. Make some notes, then I want it back.” 
 
    Jess grabbed it and ran over to the log, where she fished out a pen and notepad and began scribbling furiously. 
 
    “Think that’s wise?” McCrae whispered to Corrina. “What if she changes her mind and prints it?”  
 
    “She won’t. She’s hungry. If she goes to Lehane, he’ll give it to someone else. Her only chance is to work with us.” 
 
    McCrae didn’t like the press at the best of times, but trusting a reporter he’d never dealt with before with didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    McCrae called Alistair Birch to tell him he was in for another long night. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There you are. 
 
    He watched through the high-power lens as the three people stood around Joanne Perry’s grave. Even though he was over a mile away, it felt like he was standing among them, like he could reach out and touch them… 
 
    He wouldn’t have to wait long to do that. It was almost time. Not quite, but almost. It was so close he could feel it, taste it. 
 
    His only regret was that he had to get them involved so soon, but it had to happen at some point. When Miriam Crane died, he’d had no option but to go public. If he didn’t, they wouldn’t know. And they had to know. They had to feel his pain. 
 
    Miriam Crane had got off lightly. 
 
    She had escaped his wrath. 
 
    She would have felt pain before she passed away, but not enough. 
 
    The others would know. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Jess didn’t get much more from the cop and the FBI agent. She discovered their names and where they were stationed, but that was about it. They rebuffed her with “no comment” when she dug for details of what they knew so far. When the field investigation unit turned up, she was shepherded aside to watch from a distance. McCrae warned her not to try to get information from the forensics team, or the deal was off and she’d be arrested for obstructing justice. 
 
    At eight in the evening, frustrated at the lack of progress, she headed home. A body had been discovered under the two crossed sticks, but when it became clear that it would be a long time before it was exhumed, she saw no point in hanging around. Better to get started on the story, and she had a raft of notes to work from. 
 
    The drive home took Jess over an hour. Her place was one of ten in a rental complex in Downey. It was a white-walled building with a terracotta roof, and her one-bedroom apartment was on the ground floor. 
 
    Jess cursed aloud as she struggled to unlock her door. She’d been asking the landlord to fix it for over a week, and he’d promised to look at it today. She considered putting another letter through his door first thing in the morning, but she didn’t want to piss him off in case he decided to throw her out. It was the cheapest place she’d been able to find within ten miles of the Telegraph, and a new apartment would cost more than she could afford.  
 
    If things got desperate, she could always ask her father for help. That would be an act of last resort, though. Kenneth Duffey’s plan had been for Jess to work for his business and eventually take it over, but she had no interest in making components for military jets and missiles.  
 
    He’d been furious when she’d announced that she was majoring in journalism rather than business. He had warned that she’d struggle without his help, but she was determined to make it on her own. Now, though, she sometimes wished she’d listened to his advice. Surviving on a reporter’s salary in one of the most expensive cities in the States was a lot harder than she’d imagined. 
 
    That would all change once she’d written this story, though. 
 
    She struggled with the lock for another minute before it finally relented and let her into her home. Jess dumped her bag on the sofa, retrieved her notepad and grabbed a soda from the fridge. She took them to the small dining table and booted her laptop. While she waited for it to warm up, Jess scanned through her notes. 
 
    They had to know. They had to suffer, to know the pain their actions caused. They had to feel it for themselves. 
 
    What actions was he talking about? She wondered. 
 
    On the drive home, she’d already decided how she’d approach the story. Just stating what the police had discovered wasn’t going to win her a Pulitzer. She had to make it personal, to delve into the killer’s motivations. What made him kill them? What had they done to offend him? 
 
    Jess knew she wasn’t going to get that information from the police or the Feds. She would have to do her own investigation. Not into the murderer, but the victims. If she could paint a picture of their lives, it might help understand why they were chosen. That would mean interviewing family members, friends, acquaintances, and it would pose a problem. Traveling to San Diego and Pennsylvania required money, and Jess didn’t have much. 
 
    That’s what credit cards are for. 
 
    When the laptop was ready, she searched for flights to Scranton. From the little information she’d managed to squeeze out of Corrina Stone, the family of Kerry Swanson hadn’t been notified of the discovery, and they wouldn’t be until a DNA match confirmed that they had the right person. That would happen soon, and Jess wanted to speak to the family before they were informed that their daughter had been found. Once they were given the news, they would be less inclined to speak to the press. That had to be her first stop. 
 
    She bought the cheapest economy ticket she could find, and on second thought decided to book a rental car. The flight would leave in the morning, which gave her time to pack a small bag, make a start on her story and get a few hours of sleep. She decided to start by getting some background on Kerry’s family. 
 
    Jess did a search for Kerry Swanson and read half a dozen articles before she had the names of the father, deceased mother and a couple of college friends who were interviewed by the newspapers after Kerry had been declared missing. Jess then searched for addresses and contact details for all of them.  
 
    She found the two friends on social media. Both had Facebook accounts, but there was no personal information apart from the fact that they both still lived in Scranton, both had studied at the University of Nevada, and that one of them once worked at a bar called The Venue. 
 
    How to get an address for them? 
 
    A private investigator could probably find the information within a couple of hours, but she didn’t have the money to pay for one. She would have to do it herself. 
 
    A quick search found the number for The Venue. Jess planned what she would say before dialing. She had to wait for ten rings. 
 
    “Venue.” 
 
    Raucous music almost drowned out the speaker, but Jess could make out that it was male. 
 
    “Hi. I’m looking for Cassandra Lawson.” 
 
    “Who?” The reply was shouted, and Jess held the phone a little farther away from her ear. 
 
    “Cassandra Lawson. She works there.” 
 
    “Oh, Cass. Yeah, she don’t work here no more.” 
 
    “Did she leave, or…?” Jess let the question hang. Either Cassandra left on good terms, or was fired. Jess had a play for each response. If the answer was that Cassandra left of her own accord, she would make up something about an inheritance. 
 
    “I canned her lazy ass months ago.” 
 
    Perfect! Jess knew she was more likely to make progress if her ex-colleagues had a beef with Cassandra. “Do you have an address for her? I’m from a collection agency and would really like to catch up with her.” 
 
    “Sure. She lives over near Oakmont Park.” The man gave Jess an address, and she thanked him profusely before hanging up. 
 
    She looked up Cassandra’s home on Google Maps and jotted down a route from the airport, confident that she’d be able get the address of Kerry’s other friend from Cassandra.  
 
    Next, she began a search for Kerry’s parents. Several articles written about the girl’s disappearance named Anthony Leopold Swanson as the father. His wife Elizabeth had been dead for twelve years. A further search revealed that Anthony Swanson had been involved in a lawsuit a few years earlier. Curious, Jess clicked the link that took her to the Department of Justice website. 
 
    According to the press release, Swanson had been the owner of a company that manufactured car seats. Three children who were in Swanson-manufactured car seats died after the cars they were in were hit from the side. Their parents sued Swanson for $30 million. Swanson’s lawyers had argued successfully that the defendant had all of the necessary safety certifications for his products, that side-impact testing wasn’t mandatory for the class of seat he’d made and sold, and therefore he wasn’t negligent. 
 
    Jess looked for more information on the court case, but apart from a couple of blog posts, there was nothing. She did discover that Anthony Swanson had sold the company soon after, and he now manufactured and sold outdoor furniture. His head office was in Scranton, and Jess decided to visit him at work rather than waste time trying to find a home address. 
 
    With her itinerary mapped out, Jess moved on to the family of the second victim, Joanne Perry. Once again, old news reports proved a treasure trove. Jess discovered that Vincent Perry, Joanne’s husband, was her only family. Her parents had died within three years of each other, both before she’d gone missing, and there was no mention of children in any of the media stories. However, a couple of the newspapers mentioned Vincent Perry’s background. They didn’t exactly portray him in a good light. 
 
    Jess did a search for him and the name of his real estate company. There were plenty of hits. She clicked on one from the San Diego Chronicle and read the banner headline: 
 
    Anger at Gentrification Plans 
 
    Vincent Perry was accused of bringing agitators from out of state to torment the residents of a small community. The story claimed that a sustained campaign of harassment aimed at homeowners had left them with no choice but to sell their properties at well below market value. Every home had been purchased by Vincent Perry’s company. He’d then demolished them and had been in the process of building fifty new homes at ten times the value of the ones they would replace. The previous homeowners had no chance of purchasing one, leaving them no option but to leave the area most had called home for their entire lives. 
 
    Sounds like a first-class shit, Jess thought. 
 
    The article, of course, didn’t directly accuse Perry of anything, avoiding the risk of a libel suit. His actions were “alleged” and “rumored,” and there were “suggestions.” Perry himself denied any wrongdoing, claiming he had no knowledge of any harassment and that the “happiness of the local community was paramount in his thoughts.” 
 
    Jess wondered whether she should bring it up when she spoke to Perry, but decided against it. It would no doubt be difficult for him to talk about his wife’s disappearance, even after all this time. If she then started slinging mud at him, she wouldn’t get the background she needed, and she could rule out any future co-operation. She could always write a piece on his dubious dealings some other time. 
 
    She made a start on the story. She still hadn’t settled on a headline, so she typed out 15X as a placeholder and wrote the first two paragraphs. She was about to start on the third when her email notification appeared in the bottom corner of the screen.  
 
    She froze when she saw the subject. 
 
    Fifteen Times a Killer 
 
    With a trembling hand, Jess maximized her email client. She didn’t recognize the email address. It had to be from him, and a terrifying thought raced through her mind: he knows my personal email address. 
 
    Jess rushed to the window to see if he was watching the apartment, then immediately felt stupid. What did you expect? He’s standing out there with a laptop waiting for your reply? 
 
    She returned to the table and took her seat, telling herself that he probably got her email from her blog, or any of the other places she’d put it online, from job bulletin boards to her LinkedIn account. 
 
    You’re just being paranoid. 
 
    Jess took a deep breath, then clicked on the message. 
 
      
 
    Hi Jess. 
 
      
 
    Hope you had a pleasant stroll earlier today. Now that you know I’m serious, I’ll tell you why I contacted you. 
 
    I want you to share my story with the world. I want you to let them know why I did what I did. I’m not going to spell it out for you; you’re a bright enough girl to figure it out. If you and Corrina work together, you’ll have the answer in no time. 
 
    There are many more out there, just waiting to be shown the error of their ways. I can’t get them all myself, but once others see the nobility of my cause, they’ll take up the call. 
 
    I’ve attached chapter three. It was my most disappointing kill, but you can’t always get what you want. 
 
      
 
    The body can be found here: ///nasal.jerky.belongs 
 
      
 
    Until next time, 
 
      
 
    15X 
 
    Jess’s heart skipped a couple of beats when she saw the signature. It was the same as the placeholder title she’d given her story.  
 
    Was he watching her? 
 
    She looked around her small apartment to see if there was anything out of place, something that might contain a camera, but her necessarily minimalist approach to interior design meant there were few ornaments of any kind. Still, she examined the air vents, the smoke alarm, the porcelain cat on the sideboard, and the two pictures that hung on the wall. 
 
    There was nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    Jess wanted to believe it was a coincidence, but doubt continued to tug at her as she checked that the front door was locked before returning to her seat. She searched for the location on the What3words website and groaned. There was no vehicular access, just a trail cut into the hillside, and that meant yet another slog through the woods. 
 
    That could wait, though. 
 
    She clicked on the attachment, glad that she had an empty stomach. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    My third victim was a challenge, mainly because he was a fit male. I knew after my struggles with Joanne Perry that I would have to adapt my strategy, and that’s what I did with this one. His name was Thomas Crane. 
 
    Thomas was a challenge in many ways. He looked like he could handle himself, and he didn’t stick to a set routine. Some nights he’d go out, but on the same day the following week he’d stay home. He had a gym membership, but went infrequently. I guess he did most of his workouts at home, only going to the gym to socialize. Whatever, he was a tough one to plan for. 
 
    It took me weeks to make a move, but I’m a patient guy. I knew that if I was going to be in this for the long haul, I’d have to be careful, only striking when the right opportunity came along.  
 
    That turned out to be a Tuesday.  
 
    As it turned out, Thomas liked some of the same places I did. One of them was Angeles National Forest. The difference was that he liked to ride his mountain bike along the trails, while I preferred to bury the body parts of people I’d dismembered. 
 
    The first time he went, I was unprepared. I followed his car in my van, but when he got to the trail head and took his bike from the back of his station wagon, I couldn’t follow him. All I could do was watch him ride away, a weak sun on his back and a smile on his face. From that day on, I kept my own bike in the van should the opportunity present itself. 
 
    I had to wait almost two weeks. 
 
    When I saw him head north out of Pasadena, my whole body tingled. I knew the time had come. I was as prepared as I’d ever been, but there were always butterflies as the crucial moment neared. 
 
    I tailed him all the way to the Mount Wilson Observatory, where he parked and changed into his cycling gear. He was considerate enough to wear a pink jersey, which would make him easy to follow. As it turned out, it wasn’t necessary. There were few people around on what was a cold afternoon. From my van I could see him putting water bottles in a backpack, then he set off down a trail. As soon as he disappeared from sight, I got my own backpack from the van. Mine didn’t contain water, though. I got on my bike and set off after my target. 
 
    Man, Thomas could ride! He flew down that trail like his life depended on it, and he was just a speck on the horizon by the time I got going. I rode like hell to catch up, but after fifteen minutes there was still no sign of him. Frustrated, I gave up. I got off my bike and sat on the ground, saving my energy for the ride back.  
 
    Then it hit me: Thomas would have to ride back, too. This was the only track leading back to the trail head, so he’d have to come back this way to get to his car. All I had to do was find a spot to wait for him. I got back on my bike and rode on for another few minutes before I found the perfect place. 
 
    Then it was just about waiting. 
 
    After an hour, I saw him approaching me. I put my bike across the trail and lay down next to it. When he got close, I clutched my leg and rolled around like I was injured, moaning and groaning. Just as I hoped, Thomas stopped and asked if I needed help. He got off his bike, and when he did, I showed him my gun. A nice pistol with a silencer. He damn near shit his pants, I can tell you. 
 
    “Pick up your bike and head down there,” I told him, nodding toward an area thick with trees and bushes. 
 
    “Hey, man, if you want the bike, it’s yours. Not worth dying over.” 
 
    “I don’t want it,” I said calmly. 
 
    I could see him weighing up his options, but he didn’t really have any. I had the gun, he had Lycra shorts. It was no contest. 
 
    He began wheeling his bike down the hill, and I picked mine up and followed him. We walked for about ten minutes, until we were a long way from the trail. 
 
    “Stop here,” I told him. 
 
    “What’s this about?” he asked me. He didn’t seem panicked, or nervous. Thomas looked like a guy who was used to being in control. 
 
    “Take off your shirt,” I said. 
 
    “Why? You bring me all this way just to fuck me up the ass?” 
 
    I liked Thomas. He was funny. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. Take it off.” 
 
    He looked pissed, but he did as I said. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Now, tie it around your mouth.” 
 
    Thomas threw the shirt on the ground. “Fuck you!” 
 
    So I shot him.  
 
    Not a kill shot, just a bullet to the knee. 
 
    Did you know that silencers aren’t that silent? That gun made a big old sound. Not as big as Thomas, though. He collapsed to the ground and screamed like a real sonofabitch. Apparently getting shot in the knee hurts like a motherfucker. 
 
    I didn’t think anyone would hear him, but just to be sure, I ran over and stuffed the shirt in his mouth. I stuffed it right in so he was gagging. Thomas tried to fight me off, but I shot him again, this time in the shoulder, and he stopped struggling after that. 
 
    “I wish I could have spent more time with you,” I told him. “There are so many things I’d like to do to you.” 
 
    Thomas was crying now. Maybe it was the pain, or maybe he knew he was going to die.  
 
    Can you imagine how he felt? Can you imagine the sheer terror of knowing your time on this planet is no longer measured in years, but minutes? That your last moments will be spent in agony on the dusty, dirty ground in the middle of nowhere, with only a madman for company? Thomas didn’t seem to like it. 
 
    I shot him in the other shoulder. Mostly to hurt him, but also to stop him from raising his hands to protect himself. I shot him in the other knee, too, so he couldn’t kick out. 
 
    By this time he was babbling incoherently. I tried to listen, but the shirt stuffed in his mouth made it impossible to understand what he was saying. Doesn’t matter, anyway. He could have been calling for his mommy, or begging me to stop, but either way he was disappointed. 
 
    I didn’t cut his toes and fingers off, much as I wanted to. There just wasn’t time, and I couldn’t bring all of my toys along. Instead, I took out my knife and sliced his belly open, from one side to the other. 
 
    Then I told Thomas why I’d done it. I told him why he had to suffer, why he had to feel the pain. They have to know. It’s why I do it. If they don’t know how much anguish they cause, nothing will change.  
 
    I’m not sure if Thomas agreed with my motive, or if he even understood it. All I know is that his last moments were unbearable. I stood over him and watched him pass away, sad that he’d gotten off lightly. 
 
    Once he was gone, I gathered the shell casings and put them in my pocket. Don’t want to be leaving clues for the police, not when I’ve still got so much work to do. Then I took the folding shovel from my backpack and started to dig. It was quite easy, what with the recent rain. I had a good hole dug in about two hours, and after relieving him of his car keys—he wouldn’t be needing them again—I threw Thomas and his bike in before filling it in again. 
 
    As I’d expected, I was covered in his blood. Not a problem, though. I stripped out of my shirt and pants, leaving me in my cycling getup. I put the bloody clothes in the backpack, then got on my bike and went back to my van.  
 
    There were only a few vehicles left when I got there, including mine and Thomas’s. I put my bike in the back of his station wagon, put on some gloves, then drove a couple of miles down the road. I abandoned his car and rode back to get mine. 
 
    I must admit, I was worried that I might have left some clue behind. Maybe my DNA, perhaps a hair or two. The police didn’t come calling, though, so it was worth the risk. A fresh grave is easy to spot, even though it was off the beaten track. Better to have the police looking somewhere else for him. 
 
    So, three down, twelve to go. 
 
    I told you that Thomas got off lightly. 
 
    The others won’t.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    It was developing into a waiting game, and Corrina was losing patience. So far, all they had were two dismembered bodies—one not yet formally identified—a couple of missing persons files, and the ramblings of a madman. They were nowhere near close to solving the murders, and the depressing part was knowing that they were unlikely to make any progress until he struck again. 
 
    Corrina stared at the whiteboard on the office wall. One half had a map of the Los Angeles area with pins marking the two graves, and next to it was a list of the What3Words codes the killer had sent them. Josh had suggested they might be significant, maybe spelling out a sentence that might lead them to the killer, but Corrina and Hank doubted it. The company hadn’t launched until 2013, a couple of years after the first bodies were buried, and it wasn’t until three or four years later that it became popular. It would have to be a huge coincidence for the locations to be meaningful in any way. He must have marked the locations somehow, perhaps using GPS co-ordinates, or maybe he visited them regularly to make sure he knew where to send the authorities. 
 
    The killer’s profile took up the right-hand side of the board, a list of traits that would narrow down the search. They knew that he drove a van with a sliding side door on his first two kills. He used Ketamine to incapacitate his victims. He had a house in a remote area, one with a basement and storm doors. But how remote? Three hundred yards from the nearest neighbor? Three miles? Judging by the way he dismembered his victims, then buried the parts at different times, he would have to make multiple trips to the same place. Which meant he spent a lot of time hiking. 
 
    That added up to not much at all. 
 
    Josh and Hank arrived. The kid looked fresh, ready to get to work. Hank looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. 
 
    “Morning, gentlemen.” Corrina pointed to the briefing sheets she’d prepared that morning and left on the table. “We got confirmation that our first victim is Kerry Swanson.” 
 
    Both men picked up a copy and scanned through. 
 
    “He’s not keeping the fingers and toes as trophies,” Hank noted as he read from the autopsy report. 
 
    “No, they were all found with the body, though there was no clothing or personal effects, like jewelry or wallets. It’s possible he kept those instead.” 
 
    They continued to read, and when he’d finished, Josh asked about the email the killer had sent to Corrina. 
 
    “Larry Unger left me a message overnight,” she said. “The email was sent by a cell phone from within half a mile of the central library. The cell hasn’t been used since, nor has the email address. Looks like he turned it on, composed and sent the email, then turned it off. Larry’s put a watch on it, but my guess is the killer’s too smart to use the same phone more than once.” 
 
    “What about CCTV from Tuna Canyon Road?” Hank asked. “They come up with any vans that night?” 
 
    “Two houses had cameras facing the street and LAPD saw one van, but it belonged to one of the residents. She’d taken her kids to the movies that night. It’s possible that the killer changed vehicles, so McCrae’s going to run every plate they captured. He’s also checking to see what he can get from the other scene.” 
 
    “How about cross-referencing the results with every van purchase in the last twenty years, see if the same name pops up in both cases?” Josh offered. 
 
    “Good idea,” Hank said, to Corrina’s surprise. “Get on to the DMV and ask them to send the information over. As well as new sales, you’ll need transfer of title from private sales, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, nice idea,” Corrina added. “Tell them you need it in .csv format so that Larry can work his magic with the results.” 
 
    “I can handle that,” Josh told her. “I studied computer science at college. I can create an SQL database and feed in all the information we receive. Shouldn’t take me more than a day, plus half an hour every time we get a new data set.” 
 
    “Okay, concentrate on that for the time being.” 
 
    It would be nice to think it could be that easy. The killer gets overconfident, his vehicle is spotted on camera and they have him in custody within days. Deep down, though, Corrina knew it wasn’t going to happen. The killer was too smart to get caught so readily. 
 
    Corrina’s phone rang, and she saw that it was Jess Duffey. “Damn! I don’t need this right now.” The reporter had been calling her all night, but Corrina had let it go to voicemail each time. Putting it off wouldn’t make the problem go away, though. She swiped the Answer icon to the side. “Hi Jess. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Where have you been all night? I called you about fifteen times!” 
 
    Twenty-six, Corrina wanted to correct her. “Busy. Is there something you want? If there is, the answer’s gonna be ‘no comment.’” 
 
    “It’s about his third chapter. Did you find anything?” 
 
    “We haven’t got chapter three yet,” Corrina said. 
 
    “You haven’t? But he sent it to me last night.” 
 
    Corrina rushed back to her desk and logged in to her computer, then refreshed her email client. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She checked her junk folder, but that was empty. 
 
    “Can you forward it to me?” she asked Jess. “I haven’t got a copy.” 
 
    The phone went silent, and Corrina sensed Jess was looking to press her advantage. She had to nip that idea in the bud. 
 
    “Sorry, I was just getting a pen,” Jess finally said. “What’s your email address?” 
 
    Corrina felt a twinge of guilt over suspecting the journalist’s motive, but fought past it. ”It’s on the card I gave you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Okay, it’s on its way,” Jess said a moment later. 
 
    Corrina refreshed her client and the new email appeared. “Got it.” 
 
    “Good. It says we should work together, you and me. That way we’ll solve the puzzle. I was thinking, if I could get copies of the case files—” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Corrina cut her off. “I don’t care what this whack job wants, we have rules.” 
 
    “I don’t think he cares about that. Read his email, see what you think. You can get me on this number, but only for the next fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Why? What happens then?” 
 
    “I’m getting on a plane,” Jess said. “Gotta go see some people.” 
 
    Corrina wondered what could get an eager reporter to skip town in the middle of such a huge story, then it hit her. “If you’re thinking about interviewing people relating to this case, you better have a good lawyer.” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell them that Kerry has been found,” Jess said. “I just want the human-interest aspect before you break the news to them.” 
 
    “You’re too late. We got confirmation this morning. Police officers are scheduled to inform Anthony Swanson today.” 
 
    Corrina heard Jess swear under her breath. “Then how the hell am I supposed to write a story if I’m not allowed to speak to anyone involved in it?” 
 
    “Your problem, not mine,” Corrina said. 
 
    Another silence ensued, and it grew uncomfortably long. 
 
    “If you don’t want to co-operate,” Jess eventually said, “that’s fine with me. You won’t hear from me again. You go ahead and conduct your investigation with all the information he sends you.” 
 
    The implication was clear to Corrina: let me in, share everything, or I won’t be forwarding any more of the killer’s messages. It looked like Jess was calling her bluff, for that’s all it was. Corrina knew she couldn’t hold the reporter or stop her printing the story without violating her rights. Any competent journalist would have learned that early in their career, but maybe it was the first time Jess had been threatened with arrest, and the incident had thrown her. It looked like she was back on an even keel now. 
 
    “It’s a crime to withhold information,” Corrina said, trying to gain control of the conversation. 
 
    “I won’t be withholding it,” Jess countered. “I’ve just created another email address and I won’t be using the old one from now on. If he sends anything, I won’t know about it. And before you say anything, not checking your messages is not a crime, the last time I looked.” 
 
    Touché. 
 
    Much as she hated the idea, Corrina was going to have to cave to Jess’s demands. 
 
    “Okay, you win. I’ll schedule a thirty-minute interview with you each day, but you don’t go to press until I give the say-so.” 
 
    “Deal. And I want to speak to Anthony Swanson before the police do,” Jess added. 
 
    “You’re pushing your luck.” 
 
    Jess didn’t respond, leaving Corrina holding the ball. She wasn’t used to being dictated to, but she’d been backed into a corner. 
 
    “What time will you arrive in Scranton?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “My flight arrives in five and a half hours. I’ll be meeting Swanson about an hour later.” 
 
    What she was about to do could land Corrina in a lot of trouble, but she felt she had no other option. “I’ll tell the officers to hold off on the press release until tomorrow.” She didn’t like the idea of Jess visiting the father and the police turning up moments later with the terrible news. It would be too much of a coincidence that an LA reporter would choose to cover the story just as the body of his daughter is identified. Even if it happened a day later, Anthony Swanson was bound to be suspicious of the timing. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jess said. “I’ll call you tomorrow for a catch-up.” 
 
    The phone went dead. Corrina thrust it into her pocket. She printed out three copies of the email and the attachment, then forwarded the message to Larry Unger and asked him to see whether it yielded any more clues as to the killer’s identity or location. 
 
    Back in the task force office, she handed out the next chapter in the story. 
 
    “For some reason, he sent this to Jess Duffey, but not to me.” 
 
    Hank read the email. “Why does he want you two to work together? What’s the connection?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Corrina said. “I’d never met her until yesterday.” She took a seat and began to read, as did the others. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, all three had a page of notes ready to compare. 
 
    “We can forget about profiling victims,” Josh started. “Young girl, grown woman, adult male. Apart from them all being white with English names, there’s no pattern at all.” 
 
    “He chose them for a reason,” Hank sighed, exasperated. “We’re just not seeing it yet.” 
 
    “He’s adaptable,” Corrina added. “He doesn’t feel compelled to stick to a set routine. The ones who do are the easiest to catch. With this guy, there’s no telling what he’s gonna do next.” 
 
    She took out her phone and entered the code into the What3Words app. It settled on a location in the Angeles National Forest. Corrina called McCrae as she stuck a new pin into the corresponding spot on the map that was hanging on the wall.  
 
    “We got number three,” she said when he answered. “The body’s just off a trail south-east of the Mount Wilson Observatory. His name’s Thomas Crane. I’m heading up there now.” She gave him the code from the killer’s email. 
 
    “I know the place. I’ll meet you at the trail head,” McCrae told her, and hung up. 
 
    Corrina put on her jacket. “Hank, find out who investigated Crane’s disappearance and get the case files. Josh, work the background and see if there’s any connection between the three victims. He said they have to feel the pain, just like he did, so we need to find out what they did to him.” 
 
    Corrina went back to her desk and forwarded the email to McCrae’s LAPD account, then took her copy along for him to read at the scene. 
 
    An hour later, Corrina pulled up outside the observatory. The parking lot was packed, and her first thought was that if the killer had been here recently to leave the two crossed sticks that seemed to be one of his calling cards, any evidence he’d left would have been obliterated by now. 
 
    There was no sign of McCrae, so Corrina sent him a text and went in search of a coffee shop. She had just reached the counter to order when McCrae called. 
 
    “I’m here,” he said, “and Alistair Birch is on his way.” 
 
    “Okay. Wait by my car, I’ll be there in five.” 
 
    She wasn’t pleased that the FIU would be showing up at such a busy time. Someone was bound to take a video on their cell phone and upload it to the internet, asking why #LAPD were gathered at #TheObservatory. That was the downside of social media. They were great for raising awareness and enlisting the public’s help to solve cases, but the flip side was that most of the news outlets had people trawling feeds looking for their next story. It wouldn’t be long before the Bureau and the police were inundated with news hounds looking for the scoop. At times like this, Corrina was glad she didn’t have to wear anything that identified her as FBI. All media enquiries would go to the LAPD. If the story broke, it would be over their heads, not hers. 
 
    That reminded her that she still had Jess Duffey to contend with. The girl might not be a seasoned reporter, but she had the tenacity and cunning to go a long way. Corrina’s main concern was keeping the story under wraps for as long as possible. The moment it broke, the pressure to find the killer would be immense.  
 
    What she really needed was a break, something that would lead to the killer before he was able to strike again, to have him in custody before the people of LA even knew that a serial killer lurked among them. 
 
    Maybe today was the day. 
 
    McCrae was sitting in his car with the door open, lacing up a pair of hiking boots. Corrina waited until he was done, then handed him his coffee and the copy of the latest chapter. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. He looked at Corrina. “Something wrong? You look frazzled.” 
 
    “What? No, I’m fine. Just had a run-in with our friendly neighborhood reporter this morning. I think she’s got me over a barrel.” 
 
    “How come?” McCrae asked. 
 
    “The killer sent her the latest chapter, but he didn’t send me a copy.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. His email said we had to work together, and that’s the last thing I want to do.” Corrina told him about the conversation she’d had with Jess. “Cops and reporters have never been good bedfellows. I got a feeling he’s just doing it to jerk my chain.” 
 
    “Then don’t let him,” McCrae said, standing and stamping his feet. “You’re better than him. Don’t rise to it. Just do your job and catch his sorry ass.” 
 
    Corrina smiled. She could always rely on McCrae to put things in perspective. 
 
    “Ready for a wee hike?” 
 
    The Scottish expression threw her momentarily, until she remembered that “wee” meant “little.” It was one of the idioms she’d picked up during her many visits to McCrae’s parents’ house. They held a barbecue every year and invited everyone from the homicide squad. The only downside of that was not being able to understand a word the hosts said. Even after thirty years in America, their accents were still strong.  
 
    “Aye,” Corrina grinned. “Let’s go, laddie.” 
 
    McCrae chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    They found the grave with no trouble. McCrae called Alistair Birch. “We found the crossed sticks exactly where the killer told us they’d be.” 
 
    “My team and I will be there in ten minutes,” Birch said and hung up. 
 
    “Maybe we should invest in a couple of quadbikes,” Corrina said as she hung her jacket on a branch of a nearby tree. “Can’t be easy for Alistair and his team, lugging their gear out into the wilderness every couple of days.” 
 
    “Or a mountain bike, at least,” McCrae agreed. 
 
    Corrina froze, the word reverberating inside her head. “Shit!” She snatched the printed chapter from McCrae’s hand and began reading. 
 
    “What is it?” the cop asked. 
 
    “From what I can make out, he spends lot of time in the wilderness. I thought he might do it on foot, but he came here with a mountain bike to catch Thomas Crane.” She started searching the ground for tire tracks. “I think that’s how he took the bodies to the graves. He said he used a backpack, and this guy’s too clever to drive his car to the scene. I think that when he left the crossed sticks at each of the graves, he was also on his bike.” 
 
    “That’s why we didn’t see him on the CCTV covering Tuna Canyon Road,” McCrae said. “We were only looking for vehicles.” 
 
    Corrina nodded, and McCrae and called the station. 
 
    “Martinez, go back through all of the CCTV we have and look for someone wearing a backpack on a bicycle. I think that’s how he transported the body parts to the graves.”  
 
    “I’ve found something,” Corrina said, squatting down. “It’s only a partial, but there may be more.” She didn’t know how much use Birch and his team could make of it, though. Vehicles often left distinctive tracks, but she wasn’t sure if the same could be said for bicycles. She searched for another ten minutes, until the FIU team showed. 
 
    “We kept clear of the area,” she told Alistair Birch. 
 
    “Thanks for leaving me a clean scene to work with,” he said.  
 
    Corrina also told him about the tire marks, and he sent two of his people to search for more. 
 
    “There’s not really much point in you guys hanging around,” Birch said to Corrina. “We’re gonna spend a couple of hours combing this area before we even think about bringing in equipment to look for a body.” 
 
    That was fine with Corrina. It was nearly noon, and though summer was over, the day was turning out to be a scorcher. “Let’s go” she said to McCrae. “Time to call in that rain check. I’m starving.” 
 
    She collected her jacket and they made the twenty-minute walk back to their cars. 
 
    “So, where do you wanna get lunch?” McCrae asked. 
 
    Corrina was tempted to say “anywhere,” but she knew he’d opt for the joint that sold the greasiest burgers she’d ever tried. “Let’s stick to the original plan,” she said. “Pizza.” She named a place. 
 
    “Meet you there.” 
 
    As she drove back into the city, Corrina started the voice recorder on her phone to preserve her thoughts. “Add to profile: probably riding a mountain bike when he leaves the crossed sticks to mark the grave.” 
 
    Yeah, him and ten million others in the Los Angeles area. 
 
    Three dead bodies, and all they know about the killer is that he’s probably male, might ride a bike and used to drive a van—if they could believe his accounts of the abductions. 
 
    In short, they had nothing. That was the default setting for every case, though: start with a blank canvas. As the clues and evidence roll in, the picture of the suspect starts to become clearer.  
 
    So far, Corrina had the outline of a face and nothing more. 
 
    Frustrated, she pulled into the parking lot at the mall and walked to the food court. McCrae was already in the line for pizza, and she sidled up alongside him. 
 
    “Ham and mushroom,” she said. “And don’t forget the—” 
 
    “—extra peppers. I know.” 
 
    Corrina squeezed his arm. She didn’t know why, it just happened. She’d never done it to anyone but her husband before, and she was mortified by her action. McCrae didn’t seem to mind in the least. 
 
    “Go find a seat,” he told her. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    Still reeling, Corrina walked away and searched for an empty table. The court was packed, everyone going about their business, unaware that a serial killer stalked their town. Any one of these people could be next. 
 
    The killer might even be among them. 
 
    Corrina found herself scanning the faces, though she didn’t know what she expected to see. A guy wearing a baseball cap with “Serial Killer” written on it? 
 
    She almost jumped when McCrae dropped into the seat opposite her. 
 
    “What’s up with you today?” he asked. “You seem jittery.” 
 
    “Nothing,” Corrina said. “Just frustrated, that’s all.” 
 
    “Don’t be. We’ll catch him.” McCrae took a bite of his pizza and popped the ring on a can of soda. “We’re here to take your mind off it. If you overthink things, you’ll never see the answer. Woods for the trees and all that.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “So, what plans for the weekend?” 
 
    “Not much,” Corrina told him. “Connor’s going fishing with his grandpa, so I’ll probably use the time to catch up on some paperwork.” 
 
    “Why don’t you and Mike go away somewhere? Can’t be often that you guys get time alone.” 
 
    Corrina considered her response. If she told McCrae the truth, it might appear that she was fishing for sympathy. At the same time, she didn’t like the idea of lying to him. She’d known him too long, and he was a trusted friend. She couldn’t bring herself to deceive him. 
 
    “Mike and I split up eighteen months ago,” she said. 
 
    McCrae swallowed his mouthful of pizza. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, we decided against taking out an ad in the LA Times,” Corrina smiled. 
 
    “So what happened? You guys were, like, the perfect couple.” 
 
    “Cop’s curse,” she said. “Long, irregular hours, not being able to switch off after work, you know how it is.” 
 
    McCrae nodded solemnly. They both knew the toll the profession took on marriages and relationships. When they worked together, hardly a month went by without one of their colleagues announcing a break-up. 
 
    “Was that the reason you switched to the Feds?” he asked. 
 
    “Partly,” Corrina admitted. “We just…grew apart. We were spending less time together, and I think that triggered something in his head. Whenever I arrived home late, he’d accuse me of having an affair. That’s when it started going downhill.” 
 
    “We’ve both seen it happen,” McCrae said. “Once that seed’s planted…” 
 
    “I know. I did everything I could to convince him that I wasn’t seeing anyone else, but he was too far gone. Nothing would change his mind. He moved out and filed for divorce.” 
 
    “I’m guessing it wasn’t amicable.” 
 
    Corrina shook her head. “I gave him access every other weekend, but he started demanding more time with Connor. He wanted him for the summer, then the holidays. Said I was ruining the boy’s future by not letting him coach Connor every day. Then a few days ago, he served me papers. He’s taking me to family court for custody.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Say he’s an asshole,” Corrina said. “Works for me.” 
 
    That got a laugh from McCrae, and Corrina suddenly realized how much she’d missed him. He’d always been able to make her smile, always had a kind word when she needed it, always had her back when times were hard. She felt guilty for thinking it, but she was sad that he was happily married. If he weren’t… 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “What?” Corrina blinked. 
 
    “You kinda…spaced out for a minute.” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep much last night,” she said, and took a sip of her diet coke. It was a lie, but a little white one. There was no way she could tell him what she was really thinking. “This case is driving me crazy. I can’t believe he’s telling us exactly what he did to the victims, how and where he took them, and we still have nothing. It’s infuriating.” 
 
    McCrae reached over and squeezed her hand. “Don’t let him get to you.” 
 
    His touch was gentle yet reassuring, and all too fleeting. McCrae took his hand back and picked up the last slice of his pizza. 
 
    “I gotta fly,” he told Corrina, standing and putting his jacket on. “Bad guys don’t catch themselves.” He squeezed her arm as he passed. “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    Corrina resisted the urge to turn and watch him walk away. Instead, she finished her drink and the last slice of pizza, then put on her jacket and walked back to her car. 
 
    The mall was just a few blocks from the Wilshire office, and Corrina was back at her desk within fifteen minutes. The moment she sat down, Josh put a folder in front of her. 
 
    “Thomas Crane, reported missing February 12th, 2014. His car was later found abandoned but he was never found. It’s just like the killer said.” 
 
    “What about family?” Corrina asked him. 
 
    “His wife, Miriam Crane. Used to live in Pasadena. No kids.” 
 
    “Where does she live now?” 
 
    “Nowhere,” Josh said. “She died seven days ago. Dropped dead at work.” 
 
    It was as if the universe was conspiring to throw up roadblocks the moment she tried to make any headway. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to just go by the police report. I’ll call McCrae and ask him to send a copy over. What do we know about the wife?” 
 
    Josh picked up the folder and opened it. “She was the president and CEO of Angel Rise hospital for the last fifteen years. Took a year off when Thomas went missing, but she was back in charge after that.” He closed the folder and put it back on her desk. “Want me to go and interview the executive team?” 
 
    “No, McCrae can do that. It’s his investigation. I want you to go through her entire life and see if there’s any connection whatsoever to the other victims or their families. Bank records, dating sites, social media, everything.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Josh left, and Corrina went to the task force room to update the board. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The rest of the day brought no clues to the identity of the killer. They pulled apart the lives of the victims and their relatives, but Corrina and her team couldn’t find anything to link them in any way. She regularly checked in with McCrae, but he was making no progress, either. 
 
    At five-thirty, she decided to call it a day. After choosing a few files to study, she stopped at the supermarket for the week’s groceries and arrived home just after seven. She found Connor eating a reheated meal while reading a comic. Kat Dudley had her earphones in and was scrolling through her phone, her back to Corrina and a half-eaten sandwich on a plate next to her. 
 
    “Hi, Mom,” Connor said.  
 
    Corrina dumped her groceries on the kitchen counter. “Hey, handsome. How was school?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Not the most comprehensive reply, but it was better than “sucks a bag of dicks.” How she’d love to get her hands on the kid who’d taught him that phrase in the first grade. 
 
    Corrina fished a twenty from her purse and handed it to Kat, who became aware of her for the first time. The babysitter jumped from her chair in a tangle of phone wires. 
 
    “Sorry, Mrs. Stone. I was watching an online lecture.” 
 
    “No harm, no foul. But next time, sit facing the door. I could have been anyone.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kat repeated. She looked ashamed, and Corrina immediately felt guilty. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’m just over-protective. It’s the cop in me. Go on, enjoy your weekend.” 
 
    Kat picked up her school bag, ruffled Connor’s hair and left. As always, Corrina watched her until she was safely inside her home across the street. 
 
    “Come on, mister. Let’s get you packed and shipped out.” 
 
    Connor’s overnight bag was already prepared. She just needed to add his toothbrush and toothpaste. She also sneaked in a couple of Twinkies while he wasn’t looking. They were Connor’s favorite treat, and though she didn’t like him eating too much sugar, it was her parents who would have to deal with his hyperactivity, not her. Besides, he’d need his energy. 
 
    Half an hour later, they were heading up to Beverly Hills. 
 
    Jack Stone’s house was in the exclusive Trousdale Estates. With just four bedrooms and three bathrooms spread out over one floor, it was one of the more modest structures in the neighborhood, but still worth in excess of ten million. He’d purchased it for a fifth of that price twelve years earlier, just after Corrina had moved out to start a life of her own. 
 
    Corrina pulled into the driveway of the coffee-colored building and shut off the engine. Connor was out of the car before she could remove the key. 
 
    “I guess I’ll get your bag.” 
 
    Connor was through the front door in a flash, eager to see his grandparents. Corrina followed him in and found him cuddling his grandma. 
 
    “Hi, Mom,” Corrina said, dumping Connor’s gear by the door. “Where’s Dad?” 
 
    “In his study. Are you staying for dinner?” 
 
    “I can’t. I have to get back.” 
 
    She didn’t like lying to her mother, but she wasn’t about to subject herself to another lecture from her father. He’d mellowed over the years, but still voiced his disapproval of her life choices at every opportunity. Her choosing law enforcement over law courts had been his biggest regret. 
 
    However, she had to have a few words with her father, for her son’s sake. She found him sitting in his office, sitting in an armchair and reading a legal document. The evening sun bounced off his balding head and a glass of whiskey sat in a tumbler on the small round table next to him. Two walls were dominated by bookcases holding scores of legal tomes, and a huge window overlooked the picturesque garden. 
 
    “Ready for your trip tomorrow?” Corrina asked. 
 
    Jack Stone looked up from his papers and smiled. “Hi, sweetheart. Yeah, I’m ready. You want to tag along? Be just like the old days.”  
 
    “I was never one for fishing,” Corrina pointed out. 
 
    A hint of sadness crept over her father’s face. “I know.” 
 
    “But at least you’ve got Connor with you. The son you never had, right?” 
 
    Corrina wasn’t bitter. She just hadn’t enjoyed everything about her childhood. The walks in the countryside, the camping on weekends, those were great, but she’d never taken to hunting and fishing. 
 
    “What can I say? Every father wants to share his passions with his children. It just didn’t work out for us.” 
 
    “It did for the most part,” Corrina conceded. “Anyway, the reason I want to talk to you is that I’m working on something.” She looked behind her, then closed the door to the office. “There’s a serial killer in LA, and we think he may still be active.” Corrina explained that three bodies had been found, with the promise of many more. “I just want you to be aware and make sure you look after my son. The public doesn’t know about this yet, so not a word to anyone, not even Mom. Especially not Mom. You know how she likes to…share things with her friends.” 
 
    “Is Connor likely to be a target?” her father asked, concern in his tone. 
 
    “I really don’t think so, not if you’re both together at all times. The killer’s always chosen solitary victims, people on their own, and it appears they did something to him in the past that he’s punishing them for. So far, that is.” The more she thought about it, the less Corrina liked the idea of her son and father spending a night up by the lake. Fortunately, he had a concealed carry license. “I want you to take your Sig, just in case.” 
 
    “Sure. If it’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    “It will,” Corrina said. 
 
    “Then consider it done.” 
 
    Corrina walked over to the window, her arms crossed over her chest. “When are you going to pack this all in and start enjoying life?” she asked. Jack was in his early sixties, retirement age for someone with a large pension portfolio, but Corrina knew it would take more than numbers on a birthday cake to get him to give up practicing law. He’d made a name for himself in corporate litigation and built up a successful firm over the years, though it didn’t show. The house apart, he didn’t seem to spend much money. He drove a $70,000 car, hated traveling abroad on vacation, and most weekends he could be found out in the countryside fishing with a two-hundred-dollar rod and sleeping in a hundred-dollar tent. 
 
    “I do enjoy life, honey. We just have different ideas of what fun is. You like watching movies, I prefer sitting in a boat and dangling my line in the water. If I did it every day, it would lose the appeal. So, I work during the week and it gives me something to look forward to. If you want to discuss life choices…” 
 
    “Please, don’t start,” Corrina warned him. “I know you wanted me to study law so that I could take over the firm, but it just doesn’t interest me. I prefer to catch the bad guys, not defend them.” 
 
    “Most of the cases I took were spurious claims, just people trying to make a quick buck out of a successful business.” Jack started counting off on his fingers. “The guy who pretended to slip in the supermarket after he drizzled oil on the floor. The woman who jumped in front of a Walmart delivery truck. The woman whose pregnancy test came back positive when she wasn’t actually pregnant. The couple who claimed their dogs had been killed by fumes from an air-conditioning unit.” 
 
    “The community whose homes were destroyed when a sub-standard dam broke,” Corrina countered. “The families who suffered severe medical conditions because toxic chemicals were being dumped in their water supply. You defended those companies.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Jack said, his face beginning to redden. “And I’d do it again. Everyone has the right to counsel. If not me, then someone else. I’m not going to apologize for putting food on the table.” 
 
    Corrina threw her hands up in despair. “I give up. I came here hoping to avoid this conversation, but you sucked me in again.” 
 
    Jack Stone slumped in his chair. “Where did we go wrong? How did we get to be like this?” 
 
    Corrina knew the exact moment: the day she came home and told him she was joining the police force. Before that, they’d been as happy as any family could be. 
 
    “I guess I just stopped being your little girl and grew up.” 
 
    Jack held out his hand, and Corrina took it. “You’ll never stop being my little girl.” 
 
    Corrina kissed the top of his head. “I know. Look, I gotta go. Do as I said and make sure you bring Connor back safe, you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you,” her father said. 
 
    Corrina left, her spirits dull. She spent a couple of minutes going over ground rules with Connor, then hugged her mother on the way out. 
 
    When she got home, Corrina wasn’t tired. She’d planned to grab a bite and watch a movie, but she just wasn’t in the mood. All she could think of was Connor and her father, in a tent, with a madman on the loose nearby. She knew she was being irrational. They wouldn’t even be going up to the lake until the morning. That still didn’t stop the haunting images jumping into her head unbidden. 
 
    To take her mind off it, Corrina contemplated calling McCrae to see if he’d had any breakthroughs late in the day, but it was already eleven. He and Jean would probably be cozied up in front of the TV, perhaps even in bed. 
 
    Instead, Corrina opened a bottle of wine and went through the Thomas Crane police report once more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Seth Benning was nervous. 
 
    Kidnapping and killing people was always going to be a risky undertaking, but more so now that his secret was out. The police and feds knew about him, and that just added to the pressure. 
 
    But it had to be done. 
 
    They had to feel what he’d felt. 
 
    They had to know. 
 
    He scratched the false beard as he waited for her to show, his eyes flicking from the clock on the dash to the entrance to the restaurant where Diane Markland was dining. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    She did this every Friday, while her husband attended his lodge meeting. He and dozens of other rich and powerful men, slapping each other’s backs and congratulating themselves on making yet another pile of cash that week. 
 
    Benning’s focus wasn’t on them. It was Diane whom he wanted. She would be finished soon, and would drive home by the same route she always took. He would be right behind her until they got onto the winding road that led to her secluded mansion. Then he would overtake her, speed ahead and drop the tacks in the road. She’d run over them, burst her tires, and he’d come to the rescue. Only, he wouldn’t be saving her, he’d be killing her. 
 
    It was risky, but he hadn’t been able to spot a better opportunity in the weeks he’d been tailing her. 
 
    Diane emerged at five after nine, like always. Fifty-four, Gucci bag, Armani pants and blouse. She always dressed the same way. Benning watched her get into her Jaguar and set off. He gave her a small lead, then followed. He didn’t need to be too close. He knew where she was going. 
 
    He tailed her through the streets of LA, always six or seven vehicles behind her car. His hands were sweating at the thought of what he would soon do. Not what he wanted to do, but what he had to do. 
 
    As they traveled down Santa Monica Boulevard, he saw her car ease over into the turning lane. It was an unexpected move. Normally, she followed the road west and then took the 405 north to her home in Bel Air. Today, it looked like she was heading south. He got in the same lane as his target and followed her as she turned left onto Westwood Boulevard. 
 
    Where the hell are you going? 
 
    He’d never seen her enter this area of town. When she left her sprawling estate in Bel Air, it was usually to visit the luxury boutiques of Rodeo Drive or occasionally Melrose Avenue. Where they were heading offered nothing like that.  
 
    His initial anger at her deviating from her routine was tempered by a newfound curiosity. Perhaps this would lead to a better opportunity to snatch her, one that didn’t rely on the roads remaining traffic-free. 
 
    Diane drove for half a mile before turning off the road. As Benning passed, he saw her pulling around the back of a motel. 
 
    What are you doing here? 
 
    If she was looking for a place to sleep, Diane could easily afford a suite at any of the best hotels in the area. Benning sought another reason for her coming here but could think of only one. 
 
    She was having an affair. 
 
    He did a U-turn and drove into the motel’s forecourt. He traced her route around the back, arriving just in time to see her knock on the door to one of the ground-floor rooms. When it opened, she stepped inside. Benning tried to see who else was in the room, but the door closed before he could get a good enough angle. 
 
    Excitement coursed through him at the prospect of a new opportunity, one that would muddy the waters. First, though, he needed to make sure it was safe to proceed. He circled the lot, looking for CCTV cameras. Finding none, he found a parking spot opposite the room Diane had gone into and waited. If Diane came out alone and got into her car, he would follow her and stick to his original plan. If she came out with the other party, he would call it off and try again at a later date. The third option was for the other party to leave first, in which case he would try to grab her as she got into her car. He could storm the place and kill them both, hoping to put the blame on Diane’s husband, but that meant a quick death, and that wouldn’t do. Her husband would have an alibi, too, so he discounted that idea. 
 
    It was an hour before he saw any movement. The curtains twitched and he saw a face that didn’t belong to Diane Markland. Moments later, the door opened and a male emerged. He looked to be in his twenties or thirties, but from a distance it was hard for Benning to be sure. He watched the man quickly climb into a Volvo parked next to Diane’s Jaguar and drive away. 
 
    Benning started his engine but left the lights off. He moved his van so that it was in the spot the Volvo had just vacated, then killed the engine once more and got in the back, ready to strike. 
 
    Tension gripped him as he squatted by the door, as it always did just before he struck. The knowledge that one mistake, one chance encounter with an unexpected passerby, could bring a swift end to his crusade. So far, he’d been lucky, but everyone’s luck ran out at some point. That wasn’t something he dwelled on, though. He’d taught himself to focus on the mission and leave everything else to fate. What will be will be. 
 
    The light in Diane’s room flicked out, and Benning steeled himself for action. His heart rate was already soaring, his senses heightened, ready to pounce…and then she turned and walked in the opposite direction, away from her car. 
 
    What the… 
 
    Then he realized that she’d be returning the key to the front desk. Moments later, he saw he’d been right. She returned, her car keys in her hand and a smile spread across her face. 
 
    Seth Benning knew it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    As she got near the car, the hazards flicked on and off. She was reaching for the Jaguar’s door handle when Benning slid the door of the van to the side. Diane Markland turned, her mouth opening wide as he lurched toward her. A scream was etched on her lips, a heartbeat away from alerting the whole world to her plight. 
 
    But Benning was fast. A decade of practice enabled him to cover the few feet between them in less than a second. One hand clamped over her mouth while he spun and got behind her. He leaned into her, forcing her toward his van, and as she reached out to grab the sides of the open door, he let go and hit her with fifty thousand volts. She froze, like a statue, until Benning cut the juice and pushed her from behind. Her body pitched forward, her upper half in the van, her legs hanging out. Benning grabbed them and threw her inside, then jumped in and slammed the door closed. He gave her another burst with the stun gun, then looked out through his observation panels to see if anyone might have witnessed the snatch. 
 
    It appeared clear. 
 
    Diane Markland was lying on her front. Benning knelt on her back and slipped a gag over her mouth, then secured her hands and feet with handcuffs. These were linked together by a long chain, and he fed the slack through a clip on the side of the van. He then pumped her full of Ketamine, enough to knock her out for a few hours. The last thing he did was slip a cloth bag over her head, and after a final look around outside, he climbed out of the van and closed the door. 
 
    If Diane’s car was found here, the police would check the street cameras and see his van enter and leave the motel. From that they would get the license plate, but that wasn’t a problem. He’d cloned one from a vehicle of the same make and model that he’d seen passing through his neighborhood. The downside was that they’d know what he was driving and would be on the lookout for it. The smartest thing would be to dump the Jaguar somewhere else. Let them concentrate their search elsewhere, just like he’d done with Thomas Crane. 
 
    Diane’s keys were on the ground next to her car. Benning picked them up in his gloved hand and got into the luxury vehicle. It smelled brand new, with a hint of expensive perfume lingering above the leather aroma. He searched for a way to start it and realized it was keyless. He found the Start button on the center console. The engine purred into life when he pressed it, and Benning fleetingly thought how nice it would be to keep the new toy.  
 
    But this would be his first and last ride in one. His time was coming to an end, his job almost done. Diane was his twelfth kill. Just three more to go. 
 
    Benning checked his reflection in the mirror. The false beard was still in place, but he had to adjust the blond, straggly wig. They wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny up close, but they would be his standout features to anyone watching from a distance. They would also hide his true looks when he passed through any traffic cameras.  
 
    Something still troubled him. Even if he dumped her car on the other side of town, the police would be sure to track her movements that night. By working backwards, they would discover that she’d spent time at the motel, and that his van had been there at the same time. A check with the front desk would show that he wasn’t a resident, and the police would speak to the driver who owned the original plates. When they ruled him or her out of the investigation, they would concentrate on other van owners, especially males. Would it be enough for them to identify him? 
 
    He couldn’t have that. Not when he was so close to finishing his work. 
 
    Think. Think! 
 
    He could take the Jaguar out into the country and hide it, but then how would he get back to his own vehicle? Diane would wake up in the next few hours, and it would take longer than that to walk back. He’d have to get a cab, but that would still mean a long hike to the nearest civilization, then a wait for it to arrive. He could always call one on his burner cell, but would the driver be willing to make such a long journey into the middle of nowhere? 
 
    You should have stuck to the original plan. 
 
    The thought wasn’t helpful. He still had to find a way out of this mess. 
 
    There was no other option: he would have to take Diane in her own car, then come back for his van. Yes, that would work. In fact, it would take the spotlight off his vehicle. They would expect the killer to use it to transport Diane, and if they saw a stranger driving away in her car, they might assume he’d walked to the motel and his own vehicle would be dismissed. 
 
    Too late to do anything about it now, anyway. 
 
    Benning got out, popped the trunk, and sighed. The car was made for show, not practicality. He’d be lucky to get her torso in the small space, never mind her entire body. Even if he chopped her up and arranged the pieces neatly, it would be a challenge. 
 
    Another thought struck him. He got back in the Jaguar, backed it out of the parking space, then reversed back in so that the passenger seat was next to his van. After another look around, he opened both doors, freed Diane from her constraints, then pulled her into her own car. It was a struggle, but he eventually got her strapped in, her seatbelt across her chest, her head lolling to one side. 
 
    After removing her hood and securing his own vehicle, Benning got in the Jaguar and set off. 
 
    He started to feel better about the situation. If caught on camera, it would appear that Diane had met someone and had been driven away by him. Their focus would be to identify the mystery man with the blond hair and beard. 
 
    Happy that he’d covered all bases, Benning drove back onto Santa Monica Boulevard and headed east to the coast road. He followed that past Topanga Beach and through Malibu, eventually turning off and heading north on Malibu Canyon Road. After four miles he took Piuma Road east, and the dirt track that led to his second home came into view minutes later. 
 
    Benning stopped around the back of the house and turned off the engine. Diane still looked out of it, but he slapped her a couple of times, just to be sure. When she didn’t react, he knew he had a few minutes at least to get her safely stowed in the basement. He fetched the trolley he’d made, a crude, low platform with a wheel in each corner, and placed it next to the open passenger door. Then he dragged Diane Markland onto it. He wheeled her to the basement doors, opened them, then tipped her down the concrete stairs. She landed in a heap, and it sounded like she’d broken at least one bone on the way down. That was gonna hurt when she woke. 
 
    Her car was a problem, but only if anyone came snooping around his property, and no one ever did. If the police turned up, it would be because they’d identified him as a serial killer, and having her Jaguar on his property would be the least of his worries. Benning got in and backed it into the garage, then locked the double doors. 
 
    All he had to do now was secure Diane in place, and he could go back and retrieve his van. It would be a long ride, at least three hours, but the night was cool, the roads dry. 
 
    It took ten minutes to strap his victim in place. As he’d suspected, her lower left arm had snapped during the fall, the bone protruding through the skin. He didn’t bother treating it. It would be her first taste of pain, but not the last. He checked the gag over her mouth, ensuring it was tight and that she could still breathe freely through her nose. Satisfied that she couldn’t escape and wouldn’t die, Benning went back outside, locked the storm doors and walked around to the front of the house. 
 
    The porch looked neglected, but there was no point painting it. No one was ever going to see it. He was never going to invite anyone around as he had no real friends to speak of. Not people he could confide in, that was for sure. 
 
    He unlocked the front door and went inside. There wasn’t much to the place, just a couple of bedrooms, a bathroom and the living area with small kitchen. He hadn’t even furnished it to any real extent. There were a TV and DVD player in front of an old sofa, a side table, and that was about it. One of the bedrooms was empty. The other had a single bed and a dresser. He didn’t need many luxuries, as most of his time was spent in his other home, the one he rented in Van Nuys. He only came here on weekends to ride. 
 
    And occasionally to kill his victims. 
 
    Benning abandoned his disguise and changed into his riding gear. He put a hoodie in his backpack along with the false beard and wig, then wheeled his bike out and locked up after himself. He reckoned three, maybe four hours to get to within a couple of blocks of the motel, lock the bicycle up, put on the hooded jersey and collect his van. He’d then pick up his bike and spend another hour driving home to Van Nuys. Once there, he’d have to put the seats back in the van. It was a tedious task, removing them and replacing them every time he snatched someone, but if the police ever came calling, he couldn’t let them see it in kidnap mode, complete with restraints. No, it had to look like any other passenger van, with trash on the floor and seats. He’d also swap out the fake plates. 
 
    After he’d finished, he’d have a long, deep sleep. 
 
    Tomorrow was going to be a long day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re gonna have to put that away now. We’ll be landing soon.” 
 
    “One sec,” Jess told the stewardess, hoping she’d move on and check on the other passengers. It wasn’t to be. 
 
    “Miss, if you don’t put it away now, I’ll have to inform—” 
 
    Jess snapped the laptop shut and stuffed it angrily into her bag. She hated being interrupted when she was on a roll, and she usually found it difficult to pick up the thread again once she’d lost it. 
 
    That shouldn’t be a problem with this piece, though. 
 
    Her visit to Scranton had been well worth the time and money spent. Anthony Swanson had been a lot more receptive than she could ever have hoped for, but it had taken a lie to get him to open up. She’d claimed that she was doing a piece on the high volume of missing persons cases that the police had given up on. She’d told him that she hoped to get a few high-profile cases back into the spotlight in the hopes that the authorities might reopen the cases and conduct proper investigations. Swanson had been more than willing to help her cause. 
 
    She’d visited him at his factory outlet, explained her situation, and he’d promptly told the manager he was going home for the day. He’d driven to his home in the suburbs, a sprawling home big enough to comfortably house three families, never mind a single man. Jess had followed in her rental. 
 
    Swanson prepared cold drinks and they took them out into the back yard, a sea of green grass bordered by beds of flowers of every description. 
 
    “What made you choose Kerry for your story?” he asked, and sipped his iced tea. He didn’t appear skeptical, just…defeated. As if his daughter’s disappearance had been weighing on him every day for the last decade, and he could no longer stand the burden. 
 
    “Too many people think it’s the poor runaways that the police don’t care about. I wanted to point out that someone like yourself—” she waved at the garden and the house behind them “—can also be let down by the authorities.” 
 
    “She wasn’t a runaway,” Swanson said. There was a hint of anger in his voice, as if he’d heard the same phrase from the police too many times for his liking. 
 
    “I’m sorry, that was a poor choice of words. How was your relationship with your daughter? I assume you were close.” 
 
    Another sip of iced tea. “She was my everything. After her mother died, she was all I had. I spoiled her, I know I did, but that’s a father’s privilege.” 
 
    Jess nodded knowingly. “She disappeared in Las Vegas—” 
 
    “Kidnapped.” Swanson corrected her. 
 
    “Yes, of course. She was kidnapped in Las Vegas. How often have the police been in touch with you in recent years?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything since 2013. I used to call them at least once a week, but seven years ago they told me they’d exhausted every avenue and there was nothing further they could do. If any new evidence came to light, they’d let me know, but as far as they were concerned, the case was closed.” 
 
    “That’s terrible. It must be so hard, not knowing…” 
 
    “Kerry’s alive,” Swanson said. “If I started to think otherwise, I couldn’t go on. Everything I ever did was for my family. I was just beginning to make a success of my business when my wife died. Kerry was only sixteen at the time, and it hit me hard. I was just getting over her death when my daughter was taken from me…” 
 
    He tailed off, and Jess wondered if she’d pushed the wrong button. She wanted to get to know the people the killer had affected, but she might have gone too far with this one. Anthony Swanson looked on the verge of a full meltdown. 
 
    What stung Jess most was that she knew exactly what had happened to Kerry, but she couldn’t tell him. Even if she could, how to break the news that the person he lived for had been tortured for hours before being hacked to pieces and dumped in a grave by a monster?  
 
    Jess was glad she wouldn’t have to be there when the police informed him. He’d probably suffer more than Kerry had at the hands of the killer. She’d felt hours of agony, but the pain would stay with her father for the rest of his life. 
 
    Desperate to change the subject, Jess asked him about his business success. “You started out by making the EcoSafe car seat. Was Kerry an inspiration for that?” 
 
    “No.” Swanson said. “She was already too old for a car seat by the time I had that idea.” 
 
    “I see. And you sold that company in…” she checked her notes. 
 
    “Twenty-oh-nine,” he told her. “There was a lawsuit, which we won, but I didn’t want to be involved in that industry anymore.” 
 
    “Tell me about that,” Jess prompted. 
 
    Swanson sighed. “Some of the children using our seats had died in collisions. Three, I believe. Their parents claimed it was because the product hadn’t been properly tested, but we showed proof that it had been. At the time, there was no requirement to test for side impacts, just head-on collisions, so that’s what we did. We got a five-star rating for safety. However, it was side impacts that killed their little ones. We could have tested for those, but the cost was astronomical, something like five grand for each hit. Looking back, it would have been worth paying the extra fifty grand, but at the time I just wanted to get the product to market. Technically, I hadn’t broken any laws, but it still hurts to this day.” 
 
    Jess wondered how anyone could carry around so much emotional baggage without caving. To have those deaths on his conscience and then lose his own daughter… 
 
    Jess moved on to his current set-up, manufacturing outdoor furniture. He gave her an overview of his product line and the rapid expansion that made it one of the biggest chains in the country, but he did so without enthusiasm. His mind appeared to be elsewhere, and Jess couldn’t blame him. 
 
    She asked him a few other banal questions about his hopes and dreams for the future, then thanked him for his time. 
 
    “No need to thank me,” he said. “If just one parent is reunited with a child because of this story, you don’t know how happy that would make me.” 
 
    Guilt threatened to engulf Jess. The urge to tell him the truth was almost too much to resist, but she managed to keep herself in check. She shook his hand and walked to her car, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other and not turning and blurting out the real reason for her visit. 
 
    Her next stop was Oakmont Park and the home of Kerry’s college friend, Cassandra Lawson. That turned out to be a complete bust. All Jess learned was that Kerry Swanson liked to party a lot more than she liked to study. That was the reason they’d chosen Vegas over a local university. Her relationship with her father was give and take—he gave, Kerry took—and that no matter what the girl did, Anthony Swanson was always there for her. As for what Kerry might have done to upset anyone, Cassandra couldn’t think of any particular instance. Kerry was a fun-loving girl and everyone liked her. No spurned lovers, no crazed stalkers, just a typical college girl enjoying life. 
 
    Cassandra also told Jess that Kerry’s other Facebook friend, Alexandra Powell, had moved to Texas a year earlier, but hadn’t updated her Facebook status. There was little chance she’d be able to give any further insights into Kerry’s personality, so Jess decided against going to see her. 
 
    The plane touched down at LAX. Jess took a bus to Downey and walked the last few blocks to her house, her carry-on bag trundling along behind her. 
 
    Jess always felt tired after a red-eye flight, and she’d only managed a few hours of sleep on an airport bench the night before. By the time she opened the door to her apartment, she’d been awake for just ten hours, but it felt like thirty. She dumped her case by the breakfast bar, retrieved her laptop and opened it up, then made herself a strong coffee. The walk from the bus stop hadn’t woken her, but she hoped the caffeine hit would. 
 
    She opened up the document she’d been working on and read through what she had so far. She made a few minor changes, but overall, she was happy with what she had. Jess had decided to paint Anthony Swanson in a favorable light. She could have mentioned his lawsuit, but after all he’d been through—and what he was about to discover—she decided to let it go. 
 
    She was tidying up the last paragraph when an email landed in her inbox. The subject said, “Not happy,” and Jess immediately knew it was from her boss. She hadn’t told him about the trip to Scranton until she’d arrived in Pennsylvania, and she was about to learn her fate. 
 
    She clicked it, and her forehead creased as she looked at the sender. It wasn’t from the Telegraph, nor did it look like Kieron Lehane’s personal email account. It soon became clear who it had come from. 
 
      
 
    Oh, Jess, what am I going to do with you? I hand you the story of the century on a plate, and what do you do? Nothing!  
 
    What’s preventing you from writing my story, eh? Did I pick the wrong journalist? Maybe I should give it to someone hungrier for success, what do you think? 
 
    If I don’t hear back from you in the next five minutes, I’ll find someone else. 
 
      
 
    15X 
 
    Jess flew into a panic. Two minutes had already passed since the email arrived in her inbox, leaving her just three to formulate a response. She clicked Reply and started typing, but her fingers refused to behave. The first sentence she typed was full of errors, so she scrubbed it and started again, concentrating hard, one eye on the clock in the bottom corner of her screen. She knew she wouldn’t be able to get it all down in time, so she highlighted everything she’d written and wrote over it with one sentence: 
 
    I need more time. Give me five more minutes. 
 
    She hit send, then clicked Reply once more. This time, calmer, she composed a proper answer. 
 
    I have the story ready to go, but Corrina Stone of the FBI has warned me not to go to press. She said I can print it, just not yet. 
 
      
 
    Jess. 
 
    When she hit Send, Jess wondered whether the killer was really waiting for a reply. There must be a way for the FBI to trace emails, if the crime and thriller novels she read were accurate in any way. Fifteen-X would have considered that, she was sure, but it was a tense wait for his reply. She was about to give up and get a fresh coffee when her laptop pinged once more. 
 
    I’ll speak to her. Just get ready to print it, and no changing the text I sent you. It has to go out word for word. 
 
      
 
    15X 
 
    Jess was relieved to still be in the game, but she wasn’t sure agent Stone was going to allow her to copy and paste the chapters into her story. Hell, she didn’t think her own boss would allow it. The details were too gruesome and would devastate those the victims had left behind. 
 
    Still, she had to try. Jess tapped out Corrina’s number. 
 
    “He just emailed me again,” she said when the agent answered. 
 
    “Send me the chapter,” the agent instructed her. 
 
    Jess explained that there wasn’t one, just a demand for his story to go public. She heard a terse shit in reply. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Jess asked. “If I don’t print it, he’ll pass it to someone else who will, someone who won’t come and ask your permission first.” 
 
    A silence followed, which eventually Corrina broke. “Leave it with me. I’ll talk to you later today. In the meantime, forward those emails to me.” 
 
    “Okay, but in return I need copies of the first chapters. You took the ones he sent me.” 
 
    The agent promised that she would, and the call ended. Jess sent the emails to Corrina’s FBI address, then made herself something to eat. She had a marathon session ahead of her, ensuring the story was as good as she could make it. If it wasn’t perfect, if it didn’t grab Lehane by the balls the moment he picked it up, he would surely give it to one of the others. 
 
    Jess Duffey wasn’t about to let that happen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Corrina hated having to go to Dean Travis for guidance, but this was above her pay grade. She felt she had no choice but to accept the killer’s ultimatum, but the final authority sat with the ADIC. If she left him out of the loop and made the call, her career would be over before it had really begun. 
 
    “The shit’s about to hit the fan,” she said when Travis beckoned her into his office. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    She handed him the emails she’d printed out. “Fifteen-X had a conversation with Jess Duffey, the reporter I told you about. Seems he’s not happy with her holding back on the story.” 
 
    The name had been given to the killer by Hank. At 1,500, California had the highest number of serial killings, and each murderer had been assigned a pseudonym by the bureau. Some of these nicknames reached the newspapers, which was why police now veered away from using disparaging terms. 
 
    Travis read the printouts, his expression never changing. “I don’t like it,” he said. 
 
    “Me neither, but what can we do? Tell him to go spit? He’ll just find another reporter who’ll give him his fifteen minutes of fame. As it stands, we’ve got Duffey on a leash and she’s playing along for now. I say we wait until he contacts me about it and play it from there.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but we have to have a plan in place for when that happens. What if you push his buttons and he doesn’t like it, goes out and whacks someone for the hell of it?” 
 
    “He’s too organized for that,” Corrina said. “But I agree that we should have a strategy.” 
 
    Travis walked to the window. He thrust his hands in his pockets as he stared out. “I want someone to go and speak to the family of the victims, let them know what happened to their loved ones. I don’t want them reading about it in the papers first.” 
 
    Corrina agreed. The families would have spent years wondering what happened to their children, their spouses, and to have the details splashed across the broadsheets and repeated every hour on the TV news would be devastating. 
 
    “I’ll get McCrae to arrange it,” she said. The LAPD had a dedicated victim assistance team that would speak to the surviving relatives. 
 
    “Okay. And have Unger on standby. If Fifteen-X emails you, get a trace running as soon as possible. Try to engage this guy in a long conversation so that we have time to pinpoint his location.” 
 
    “I’ll do that now,” Corrina said. “And I’ll let Jess know she can run the story in the morning edition.” 
 
    She left his office and returned to her desk. Her first call was to Larry Unger. After him, she dialed McCrae’s number. 
 
    “I was just about to call you,” he said as soon as he picked up. “We had a misper land on our desks this morning. Woman went out for a meal last night, never came home. It could be our guy.” 
 
    “You get hundreds of missing persons reports every week. What makes this one special?” 
 
    “Because she doesn’t fit the normal profile. Most are runaways, kids looking to discover themselves or escape a violent household, husbands or wives leaving abusive relationships, you know the type. This one is different. Independently wealthy with a successful, loving husband and a place up in Bel Air. She had no reason to run.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that the husbands always say the relationship was great. It’s always different when we hear the woman’s side.” 
 
    “I know,” McCrae said, “but this time it feels different. It’s a hunch, but I’m gonna follow it up.” 
 
    Perhaps it was because they hadn’t worked together for a couple of years, but Corrina found herself wondering how she could doubt his instincts. She’d never done that when they were partners. If he’d had a gut feeling, she’d always encouraged him to go with it. Maybe she’d been away from him for too long. 
 
    Corrina blinked the thought away. She knew where it would lead her, and she didn’t have time for that right now. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “If you need any resources, let me know.” 
 
    “I will,” McCrae told her. “So, what did you wanna talk about?” 
 
    “What? Oh, yeah. Jess Duffey got another email from Fifteen-X. He wants the story to go live, with all the unedited chapters included.” 
 
    “Ouch. What did your boss say?” 
 
    “He had no choice,” Corrina told him. “We gotta go with it.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll let our press office know to expect the phones to start ringing more than usual. We’ve already had some reporters fishing.” 
 
    Corrina was only surprised that it had taken so long. Police officers or forensics personnel often topped up their income by selling scoops to contacts in the press. There were usually no details, just a tip that something had gone down and they should check it out. The practice was frowned upon, but few officers lost their careers over it. 
 
    “You also need to send victim assistance round to see the families. Let them know what to expect in the coming days. I’ve got officers scheduled to visit Anthony Swanson as we speak. I’ll let you handle the others.” 
 
    “Yeah. Poor bastards. The press are gonna be all over them.” 
 
    “I was thinking more about the fact that their loved ones were brutally tortured and dismembered, and that the details are going to be shared with the world. They’ll probably need counselling. If they ask why we’re only informing them now, when the bodies were discovered days ago, tell them we needed to get a positive ID first.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it right away.” 
 
    “Please do. The story will probably hit first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “That doesn’t give us long to catch this guy before the shit starts flying,” McCrae said. 
 
    “It doesn’t. Keep me updated on that missing person,” Corrina said, and a thought suddenly struck her. “Wait. Does her car have LoJack?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. The husband thinks optional extras are for suckers. Bet he wished he’d bought it now, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, twenty-twenty hindsight is a wonderful thing. Catch you later.” 
 
    Corrina ended the call, and for the first time in days she felt a tingle of excitement. If the killer had struck again, there would be a good chance of catching him. Modern technology made life increasingly difficult for criminals, and they had to be extremely lucky to avoid leaving a footprint of some kind. 
 
    Her next call was to Jess. 
 
    “You’ve got the green light,” Corrina told the reporter. “Tomorrow morning’s edition, not before.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    Jess didn’t sound enthusiastic, and Corrina told her as much. 
 
    “I know,” Jess replied. “It’s just…I know how much this is going to hurt some people. I never thought I’d feel this way about a story, but then this isn’t how they usually go.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Corrina said. Nothing in her years in law enforcement had come close. 
 
    “I guess it must be strange for you to encounter a journalist with a conscience.” 
 
    Corrina managed a laugh. “It’s unusual to find one with a soul, never mind a conscience.” She heard Jess chuckle, too, but Corrina was already back in serious mode. “Perhaps you should hand it off to someone else. I know it must be a difficult one to write.” 
 
    “No, I got this. I’ve thought long and hard about how to approach it. I’m going to be sympathetic toward the families, despite their pasts.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “You know. Anthony Swanson’s court case, Vincent Perry and his gentrification plans that angered a lot of people.” 
 
    “I didn’t know about that,” Corrina said, and made a mental note to follow up with Josh. He should have flagged everything, no matter how insignificant it appeared. “Can you send me your research? Better still, bring it with you this afternoon for our daily briefing. I’ve got a spot open at three.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jess said. 
 
    “Thanks. While you’re here, I’ll get one of our guys to set up email forwarding on your account. That way any emails from him will also come to me. I don’t want you going to bed just before he sends another chapter and I don’t get it until the next morning.” 
 
    “The email address seems to change each time,” Jess told her. 
 
    “Not a problem. I’m sure Larry can work around that.” 
 
    “Okay, but only Fifteen-X’s emails. I don’t want him planting spyware on my laptop so you guys can keep an eye on me.” 
 
    “He won’t,” Corrina assured her. 
 
    “Okay. See you at three.” 
 
    Corrina didn’t hear from Fifteen-X until after lunch. His email was succinct. 
 
      
 
    If the story doesn’t go out tomorrow, I’ll stop contacting Jess. I’ll send the chapters direct to the relatives and let them know that because of you two, their bodies will never be found. 
 
      
 
    Corrina called Larry Unger immediately.  
 
    “I’ve been expecting your call,” he said on picking up. 
 
    While speaking to Unger, she tapped out her reply to 15X. 
 
      
 
    I’ve managed to clear it with my boss. The story will run in tomorrow’s morning edition. Why are you only sending your story to Jess now? 
 
      
 
    She hit Send, hoping for a quick response. Ten minutes later, she knew she wasn’t going to get one. She called Unger again.  
 
    “There wasn’t enough to get a precise location,” the tech told Corrina. “It came from somewhere within two miles of the Capitol Records building, that’s all I can tell you.”  
 
    “A burner cell?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “As always.” 
 
    Corrina thanked him and hung up. 
 
    Jess arrived at three on the dot, and Corrina showed her to an empty office. She wasn’t about to let her into the task force room. 
 
    “I’ve made a list of all the websites I visited to learn about Swanson and Perry,” Jess said. “I’ll email it to you when I get home. It’ll be much easier than having to type out the URLs. I’ve also got a few on Miriam Crane, though there’s not much to tell.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll get one of my people to go through them. He contacted me today, by the way. Told me he’d stop communicating with us if the story doesn’t go out tomorrow.” 
 
    “It will,” Jess assured her. “I spoke to Lehane on the phone and told him I had something big for the front page. He wanted details, but I said I had to square it with the feds first.” 
 
    “I bet that got him licking his lips,” Corrina said. 
 
    “It did. He pressed me for details, but I told him he’d have to wait until this afternoon. He’s not happy about having to work late on a Saturday.” 
 
    “He’ll be happy as a pig in shit once he sees what you’ve got. Is the story ready to go?” 
 
    Jess assured her that it was, and Corrina asked to read it.  
 
    The reporter opened her laptop and brought up a Word document. “That’s just a local copy. I’ve got it backed up, just in case I lose my laptop.” 
 
    Or I try to delete it, Corrina thought. 
 
    She read through it, skipping the chapters the killer had sent. Although she was relatively new to journalism, Jess wrote like a seasoned pro. She didn’t sensationalize, just presented the facts. There was ample sympathy toward the victims’ families, and it ended with a promise of more to come. 
 
    Corrina asked her to take one point out, which was the crossed sticks that marked the graves. That was something only the killer would know about, and she wanted that to be held in reserve to weed out any copycats or attention seekers claiming to be Fifteen-X. Jess agreed and snipped it from her story. 
 
    They chatted for a little longer, with Jess probing for new discoveries. Corrina explained that they’d made no further progress, deliberately omitting the call she’d had with McCrae earlier. The last thing she wanted was Jess trampling all over that story while it was still active. Jess looked dubious, but didn’t press on. Instead, she asked if she could see the files relating to the cases. Corrina had printed some out for her, but on the understanding that they didn’t leave the office. She could take notes, but nothing more. As Jess scribbled away, Corrina stayed in the room with her, just in case she tried to take photographs. 
 
    Larry Unger joined them and spent a couple of minutes on Jess’s laptop setting up an email forwarder. Corrina couldn’t help smiling when she noticed him stealing glances at Jess while he worked. 
 
    When the thirty minutes were up, Corrina made up an excuse about a meeting she had to attend, escorted Jess to the elevator and watched it descend. The girl was likeable enough, but Corrina still didn’t fully trust her. The way Jess had cornered her into giving her access to the files showed that she had some smarts and wasn’t afraid to use them. 
 
    She was also curious as to why the killer had chosen such an inexperienced reporter. Josh hadn’t been able to find any connection between Jess and Corrina, but then he’d missed a large part of Vincent Perry’s background.  
 
    She sought him out to put him straight. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jess rode the elevator up to the 19th floor, butterflies swarming in her stomach. She knew she didn’t have to be nervous. She’d worked out her play on the drive back from Wilshire, and Lehane couldn’t refuse her request. She held all the aces, but the idea of confrontation always made her shaky. 
 
    She entered the Telegraph newsroom and made for the editor’s office. Through the glass wall, she could see Lehane reclining in his chair, his hands clasped behind the back of his head and his feet up on the desk. In the chair opposite him was Claire McMillan in a low-cut top and short skirt. 
 
    Jess knocked on the door and Lehane beckoned her in. 
 
    “This better be good,” he said. 
 
    “How does a serial killer on the streets sound?” 
 
    Lehane swung his feet off the desk. “Active?” 
 
    Jess nodded. 
 
    “How did you get a hold of this?” Claire asked. 
 
    Jess ignored her and opened her laptop, setting it down in front of the boss. She opened the file containing her story. “That’s what I’ve written. It has to go out in the morning edition.” 
 
    “If there’s a big story, it should be assigned to me,” Claire added, directing her anger at Jess. “I have seniority.” 
 
    “Tough luck, sister. It’s mine.” 
 
    Claire looked at Lehane for support, but he was engrossed in the screen, his lips moving as he read. She fumed, arms crossed, while Jess stood smug as she waited for her boss to finish. 
 
    “Any of this verified?” Lehane asked. 
 
    “Every detail,” Jess said. She gave him a breakdown of the last few days. The emails and the letter she’d received, her trip to the burial site, her meetings with the FBI agent in charge of the task force. She handed him Corrina Stone’s FBI card. “Call her. She’ll back me up.” 
 
    Lehane looked at the screen, then at both of the reporters in turn. “It’s good,” he said to Jess, eliciting a smile. She couldn’t help directing it Claire’s way. 
 
    “But it’s not great,” the editor continued. 
 
    Jess’s head snapped back to him. 
 
    “It’s got no…pizzazz. Maybe you should hand it over to Claire and see what she can make of it.” 
 
    Jess looked at her rival, who was a picture of smugness. Her shoulders drooped. “Okay,” Jess said, reaching for the laptop. “Let me take my name off it and I’ll email it to her.” 
 
    Her fingers danced over the keys for a moment or two, then she feigned surprise. “Oops. Looks like I permanently deleted it, research and all. Sorry, Claire, you’ll have to start again from scratch.” Jess directed her gaze back to Lehane. “I quit. I already spoke to Gemma at the Times. She’ll let me start work this evening.” 
 
    Jess turned to walk out, and the shout she was expecting came loud and quick. “Wait!” 
 
    She turned to see two angry faces but kept hers passive. 
 
    “I don’t like being blackmailed,” Lehane seethed. 
 
    “I’m not blackmailing you,” Jess countered. “I brought you a story, you didn’t like my version, so I quit. I’m not going to hand my hard work over to rubber-tits here.” 
 
    Claire looked like she was about to object to the term, but thought better of it. That confirmed what Jess had suspected all along. 
 
    “That’s not your research,” Lehane continued. “It’s company property. You did it on my dime.” 
 
    “Actually, I did it in my free time. I took a personal day to go to Scranton, where I saw an old, sick friend. I just happened to do some other things while I was there. The rest I did in the evenings. Now, is there anything else you wanna say? Because this killer wants the story out tomorrow, and if it doesn’t make the morning edition, he’ll send it to someone else—a rival newspaper.” 
 
    Lehane looked uncomfortable. In her two years at the paper, Jess had never seen anyone stand up to him. It must have been an awakening experience. 
 
    “Okay, you get the story,” Lehane finally said. He held his hand up as Claire looked about to burst from her seat. “But I want to vet it before it goes out.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll email you my back up. But just so you know, he doesn’t want his version changed at all. Not one extra comma. Try to cut out the grisly bits, he’ll walk away.” 
 
    “I got it,” Lehane said. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re gonna cave in to this…this…” 
 
    Lehane gave Claire a look that would have cut most men in half. “No need for you to hang around,” he told her. “I’ll see you on Monday.” 
 
    Claire jumped to her feet and snatched up her handbag. She glared at Lehane. “You’re making a big mistake.” She turned her attention to Jess. “And you. You could never fill my shoes.” 
 
    “If it meant spending half my life on my back with those shoes in the air, I wouldn’t want to.” 
 
    Claire looked like she was going to swing, but somehow kept herself in check and stormed out of the room. 
 
    “Wow. You managed to blackmail your editor and piss off the number one reporter in the same day. Nice going.” 
 
    “I just wish she’d hung around long enough to hear about my pay raise,” Jess told him. 
 
    “Now hold on—” 
 
    “Twenty grand a year should do for now.” 
 
    “You’re pushing your luck.” 
 
    “You’re not the first to tell me that. I also want expenses for the last few days. If you’re running the story, it’s on your dime. Your words, not mine.” 
 
    “I’ll think about the pay increase,” Lehane told her. 
 
    “What’s to think about? You’ve already calculated the leap in sales. And this is an exclusive. It’ll run and run, and so far we only have three bodies. That means twelve more to come. Syndicate the rights to the news channels and you’re talking millions. What’s a measly twenty grand a year compared to that?” 
 
    Lehane sighed. “Okay, done. Twenty grand, plus expenses for the last week.” 
 
    “Plus all my expenses going forward, same as Claire gets.” 
 
    The editor threw his hands in the air. “You wanna bankrupt me? What’s next? A private yacht? Company Ferrari?” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it…” 
 
    “Get outta here! Send me the copy, I’ll go through it now. And don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    Jess went to her desk, glad to see that Claire’s was empty. She didn’t want that woman anywhere near her right now. Ever, for that matter, but Lehane wouldn’t get rid of his number one journalist while she was still banging out great stories—as well as banging him. 
 
    Jess retrieved her copy of the story from the cloud, though she also had one on a flash drive in her purse. She emailed it to Lehane, then read through it again, making notes about final changes before it went to press. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The afternoon dragged as Corrina waited for news from McCrae about his misper. He eventually called her just as she was packing up to leave for the day. 
 
    “We tracked our woman using traffic cameras to a motel on Westwood Boulevard. She stayed for ninety-three minutes before her car left again. This time she was in the passenger seat. It followed the coast road, but we lost it near Malibu. We’re checking out the other cars that were there at the time.” 
 
    “Did you get a look at the person driving?” Corrina asked him. 
 
    “Yeah, a clear shot from one of the traffic cameras. Male, blond hair, full face beard. I’ll email you a copy.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll run it and see if we can get a match.” 
 
    “We also saw a van pull in moments after she arrived.”  
 
    A flutter of excitement shot through Corrina’s chest. “Did you get a plate?” 
 
    “We did. We ran it and it came back with an address in Van Nuys. The owner’s a 43-year-old male. We got a warrant, so I’ll be heading over there soon.” 
 
    With Connor gone for the weekend, Corrina had no reason to rush home. “Want me to tag along?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll meet you at the station in thirty minutes.” 
 
    Corrina got there in twenty. She found McCrae speaking to a member of the homicide team. Both men wore armored vests. McCrae introduced her to detective Geraldo Martinez, who’d joined shortly after she’d left for the Bureau. He was McCrae’s height but with a slighter build and black hair. 
 
    “Going in hard?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “We’re not taking any chances.” 
 
    Corrina couldn’t blame them. She would have done the same. “What do we know about him?” 
 
    “His name’s John Mansfield. Forty-three, single, pays his taxes, never been in trouble with the police.” 
 
    “Sounds promising.” He was the right age, according to the profile that had come back from the Behavioral Analysis Unit. They’d also suggested the killer might have suffered mental trauma at an early age, probably pre-teen, and that he was a loner. It sounded like every other serial-killer profile she’d read. Corrina often wondered if the BAU just recycled the same characteristics and tossed an extra one in for fun. “Does his driver’s license photo match the CCTV image?” 
 
    “Not even close, but a hundred bucks says our guy was wearing a disguise.” 
 
    “You know I ain’t taking that bet,” Corrina smiled. 
 
    They drove to Van Nuys in two cars. McCrae, Corrina and Martinez rode in an unmarked Ford, while four uniformed officers followed in a police cruiser. 
 
    “Geraldo and I’ll do the knock with officer Smalling while the rest cover the rear,” McCrae said to Corrina. “You wanna hang back until we’ve made entry?” 
 
    Corrina was itching to get involved, but it was still an LAPD investigation. “Sure. It’s your bust.” 
 
    They pulled up on the corner of a residential street thirty minutes later. “Third building on the left,” McCrae said. “The grey duplex. Mansfield’s door is on the right, number 2025.” 
 
    Corrina could see a grey van in the driveway. She took a picture of it on her phone, then used her thumb and finger to expand the image. “It’s a GMC Savana,” she said. 
 
    “That’s what we picked up on the CCTV,” McCrae told her. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    McCrae and Martinez went to the squad car, where they spoke to the officers who were standing ready. Corrina saw three uniforms jog to Mansfield’s residence and disappear around the back. McCrae, Martinez and the last cop were close behind them. 
 
    Corrina knew this could go one of two ways. The occupant of the house could give up, or the situation could quickly escalate. She’d been on many house calls and experienced both scenarios, and the latter usually ended badly.  
 
    McCrae and Martinez stood either side of the door frame, their weapons drawn. The uniformed cop also had his pistol ready. McCrae tried the handle but shook his head. They were going to have to force their way in. 
 
    Corrina suddenly felt nervous, and it wasn’t for her own safety. She recognized it as concern for McCrae. It was natural to worry about a friend or colleague about to face danger, but this was more intense, like it was her son in the firing line. 
 
    A shout went up, and the cop standing next to McCrae holstered his sidearm and used a battering ram on the door. It held, but with his second effort the wood split and the door flew open. The three men poured inside, and Corrina could hear the screamed commands from her position inside the car. She waited for the dreaded sound of gunfire, but a minute passed, and another. Then McCrae’s head popped out of the front entrance and he beckoned to her. 
 
    Corrina ran to the house. Inside, she found McCrae standing over a figure who was face down on the floor, his hands cuffed behind his back. The hair wasn’t blond, and the face was clean shaven. Martinez was kneeling next to him, reading him his rights. 
 
    “Any problems?” she asked. 
 
    Martinez shook his head. “He was watching TV. Took one look at us and damn near crapped his pants.” 
 
    “Can someone please tell me what this is about?” Mansfield pleaded, close to tears. 
 
    “We’re with homicide,” McCrae said. “You do the math.” 
 
    “Homicide? That’s ridiculous!” 
 
    “We’ll see. We’ve got a warrant.” McCrae dropped the paper next to Mansfield’s head and stood, ordering the cops to search the premises. While they went to work, McCrae lifted Mansfield to his feet and sat him down on the sofa. 
 
    “Where were you between nine last night and four this morning?” Martinez asked. 
 
    “I was here. I mean…no, wait, I was out until eleven, then I came home and slept.” 
 
    “Out where?” McCrae asked. “Who were you with?” 
 
    “A friend. We had a few drinks, then watched a movie.” 
 
    “Got a ticket stub?” Martinez pressed. 
 
    “In my wallet. It’s over there, in my jacket. I paid by card, got a receipt.” 
 
    McCrae snapped on a pair of latex gloves and took the billfold from the leather jacket hanging from a hook in the hallway. He examined the contents and found the receipt for the movie theatre. 
 
    “Looks legit,” he said, handing it to Martinez. 
 
    “I got an Uber home, too,” Mansfield said. “Check my cell phone.” 
 
    He gave McCrae the pin to open his iPhone, and moments later the detective let out a defeated sigh. 
 
    “Anyone else have access to your vehicle?” 
 
    “The hunk of shit in the driveway? Hasn’t run in three months. Needs a new transmission.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look,” Corrina said, stepping outside. She saw immediately that Mansfield was telling the truth. Cobwebs filled the space between the tires and the wheel wells, and the brake discs were rusted over. This vehicle hadn’t moved in a long time.  
 
    She went back inside. “Unless he’s trained spiders to spin webs at will, I gotta believe him.” 
 
    The first of the uniformed officers returned, shaking his head, and McCrae swore under his breath. He took his key out and removed the suspect’s cuffs. He offered Mansfield his sincere apologies and promised to have the door fixed immediately. 
 
    “You’ll be hearing from my attorney,” Mansfield promised as he rubbed his wrists, filling with bravado. 
 
    “The officer will give you the contact details for the complaints department,” McCrae said. He turned to the nearest cop and told him to square things with Mansfield, then walked outside just as the sun hit the horizon. Corrina followed him out. 
 
    “He must have cloned the plates,” she said. “Put out an APB on the vehicle?” 
 
    “I did that before we came, just in case he wasn’t home.” McCrae kicked at a weed on the edge of the lawn. “Man, I thought we had him.” 
 
    “It’s rarely that easy and you know it. This guy wants to throw us off the scent, so expect a few more misdirections.” 
 
    McCrae started walking back to the car. “Whatever happened to the days when the perps were dumb as shit?” 
 
    “The Internet,” Corrina said. “Most people use it to argue with strangers or watch cat videos, but the bad guys are looking for ways to avoid getting caught. These days they can look up forensic techniques before they commit a crime, so they know the pitfalls. Prints, DNA, CCTV, fibers on clothes, you name it. Doesn’t make our job any easier.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, at least we have some secrets from them.” 
 
    They did. Quite a few. That was one of the reasons so many murders were solved. That, and the fact that so few murders were planned to any extent. Most were crimes of passion or impulsive actions.  
 
    Fifteen-X was a different animal, though. Cunning, smart, adaptable. Catching him wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    It also wasn’t going to happen tonight. 
 
    “I’m beat,” Corrina said. “Let’s call it a night.” 
 
    McCrae waited for Martinez to leave the house and the trio drove back to the station. Corrina would have liked to have had the time alone with her former partner, but it wasn’t to be. As a result, conversation was light and brief. When they got back to West 1st Street, Corrina said her goodbyes and drove home to Santa Monica. 
 
    When she reached her street, she saw a familiar vehicle parked on the road outside her home. Corrina swore, turned into her drive and shut off the engine. She was getting out of the car when Mike appeared by her side. 
 
    “Making the most of being single again?” he slurred. She could smell beer on his breath, which meant he was risking a second DUI. His first had been five years earlier after a night out with his work friends. She thought he’d learned his lesson, but she’d clearly been wrong. 
 
    Corrina brushed past him. “You’re drunk.” 
 
    He took an exaggerated step backwards and almost lost his balance. “Whoa! No need for that. I’m just here to talk.” 
 
    Corrina spun. “And what exactly do you want to talk about? Taking my son away from me?” 
 
    Mike burped. A comical gesture at any other time, but Corrina was angry and tired, and she didn’t find it at all amusing. 
 
    “What went wrong with us?” he asked. His right leg took a step to the side, then returned to its original position. Corrina hadn’t seen him this drunk in years. 
 
    “Go home, Mike. And don’t drive. If you get in that car, I’m calling the cops.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. That’s your answer to everything. The cops. Wanna avoid spending time with your family? Say you’ve got an im…important case. Wanna spend a night with that Scottish prick? Say you gotta follow up a lead.” 
 
    “Is that what this is about? McCrae? Christ, Mike, we’ve been through this a hundred times. There was never anything between us!” 
 
    “You’re seeing him, aren’t you? Don’t deny it.” 
 
    Corrina got in his face. “Nothing has ever happened between me and McCrae.” 
 
    Lights flicked on in the neighboring houses, curious faces peering around curtains to watch the commotion. 
 
    “And if something were to happen,” she continued, her voice lower but sharper, “it’s got nothing to do with you. You and I, we’re through. If I wanted to take him home and fuck his brains out, it would be none of your goddamn business!” 
 
    “So you do have feelings for him.” 
 
    Corrina knew she was wasting her time. Once Mike had an idea in his head, he wouldn’t let it go. It was bad enough when he was sober, but there was no reasoning with drunk Mike. She took out her phone. “You’ve got two choices. I can call you an Uber, or I can call the cops and you can explain how you got here. What will it be?” 
 
    Mike looked confused, as if the options were too difficult to understand. While he contemplated the choices, Corrina walked to his car. As she’d expected, the keys were in the ignition. She took them out, locked the car and put them in her pocket, then ordered an Uber. The display said it would be there in four minutes. 
 
    Mike was doing his one-legged dance again. It looked like someone had nailed his left foot to the ground. Corrina took hold of his arm and led him unsteadily to the sidewalk. 
 
    “Where did we go wrong?” he repeated, swaying. 
 
    “We did that already. Remember?” 
 
    Mike thought about it, then grinned. “You and McCrae,” he chuckled and put his finger to the side of his nose and attempted a wink. “I know. I know everything.” 
 
    “You know shit,” Corrina said softly. 
 
    “Everything,” Mike repeated. 
 
    Corrina let him have his fantasy. He burbled on until the Uber arrived. She got him buckled up in the back seat and put his car keys down the front of his T-shirt. 
 
    “You owe me fifteen bucks for the ride, asshole.” 
 
    She slammed the door and hit the roof of the Prius, waiting until it had turned the corner at the end of the street before heading inside and the bottle of wine that awaited her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16  
 
    Corrina decided to spend Sunday in the office. For one, she didn’t want to be home when Mike returned to pick up his car. She also wanted to get the early edition of the Telegraph to see what they’d made of the Fifteen-X story. 
 
    It read much as it had when she’d checked through it the previous day. There were a couple of new embellishments, such as the police warning people to be vigilant. Corrina suspected they weren’t Jess’s work. 
 
    The phones started ringing soon after she finished reading. With her name mentioned in the article, it seemed every reporter in the world wanted her version of the events. She gave the first few callers the number of the press office, which had been instructed to offer nothing more than the standard boilerplate responses. Then she put her desk phone on mute and ignored it for the rest of the day. 
 
    Josh rolled in just after ten, surprising Corrina. She knew that, as the new guy, he was keen to show his value to the team. She just didn’t expect to see him on a Sunday. 
 
    “Hey. You forget something?” 
 
    “No. I just need to add a couple of tables to the database I created. I got two new sets late yesterday but had to be somewhere.” 
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    “Owners of GMC Savana vans and current addresses from the DMV. Looks like about 350,000 sold in the last twenty years. I’m gonna pull out anyone living in the LA area.” 
 
    “Good work. Let me know what you get.” 
 
    She almost felt sorry for chewing him out the previous day. She’d pointed out that a junior reporter had come up with more information on Vincent Perry than he had, and her criticism must have stung. On the other hand, he was clearly trying to make amends, so perhaps it wasn’t a bad move on her part. 
 
    Hopefully it would narrow down their search, but Corrina was still cautious. The killer had set false trails before. They couldn’t even be sure that the GMC van seen at the scene of the Diane Markland kidnapping belonged to Fifteen-X. It seemed highly likely, but not certain. Perhaps her disappearance was totally unrelated, in which case they wouldn’t be just chasing shadows, but the wrong shadows. 
 
    She walked to the task force room and stared at the board, wondering what they knew for certain. They had the identities of all three victims, which had been confirmed by DNA samples, and the rounds he’d fired from his pistol. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    He might drive a GMC Savana. He might own a remote house with a basement. He might ride a bike. He might be male. Most of these were based on his written accounts of the killings, and they could all be fictitious, designed to throw the police off the scent. 
 
    Her cell phone rang as she was studying the wall and she saw that it was McCrae. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “Any news?” 
 
    “Well, we went back through the CCTV from the first grave and saw plenty of people on bikes, but the images aren’t good enough to identify them. Anything your end?” 
 
    “Zip,” Corrina told him. “We ran the image of the blond-haired guy through facial recognition but got no hits. We’ve just got a data set of Savana owners that we’re gonna run against homeowners with detached properties sitting on more than five hundred square yards of land. It’s probably just another dead end, but we gotta try something.” 
 
    “Maybe we should put our heads together. Feel like brunch?” 
 
    The thought of spending an hour in his company was a lot more enticing than staring at a wall covered in pictures of long-dead bodies. “Sure,” she said, forcing herself to sound casual. 
 
    “Okay. See you at Kate’s in half an hour.” 
 
    The place he’d chosen was an Italian-style bistro, not too expensive but great food. Corrina went to tell Josh she was heading out for a while, but her cell rang again. 
 
    It was Jess. 
 
    Corrina answered, hoping it wasn’t anything that would force her to cancel her time with McCrae. “Hi. I was just heading out.” 
 
    “He emailed me again,” Jess said. “A couple of minutes ago. Did it forward to you?” 
 
    “Let me check.” Corrina ran to her desk and checked her email. There was a new message sitting in her inbox, and she clicked it open. “Yeah, I got it.” 
 
    “Great. Meet you at those co-ordinates.” 
 
    Before Corrina could object, Jess hung up. Knowing how strong-willed Jess was, there was no point calling her back. Instead, Corrina phoned McCrae. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to cancel brunch. Fifteen-X has sent chapter four. I’ll forward it to you.” 
 
    “Where this time?” 
 
    “Just a sec.” Corrina checked the email and entered ///skin.bland.global. “It’s in the Angeles Forest again, about two hundred yards south-east of Josephine Saddle.” She gave him the code. “I’m gonna read this while you get everyone mobilized. See you there in about ninety minutes?” 
 
    “Okay, see you there.” 
 
    Corrina sent the email on to McCrae, Josh and Hank, then printed off two copies as well as the attachment. She took them through to the task force room and pinned one copy of each to the wall, then sat down to read. 
 
    Dear Jess, 
 
      
 
    I can’t tell you how disappointed I was to read your version of my story. I chose you because I thought you’d tell it like it was, but no, you had to go all soft on me. People have to know why I did what I did. YOU need to know why I did what I did. Next time, tell it straight. If you don’t, I’ll find someone who will. 
 
    Number four can be found at ///skin.bland.global. 
 
      
 
    15X 
 
    Corrina went to her desk and picked up the Telegraph. She took it back to the task force room and closed the door, not wanting to be disturbed. 
 
    What didn’t he like? 
 
    She read through Jess’s story, looking for something out of the ordinary. There was nothing. Jess had covered the timeline accurately, and none of the facts had been altered. 
 
    “You had to go all soft on me.” What did he mean by that?  
 
    The only emotional aspect of the story was Anthony Swanson’s love for his missing daughter. Was that it? Did Fifteen-X object to Jess interviewing the surviving relatives? 
 
    I’m going to be sympathetic toward the families, despite their pasts. The words from her conversation with Jess the previous day leapt into her head. Corrina re-read that part of the story, the meeting with Anthony Swanson. 
 
    Perhaps the greatest heartbreak is that while the victims are now at peace, for the relatives and friends, the pain will never stop. Anthony Swanson told me how much he loved his daughter. He’d never given up hope of finding her alive, yet it wasn’t to be. His torment will live with him forever, as I’m sure it will with all the other unwitting victims of this tragedy. 
 
    Did the killer not like the fact that he’d hurt the relatives? Did that play on his conscience? 
 
    Corrina went back to her desk and forwarded the killer’s email to the BAU along with her thoughts. It would be interesting to get their take on it, too. She then told Josh to check his emails. 
 
    “Already got it,” he said, holding up a few pages. “I’m doing a search for the relatives as we speak.” 
 
    “Good man. Remember, I want to know every detail, no matter how small.” 
 
    “Microscope up the ass. Got it.” 
 
    Corrina returned to the task force room and closed the door again. She picked up the printout of the fourth chapter with a sense of dread. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    It was nice to get a woman again. Men tend to fight back. Women, not so much.  
 
    Yeah, I know, I’m a misogynist. When the day of reckoning comes, that’ll be the least of my problems. 
 
    This woman was called Jennifer Madden. She was fifteen when I took her, so maybe not quite a woman. She was getting there, though. Pert breasts, bushy pussy. I like them like that. I know a lot of women shave, but that’s not for me. As far as I’m concerned, a shaved pussy could only appeal to men who like fucking underage kids. It’s like men who screw women in the ass. What’s that all about? You wanna fuck someone in the ass, get a guy! Leave the women to us real men! 
 
    Anyway, I digress. 
 
    Jennifer was an easy take. I didn’t have to jump on her or surprise her, I just offered her what she was looking for.  
 
    She was looking for liquor and drugs.  
 
    Not what you’d expect from the only child in a God-fearing family? I know, right? The problem is, when a kid spends their entire life being told not to do this and not to do that, it just makes them wanna do it even more. I know, because I was just the same. My parents always warned me not to smoke, but when I was thirteen and a kid at school was handing out cigarettes, I just had to try one. There were about five of us, and we all lit up on the way home. I remember puking my guts up, but at least I tried it. The other four kept smoking all the way through high school, but not me. 
 
    I think Jennifer must have gone through the same kind of thing, only once she tried liquor, she was hooked. I don’t know when she started. Maybe I should have asked her. It doesn’t really matter. I just knew what she liked so I planned to give it to her. 
 
    She used to leave her house at about six most nights. She’d walk out with books in her hand, like she was going to study at a friend’s house, only before she did, she’d meet with a guy three streets over and he’d sell her what she wanted. Usually grass and a half bottle of vodka. The good stuff. She could afford it. 
 
    All I needed to do was become the guy she went to for her fix, and that was easily done. I trailed her normal dealer for a few days until I found out where he lived. It wasn’t the ass-end of town, the kind of place the cops never went. No, he lived in a good neighborhood. He obviously only catered to the filthy rich, and he didn’t mind starting them young. I started following him instead of Jennifer. Wherever he went, she was sure to turn up eventually. 
 
    I watched Eddie—that wasn’t his real name—for days, until I knew where to strike. It was a Sunday and he was going into his apartment block. It was one of those with the buzzer on the door. You have to enter your PIN number to enter, or have someone buzz you in. I was dressed nice that day, looking like I belonged in the building when I really didn’t. I stood about twenty yards from the door, and when I saw Eddie approaching, I jogged up. When he entered his PIN, I walked in after him. 
 
    “Morning,” I said to him with a smile. 
 
    Eddie nodded back but didn’t say anything. When he turned away from me, I pulled the metal pipe from inside my coat sleeve and whacked him on the back of the head. Boy, steel on bone makes a wicked sound. He collapsed, dazed, and I went through his pockets until I found his phone. I knew that Jennifer never called him, she always sent a text message telling him she was on her way. Only the next time she turned up, I’d be there, not Eddie. 
 
    I dropped a picture on Eddie’s chest as he rolled around, mumbling to himself. “If you report this and the police come calling, I’ll give them all the other photos. Understand?” 
 
    Eddie looked confused, so I held the picture close to his face so that he could see himself dishing out barbs or crack or whatever the hell it was to one of his rich and powerful clients. “No cops, or I tell them about your little drug business. Got it?” 
 
    Eddie nodded, and it looked like it hurt him to do so. Good. Served the little shit right. If he wasn’t selling drugs to schoolgirls he wouldn’t be in this mess. 
 
    “And no leaving the apartment today. I’ve got someone keeping an eye on it. If you leave before tomorrow morning, my collection goes to the police.” 
 
    Eddie touched the back of his head and his fingers came back bloody. He murmured something that sounded like “okay.” I checked his phone and it didn’t have a lock PIN. That was good.  
 
    I left him on the floor and walked out of the building. The subway was just a couple of blocks away, and I managed to get five stations without anyone arresting me. So far, so good. 
 
    All I had to do now was wait. While I did, I checked through Eddie’s phone messages. There were a lot from Jennifer, though it looked like Eddie called her J-Bear. The timing of the messages matched Jennifer’s meetings with him, so I knew I had the right contact. I just had to wait for her to get in touch, which she always did on a Sunday. 
 
    Two hours later, her message came through. She wanted a full bottle of Grey Goose this time, plus two bags of weed. Must be a party somewhere, I thought. I wouldn’t be invited, so I’d have one of my own. As Eddie would have done, I sent her a reply, then drove to where she normally met him.  
 
    I got there about 5 minutes before she showed. She was still cradling her books like she always did. Up close, they looked like they’d never been opened. 
 
    “Hi, J-bear,” I said. 
 
    Jennifer didn’t look pleased to see me. 
 
    “Where’s Eddie?” she asked 
 
    “Sick. Asked me to cover for him.” I held up the Grey Goose I’d bought. A hundred bucks for a bottle of fucking liquor! No wonder this country’s going to shit. Rich folk paying more for a bottle of booze than most people can afford for car payments. “I got what you asked for.” 
 
    She started getting money from her pretty Gucci purse, but I put a stop to that. “Not out in public,” I told her. “Too many eyes. I can’t go down again, it’ll be three strikes. Get in, we’ll drive around the corner.” 
 
    She didn’t seem happy with the idea, so I played to her weakness. “Or you can just wait until Eddie’s better. He should be up and around in about three days.” 
 
    I knew she wasn’t going to wait for her fix, and I was right. She got in next to me and I set off. As I drove, she took a wad of notes from her purse and handed it over. I put it in my pocket and handed her the vodka, smiling.  
 
    We got to an intersection and I looked over to the right, past her pretty little face. “Shit! Cops!” 
 
    Jennifer looked right as well, and I stuck my stun gun in her ribs and gave her a good blast. She jerked up straight, a look of surprise on her face. I kept it going while I pulled the top off the needle with my teeth and stuck it in her leg. Even then, I kept my finger on the trigger. She was young, she could handle it. I let go after about thirty seconds. She flopped, but wasn’t out, so I grabbed her hair and pulled her head into my crotch. I bet it wasn’t the first time it had been in that position. I held her down as I drove one-handed. She struggled a bit, but the stun gun had taken a lot out of her. 
 
    Eventually she went limp, and I was able to concentrate on driving carefully at the speed limit. Wouldn’t be good to be caught with an unconscious, underage girl in my van, would it? 
 
    Two hours later, she was strapped to my special table, naked as the day she was born. 
 
    Do I need to go into detail of what I did to her? Probably not. The autopsy will tell you how I removed her fingers and toes, and how I removed her teeth and made her swallow them. Did Jennifer enjoy that? Not really. She screamed all night, and I let her. One idea did come to mind, but I didn’t have the necessary equipment. No matter, I’ll do that next time. There’ll be plenty more to play with over the coming years. 
 
    At one point I told her I’d made a mistake, got the wrong girl, and that I was going to let her go. She was so relieved, thinking her ordeal was over. I left her alone for about half an hour, then went back downstairs and told her I was just fucking with her.  
 
    She was going nowhere.  
 
    She was going to die, here, in my basement. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    And after seventeen hours of torture—say what you like about kids these days, they’ve got stamina—she did. 
 
    So, four down, eleven to go.  
 
      
 
    p.s. If Eddie’s reading this and thinking about going to the police with a description of me, I should mention that I still have the rest of my surveillance photos. Pictures of you and your clients during your exchanges. Some well-connected people there. And Eddie with a top job at a law firm now. How long are you going to keep that once the pictures get out? And they will, Eddie. If I’m caught, they’ll all come out and you’ll be finished. No amount of daddy’s money will save you. You better pray they never catch me. But I don’t think you’ll turn me in. You didn’t go to the police when you heard about Jennifer going missing, did you? No, you didn’t run to them and say “Hey, she was one of my clients. I used to sell her weed and Grey Goose,” did you? No, you looked after number one. And to the parents of all my victims, know that there is someone out there who could have stopped me early in my killing career and maybe saved your loved one, but he didn’t. He only cared about himself.  
 
    That’s gotta hurt. 
 
    I hope it does. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Corrina stopped off at West 1st Street on her way, hoping to catch McCrae before he left for the Angeles Forest.  
 
    It turned out to be a bad idea. 
 
    The moment she left her car, she was swarmed by reporters from what appeared to be every network on the planet. She pushed her way through them, ignoring their shouted questions. 
 
    “Corrina, have you got any suspects yet?” 
 
    “Ms. Stone, how many people has he killed so far?” 
 
    They’d obviously seen her name in the newspaper and done some research into who she was. Her height and distinctive hair made her impossible to miss. 
 
    Two cops stood at the door, stationed there to prevent the press entering the building. She flashed her badge and one opened the door for her while the other kept the howling pack at bay. 
 
    Inside the lobby the atmosphere was calmer, but Corrina knew that wouldn’t be the case on the homicide floor. She’d worked some major cases in this building. Multiple murders, celebrity deaths, gang violence, she’d seen it all. The entire floor would be buzzing with activity, more so now that the entire world knew there was a serial killer on the loose. 
 
    McCrae was just coming down the stairs as she headed up.  
 
    He smiled when he saw her. “How did you manage to get through the piranhas unscathed?” 
 
    “I just used my notorious charm,” she said. 
 
    “Ah, you told them to fuck off. Nice. I should try that one.” 
 
    Corrina laughed. “Come on. I thought we could ride together,” she said. “Save the planet and all that,” 
 
    “Cool. I spoke to Alistair. He’s getting his team ready to go. I’m also bringing a few uniforms along this time. Two cars are already en route to cordon the area off. The phone’s been ringing off the hook since the story broke, as you can imagine. Here, let’s go out the back way.” 
 
    “My car’s out front.” 
 
    “We’ll take mine,” McCrae said. 
 
    They went through the doorway that led to the underground parking lot. McCrae climbed into an unmarked Ford and Corrina got in beside him.  
 
    “The Madden file,” McCrae said as he handed Corrina a folder. She opened it and saw the fresh young face of the fourth victim pinned to the first sheet.  
 
    Reading the killer’s account of the murder had been hard enough, but putting a face to the name was heart-breaking. She was a beautiful young woman, despite her vices. She didn’t deserve to have her life snuffed out so brutally. 
 
    “Anything we can use in here?” 
 
    “Nothing,” McCrae told her. “Like the others, no witnesses, no suspects.” 
 
    He drove out into the sunshine and they immediately picked up a tail. 
 
    “Shit. CNN on our six.” 
 
    Corrina looked back and saw the network van two cars behind them. “Want me to shoot their tires out?” she asked. “I don’t mind, really.” 
 
    “Nah, save your ammo for a worthwhile target.” 
 
    “Fox News?” 
 
    McCrae chuckled. “Fifteen-X.” 
 
    They took the freeway pointing toward Pasadena, the news van still on their tail. 
 
    “So, how was your weekend?” McCrae asked. “Quiet?” 
 
    “Ha! I wish. Mike came around…” 
 
    Corrina suddenly realized she’d said too much. She hadn’t intended to burden McCrae with her own troubles, but it was too late to change that now. 
 
    “What did he want this time?” McCrae asked, showing genuine concern. 
 
    “I’ve got no idea. He was so drunk he wasn’t making any sense. Said he knew about you and me, but that was nothing new. He convinced himself we were having an affair two years ago. That’s what led to the break-up.” 
 
    “You did tell him I’m happily married, didn’t you?” 
 
    The words stung Corrina like a knife to the heart. It was the last thing she wanted to be reminded of. “More times than I could count,” she said. “He just wouldn’t listen. Sometimes you can’t argue with stupid.” 
 
    “So what did you tell him?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she lied. No point admitting that she’d goaded her husband with the image of the pair of them screwing in Mike’s old bed. “I just put him in an Uber and sent him home.” 
 
    “Sensible move. If it helps, I know what you’re going through.” 
 
    “When did you have a relationship go sour?” Corrina asked. “You talking about elementary school? Because you and Jean have been together for…well, forever.” 
 
    McCrae looked at her but said nothing. It took Corrina a few seconds to understand what he was telling her. 
 
    “You’re shitting me. You and Jean?” 
 
    McCrae nodded and looked back at the road. “It’s been on the rocks for a while now. Different life goals. Mine is to make the mortgage payments, hers is to feature on Real Housewives of LA.” 
 
    Corrina was shocked. She’d seen them as the perfect couple, the only thing missing being a kid or two. But then, she’d thought she and Mike would last forever, and to the outside world everything about her own marriage appeared rosy. 
 
    She also felt guilty. It was as if her own desires had created the rift in McCrae’s relationship, like she’d willed it to happen. Corrina knew that to be nonsense, but it didn’t stop her feeling like a prize shit. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, trying to console him while apologizing for her perceived indiscretion. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he said. “We tried, it didn’t work out. There’s been nothing there for at least a year.” 
 
    “Are you still living together?” 
 
    “On and off. Mostly she stays with her mother these days. The divorce papers are in, just waiting for the lawyer to screw me over. Jean wants to walk away from our debts, but she also wants to keep everything we spent the money on. The car, the clothes, everything.” 
 
    “Are you going to let her?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Hell, no,” McCrae laughed. “If she wants the car, she can put the loan in her own name. Same goes for the house. She wants half the value, not half the equity. The crazy part is, her lawyer thinks she’s being reasonable.” 
 
    “Then you need to get yourself your own lawyer. I’m sure my father can recommend a good one. He could probably get you a decent discount, too.” 
 
    “Thanks. I might just do that. I looked around, and most of them want more than Jean does.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Corrina said. “Mike and I agreed to do it ourselves. We came to an agreement, but he’s changed his mind in recent weeks. He wants custody of Connor, and I’ve got a feeling that’s just the beginning.” 
 
    “We should introduce him to Jean. Sounds like they’d get along great.” 
 
    “Don’t like assholes repel, or am I thinking of something else?” 
 
    McCrae laughed again, a sound that sent a river of joy through Corrina. She’d missed laughter in her life, especially his. 
 
    She put her hand on McCrae’s thigh. “If you ever wanna talk about it, I’m here for you.” 
 
    He swallowed, and Corrina recognized it as a nervous reaction. She took her hand away and looked out of the side window. 
 
    “Thanks,” McCrae said. “I know I can count on you.” 
 
    Neither spoke for the next few miles. There was so much Corrina wanted to say, but now didn’t seem the right time. 
 
    When they arrived at the start of Josephine Peak Road, they found their way blocked by a metal gate. They backtracked to a nearby visitor’s center and found a ranger able to give them access. She warned Corrina that they wouldn’t be able to get all the way to Josephine Saddle in the car. 
 
    “We had a partial road collapse a few weeks ago,” the elderly woman said as she removed the padlock. “Still waiting for it to be fixed.” 
 
    “How close can we get?” McCrae asked. 
 
    “Couple o’ hundred yards, maybe. No closer than that.” 
 
    That was fine with Corrina and McCrae. Better than having to walk the entire way. 
 
    “You want me to leave this open?” the old woman asked. “I already let some of your people in, and I can’t be coming out here every ten minutes. I got a gift shop to run.” 
 
    “We should be the last,” Corrina said, though it was possible Alistair Birch and his team were still on their way. “Once we’re through, lock it again and don’t let anyone else in unless they’re LAPD.” She nodded toward the CNN van that had just parked close by. “Especially those guys.” 
 
    “You got it,” she said, clearly not happy with the arrangement. 
 
    McCrae drove up the dirt track and stopped behind two police cruisers a few minutes later. A cop approached as they got out, and McCrae showed him his badge. Half of the road had washed down the side of the hill, probably caused by a landslide. Corrina immediately started looking for tire marks, but found many sets leading up to the peak. She gave them a wide berth as she continued up the hill, McCrae close behind. 
 
    When they reached a bend in the road, they saw Jess sitting near a funny-looking bicycle. She was sweating heavily and drinking from a large bottle of water. Standing next to her was another cop, his shirt also beginning to show sweat stains. 
 
    “What the hell’s that?” Corrina asked, pointing at the machine lying next to the reporter. 
 
    “Folding bike,” Jess said. “Beats walking, and I figure I’m gonna be out here at least another ten times.” 
 
    Corrina made a mental note to look up folding bikes online. Jess had the right idea. 
 
    “I want you to wait here,” Corrina said to her. “We’ll call you in if we find anything.” She asked the cop whether the area had been cordoned off. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Got two men down there right now.” He pointed down into the valley, and Corrina could just make out yellow tape. 
 
    McCrae took the lead, keeping his eyes out for anything the forensics team would be interested in. It made for a slow journey, but they eventually reached the perimeter of the cordon. Corrina ducked underneath the tape and walked slowly, following the marker on her phone. 
 
    She saw the crossed sticks from ten yards away. 
 
    “Have you seen anything that shouldn’t be here?” she asked the nearest uniform. 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing but dirt and sunshine.” 
 
    “Okay. Stay back and wait for the FIU. They’ll be here soon.” 
 
    Corrina headed back up the hill with McCrae next to her. 
 
    “That’s definitely number four,” she said to him. “Eleven more to go, and we don’t know if he’s still active or if we’re just gonna be digging up his victims until we catch him.” 
 
    “He’s active,” McCrae said. “I can feel it. He wouldn’t contact us unless there was an end play.” 
 
    “Then what is it? What’s his objective?” 
 
    “If we knew that, we’d be halfway there.” 
 
    When they returned to the dirt path once more, Corrina went to Jess. “Looks like you had a wasted trip,” Corrina said. “There’s nothing to see.” 
 
    “No crossed sticks?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re there, but you can’t photograph them. I want that staying out of the story, remember?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Jess said. “I really came here to talk to you. I’ve got a theory.” 
 
    Corrina doubted it would be any use, but she indicated that Jess should share what she had. 
 
    “He didn’t like it when I showed Anthony Swanson in a sympathetic light. He said I’d gone soft, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. And?” 
 
    “Well, I got to thinking. How would the family of the victims be feeling right now?” 
 
    “They’ll be hurting,” Corrina said. 
 
    “That’s right! He keeps saying in his story that they have to feel the pain. They have to know. They have to feel what he felt. What if it’s the families he wants to hurt, not the victims? What if the husbands, wives and parents are the one who have to feel it?” 
 
    It sounded plausible, but a score of questions immediately demanded answers. “What did Anthony Swanson do to him, though? Vincent Perry? Miriam Crane? And now, if he’s to be believed, the family of Jennifer Madden? What do they have in common with our killer? We’ve checked, and there’s no relationship between them. They’ve never met, never been in each other’s company.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s something we missed,” Jess suggested, but Corrina could tell that the initial excitement in her voice had waned. She didn’t want to dissuade Jess from coming up with new ideas, as Hank had done with Josh. 
 
    “It’s an interesting thought,” Corrina admitted, “but at the moment the dots just don’t connect. Maybe you can look into it, see if there’s something we overlooked.” 
 
    Jess seemed to perk up a little. “Can I have access to your systems?” 
 
    Corrina couldn’t help smiling. “No.” 
 
    “But how can I find a link if I can’t track credit card use, or…or…” 
 
    “The same way you found out about Vincent Perry’s gentrification plans. Good old-fashioned investigative journalism. Trust me, we checked their financial histories going back fifteen years. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    Jess sighed. “Okay, I’ll do what I can. I’ll start with Jennifer’s parents.” 
 
    “No. I’m going to see them myself this afternoon. If I get anything from them, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Corrina collected McCrae and they walked back to the car. He had to reverse to a place where he could turn, and on the way down to the highway he had to pull over to let Alistair Birch’s van go by. 
 
    Once they were back on asphalt, Corrina told McCrae about Jess’s theory. 
 
    “It makes sense,” he said. “I can’t remember his story word for word, but it does sound plausible. If only there was a connection between them all.” 
 
    “If there is,” Corrina said, “we’ll find it.” 
 
    As they drove, she called Josh and asked him for an address for the parents of Jennifer Madden.  
 
    “They live in Hollywood,” he told her. “I’ll send the address to your phone.” 
 
    “Thanks. What do we know about them?” 
 
    “Father is Craig Madden, CEO of FMT Group, the private equity firm. Wife is Doreen, runs a charity for homeless women. No other children.” 
 
    “Any obvious links to any of the other victims? 
 
    “None that we can see,” Josh said. “Hank has been going through it with me and nothing jumps out.” 
 
    “Okay. Keep looking.” 
 
    Moments later her phone pinged as Josh’s message arrived. She entered it into the satnav.  
 
    “Nice area,” McCrae observed. “Another family with money?” 
 
    “That looks to be the only link so far, but no sign that he’s ever tried to extort them.” 
 
    They exchanged looks. “Do you think that could be it?” McCrae asked. “He asks for money, they refuse to pay, and he kills one of their loved ones?” 
 
    “I’m sure one of the families would have mentioned it when they were interviewed after the disappearances.” 
 
    “Unless he had something on them,” McCrae said. 
 
    “I guess we’ll soon find out.” 
 
    They followed the directions up into the Hollywood hills and pulled into the driveway of a two-story house with white walls and a garden adorned with flowers of every color. 
 
    “I always hated this part of the job,” Corrina said as she stared at the front door, behind which lived an unsuspecting family who were about to have their hopes shattered. She could have let Victim Assistance handle it, but for a case of this magnitude, she wanted to be the one to break the terrible news. She also didn’t trust anyone else to ask the right questions. 
 
    “I can take it if you want. You can wait in the car.” 
 
    Thanks,” Corrina said, “but I gotta do this. Let’s go.” 
 
    They got out and walked to the front door, a huge thing that looked like it had been carved from one giant slab of wood. Corrina rang the bell, and she heard a melody chime from inside. 
 
    The woman who answered the door looked to have been caught in the middle of gardening. She was in her late fifties or early sixties, with a platinum bouffant. She held dirty gloves in one hand. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Corrina and McCrae showed their badges. “Mrs. Madden? Doreen Madden?” 
 
    “That’s right. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “I think it would be better if we talked inside,” Corrina said. 
 
    Doreen looked concerned. “Of course.” She let them in and closed the door behind them. 
 
    It was a beautiful house, all white marble and mahogany furniture.  
 
    “Please, come through.” Doreen showed them into the living room, a huge space with a grand piano in one corner and photographs on every available surface. Most were of a young girl. 
 
    Jennifer Madden. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” Doreen asked, her voice shaking. 
 
    She knows, Corrina thought. 
 
    “Who is it, darling?” 
 
    A man appeared in a doorway. Same age as Doreen, he was dressed for the golf course. 
 
    “It’s the police,” Doreen told him. 
 
    Corrina introduced herself and McCrae, and she could see the husband trembling almost imperceptibly. “I think you’d better take a seat.” 
 
    The Maddens slowly eased themselves onto a plush sofa, as if their slow movements would delay the inevitable. 
 
    “I’m afraid I have some bad news,” Corrina said. “We’ve been investigating a series of murders committed over the last ten years. Today we discovered what appears to be the body of your daughter, Jennifer.” 
 
    Doreen let out a gasp, while Craig went pale. He clasped his wife’s hand. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Corrina said, “but we want you to be prepared for the worst.” 
 
    “Then maybe it isn’t her,” Doreen said to Craig. She looked at Corrina. “What makes you think it’s Jennifer?” 
 
    “Have you seen the news today? The serial killer Fifteen-X?” 
 
    Both nodded slowly. 
 
    “He sent us his fourth chapter and the location of the grave this morning. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Doreen let out a howl and buried her head in her husband’s chest. Craig patted her head, a tear escaping from his eye. 
 
    “How did she…?” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence. 
 
    “We don’t have all the details, but I’m afraid it wasn’t quick. I wish I could tell you otherwise.” 
 
    Doreen’s head snapped around to face Corrina. “Why!?”  
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Why did he kill her? Why my Jenny?” 
 
    “We’re hoping you could help us with that,” McCrae jumped in. “Did you have any contact with any…criminal elements just before Jennifer disappeared?” 
 
    “Certainly not!” Craig Madden said sternly. “What are you implying?” 
 
    “We just want to rule out retribution,” Corrina said, trying to smooth the waters a little. “Did anyone threaten you or demand money prior to her going missing?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I would have told the police when they came to question me.” 
 
    Corrina believed him. He didn’t seem to be hiding anything. “Do you know Anthony Swanson?” she asked. 
 
    Craig mulled the name over, then shook his head. “Never heard of him.” 
 
    “How about Vincent Perry? Or Miriam Crane?” 
 
    Again, he shook his head. 
 
    “Mrs. Madden?” Corrina said. 
 
    Doreen looked at her through red eyes. “No, I don’t know those people.” 
 
    Corrina realized she wasn’t going to get anything useful out of them. She handed Craig her card. “If you think of anything regarding Jennifer’s disappearance, please contact me, day or night. Would you like me to send someone to speak to you? A grief counsellor, perhaps?” 
 
    “No, we’ll be okay.” Corrina could tell he was holding back tears. “We kinda knew, to be honest. I mean, after all this time. It’s just…when it’s finally confirmed...” 
 
    “I know,” Corrina said, though she could only imagine what was going through their minds. She didn’t know and hoped she never would. “I’m afraid the story is going to be all over the news in the coming days, and it’s not going to be easy for you.” 
 
    “If we need someone, I’ll arrange it,” Craig said. 
 
    “We’ll let ourselves out,” McCrae told him. “Again, if you think of anything that might help us…” 
 
    Craig nodded one last time, then hugged his wife as the dam broke. 
 
    Outside, McCrae asked Corrina what she thought. 
 
    “They seemed genuine,” she said. “I don’t think they were being squeezed.” 
 
    “Same here.” He got behind the wheel and waited for Corrina to join him in the car. “So what’s the connection?” 
 
    Before she could answer, Corrina’s cell rang. It was the reporter. 
 
    “Hello, Jess,” she said when she answered. “Sorry, but there’s not much—” 
 
    “I just got chapter five.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    The boys are back in town! 
 
    Well, one boy, and his name was Dane Lewis. You probably remember him. It was all over the papers at the time. Dane was a simple boy, what I like to call fecally challenged; he didn’t know shit. That’s not to say he was a retard. Oh, no. He just didn’t know how the world worked. You see, all his parents taught him was the bible, but I’ll get on to that later. 
 
    One thing he liked was camping, and that’s how I got him. You see, Dane wasn’t the most popular boy at school. He didn’t like the horseplay that regular kids engage in, and he wasn’t attractive by any stretch of the imagination, so the girls weren’t interested in him. No, he was your typical loner. A prime candidate for showing up at school one day with an assault rifle and blasting his fellow students to hell. Heck, maybe I prevented another mass shooting, who knows? 
 
    Anyway, every two weeks, he’d head up to the hills to spend two nights under the stars, just a 16-year-old and his bible. I followed him a couple of times, just to see if he spent his weekends in the same place, or if he moved around. It was the same place, always. A spot by Cogswell Reservoir, a long way from known tracks, where he’d fish and swim and read the good book.  
 
    Alone. 
 
    It wasn’t a place I could drive to. Dane’s father would drive him to the lake and drop him off. Dane would hike about half a mile through the woods until he came to his favorite spot opposite Lobo Canyon, then pitch his tent, say a prayer and get out his fishing rod. He’d set it in the water, then start building a fire pit. Can’t be burning down God’s forest, can we? 
 
    All I had to do was think of a way to get him to my van. I couldn’t carry him all the way back to the road, and I didn’t want to kill him by the lake. No, I needed time with him. Time and solitude. 
 
    In the end I chose to exploit his weakness: the bible. I picked Hebrews 13:2 Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it. 
 
    So I played the lost traveler, knowing he wouldn’t refuse to help me. I thought it best to do it at night as there wouldn’t be so many people wandering the forest. I stumbled into his camp at about ten at night. I knew he was still up because I’d been watching him for hours. 
 
    “Oh, thank the Lord,” I said as I hobbled toward him. “I’ve been wandering out here for about ten hours. I keep getting turned around. Can you tell me how to get back to the road? I left my car up by Twomile Point.” 
 
    Dane couldn’t have been more accommodating. He offered me a choice of drink, hot or cold, and something to eat. I took water and some baked fish, because that’s what someone who’d been stuck in the woods for ten hours would do. Dane asked me what I was doing out here, and I said I was just trying to get back to nature. I said I’d been stuck in the city for so long and just needed some peace, some tranquility. Dane just nodded, as if he knew exactly what I was talking about. 
 
    He told me how to get back to the road, but I told him I’d been walking around in that area for so long that I didn’t want to get lost again. Then, like a true good Samaritan, he offered to walk me back to Twomile Point. 
 
    He got a flashlight, put out the fire, closed his tent and we set off. I asked him what a boy so young was doing in the woods all alone. He said he had no real friends, and his father didn’t like camping. Daddy Lewis liked his luxuries, but Dane liked it out here because he was closer to God. 
 
    When we got back to the road my van was waiting. I told Dane I had some batteries in the back, ones that would fit his flashlight. He’d had it on for some time, and the glow was beginning to fade. He thanked me and followed me to my vehicle. When we got alongside I unlocked it and had a quick glance around. There was no-one.  
 
    I slid the side door open, then jabbed the stun gun in his ribs. You should have seen the look on his face! Shock didn’t even begin to describe it. I gave him about ten seconds, then jabbed him with the ketamine. He didn’t even struggle, just looked at me confused. He must have been thinking something like, “how could someone do this to me?” 
 
    I bundled him inside and gave him another blast of the stun gun, just for the hell of it, then closed the door and sat on him until he went under. I strapped him in nice and secure, then drove to his death bed. 
 
    I was tired by the time I got him secured, so tired I had a whiskey or two and went to bed.  
 
    In the morning, Dane was awake. He didn’t scream when I walked into the basement, which was a surprise. Two more surprises were that he’d shit himself, and he was praying. I couldn’t hear the words because he was mumbling. Maybe he was praying for the smell to go away. 
 
    I got a bucket of cold water, put some bleach in it and washed him down. Luckily the table has a drain built in to catch the blood, and it worked on shit, too. The stink lingered, though, so I left him alone with an air freshener for a couple of hours. 
 
    It was lunchtime when I went back down. Dane was still praying. I don’t know if it was the same one, but the smell had gone. A goddamn miracle! 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” I asked him. 
 
    He looked at me, no malice or anger in his stare. “God,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because…” 
 
    “Because he’ll save you?” I said. “Sorry to break the bad news, buster, but God doesn’t exist. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    “He does,” Dane told me. “You just need to have faith.” 
 
    This was going to be an interesting conversation. 
 
    “So tell me. How many gods are there?” 
 
    “There’s only one true God,” he said. 
 
    “But what about the god I worship? What about Poseidon?” 
 
    “Poseidon?” 
 
    “Yeah, the god of horses, storms, earthquakes and the sea. What about him?” 
 
    “He’s not real. He’s just a myth.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “but if he’s a myth, why do we have earthquakes? Isn’t it because someone has angered Poseidon?” 
 
    He managed a laugh. Strapped to my killing table, naked, and he laughed. Strange little bastard. “Earthquakes are caused by tectonic plates rubbing together.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that science can prove that my god doesn’t exist?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “then your bible says the earth is about 6000 years old. Explain 65 million-year-old dinosaur remains.” 
 
    “God put them there to test our faith.” 
 
    “I see. Science can be used to explain why my god doesn’t exist, but when it’s your god, science is wrong. Okay, let me ask you another one. Is incest good?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “The bible says it’s not good?” 
 
    “Yes, it does. Leviticus 18:9 The nakedness of thy sister, the daughter of thy father, or the daughter of thy mother, whether born at home, or born abroad, even their nakedness thou shalt not uncover.” 
 
    “Wow! You know your bible. That’s impressive. So explain this to me. Adam and Eve had...how many children?” 
 
    “Six.” 
 
    “And Adam and Eve were the first humans, and everyone descended from them. Is that right.” 
 
    He looked kindly at me. “Yes.” 
 
    “So that pair had kids, and those six kids had more kids. But who did they have kids with if they were the only people on the planet? Did Cain fuck his mother? Did Abel screw his sister? Whichever combination it was, it had to be incest, right? And the children they bore, they must have been related, too. So wasn’t every generation born out of incest? Isn’t the whole thing hypocritical? We’re not allowed to commit incest, but we’re only here because of an incestuous relationship?” 
 
    “It was necessary to begin the human race. Once there were enough people to allow non-incestuous relationships, it was banned by God.” 
 
    “As I say, hypocritical. He made Adam and Eve. Why not make hundreds of unrelated people and avoid all this…sin?” He looked ready to answer, but I stopped him. “And if you’re going to say that God moves in mysterious ways, I’m going to cut your pecker off. That’s the default stance whenever you Christians can’t win an argument, and it really yanks my chain.” 
 
    He thought long and hard about an answer, but couldn’t come up with one. I changed tack. 
 
    “So you’re a Christian, are you?” 
 
    Dane nodded. “Obviously.” 
 
    “How long?” I asked him. 
 
    He looked confused, as if the answer was clear. “All my life.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “All your life? You were born a Christian?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “So what do you have to do to be a Christian?” 
 
    “Worship God,” he told me. I tell you, he was so cool, it was almost unnerving. 
 
    “Okay, so you’ve worshipped God all your life.” 
 
    “I have,” he said. 
 
    “Since the day you were born?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight. Before you could speak, before you could really open your eyes and focus, before you could control your bowels and your bladder, you were singing God’s praises, is that right?” 
 
    “Well, no…” 
 
    “I thought not. And do you know why? It’s because you weren’t born a Christian, you were born to Christian parents. If your parents were called Mohammed and Aisha, you’d be begging me to point you toward Mecca right now. You’d be a Muslim. The only thing you were born into was a cult, one that’s been going for two thousand years. They indoctrinate you at an early age with tales of hell and damnation if you’re bad, but heavenly rewards if you’re good, but I’ve got news for you, Dane. It’s all bullshit. Your parents lied to you, your priest lied to you, they all lied. There is no God.” 
 
    “I pity you,” Dane said. 
 
    Jesus, this kid was spooky! 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth, Dane. I’m trying to set you free. Religion has to be the biggest con ever perpetrated, and it’s still going on. Churches rake in the money, but they pay no taxes. They call themselves charities, but it’s the men at the top who get all the money. How many of those televangelists are poor, huh? None. They’re rolling in it. They need a new jet because God wants them to fly in style, and their congregations pull out their credit cards and buy them one! What a bunch of stupid fuckers!” 
 
    “They are doing God’s work.” 
 
    “Oh, boy, you really are gullible, aren’t you? Think about it. They claim they can cast out demons and heal the afflicted, but I saw one on TV the other day. He was wearing glasses. What kind of healer can cure others but can’t correct his own eyesight? Surely he could lay hands on himself and his eyesight would be 20/20, but no, he can’t, and you know why? Because. It’s. All. A. Con! 
 
    “Let’s take Africa as an example. Why does he let so many innocent children starve to death? Why does he create insects that burrow into the ankles of children who’ve just walked miles to fetch clean drinking water, worms that grow inside them and cripple them? What kind of God does that? Why would he let evil men kill? Why would he allow a God-fearing woman to die of cancer, to spend her final days in agony as the disease slowly ate at her bladder? And don’t give me that bullshit about God working in mysterious ways. The only mystery is how so many people have fallen for the lies. 
 
    “Here’s another question for you: how many times does the bible say that rich men are sinners, eh? I’ll tell you, it’s a shitload. And gay sex? Mentioned a handful of times. Yet who do Christians hate? Is it the CEO who makes three hundred times the salary of the people who actually do the work, the people who have to work two jobs just to make rent on a shithole apartment, or gay men? It’s the gays, Dane, and that makes every Christian a hypocrite.” 
 
    I realized I’d lost him. Dane was no longer listening. He was back to praying. 
 
    “I’ll let you into a little secret,” I said, slapping his face to get his attention. “I used to believe in Him, but not anymore. I saw the light. I saw that He couldn’t exist. You want me to prove it to you?” 
 
    He just looked at me as if I was a simpleton, so I went and fetched the saw. 
 
    “Let’s consider God’s divine attributes,” I said. I counted off on my fingers. “One, his omnibenevolence. He’s all good. Agree?” 
 
    Dane nodded. 
 
    “Two, his omniscience. He knows everything.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dane said. 
 
    “Three, his omnipotence. He can do anything he wants. And four, his omnipresence.” I gesture around the basement. “He’s everywhere.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dane smiled. 
 
    “And if I was to saw off your foot—not the whole thing, just half of it, so you can’t pull your leg out of that hole—that would be an act of evil, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “It would,” he said. The smile had finally slipped. 
 
    So I did it. I cut the top of his foot off. He screamed like an animal. 
 
    “Here’s something an ancient Greek said a few hundred years before Jesus walked the earth. He said, is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil? If God was real, he either wanted to stop me doing that, but couldn’t, or he could have stopped me but didn’t want to. You’re one of his flock, but he just sat back and watched as I took your foot off. And that, my friend, is proof that God doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Dane was crying now, snot running into his mouth as he tried to speak to the Almighty and beg for help, and then…suddenly…a bright light in the corner! It grew and morphed into the shape of a winged man, and it said to me… 
 
    Nah, I’m just fucking with you. Nothing happened. No light, no angel, just me, Dane and an assortment of tools that I used on him for the next nine hours. 
 
    And where was his God through all this? Probably jerking off on a cloud somewhere. He certainly didn’t give a damn about Dane Lewis. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    “What do you think?” Corrina asked as she marched into the task force room. Hank and Josh were already there, sitting with printouts of Fifteen-X’s latest offering. She’d called ahead after reading the chapter on her phone while McCrae drove her back to the office, and she’d forwarded the email to all the relevant parties. 
 
    “The bladder cancer seems significant,” Hank said, and got a nod of agreement from Josh. “He’s generalizing with the African children dying, but here he’s talking about a woman. A wife, maybe? His mother?” 
 
    “McCrae and I thought the same,” Corrina said. She wrote it up on the board. “Josh, get a list of all bladder cancer patients in the last fifteen years, and make it nationwide.” 
 
    “Sure. Want a family background again?” 
 
    “Definitely. Enemies, shady dealings, criminal associations, links to the other victims, social media contacts, everything.” 
 
    “I’ll help him,” Hank said. 
 
    Corrina sat in a chair.  
 
    “This chapter isn’t going to go down well in a Christian country,” Josh said. 
 
    “You mean America?” Hank asked. “You think this is a Christian country?” 
 
    Josh looked confused. “Well, isn’t it?” 
 
    Hank stood. “It’s a country with a lot of Christians in it, I’ll grant you that, but there’s also a lot of murderers. Do we call this killer country? What about the number of people in the States who masturbate? How many do you reckon? Half the population? Three-quarters? Does that make us a jerk-off country?” 
 
    “What’s got into you?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Hank said, holding up a sheaf of paper. “I just happen to agree with this guy’s take on God.” 
 
    “Because of what you went through?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Hank told her. “What kind of God would put that boy in a situation where he was going to get blown away? What kind of God would give me the strength to pull the trigger?” He looked at Josh. “Come on, we got work to do.” 
 
    Both men left, and Corrina stared at the crowded wall. The space was diminishing daily, but they were still no closer to the killer. The facts list was looking particularly bare, while supposition took up two columns. 
 
    The database Josh had created had thrown up nothing so far. None of the GMC Savana owners who lived in LA also owned property like the one the killer had described. At least, none of the males over the age of twenty-six. He had to be at least that old to have held a driver’s license when he first struck. 
 
    Corrina picked up the marker pen and wrote in the supposition column: 
 
    Intention is to hurt the families? 
 
    Questions still remained regarding Jess’s idea, but the more she read the killer’s story, the more it made sense. Even if it were true, though, it wouldn’t help them until they understood why he wanted to hurt them. She’d been through everything Josh and Hank, and even Jess, had come up with on the surviving relatives. Apart from all being American, there was nothing to link them. 
 
    Might as well say they were all human, she thought, or all breathed air…well, all except Miriam Crane, she was dead… 
 
    But when had she died? Corrina checked Crane’s file and saw that it had been nine days earlier. Corrina looked up at the board. Miriam Crane had died four days before Fifteen-X had first contacted her. 
 
    That was the catalyst! 
 
    She whipped out her cell and called McCrae. He answered immediately. 
 
    “You’re getting good at this,” he said gleefully. “I was just about to call you.” 
 
    “I know why he contacted me when he did,” Corrina said, dispensing with the small talk. “Miriam Crane died four days before he sent me that first letter, the one telling us where to find Kerry Swanson. Jess was right. He wants to hurt the families of the victims, not the victims themselves. He couldn’t hurt Miriam Crane because she was already dead, so he went public to hurt the others before they managed to foil him by dying.” 
 
    She waited for McCrae to respond, knowing he was chewing her words over carefully. 
 
    “Sounds plausible,” he eventually said. “But we still don’t have a link.” 
 
    “It’s something the families did to him, I’m sure of it. Maybe they all visited the place he worked, or…or…” 
 
    “Don’t force it,” McCrae cautioned her. “It’ll come, you know it will. In the meantime, we got a tip on the third murder. A woman was up at the observatory with her daughter the day Thomas Crane disappeared and remembered something strange. A man put a bike in the back of a station wagon and drove away. Then about half an hour later he returned on the bike and got into a van. She didn’t know about Crane going missing at the time as there wasn’t a lot of press coverage, but reading the killer’s account in the Telegraph rang a few bells.” 
 
    “Please tell me she got a description,” Corrina said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. Her memory is hazy after all this time, but she did notice a lot about the van. Her eldest son had one exactly the same. He and his band used to travel to gigs in it. A quicksilver metallic GMC Savana. She can’t remember the license plate, but thinks it began with a one. She can’t be sure.” 
 
    Corrina walked to the wall and moved the van from Supposition to Fact. 
 
    “Any luck with the APB?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet. If he’s as smart as we think he is, he’ll have ditched the phony plates by now.” 
 
    “For sure. Okay, I’m gonna concentrate on the link between the families. It’s there somewhere, we just gotta find it.” 
 
    She hung up and went to inform her team of the new developments. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I knew there was something,” Jess said, though there was no one around to hear her. She was sitting up in bed, the laptop on her knees and a gallon of ice cream on the nightstand next to her. 
 
    Her initial search for Miriam Crane had revealed nothing other than her LinkedIn profile and a few pieces in medical journals relating to programs her hospital had implemented. It was only when she searched for the hospital that she found something. 
 
    An online news article, dated four months prior to Thomas Crane’s disappearance, told of a heavily pregnant African-American woman named Chloe Jackson, who’d collapsed while walking near Angel Rise Hospital. A passer-by had alerted medical staff inside the building, and she’d been taken in and diagnosed with eclampsia. The hospital then found that she didn’t have adequate health insurance and terminated treatment. According to the Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act, Chloe should have been treated for the life-threatening condition, but a subsequent entry in her medical file suggested the eclampsia had been misdiagnosed and was in fact epilepsy. As the seizures had temporarily ceased, she was not deemed to be an emergency, and Chloe was transported to another hospital. She died en route, as did her unborn son. The hospital gave out a statement expressing sorrow for the tragic loss of life, but were adamant that they had acted with professionalism and compassion throughout. 
 
    The director at the time was Miriam Crane. 
 
    It fit with the new theory Jess had come up with. Corrina Stone had said there must be some kind of link between the victims or their families, but instead of looking for a way to connect them, Jess had sought what they had in common. Money was the first thing she thought of, but after discovering Swanson’s court case and Perry’s gentrification plans, she’d wondered if any of the other families had put profit before people. In Miriam Crane’s case, her hospital had refused to treat a pregnant woman who couldn’t afford her treatment. With Orville Lewis, it was his decision to close down a number of homeless shelters just before the coldest winter in California’s recent history. Nineteen people had died within two weeks, prompting him to make a U-turn and reopen them. 
 
    If Craig or Doreen Madden had a checkered past, it would confirm that she was on the right track. 
 
    Jess had asked Corrina to see what the FBI had on the Maddens, though she hadn’t told her what she was looking for. The last time she’d done that, Corrina had dismissed it. This time she wanted to confront her with irrefutable proof. 
 
    Jess had gone to the office on Wilshire for her daily thirty-minute briefing, but was disappointed. The Bureau’s data was next to useless. Financial records, work history, criminal records—or lack of—and social media profiles, none of which shed any light on their activities. The only thing that interested her was the work history. Craig Madden was CEO of FMT Group, a private equity firm. 
 
    Jess did a search for Craig Madden FMT Group and clicked the News options when the results appeared. The top story was from 2013. FMT had made headlines when they purchased Carrick Marketing Solutions, a call center business in downtown Los Angeles. Three months later, they outsourced the work to Asia, some contracts going to India, the rest to the Philippines. That had resulted in the loss of over fifteen hundred local jobs. The office had been reduced to just five local personnel. 
 
    Another news report from the financial papers—this one dated two years later—mentioned that Carrick had been sold by FMT, who had made a profit of almost twenty million on the deal. No mention of anyone being hurt by FMT’s actions, but it certainly fell into the profit before people category. 
 
    She thought about calling Corrina, but it was already late. Instead, she thought about the other interesting lead they had. She’d told the agent that she thought the mention of bladder cancer was something worth checking out. Corrina had said it was being looked into, but Jess decided to do her own research. 
 
    She looked into the causes and saw that smoking was the biggest contributor. Exposure to chemicals and previous radiotherapy sessions were other known factors. Jess then looked for the number of cases reported each year. About 81,400 new cases of bladder cancer were reported every year in the U.S.—roughly 62,100 in men and 19,300 in women. In terms of deaths, there were approximately 18,000, with the same ratio of men to woman. 
 
    Five thousand women a year. Was the killer’s relative one of them? Reading his latest chapter, it certainly seemed like it. There was no way she’d be able to get a list of all female victims, but she was sure Corrina could. She jotted down a note to ask for a copy when she had her meeting the next day. 
 
    It was after two in the morning. She returned the remains of the ice cream to the freezer and checked that her doors were locked, then went to bed. She checked her email one last time, in case the killer had sent another chapter, but it remained empty. 
 
    It was almost a relief. 
 
    She didn’t want to go to sleep with his latest actions in her head. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Corrina was in a buoyant mood when she dropped Connor off at school on Monday morning. He’d had a great time with his grandpa and had been exhausted when she’d picked him up. Connor had gone to bed early, allowing her the chance to catch up on her own sleep. She’d woken refreshed and reinvigorated and was looking forward to a day in the office. 
 
    The bladder cancer was key—she knew it. 
 
    Josh had sent requests to both the California Department of Public Health and the National Centre for Health Statistics for a list of women who had died from bladder cancer in the ten years prior to Kerry Swanson’s disappearance. She was hoping the information would be on her desk when she arrived. 
 
    It wasn’t. Josh came over the moment she reached her desk and explained that he’d been on the phone to both departments that morning, pressing them to send the information. 
 
    “CDPH say it will be late this afternoon, while NCHS can’t give us a timeframe.” 
 
    Corrina hated having to work to other peoples’ schedules, but there was nothing she could do.  
 
    She walked into the task force room and performed her daily ritual of staring at the cluttered wall. The GMC Savana van was just about the only real lead they had, and the image of the silver vehicle was already burned into her memory.  
 
    Her cell rang, an internal number. Corrina answered and heard that Jess Duffey was in the building to see her. She informed the caller that she’d be there in a moment and hung up. 
 
    Jess was waiting with a female agent by the entrance to the large, open plan office. Corrina thanked the escort and took the reporter to a small meeting room. 
 
    “I think I may be on to something,” Jess said as she set up her laptop. “Remember I said he wanted to hurt the families of the people he killed? Well, I think I might know why.” She opened a file, standing aside so that Corrina could see it. “Anthony Swanson ran a business that skimped on safety testing costs. It resulted in the deaths of three children.” 
 
    “So?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Bear with me. Vincent Perry’s construction company made life hell for an entire community until they had no choice but to sell. He bought all the properties, demolished them and built a new complex aimed at the high end of the market. The displaced people had no chance to buy them. 
 
    “Then there’s Miriam Crane. The hospital she ran turned away a pregnant African-American for not having health insurance. She died an hour later. Craig Madden ran the private equity firm that bought Carrick Marketing Solutions, gutted it and flipped it two years later for a huge profit. Orville Lewis closed down homeless shelters during the coldest winter on record. Nineteen people died.” 
 
    “So they’re not nice people,” Corrina said. “Is that all you’ve got?” 
 
    “It’s not just that they’re not nice. These people made money by screwing people over. I think it’s relevant.” 
 
    Corrina thought about it for a moment, but she wasn’t sold on the idea. “People do much worse things than outsource work to India,” she said. 
 
    “I know, but you’ll notice that with the exception of Kerry Swanson, who was in Las Vegas, the rest were taken in LA. I think he’s concentrating on what’s happening in the local area. Maybe FMT’s actions were the only thing that happened when Jennifer was killed.” 
 
    That made sense to Corrina. “Okay, let’s say that’s the connection. How does it help us?” 
 
    Jess opened a web page and clicked a link in her favorites. “He mentioned bladder cancer. Now, bearing in mind that he’s going after people who profit at the expense of others, I came to the conclusion that something similar might have happened to him. If his mother or daughter or sister died of cancer, I think they might have got it because of someone else’s action. This web page shows the causes of bladder cancer, and one of them is smoking. It wouldn’t be that because it’s self-inflicted, but bladder cancer can also be caused by exposure to certain chemicals.” 
 
    “So you think his loved one contracted cancer because someone wanted to manage costs or cut corners, and he’s killing people whose families did something similar?” 
 
    “I do,” Jess crowed. 
 
    “Then the question is, why? He could have gone straight for the person responsible.” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him when you catch him, but I’m as sure as I can be that this is how he’s choosing his victims.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was late in the day when the data came through from Public Health. Corrina sat impatiently next to Josh as he loaded the information into the database. 
 
    “I want you to run a search matching surnames from the cancer file and owners of Savana vans.” 
 
    “And if that doesn’t give us anything?” Josh asked. 
 
    “Then it means the cancer reference could be another distraction.” 
 
    As she thought about it, it seemed the most likely scenario. Fifteen-X hadn’t knowingly given them any real clues up to this point, so why start now? 
 
    “Okay,” Josh said. “Fingers crossed.” 
 
    He hit the button to run the search, and the results were instant. 
 
    No hits. 
 
    “Shit,” they said in unison. 
 
    “Maybe the woman had a different name than the van owner,” Josh suggested. “Perhaps she was his married sister.” 
 
    The only way to be sure was to find the relatives for each of the cancer victims, and it would have to be done manually. The data from the CDPH didn’t contain that information. 
 
    Corrina gave Josh the bad news, but he didn’t appear fazed by the mammoth task. He simply nodded and assured her he’d get on with it. 
 
    As it was already approaching six, Corrina decided to head home. On the way to her car, she checked in with McCrae to see if there were any updates, but his day had been uneventful. Corrina was disappointed to hear that. She found herself wanting an excuse to meet him, if only for a few minutes.  
 
    The only good news was that there hadn’t been any mispers in the last few hours that would fit the killer’s profile, so it looked like she wouldn’t be getting called out that night. 
 
    On the way home, she stopped for milk and called Kat to say she’d be there in fifteen minutes. The babysitter reported no problems and said that Connor had finished his dinner and was currently battling his math homework. 
 
    Corrina ended the call, and immediately felt strange. It was a sensation she’d felt before, one that was unnerving. 
 
    Someone was watching her. 
 
    She made a conscious effort not to look around. Instead, she put her phone in her purse and started walking casually back to her car, glancing in store windows to try to pick up her tail. None of the reflections appeared to be taking any interest in her, apart from one lecherous male who was so overweight he couldn’t possibly move fast enough to pose a threat. 
 
    When she reached her car, the sensation was still with her. She took out her cell phone again and pretended to make a call, looking around as she did so. All she saw were the regular comings and goings of Monday night shoppers. 
 
    You’ve got serial killers on the brain, she scolded herself as she got into her car. Nonetheless, she kept a keen eye on the rear-view mirror as she made her way home. 
 
    Her six was clear. One vehicle followed her for a few blocks, but it turned off a long way from home. By the time she reached her house, Corrina was convinced she’d imagined the whole thing. 
 
    She parked in front of the garage and got out. Cradling the milk, she locked the car and turned toward the door. 
 
    And felt it again. 
 
    Corrina looked up and down the street until her eyes settled on a vehicle fifty yards away. 
 
    A van. 
 
    A silver GMC Savana. She’d know that vehicle anywhere, having stared at it day after day in the task force room. 
 
    Corrina put the milk on the ground and started walking toward the vehicle, her heart racing, her right hand on her hip, resting on the butt of her Glock. The van was facing away from her, but Corrina could tell that there was someone inside. Movement reflected in the side mirror. She couldn’t make them out, just a dark silhouette.  
 
    She got to within thirty yards and the van’s engine started up. Corrina broke into a sprint, but she was still fifteen yards from the van’s tail when the tires screeched and it shot away from the curb. Corrina dashed back to her car, hitting the entry fob as she ran. She jumped in, and slammed into reverse as the engine roared  to life. She cranked the wheel, spinning into the street, and slammed the accelerator to the floorboard. 
 
    The van had a good lead. She saw it turn a few blocks ahead, onto 22nd Street. Corrina raced after it, blasting through a stop sign. The tires squealed as she took the corner. Again, she glimpsed the back of the van as it took a left onto Washington. She followed, ignoring the blaring horns of other drivers as they slammed on their brakes to avoid hitting her. 
 
    The van was gone. 
 
    Corrina continued straight, looking left and right down the side streets, but there was no sign of it. 
 
    She swore at the top of her lungs, took a left and doubled back to where she’d started. 
 
    She’d lost the van. 
 
    Worse, she only had a partial plate. 15S. The rest was covered with mud, whether by luck or design. Probably the latter, she suspected. 
 
    If it was the killer, what was he doing outside her home? Was he hoping to snatch Connor? A shiver went through her at the thought, but she dismissed the idea. If Jess was right, and the killer chose his victims because of the sins of their families, Connor was safe. Corrina had never owned a business, never fabricated evidence to put someone away, never even had a speeding ticket. In short, she’d done nothing to bring herself to the killer’s attention. 
 
    Unless Jess was wrong. 
 
    Corrina knew she couldn’t take any chances. She parked in front of the house once more and went inside. Kat stood as she entered, while Connor ran to Corrina and threw his arms around her. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” the babysitter asked. “I saw you pull up, then moments later you sped off.” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Corrina lied. She gave Kat two twenties from her purse. “I’m not going to need you for the rest of the week,” she said. “Connor’s going to stay with his dad for a few days.” 
 
    Kat looked nervous. “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m positive,” Corrina said, ushering her toward the door. She handed Kat her coat, then watched the teenager walk across the street to her own home. Once she was inside, Corrina locked the door behind her. 
 
    “Am I really gonna stay with Dad?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Just for a few days. I’ve got to go to New York for a conference.” Better the white lie than to traumatize him by telling him he could be chopped into little pieces if he stayed here. “Go pack a bag. I’ll be ready to go in a minute.” 
 
    Connor disappeared to his room, and Corrina called her husband. 
 
    “I need you to take Connor for a few days,” she said when he answered. 
 
    “Is it work?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Whenever you want to skip your parental responsibilities, it’s always work related.” 
 
    What the hell ever attracted me to this asshole? “Yes, I suppose it’s work related,” she sighed. 
 
    “Thought so. What is it this time? Gotta spend a few days investigating a hotel room with McCrae Loney?” 
 
    “Mike, just for once, don’t be a prick. This is important.” 
 
    “I bet it is. Must be at least a week since you guys last screwed.” 
 
    Corrina was glad they weren’t in the same room. The temptation to put a bullet between Mike’s eyes would have been too hard to resist. At the same time, she didn’t want to unduly worry him about his son’s safety, but she had no alternative but to give it to him straight.  
 
    “I take it you’ve seen the news about the serial killer, Fifteen-X.” 
 
    “Are you gonna tell me you’re sleeping with him, too?” 
 
    “Mike! For Christ’s sake, pull your head out of the gutter and listen for once!” 
 
    There was silence on the other end, and she hoped her outburst had brought him to his senses. 
 
    “I think he was outside the house when I got home,” Corrina continued. “There was someone in a van, and when I went to speak to him, he drove off fast. I just need you to take Connor for a few days, just until we catch this guy.” 
 
    She expected her husband to realize the severity of the situation and agree to her request. 
 
    Once again, he disappointed her. 
 
    “How dare you drag our son into this?” he growled. 
 
    “You think I’d knowingly put Connor in danger? Is that what you think of me?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think anymore.” 
 
    Corrina had had enough. “Forget it. I’ll take him to stay with his grandpa.” 
 
    “No. If someone’s after Connor, you’re not leaving him with an old man. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.” 
 
    The phone went dead in her hand, and Corrina resisted the temptation to hurl it across the room. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Connor asked. He was standing in the hallway, hugging his Spiderman onesie. “Are you and Daddy fighting?” 
 
    “No, honey,” she said, leading him back to his bedroom. “I just wanted him to hurry, that’s all. Come on, let’s get you packed. You need clothes for six days and all your schoolbooks. You choose what you want to wear and I’ll come and fold them in a minute.” 
 
    She left him to make his selection and went to the den, where she logged in to her laptop. She recorded the encounter with the van on the system, then left a note for Josh to sift out owners whose plates started with 15S. That should narrow the search considerably. Corrina then called McCrae and told him what had happened. 
 
    “Are you okay?” were his first words. 
 
    “Yeah. A little shaken at first, but I’m fine now.” She told him about the partial plate, and he promised to act on it immediately. 
 
    “Want me to come over?” her asked her. 
 
    Corrina very much wanted to say yes, but with Mike on his way, it would only make things awkward. 
 
    “No, I need to—" Her laptop pinged, and Corrina noticed the new email icon. “Hang on.” She clicked it open. The message had been forwarded from Jess Duffey’s account. 
 
    Hello Jess. 
 
      
 
    Have I given you enough clues yet? Do you know why I’m doing this? I’m sure you do, but just in case, I spell it all out in the next chapter of my story. They have to know why I did what I did. There are too many people like this, Jess. The world is full of them. They’ll do anything for money, and they don’t care who they hurt. They think a few grand in compensation will make things right, but it never does. It just perpetuates the cycle. Someone has to stand up to them and say enough is enough. 
 
    I think they’re getting the message now. 
 
      
 
    Here’s where to find number six: ///knock.reversed.flanks 
 
      
 
    Until the next one, 
 
      
 
    15X 
 
    “He’s sent another one,” Corrina said. “I’m forwarding it to you now.” 
 
    A moment later, McCrae told her he’d received it. “If what he says is true, it should clear a few things up.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Corrina said. “I’ll call you back in ten.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    I won’t bother telling you how I captured Sarah Veldman. It’s an interesting story, but not as interesting as what her husband did to put her in my sights. His name is Conrad Veldman, and he’s a pretty wealthy guy. Not Forbes Rich List wealthy, but he’s got enough to buy that nice place up in Westwood. And how did he make that money? 
 
    From the suffering of others. 
 
    You see, Conrad Veldman is a landlord. He owns nearly two hundred properties in LA and his portfolio alone is worth close to eighty million bucks. He charges a minimum of two grand a month, almost five million a year. That’s not all profit, though. Oh, no, he has to pay for the upkeep of his rentals. 
 
    But Conrad doesn’t like spending money. If a tenant complains of a broken boiler or lack of running water, Conrad tells them to fix it themselves. It’s hidden deep in his contract with them, but they don’t know about it until something breaks. That’s when he gives them the bad news. Not only that, he gives them just seven days to make the repair, or they’re kicked out! 
 
    Conrad also doesn’t like going through the proper court process.  
 
    Let me tell you about one eviction that made the newspapers. Ingrid Harding was a 63-year-old who rented one of Veldman’s properties out in Compton. She lived alone and worked at the Walmart. Ingrid had arthritis. She’d worked through the pain for years, but it got so that she couldn’t get out of bed in the morning. She had to leave her job and claimed disability, and she was waiting for an assessment and her payments to start. That meant she was without money for a few weeks, because Walmart only paid her twelve lousy bucks an hour, and that’s not enough to save anything. So Ingrid told Conrad Veldman about her situation and asked for a little time to make rent. This was two days before payment was due. 
 
    Conrad said no. Not because he needed the rent immediately or his own family would starve, but because rent controls meant he couldn’t hike Ingrid’s monthly fee to the levels he wanted to. He’d already got other renters lined up who were willing to pay $250 a month more than the poor, elderly Ingrid, but Conrad needed an excuse to get her out. 
 
    She’d unwittingly provided him with it. 
 
    Two days later, Conrad served her with an eviction notice. Ingrid immediately called around, and her friends raised enough for her rent and then some. 
 
    Conrad didn’t care. He was only interested in getting her out so that he could maximize his return. Five million bucks a year wasn’t enough for Conrad. He had to have an extra three grand by upping the rent on her apartment. 
 
    It went to court, but Conrad had been through the process so many times, he knew it inside out. He and his lawyer, his brother, Elias, got the right to throw Ingrid out. She had just 24 hours to pack her stuff. 
 
    She couldn’t afford to rent anywhere else in the neighborhood, so she had to go to a local shelter until she could get back on her feet. Her family was either dead or back in Jacksonville, so she had no-one to turn to in LA. 
 
    Unable to work, unable to support herself, unable to sleep in her own bed, it all became too much for Ingrid Harding. On January 3rd, 2015, she died of an overdose. She took her entire supply of Oxycontin, washed down with a fifth of gin. 
 
    As I said, her story made the papers. Conrad was asked for his response to the tragedy. 
 
    Do you know what he said? 
 
    I’ll tell you. He said, “No comment.” Ingrid’s life was worth just two fucking words to him. Two words and an extra three grand in the bank each year. 
 
    I told all this to Sarah Veldman as she lay naked on my table. I told her what her husband had done, but she swore he was a good man. “Maybe good to you,” I said, “but not to anyone else.” 
 
    I told her about the others, too.  
 
    About Anthony Swanson. Did you know that he’d once made car seats that weren’t properly tested? He claimed they were, obviously, and he was right to some degree. The law stated that crashes only have to be survivable in a front-impact scenario. Anthony could have tested for side-impact, too, but he didn’t, because it would have cost money. He chose to save his cash, and three children died because of it. 
 
    And Vincent Perry. He was another. He wanted to demolish an entire neighborhood and rebuild it from scratch, only this time he wasn’t going to build cheap housing. No, he wanted to cater to the high end of the market. He engaged in guerrilla warfare with dozens of families, having his men sabotage the water supply to the area, then the power, then the water again when it was fixed. He had punks drive around at two in the morning, music blaring and firing guns into the air. In short, he made life hell for the residents. And do you know why? Because if he’d paid them market rates for their properties, it would have cost him two million dollars. Instead, he forced the people to leave, and then offered them 60 cents on the dollar for their homes. 
 
    Vincent Perry made thirty-six million from the new development. It would have been thirty-four if he’d done things the right way, and Joanne Perry would probably still be alive today, but he made his choice. He’ll have to live with it. 
 
    Who’s next? Oh, yes, Miriam Crane. She ran a hospital that decided not to help a pregnant woman who didn’t have health insurance. She was admitted with a condition that was life-threatening for her and her unborn son, but once it was discovered that she couldn’t pay, they changed her chart to something trivial and sent her on her way. An investigation revealed that it was hospital policy to do so, but no charges were ever filed against the staff. Instead, “lessons were learned,” which translates as “we fucked up, got caught, but don’t want to be punished in any way. Oh, and we’ll do the same thing again, because, you know, we can get away with it.” 
 
    You all know what happened to Miriam’s husband, Thomas. My only regret is that Miriam died a few days before I could share my exploits with you. How I wish she could have suffered, if only for a few days.  
 
    Craig Madden was a little different. Most companies provide a service or make things and sells them. FMT Group doesn’t do any of that. It buys companies, makes “efficiency savings” and then sells them for a profit. Sounds innocent enough, but when they bought Carrick Marketing Solutions back in 2013, they immediately outsourced the call center functions to India and the Philippines. That left 1500 people without work. These people were tossed onto the scrap pile just so Craig Madden’s company could make a few million in profit. This to add to the four BILLION they already had. Nothing manufactured, nothing sold, no service provided, just more people out of work in the most expensive state in the country. Who knows, maybe some of those who were shit-canned rented from Conrad Veldman at the time. If they did, I bet that didn’t end well. 
 
    Last in the catch-up stakes is Orville Lewis, everyone’s favorite council member. Remember that harsh winter a few years ago, the coldest one we’ve had since records began? Orville thought that would be a good time to withhold funding from some of the city’s homeless shelters. A dozen were closed down, and nineteen people died in the following few days. Of course, that prompted a U-turn, the shelters were re-opened, and—of course—more lessons were learned. 
 
    As for the ones to come, I’ll give you my take on them and let our intrepid reporter Jess Duffey fill in the blanks. Suffice to say, they all got what they deserved. 
 
    And now to Sarah Veldman. The first thing Sarah did when she came around was to soil herself. 
 
    Dirty bitch. 
 
    So I gave her a bath. Oops, was that caustic soda I added to the water? Sorry, Sarah. 
 
    Remember in a previous chapter, when I told you I’d had an idea? Well, it was a doozy, especially for Sarah. It was a clear plastic tube, about the width of the average erect penis, maybe an inch and a half in diameter. If I press a button at one end, the other end opens. It also had a plunger, so I can push the contents out the end. 
 
    I inserted it into her vagina. She wasn’t keen, I could tell, but I stuck to it. In, out, in, out. She didn’t seem too distressed by it, which was good. 
 
    Because I was just messing with her. 
 
    I opened one end of the tube and inserted a Dolichovespula maculate. That’s a bald-faced hornet, for those who didn’t know. They live here in the good ol’ US of A. They aren’t really hornets, just wasps, but they sure are big, nasty fuckers. 
 
    Turns out, one thing they don’t like is being stuck up some rich bitch’s pussy. I got it up there nice and far, the pushed the plunger all the way in. As soon as she screamed, I pulled the tube out—making sure it was empty, obviously—and stuffed a rag into her so it couldn’t escape. 
 
    Sarah’s screams were the loudest so far. To take her mind off things, I did the usual digit thing. Snip! Snip! Snip! 
 
    Sadly, she didn’t last long. Either bald-faced hornets are more toxic than I’d read, or she was allergic to the stings, or maybe she just wasn’t a fighter. I only got halfway through peeling her face off when she expired. 
 
    Not even three hours. 
 
    What a bitch! 
 
    Never mind, she suffered. And I want Conrad Veldman to imagine every second of those hundred and seventy minutes, because she screeched the entire time. She cursed your name, Conrad. Cursed you for putting her through the agony, cursed you for caring more for money than you did for your fellow man. 
 
    Does it hurt, Conrad? 
 
    I do hope so. 
 
    And if anyone out there had a loved one go missing in the last few years, ask yourself: did I do something to get on his list? If you didn’t, you’ll be fine. 
 
    But nine of you did.  
 
    Maybe you know it, maybe you don’t.  
 
    You’ll find out soon enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Josh’s early appearances were becoming a habit. He ambled in just after six in the morning, put a cup of coffee on his desk and booted his computer. 
 
    “Shit the bed again?” Corrina asked as she snuck up behind him. 
 
    Josh jumped. “Jeez, Corrina. Not what I need first thing.” He got himself back under control. “What are you doing here so early?” 
 
    “I’ve been here all night,” Corrina told him. 
 
    After reading the latest chapter, she’d called McCrae back and they’d discussed their next move. Mike had turned up while they were on the phone, walking into the house unannounced and accusing her of making plans with her lover while their son was in danger. Corrina hadn’t even bothered trying to explain the situation. She’d kissed her son, handed him over to his father and shooed them both out of the house. After watching Mike drive away, she decided to go to the office. McCrae had said he was going to pull an all-nighter, so she opted to do the same in case anything came in. 
 
    Not much had. 
 
    At two in the morning, Alistair Birch confirmed a new body at the location given by Fifteen-X, but that was all so far. 
 
    She’d spent most of the night staring at the evidence wall, nursing resentment over Jess Duffey finding the link between the victims before her team had. Eventually she’d put it down to Jess being a fresh pair of eyes. Sometimes it helps to think outside the box, and people like Jess don’t even know the box exists. 
 
    “Anything you want me to work on in particular?” Josh asked her. 
 
    “Yeah. Search the list of vans for one with a plate starting with one-five-S.” 
 
    “Easy enough.” Josh began typing. “Did we get a hit somewhere?” 
 
    “He turned up at my house last night.” Corrina told him about the sighting, the chase, and losing him. 
 
    “Wow! He’s got some nerve.” 
 
    “If it was him,” Corrina said. “Could just be a coincidence. I can’t think of any reason he’d want to go after my son. I’ve done nothing to get on his bad side, nor has my husband.” 
 
    “But the same van?” 
 
    “I know. I sent my kid to stay with his father for a few days. Just in case.” 
 
    “Smart move.” Josh typed some more, then hit the Enter key. “One result.” He expanded the entry. 
 
    The registered owner was Mary McEwan, with an address in South Gate. 
 
    “Can you see if it matches anyone from the cancer list?” 
 
    “I can,” Josh told her, “but the database isn’t complete. I’ve only processed ninety names so far, adding relatives of the deceased. I started with residents of LA first and I’ll expand it to California later.” 
 
    “Run it against what you have,” Corrina instructed him. 
 
    He did, and it came back with no matches. 
 
    Corrina was more frustrated than disappointed.  
 
    “I’m beginning to think the cancer reference was just to throw us off, use up our resources chasing our own tails,” Josh said. 
 
    “No, it’s part of it. People who don’t like capitalism break bank windows or spray-paint statues. They don’t hack people into little pieces.” 
 
    “I think it’s not so much that they make money, it’s how they do it that’s pissing him off. Sad to say, a lot of people will agree with him.”  
 
    “Not me,” Corrina said. She noted down the details for Mary McEwan and went in search of coffee. When she returned, she called McCrae. 
 
    “How was your night?” he asked her. 
 
    “Not good.” She’d managed two hours of sleep at her desk and felt all the worse for it. 
 
    “Same. I did some digging on Diane Markland’s husband, the misper from last week. He’s the CEO of IC Chemicals.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them. They’re the ones who make that pesticide. What’s it called?” 
 
    “Efrinem,” McCrae said. “Big lawsuit a few years ago when it was proven it killed bees. Environmental groups took them to court, but the judge ruled in IC’s favor.” 
 
    “Looks like Diane’s going to be one of the fifteen,” Corrina said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I’m going to speak to the husband later this morning.” 
 
    “Before you do, I got a lead on the partial plate from last night. The van’s registered to a Mary McEwan from South Gate. I’d like to speak to her.” 
 
    “That’s great. We ran a search yesterday but there were so many hits on the partial that we couldn’t narrow it down. Give me half an hour, I’ll pick you up,” 
 
    It had been a rough night and Corrina felt like shit, but the prospect of spending some time with McCrae gave her a huge boost.  
 
    She headed to the washroom to freshen up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    McCrae looked as bad as Corrina felt, but her heart still fluttered as she sat next to him in the police-issue Ford. He’d gone a little overboard with the aftershave, but Corrina didn’t mind. The smell reminded her of happier times, when they spent most of their time together. 
 
    As colleagues. 
 
    Friends. 
 
    Nothing more. 
 
    But the barriers between them had crumbled, and she was free to tell him how she felt. 
 
    Corrina held back, though. She remembered how he’d reacted when she’d put her hand on his leg a couple of days earlier. He’d looked uncomfortable, nervous. Was it because he didn’t feel the same way about her, or did he fear a rebound relationship? 
 
    She decided not to press it, just enjoy their time together. 
 
    Her cell phone chirped. The message was from Josh. Before leaving, she’d asked him to find out what he could about Mary McEwan, and he’d delivered. She now had a photograph of a woman in her fifties, with shoulder-length black hair and a mole on her cheek. Her bio said she was widowed, her husband dead from a heart attack three years earlier. Two brothers, one elder, also deceased. The younger one was Brian Tanner, age 46. 
 
    “No way she’s Fifteen-X,” Corrina said. She read out the particulars for McCrae, who was driving. 
 
    “The brother sounds interesting, though.” 
 
    Corrina thought so, too. Right age, and has access to a GMC van. 
 
    Mary McEwan lived in a one-story home on Madison, with grey walls and black tiles on the roof. In the driveway was a GMC van, and Corrina couldn’t resist taking a look around it. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, inside or out. She checked the rear license plate. 
 
    It was clear. No mud, no sticker obscuring the alphanumerics. 
 
    A wonderful smell coming from the window suggested she was in the midst of making breakfast. 
 
    Corrina rang the bell and Mary appeared moments later. Her driver’s license photo must have been taken years earlier, because she’d aged considerably since. She also looked like she’d gone straight from bed to the kitchen, her hair sticking out at all angles. 
 
    “Sorry to trouble you, ma’am, but we’d like to have a word with you about your van.” They both held out their IDs, and Mary squinted at them. “I’m Agent Stone, this is Detective Loney,” Corrina added. 
 
    “Well, come on in then.” Mary shuffled aside and let them enter her home. “About the van, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, Corrina replied. “Did you use it last night?” 
 
    “Me?” Mary shook her head. “No. I don’t drive no more. I got narcolepsy. Makes me fall asleep all hours of the day. Don’t matter what I’m doing. Cooking, cleaning, driving, woof!” She flashed her hand across her face. “Out like a light.” 
 
    “Then perhaps someone else uses it?” McCrae suggested. 
 
    “Brian, sometimes. He’s my brother.” 
 
    “Did he use it last night?” Corrina asked. 
 
    Mary shrugged. “Don’t know. He has a key. Sometimes he comes in and we chat, sometimes he just takes it. Might as well get some use out of it. No good to me now.” 
 
    “Do you know where we can find him?” 
 
    “Works security at the mall ’cross the street. The El Super.” 
 
    Corrina thanked her and they returned to McCrae’s car. Corrina was walking behind him, watching his ass jiggle with every step.  
 
    “You thinking what I’m thinking?” McCrae turned and asked. 
 
    Corrina seriously doubted it. She was imagining them writhing around in bed, a tangle of sweaty bodies and silk sheets. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” she asked. 
 
    “That Brian is the man we’re looking for. Jeez, Stone, what’s with you today?” 
 
    “Lack of sleep,” she said, getting in the car. 
 
    Focus, she scolded herself. You’ve got a job to do. 
 
    She took out her phone and called Josh, asking for everything they had on Brian Tanner. His reply was almost instant. 
 
    Armed with a picture and the name of the company employing him, they drove across the street to the mall and parked outside the supermarket. 
 
    Brian Tanner was easy to spot. His dark blue uniform stood out as he leaned on the customer service desk while chatting to the woman who was sitting behind it. She didn’t seem enamored about having a bald guy fawning over her. Corrina was more interested in Tanner’s build. He carried no excess fat, which fit the profile. She let McCrae take the lead. 
 
    “Brian Tanner?” 
 
    Tanner stood up straight and hooked his thumbs into his belt. He looked annoyed at having been interrupted. “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “Detective Loney, LAPD. This is Agent Corrina Stone, FBI.” 
 
    Tanner looked at Corrina as if noticing her for the first time. She detected something, a fleeting look on his face. Fear? Recognition? 
 
    “We’d like to ask you a few questions,” McCrae said. “Is there somewhere quiet we can go?” 
 
    “Sure. My office.” 
 
    Tanner led the way to the back of the store. He pushed through a set of double doors at the back, but before they reached the warehouse, he stopped at a door marked Security. He unlocked it and ushered them inside. 
 
    “What’s this about?” 
 
    “We’d like to know your whereabouts last night, around seven.” 
 
    Corrina noticed that Tanner was focusing on McCrae, never looking at her. 
 
    “I was at home, alone.” 
 
    “Not driving your sister’s Savana around Santa Monica?” Corrina asked him. 
 
    Tanner glanced at her, then back to McCrae. “No.” 
 
    “You sure?” Corrina persisted. 
 
    “I said no.” 
 
    “Who else drives the van?” McCrae asked him. 
 
    “Dunno. Maybe you should ask her.” 
 
    “We did,” Corrina said. “She said you were the only one with a key to it.” 
 
    “Well, then I can’t help you,” Tanner said. “Maybe someone cloned the plates, I dunno.” 
 
    “What about Friday? What were you doing between nine and ten?” 
 
    “I was here, working.” 
 
    “Any proof?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Sure.” Tanner sat down in front of the array of TV screens and typed something on his keyboard. A menu appeared and he selected Friday October 9th. He then scrolled down to an entry marked Main Entrance and clicked it. “Between nine and ten, you say?” 
 
    McCrae nodded. 
 
    Tanner hit the forward button and customers zoomed in and out of the picture. When the time in the top corner read 21:00, he let it play at normal speed. “You should see me soon. I’m usually hanging around the front door.” 
 
    There was nothing after two minutes, so he hit fast forward again. At 21:17 he stopped and pressed Play, then pointed at the screen. “There you go. I worked the late shift. Got off at midnight.” 
 
    Corrina knew that the video could have been doctored. Tanner could have adjusted the clock prior to kidnapping Diane Markham, just to create an alibi. “Is there a supervisor we can speak to, just to confirm it?” 
 
    “No problem. Come with me.” 
 
    Tanner took them back out into the hallway and into the room opposite. Three people sat behind desks piled high with paperwork. 
 
    “Jackie, can you tell me which shift I worked Friday?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” a young woman asked. 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    Jackie stood and huffed. She fetched a folder from a filing cabinet and leafed through it. 
 
    “Friday?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Four to midnight.” She slammed the folder closed and put it back in the cabinet. 
 
    “Anything else?” Tanner asked McCrae. 
 
    “Not at the moment. We’ll be in touch if we need to speak to you again.” 
 
    They made their own way out. 
 
    “You believe him?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Not really,” McCrae said, opening the car door. “Something about him.” 
 
    “You saw it too?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was like he knew you.” 
 
    “Let’s keep an eye on him. I’ll see if we can get authority to put a trace on his movements.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Seth Benning finished his poached salmon and took the plate to the sink. He washed it, along with the cutlery, then wiped them dry and put them away, ready for the next meal. He used a paper towel to wipe down a little sauce that had splashed onto the stove, then threw it in the trash. He checked the kitchen once more. 
 
    Spotless. 
 
    Just like everything in his home. 
 
    He sat down on the sofa, picturing the task ahead. It was time to take number thirteen, then there would be just two left. 
 
    Save the best for last. 
 
    He couldn’t deviate from his plan like he had with Diane Markland. This time he would stick to the time and place he’d chosen. If she didn’t show or changed her routine, he would wait for another opportunity. He couldn’t afford to be sloppy, not when he was so close. It was going to be hard from now on, with the police and FBI after him. He still had a couple of surprises up his sleeve, but he wasn’t dealing with stupid people. They’d soon see through the smokescreen and eventually latch onto his trail. 
 
    That was inevitable. He knew it, and he accepted it. 
 
    Whatever you do, have no regrets. 
 
    He’d lived by his mother’s final words all these years. When he first considered this venture, they’d been the first thoughts in his head. Would he come to regret his actions? 
 
    The answer then, as it was now, was a resounding no. 
 
    He didn’t look back on what he’d done and think it might have been a bad idea, that he should stop and disappear, never revealing the locations of the graves. None of that had ever occurred to him. 
 
    He’d started it. He would finish it. 
 
    It might end with him dying, but he was ready. If he got the death sentence, so be it. If he was killed trying to complete his quest, it was meant to be. He was going to die eventually. Everyone does. At least this way he’d be remembered, and perhaps spark a society-wide revolution. 
 
    His life had lost all meaning a long time ago. For years he just existed, until he decided to make a difference. That’s when his life gained a purpose. Before that, it had seemed worthless. You’re born, you work, you die. If you’re a good person, you get shafted by the rich, the greedy, the ruthless. People who will do anything to add to their pile, hurt anyone who gets in their way. They accumulate more than they could ever hope to spend in a hundred lifetimes, then go in search of more. The political parties always claim they’re going to change things, level the playing field, make the rich pay their fair share, but it never happens. Once elected, they revert to standard operating procedure and give the men in power everything they crave, while the little guy has to fight over crumbs. 
 
    And no one had ever done anything about it. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Letters to the newspapers were not going to turn greedy men into altruists. Social media memes were not going to change the status quo. Petitions were never going to bring about real change. 
 
    But let a man know that his avaricious actions could lead to the mutilation of his loved ones, and he might think twice. 
 
    That’s why he had to go public. To let others know that something can be done, something more than being just a keyboard warrior. Otherwise it would never occur to them, just like it had never occurred to him. 
 
    Until his mother died. 
 
    The chemicals that were dumped into the water supply from the nearby factory had caused the cancer that ate away at her. He’d stayed by her bedside in her final days, watching her face as pain ripped through her like a jagged knife. The drugs they gave her did little to comfort her, and the grimace on her face when she finally passed would be etched into his mind for eternity. 
 
    For years afterwards, it hurt, and there was no relief. The worst part was, the people responsible for dumping the waste went unpunished. They agreed to compensate the injured parties without accepting fault or liability, which Seth knew to be a lie. No company pays out millions if they’ve done nothing wrong. They would have gone to trial, pleaded their case and won. But not this time. They settled before it went to court, then carried on as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Seth hadn’t wanted to take the money. His goal was to see the company held accountable, but his lawyer had advised against a trial. Too many variables to guarantee a victory, and even if they won, the compensation could be less than the offer currently on the table. He’d said that almost ninety percent of cases were settled, and those that weren’t meant crippling litigation costs for both sides.  
 
    Seth knew the man was angling for an easy buck, not to punish the company. If the law wouldn’t do it, he’d do it himself. He agreed to a settlement, but on certain conditions. They had been accepted by the other party. 
 
    If only it had gone to trial and Benning had won, things would have turned out much differently. 
 
    But it wasn’t to be. The company’s decision not to admit liability had set events in motion, and the end was close.  
 
    Not too close, he hoped. They’d have his next chapter soon and see that he was questioned in relation to Sheila’s death. They’d asked how one of his hairs had come to be at the crime scene. He’d explained it away and nothing more ever came of it. The police had their man, and the interview was just a box-ticking exercise. But they would show an interest again. They would come around and speak to him, but he had nothing to hide. He’d just say what he’d said five years ago. They’d know that he didn’t own a GMC van, they’d see that his home didn’t have a basement. His bike was at the other home, the one he’d bought and registered in his sister’s name. There was nothing here to link him to the murders. Just in case, he’d added a little lie to chapter seven, something to cast doubt on the forensic evidence they had. 
 
    All he had to do was hold it together when he came face to face with Corrina Stone. 
 
    The wall clock chimed six. Seth stood, took a deep breath, then headed out to the garage. His silver Chevy Express was ready and waiting. He just needed to alter its appearance and he was ready to go. 
 
    He removed the drain cover from the center of the garage floor and pulled out the plastic bag containing the spare parts he’d purchased for cash some time ago. He pried the trim with the Chevy logo from the front of the van and replaced it with the GMC decal, then did the same for the logos at the rear. Each was held on with strong magnets, and he needed all his strength to remove them. After ten minutes, his Chevy had become a GMC. They were basically the same van anyway, both made by General Motors. All that remained was to remove the seats and get the interior ready for number thirteen. 
 
    He realized he wouldn’t have to do this many more times. Tonight or tomorrow, he’d change it back to a Chevy, then maybe make the switch one more time for the last two killings. He still had to decide how he was going to play those. 
 
    He went back into his home and emptied his bowels. He had made that mistake once. Never again. 
 
    At seven on the dot, he climbed into his disguised van and set off. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Normally, Jess would have reveled in digging the dirt on a shady local businessman, but knowing that it was designed to add fuel to their burning misery, her heart wasn’t in it. 
 
    The killer had already given a decent rundown of Conrad Veldman’s dubious dealings, but Fifteen-X made it clear that he wanted her to show him in as bad a light as possible. That was easy enough. The case of Ingrid Harding, who had killed herself after Veldman’s cruel actions, was just one of many episodes that had his name stamped all over them. She picked three, summarized his transgressions, then added that there were more if people wanted to do their own research. 
 
    Her phone beeped, and she picked it up. 
 
    “My office,” Lehane said, and hung up. 
 
    He sounded pissed, but then, he always did. She’d thought the scoop of the decade would have mellowed him a little, but clearly not. She locked her terminal and went to see what he wanted. 
 
    “New contract,” he said as she entered his office and closed the door behind her. He tossed a folder onto his desk. “Pay raise and expenses for one year, to be reviewed after that.” 
 
    Jess picked it up and leafed through the pages. “Any hidden surprises?” she asked. 
 
    “One. If someone comes at you with a better offer, you have to pass. The story is the property of the Telegraph. If you leave, the story stays with me. If you so much as mention Fifteen-X in any other publication, I’ll sue your ass to hell and back.” 
 
    “Or I could just walk now, with no such clause holding me back.” 
 
    “You could, but you’d miss out on the fifty-grand bonus on page seven.” 
 
    Jess skimmed through the document and found the remuneration section. He was telling the truth. Would she be able to get as much from another company? Possibly, but not guaranteed. Besides, she’d never really wanted to move, just get a fair deal for her efforts. This was more than she’d ever imagined, which told her that Lehane was making a fortune from the story. He never, ever threw money around, yet here he was offering her a year’s salary just to keep working. Should she press for more? Probably not a good idea. 
 
    There was one more thing she wanted, though. 
 
    “Can you get Claire off my back? She’s been a royal bitch since I got this story.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” Lehane said. “Girl’s been coasting for too long now. Maybe it’s time someone stepped up and took over the number one slot.” 
 
    He was looking Jess square in the eye, and she understood what he was saying. 
 
    “Got a pen?” she asked. 
 
    He passed her one, and Jess initialed each page and signed the last one.  
 
    Lehane signed another copy and handed it to her. “That’s for you. Now, are we on track for the morning edition?” 
 
    “Yep. I’ll send it through in the next fifteen minutes. Just polishing it up now.” 
 
    “Good. Now get outta here.” 
 
    Jess returned to her desk, a new-found spring in her step. Fifty grand and a pay increase would enable her to get a better apartment, one closer to the office. Maybe a yard. With a hot tub… 
 
    “You do know that once this story blows over, you’re history.” 
 
    Jess turned to see Claire McMillan standing behind her, her hands on her hips, her face a mask of loathing. 
 
    “My new contract says otherwise,” Jess replied, facing her computer once more. 
 
    “We’ll see. Kieron and I are very close. One word from me—” 
 
    “—and he’ll give you two,” Jess said, spinning back to face her. “One of them will be off. In fact, I can give you them right now, if you like. Save you going to see him.” 
 
    Claire leaned in close. “I don’t think so, miss smarmy pants. I’ve got something you could never have.” 
 
    “Fake tits?” 
 
    Claire howled in exasperation, then turned and stormed off to her own desk. 
 
    Not much longer, Jess told herself. 
 
    She finished up her copy and sent it to Lehane for his approval. As always, it came back with a couple of changes. Jess assumed he did that with every piece, just to keep the reporters on their toes, striving for excellence. She accepted his changes, then submitted it for the morning run. 
 
    It was the only story she’d been tasked with working on. Lehane had told her to ignore everything else and see this through to completion, and with nothing left to do until chapter seven arrived, she decided to head home. It was already after five anyway, and she was sure the boss wouldn’t mind her sneaking off a few minutes early. 
 
    She stopped at a shop on the way home. She’d decided to treat herself to a night in with a movie and a bottle of wine. She also picked up some more ice cream and a couple of bags of chips. If she was going to get that treadmill, she might as well enjoy life while she still could. Dropping thirty-one pounds had to be the same as losing thirty, right? 
 
    She ended up with two bottles of wine, one red, one white. Plus a bottle of Prosecco to celebrate her bonus. And a novelty two-pound Hershey bar, because why the hell not. 
 
    When she got home, she opened her laptop to pick out a movie on Netflix. Much easier than searching on the TV. She added a classic rom-com to her favorites and was about to power off when her email client beeped. 
 
    The subject told Jess she wasn’t going to be drinking.  
 
    Not tonight, not with work to do. 
 
    She clicked on the message and opened chapter seven. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    I like this one, because the police already solved the case. 
 
    It’s the tale of Sheila Graham, who liked spending money. Not a couple of bucks on an air freshener or a hot dog. No, we’re talking tens of thousands on handbags that she’ll use once to impress her rich friends. She could get the same functionality from a forty-dollar bag, but she has to have the one with Gucci on the side. Why? Because the richer people get, the stupider they get. That bag probably costs a C-note to make, but slap a designer name on it and the dumb bitches come flooding in, waving platinum credit cards in the air and demanding the store takes their thirty Gs. They’re being ripped off, mocked by the manufacturers as the gullible elite, and they just can’t see it. And rich people think they have a superior intellect? Go figure. 
 
    I digress. 
 
    One of the things Sheila liked to spend money on was sex. In particular, a young gigolo named Cal. Cal from California. He was a model, a fine specimen of a man. The kind you see on the front of sexy novels, shirtless, with rippling muscles. I don’t know how they first met, but I do know they got together at least three times a week. Did you know that, Ross Graham? Did you know your wife was getting boned on your dime? 
 
    Well, she was. 
 
    She would visit his house in West Hollywood, get jiggy with him, then go do some shopping. 
 
    I decided to take her while they were doing it. Coitus interruptus, if you like. 
 
    One problem was leaving a witness and I didn’t want to kill Cal if I could avoid it. A murder investigation would be a lot more thorough than a missing person case. So I researched sleeping gas. 
 
    Cal’s place was quite small. I say Cal’s, but I’m pretty sure Sheila was the one who paid the bills. It didn’t seem like the kind of place a young stud would own. I reckoned Cal had a lot of money, especially if Sheila was paying him three times a week, so this must have been their love nest, a safe place to fuck and nothing more. Or maybe it was Cal’s place and he was saving up for something better. Who knows? He must have charged her a fortune, too, because Sheila wasn’t the prettiest of women. She was only forty, but she’d reached that plastic surgery phase in her life. Her lips looked like she’d been stung by a swarm of bees. Her skin was so tight and shiny, it looked like it had been transplanted from a Barbie doll. And those eyes. Nothing more than slits, her cheek implants almost pushing them closed. She was no picture…unless it was a Picasso. So yeah, Cal must have been getting paid a shit-ton of money to diddle that one. 
 
    I had to practice first. What if I pumped the gas into their bedroom and it didn’t work, or there wasn’t enough? That wouldn’t be good.  
 
    So I tried it on myself at home. I put the canister outside my bedroom window, which I cracked open about half an inch. Then I fed the hose through the gap, turned it on, then ran inside, turned on the video camera to record it, and got on the bed. I pretended I was in the throes of passion, just like Cal and Sheila would be doing when I struck. One minute I’m humping my pillow, the next I’m waking up with a storming headache. 
 
    Nine hours had passed. Success! 
 
    I checked the camera, and I’d only been writhing for seven minutes when I went limp. That was good to know. I’d also set an alarm to go off after one hour, one that would last for two minutes and then stop. I’d slept through that, too, and I’m normally a light sleeper. It was getting better all the time! 
 
    But I had a problem: Cal didn’t like leaving his windows open. Sheila was a noisy fucker, if you get my meaning. She shrieked and hollered when he stuck his tube in her, and he wouldn’t want complaints from next door. Worse, some nosey neighbor might call the police, thinking a woman was being attacked. That’s how raucous she was. I know, because I staked her out a few times and once got close enough to hear them going at it. I crouched underneath the bedroom window listening to her scream his name. 
 
    You picturing this, Ross? 
 
    But that was easily remedied. I drove past Cal’s place a few times, but his Porsche was always in the driveway. And then one day, it wasn’t. He was out, so I made the most of my opportunity. I parked up the road and walked back to his place with my backpack over my shoulder. After checking no-one was watching, I sneaked around the back of Cal’s house and took out my drill. It was one of those manual ones, the kind no-one uses anymore. I couldn’t use an electric one because of the noise. Anyway, I looked through the bedroom window and saw that directly beneath it was a dresser. That was perfect. I drilled a hole about eighteen inches from the floor, straight through to the bedroom so that it emerged behind the dresser. I made sure the hole was large enough for the tube to fit through, then used a piece of gum to plug the hole until I was ready to use it. 
 
    That was two days later, at four pm on March 17th, 2015. 
 
    Sheila skipped out of the cab right on time. She looked thrilled, exhilarated, like a kid who just found out they were going to Disneyland. She must really like her sessions with young Cal, I thought. 
 
    How does that make you feel, Ross? Did she ever skip to the bedroom to be serviced by you? I bet she didn’t. 
 
    I let her get inside, then waited ten minutes. I was parked down the street, about four houses away. I walked casually to Cal’s place, had a quick look around, then went around the back. 
 
    They were already in full swing. Animal noises came from behind the wall, and Cal must have been asking all the right questions, because Sheila was shouting Yes! Yes! Yes! 
 
    I picked the gum out of the hole, took the canister of gas from my backpack and fed the tube into the room. Then I opened the valve and waited. 
 
    It was nine minutes before they were silent. I gave it fifteen more, then got dressed. I’d bought a full-body paper suit, the one forensics people wear. Can’t be leaving evidence at the scene, can I? I went around the back to the French doors. I was prepared to smash my way in, but Cal had been good enough to leave them unlocked. 
 
    Thanks, Cal! 
 
    I eased them open and waited, but there were no sounds inside the house. I was about to step in when an idea came to me, one that brought a smile to my face. I put plastic bags on my feet and entered the living room. The bedroom was the first on the left in the hall. I stood outside it and listened some more, but all I heard was gentle snoring. I put my head around the door and took in the scene. 
 
    Clothes littered the floor, from the doorway to the foot of the bed. Sheila wasn’t waiting around, it seems. The two of them were on the bed, him naked, Sheila wearing just a garter belt and stockings. She must have been straddling him when the gas hit them. Now she was lying on top of him, her legs either side of his body and her head on his chest. I’d put on a mask, just in case, but I didn’t need it. They were both out for the count. 
 
    Time to get to work. 
 
    I took off my mask, pulled the dresser away from the wall and cleared up the dust from the hole I’d made in the drywall. Then I went to the bathroom and got a piece of wet toilet tissue and used it to fill the hole. Next, I searched for the remote for the garage. I found it on Cal’s key chain. I took it and walked back to my van—minus my paper suit—then drove it to the house. I opened the garage and drove in. It was easily big enough for two cars, so I could drive past Cal’s Porsche without having to move it. 
 
    Thanks again, Cal. You made it so easy for me! 
 
    I closed the garage door behind me, dressed in paper again, and went to fetch Sheila. They were both still fast asleep. First, I picked up all her clothes and handbag and took them to the van. The idea I’d had at the French doors seemed better and better all the time. I went to the kitchen and took a sharp knife from the block and took it through to the bedroom.  
 
    I pulled Sheila off him, easing her to the floor. Neither of them noticed when Cal’s limp cock slipped out of her. I sliced Sheila’s hand until there was a trickle of blood. I smeared it on the hardwood floor, then used tissue to clean it up. It wasn’t visible, but I knew forensics would pick it up with UV light and luminol. I then wiped the knife and put it back where I found it. That, too, would have traces of her blood on it. Just to be sure, I left one drop on the brown rug and another just under the bed. I then bandaged her hand and dragged her through to the garage, where I put her in the van. 
 
    I didn’t have to worry about her car; she never used it when she was going to get her meat injections. Maybe her husband had LoJack installed so he could see where she’d been. Maybe that was why she always took a cab to Cal’s place. 
 
    All I had to do now was drive out, close the garage and put the keys back in the house. I could have just driven away with Cal’s fob or left the garage open, but I wanted to leave everything as I found it. I didn’t want Cal to have any reason to think someone had been in his home. 
 
    I went back inside the house and checked the front door was unlocked. It was. I returned to the garage and removed my protective clothing, then opened the door, drove out, and closed the doors again. Then I went in the house and put the remote back where I’d found it. 
 
    All I had to do now was get back in my van without anyone seeing me. I peered out the window, and when there was no-one in sight, I walked back and got in. 
 
    I know now that nobody saw me there, because Cal was arrested and charged with Sheila’s murder. I followed that story in the newspaper and on TV, and I must admit, I felt sorry for him. He went from fucking that rancid bitch to getting ass-raped in the showers by some big guy called Bubba. Poor bastard. I guess they can let him go now. I wonder if they’ll compensate him for the time he spent in prison. Maybe, maybe not. Oh, and sorry for giving the police that anonymous tip-off, Cal. It had to be done. I’m sure you’ll understand. 
 
    Sheila and I had some fun of our own when we got back to my place. 
 
    No, not like that. What do you take me for?  
 
    No, I gave her some plastic surgery of my own. Turns out I’m not very good at it. She didn’t look very nice when I’d finished. Ladies, leave your ears where they are. Don’t have them sewn onto your breasts. It’s not a good look. 
 
    She was a stayer, though. Almost eighteen hours. That’s a new record, folks! And she didn’t save the moaning and screaming for humping, no sir. She yelled her heart out…literally. One minute she was wailing, the next, Boom! Gone. 
 
    I wonder if number eight will last so long and give me so much pleasure. 
 
    Tune in next time for more of the same. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Jess wasn’t short of material for the Ross Graham profile. She found at least thirty articles after searching for him and the company he ran, Brownstone Health Partners. The vast majority were negative. His company was little more than a boiler room. They sold health insurance over the phone, cold calling the elderly and offering them huge savings on their current plan. From what she could gather, the new plans were worthless. Most had thousand-dollar deductibles, or only covered the first five hundred in costs. The rest was up to the patient to pay out of their own pocket. There had been lawsuit after lawsuit, with many plaintiffs claiming that the terms and conditions weren’t given to them until after the cooling-off period had expired, by which time it was too late to do anything. Ross Graham’s firm had won every case. 
 
    Jess picked three of the stories to expand on, knowing they’d go well with the interview she’d had with Calvin Holland.  
 
    She’d gone to visit him at California State Prison first thing in the morning after asking Corrina Stone to help her make an appointment. Cal had been so relieved to hear that someone had confessed to the crime he’d been accused of. He’d maintained his innocence throughout, but of course no one believed him. He wasn’t the first inmate to claim he hadn’t done it, and he wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    Jess told him the DA was on the case and was looking to expedite his release. Once it was confirmed that Sheila Graham’s body was where the killer said it was, the rest would be a formality. She then asked Cal about his time inside and his hopes for when he was released. Cal told her that the last four-and-a-bit years had been harsh. Dehumanizing. Brutal. He’d been beaten dozens of times, placed in solitary for his own protection, stabbed in the side with a homemade shiv and lost three teeth. His weight had ballooned, and his dreams of returning to modelling were over. 
 
    He was yet another victim of Fifteen-X, but at least he’d have the opportunity to rebuild his life.  
 
    Unlike the others. 
 
    Jess saved her document to her hard drive, the cloud and a flash drive, then picked up her handbag and headed out. Her thirty minutes with Corrina Stone beckoned. She hoped the agent had a juicy tidbit to offer, something that would grab the readers. Not that she needed it. The chart on the office wall showed that print sales alone were at an all-time high, up 360 percent in the last three days, and still climbing. 
 
    She thought about the fifty-grand bonus, and realized she’d sold out cheap. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Corrina was surprised to see McCrae knock on the task force door. He normally called in advance when he was coming over. 
 
    She beckoned him in. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. “I brought over the case files for the Sheila Graham investigation. There’s something interesting and I think it might be relevant.” 
 
    “Please,” Corrina said, indicating a seat. 
 
    McCrae sat and opened the file. “The officers leading the case, detectives Wright and Hargreaves interviewed a suspect named Seth Benning about Sheila’s murder. A hair was found at the scene that didn’t match the main suspect, Calvin Holland, or the victim. They knew they had their man, but followed up anyway. According to the records, Benning was matched to the hair because they had his DNA on file following a drunk and disorderly arrest when he was in his early twenties. They asked him if he knew Sheila Graham. He said he didn’t. They then showed him a photo of her, and said he recognized the face. He’d been out shopping on Rodeo Drive, looking for a gift for a friend’s birthday. As he came out of a store he’d bumped into Graham. Said she was pretty livid about it. He was sure it was her because her lips and eyes really stood out. He said the hair must have dropped onto her during that contact.” 
 
    “And they took his word for it?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t they? They already had Calvin Holland as the prime suspect. Sheila’s blood was found on a knife at his apartment. Calvin admitted they’d been making love, but then he says he blacked out. Came around eight hours later, no sign of her. He assumed she’d just gone home, until the police came knocking.” 
 
    “Pass me the list of cancer victims,” Corrina said. Josh handed the printout to her, and she told him to check the list of GMC van owners. 
 
    “No Benning here,” she sighed. “It’s alphabetical, right?” 
 
    “It is,” Josh assured her, tossing his list onto the table. “He’s not here, either.” 
 
    “Maybe it happened like he said,” Hank offered. “He brushed past her, his hair fell onto her clothes and fell off again at Holland’s place.” 
 
    “Where was it found?” Josh asked. 
 
    “Holland’s place,” Hank repeated slowly, as if the kid was having trouble understanding. 
 
    “No, I mean where in the house? By the front door? The killer said he removed his covering before returning the remote for the garage.” 
 
    McCrae leafed through the file until he got to the forensic report. “Master bedroom.” 
 
    “Then he ticks no boxes.” 
 
    Corrina looked at Hank. “Bring up Street View on your laptop.” She asked McCrae for Benning’s address. He read it out, and Hank looked it up. Once he had a picture on the screen, he turned it so everyone could see. 
 
    The house was a one-story red-brick, with an arched window and a neat little garden. 
 
    “If there’s a basement in that house—which I seriously doubt—there’s no way he’s torturing anyone without the neighbors hearing. They can’t be, what, eight yards away?” 
 
    “At the most,” McCrae said, agreeing with Josh. 
 
    Corrina sighed. “How could a person leave so many clues, yet be so hard to find? I bet when we catch him, we find it’s all been lies. The house, the cancer, the van, the bike, everything.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I just think we’re missing something,” Hank said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Corrina said. “Josh, have you finished adding the relatives of the cancer victims?” 
 
    “Almost.” He checked his list. “Sixty-seven to go, then that’s all of LA done.” 
 
    Corrina grabbed her jacket. “Okay, that’s your priority. I’m going to speak to Seth Benning.” 
 
    “Even though it’s a dead end?” Hank asked. 
 
    “You got something more pressing we should focus on?” 
 
    Hank shrugged. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    Corrina took McCrae’s elbow and steered him toward the door. “Come on. We’ll take your car.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he grinned. 
 
    As they rode the elevator to the ground floor, McCrae asked if she’d heard from Mike recently. 
 
    “I called him last night, but only to check up on Connor.” 
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “He’s fine. You know how kids are. Anything out of the ordinary is an adventure for them.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t. Jean and I never got that far.” 
 
    Corrina grimaced. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It wouldn’t have been fair to bring a child into the world while we’re sitting on a pile of debt. I’d want to give it a good start in life. As things stand, I couldn’t even afford diapers.” 
 
    “She really screwed you, huh?” 
 
    McCrae gave a single nod. “The crazy thing is, I let her.” 
 
    Corrina faced the door. “We do stupid things when we’re in love.” 
 
    “That’s just it. It was never love. Lust maybe, but we weren’t soul mates. Hell, I think you and I are more compatible than Jean and I ever were.” 
 
    Before she could stop herself, Corrina planted her mouth on his and kissed him hungrily. When she pulled back, she was faced with a look of abject horror. 
 
    “Oh my God! I’m so sorry. I don’t know—” 
 
    McCrae grabbed her cheeks and pulled her to him, their lips meeting and tongues immediately exploring. 
 
    When the elevator pinged, Corrina stepped back and faced the door, catching her breath. When it opened, they walked out without a word to each other. It wasn’t until they got to the car that Corrina broke the awkward silence. 
 
    “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “Nor do I, but I’m glad it did. I’ve been wanting to do that for eight years.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” McCrae said. 
 
    “But when I touched your leg a few days ago, you looked uncomfortable.” 
 
    “That’s because I was trying to build up the courage to kiss you there and then, but by the time I stopped the car, the moment had passed.” 
 
    Corrina threw him her most seductive smile. “Wimp.” 
 
    “Aye, that’s me.” 
 
    They got in, McCrae driving. He entered the address they had for Seth Benning into the satnav and set off. 
 
    “Seriously, though, we gotta talk,” Corrina said, as they pointed north on 405. “Not now, but at some point.” 
 
    “Sure. Whenever you’re ready. But back to business, you think this Benning guy could be him?” 
 
    “Could be. Nothing points to him, but is the killer really gonna make it that easy for us?” 
 
    “I hear ya,” McCrae said. “If he’s not done killing, he’ll want to point us in the wrong direction ’til he can finish the job.” 
 
    “When you put it that way, anyone could be a suspect. Now that I think about it, what were you doing last Friday night, around ten?” 
 
    McCrae looked over and smiled. “Thinking of you.” 
 
    Corrina fixed her gaze forward, a grin fighting to gain control of her face. 
 
    “You’re blushing!” 
 
    “Quit it, Loney. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    They reached Benning’s house just after ten. McCrae parked in the street a couple of houses away. 
 
    “Looks like a quiet area,” Corrina said. “Can’t see him bringing his victims here.” 
 
    “Me neither. Come on. Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    They got out and walked up to the house. Corrina noticed that the yard was immaculate. Someone had taken a lot of care over it. The grass was vibrant green, the flowers evenly spaced and well-tended. “Compulsive gardener?” 
 
    “As in obsessive-compulsive?” 
 
    OCD was common in serial killers. Corrina had done a lot of reading on the subject in recent days. She guessed McCrae had, too. 
 
    “Tick box one,” she said, and gestured to McCrae to go first. He walked up to the door and knocked. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    He tried again, but still no one answered. 
 
    “I wanna take a look around,” Corrina said. She started with the garage. It had windows set high in the roll-up doors, but when she peered through, she couldn’t see a vehicle. No torture setup, either. She then strode to the back, looking in windows as she went down the side of the house. 
 
    “The guy’s definitely a neat-freak,” she muttered. The interior was immaculate, just like the garden. 
 
    At the back of the property sat a patio set, with three chairs around a small table. The grass here, too, was impeccably trimmed. Corrina knocked on the door, but got no response. 
 
    She wished she could break in and take a look around inside, but they needed probable cause, and displaying signs of OCD wouldn’t cut it with her superiors. 
 
    She was about to ask McCrae’s opinion when his phone rang. She watched him take the call. 
 
    “Yeah…uh-huh…okay, forward it to Agent Stone. I’m going there now.” He ended the call. “Birch found a store receipt with a partial card number next to Sheila Graham’s body. It’s pretty faded, but they’re working their magic. Let’s get back and take a look.” 
 
    They jogged back to the car and McCrae ignored the speed limit all the way back to the bureau office on Wilshire. By the time they reached the task force room, Hank and Josh were busy on their laptops. 
 
    “Birch said we were lucky,” Hank said as they walked in. “The drought over the last few years kept the ground dry, otherwise it would have disintegrated by now.” 
 
    “Did he get anything from it?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “It’s from a coffee shop in West Hollywood,” Hank told her, “dated the day before Sheila went missing. We checked the last four digits against her accounts and none match, so it could be our guy. Just waiting for the banks to get back to us on the transaction.” 
 
    They always mess up eventually, Corrina said to herself. She didn’t dare share her thoughts, just in case it turned out to be nothing, just some trash that blew into the grave while the killer was filling it. 
 
    She had to wait three hours before they finally got a name from First Republic. 
 
    “Ted Shearer, aged 39,” Josh announced. “I’ll check the database, see if he’s one of ours.” 
 
    Corrina found herself crossing her fingers as she waited for the results to come in. Shearer was in the right age range. This could be the break they were looking for. 
 
    But Josh’s face told her everything she needed to know. 
 
    “No GMC, no property, no to the cancer list. Nothing.” 
 
    “I still think it’s worth checking him out,” Corrina said. “McCrae, can you organize a team to stake him out, or would you like us to do that?” 
 
    “Best you do it. We’re spread thin at the moment, and you guys have the expertise.” 
 
    “Okay. Hank, get it rolling. Josh, I want a complete profile on this guy, everything from shoe size to favorite cookie. McCrae, you’ll need to sort out a warrant. I say we take him early hours.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was just before four in the morning when Corrina and McCrae swapped places with the two men in the surveillance van parked three houses down from the Whittier home of Ted Shearer. The third member of the team gave them a rundown of the night’s activities. 
 
    “Short version, the subject arrived home at 18:32 and hasn’t been out since,” she told them. “No calls in or out.” 
 
    “Gee, you guys sure earn your money,” McCrae said. “How do I get a gig like this?” 
 
    “Raise your IQ by sixty points and learn how to use a razor.” 
 
    Corrina slapped McCrae on the back. “You asked for that. Come on, let them do their job.” 
 
    McCrae rubbed his stubbly jaw as they climbed out and walked back to his car. The SWAT team commander, a hulking sergeant by the name of Frankowitz, was sitting in the rear seat, and his men were standing by just around the corner. They would go on his word. 
 
    “You ready to do this?” he asked Corrina. 
 
    The unsuccessful raid a few days earlier was still fresh in Corrina’s mind. If this turned out the same, her decision-making would be called into question. Travis had given the operation the green light based on the evidence she’d presented to him, but ultimately the blame would rest with her if it wasn’t their man. 
 
    The signs all pointed to Shearer, though. Right age-range, and self-employed, which meant he could carry out his surveillance without an employer noticing his absence. He didn’t own a van, but that didn’t necessarily mean he didn’t have access to one. Brian Tanner had borrowed a relative’s vehicle, so why not Ted Shearer? 
 
    The alternative was to just knock on his door at a sensible hour and hope he didn’t respond with force or try to kill himself. 
 
    Neither of those scenarios was particularly appealing. 
 
    “Do it,” she replied. 
 
    McCrae nodded to Frankowitz, and the entry team commander gave the go-ahead.  
 
    The SWAT van slowly drove into view, its headlights off. Better to let the neighbors sleep through it if they could. They certainly didn’t want to wake Shearer before they were in position. 
 
    Eight armed men clad in black emerged from the back of the vehicle. They jogged to Shearer’s house, three going around the back, the other five congregating at the front door. When they were in position, they let Frankowitz know over comms. 
 
    “Ready. Ready. Go! Go! Go!” 
 
    One of the men in black used an enforcer to smash in the front door and the rest piled inside the house. Corrina could hear shouts coming from the house, but thankfully no shots. It was a tense couple of minutes before the call came through. 
 
    “One in custody, the rest is clear.” 
 
    McCrae was first out of the car, Corrina and Frankowitz following. As they ran to Shearer’s home, they could see lights coming on in the neighboring houses, the commotion waking the occupants. 
 
    The SWAT escorts led Ted Shearer out of the house and put him into a squad car as McCrae and Corrina approached the front door. The forensics team was already on scene to check the building over. 
 
    Corrina and McCrae put on plastic shoe covers and walked into the house. They checked every door looking for a basement, but all they found were rooms and closets. They then tried the walls to see if there was a disguised entry, but that came up blank, too. 
 
    On their way out, McCrae approached the FIU team leader. “I want the carpets up and every inch of flooring checked,” he said. “And check the attic. If there’s a hidden room here, I wanna know about it.” 
 
    As they left the house, uniformed officers were setting up a cordon. One of the neighbors must have called the news stations, because the first of the network vans had just pulled up and the crew made a beeline for Corrina. 
 
    “Agent Stone, have you arrested Fifteen-X?” 
 
    “No comment,” Corrina said automatically, and regretted it. A denial would have been better, but the reporter latched on to her words. 
 
    “Who’s the suspect? Did you find any remains in the house?” 
 
    “It’s an ongoing investigation,” McCrae cut in. “We’ll provide details at the appropriate time.” 
 
    Corrina and McCrae pushed past the reporters and returned to his car.  
 
    The cruiser containing the suspect was already headed back to the station, and they would let him stew for an hour or so before interviewing him at length. 
 
    Time for them to grab some breakfast and decide on their line of questioning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    It was a good start to the day. 
 
    As soon as he tuned the TV to the news channel, Seth Benning saw Agent Stone standing outside a house as she removed blue plastic bags from her shoes. The caption at the bottom of the screen told the watching world that an arrest had been made in the Fifteen-X case. 
 
    Just as he’d hoped. He’d waited five years to see whether they’d discover the shopping receipt he’d dropped in the grave with Sheila Graham’s remains. He remembered the moment he saw the guy leave his table at the coffee shop, with the receipt next to his empty cup. Always keep your receipts, Seth had said to himself. It was something he’d drilled into himself after seeing a colleague become a victim of identity theft many years earlier. That was why he kept a shredder. He never threw away bills, receipts, invoices, or anything else with his name on it. They either got filed away, or destroyed before going in the trash. Seeing the slip of paper lying on the table, an idea had popped into Seth’s head. If he left that as a clue with one of his victims, it would throw the police off the trail. At least for a while. 
 
    He’d picked it up on his way out, and two days later he’d slipped it under one of the packages containing bits of Sheila Graham.  
 
    Five years of not knowing whether the soil would render it illegible, perhaps even destroy the paper altogether. But no, it had survived its time in the ground. And now that they had a suspect, the heat would be off him. 
 
    But not for long. 
 
    And he still hadn’t decided how to take number fifteen. 
 
    He knew her schedule—such as it was. Work, and sleep. She never went out at night, had no friends to hang out with. In short, there were few ways to get to her without going to her apartment. 
 
    He had an idea, but it was risky. He would have to get hold of her phone, even if it was just for thirty seconds. That would be long enough. If he could do that…well, he had the perfect plan. 
 
    She would come to him. 
 
    But how to get it? 
 
    He couldn’t ask her for it. No, that wouldn’t work. 
 
    Excuse me, can I borrow your phone for a minute? I want to use it to lure you to a grisly death. 
 
    The thought made him chuckle, but only for a moment. He had to be serious. It was so close now, and he couldn’t mess this up. 
 
    Think, Benning. Think! 
 
    He’d watched her plenty of times. When was her phone available? She always had it on the table when she was eating lunch, her eyes glued to the screen. He’d seen her do that every time she visited a coffee shop. 
 
    And she usually sat outside. 
 
    But he needed a distraction. How could he get her to take her eyes off it long enough for him to complete his task? 
 
    He got up and walked around the room, doing circuits of the couch. It always helped him think. 
 
    Come on, come on. It’s in there, I know it… 
 
    It came to him in a flash. 
 
    The bag! 
 
    She always had that oversized purse on the table next to her. It was huge, big enough to carry her essentials for a two-week vacation. The bag was the key. 
 
    But it would have to involve someone else. That was fine. He’d find the right person easily enough, maybe at the local drama school. Give them some bullshit about trying to impress a woman and pay them a couple of hundred bucks for five minutes of their time. 
 
    Yes, that would work.  
 
    And it didn’t matter if they went to the police after he’d taken number fifteen, because by then it would be too late. His job would be almost done. 
 
    Except, he had to get number fourteen to play along, too. 
 
    He didn’t try to plan that one out. Not yet. He would play fifteen over and over in his head until he had his actions committed to memory. Then he would practice his moves. Once he knew it would work, he’d think about the other one. 
 
    His gaze returned to the TV. The man he’d framed was called Ted Shearer, according to a neighbor. Nice guy, quiet, kept himself to himself. The woman from next door said it was scary to think she’d been living next to a serial killer all those years. 
 
    Someone’s already judged poor Ted, Seth thought. 
 
    He gave himself another five minutes, then turned it off and went to his spare bedroom, the one he used as an office. On the computer screen were the first few paragraphs of chapter thirteen. Once it was finished, he’d send the next one to Jess. Number eight. But he would wait until tomorrow at the very least. If he sent it now, Agent Stone would know she had the wrong man. No, he would sit on it for now, but then he’d have to up the pace. There weren’t many days left, and so much of his story was still to tell.  
 
    But only one more chapter to finish. Fourteen and fifteen were the first to be completed, the ones he’d been looking forward to all this time. The rest were to get his point across, but these were the big ones. 
 
    He’d had to renumber them because of Miriam Crane’s passing. He’d originally planned to make twenty kills, a nice round number, but her death meant five people would be spared his wrath. It was either that or risk getting caught before he completed his mission, and that couldn’t happen 
 
    And then his mother would be avenged. The people who’d done it to her would be punished, and they’d know the reason he’d done it. 
 
    They had to know. 
 
    They had to feel it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    Jess was pissed. 
 
    Pissed because Corrina hadn’t given her a heads-up on the arrest the previous day. She’d only found out about it on the morning news, and when she called Corrina Stone, she got nothing useful. Ted Shearer was claiming his innocence, but that was all the agent would reveal. 
 
    Which in turn made Lehane pissed, because Jess was supposed to be cozy with the FBI, and the editor took it out on his new star reporter. 
 
    Claire was pissed because…well, Jess didn’t care. Maybe she wasn’t getting any. Maybe she was, but it was from Lehane. 
 
    With such a toxic atmosphere, the newsroom wasn’t a good place to be. 
 
    Jess had told her boss that she planned on working from home, but he nixed the idea. He said he wanted her here, ready to react in case the feds revealed another surprise that she was supposed to be in on, not sitting at home with her thumb up her ass. 
 
    Jess tried to make the best of it. She had her headphones on, an eighties rock compilation blasting in her ears, but that only made concentration harder. Her current task was looking for background on Shearer, but he didn’t have much of an online footprint. Standard Facebook page with updates on meals he’d eaten, places he’d visited and of course plugs for his electrical contractor business. From the interviews she’d seen on TV, the neighbors wouldn’t be able to shed much light on his life. He was a loner according to most of them, and she got the impression they’d all marked him as guilty before he would even see a courtroom. 
 
    She’d know soon enough. Corrina had promised to call the moment he was charged, giving her yet another scoop. It might just be enough to get Lehane off her back, if only temporarily. He’d made it clear that he wanted miracles every day. For the money he was paying her, he expected nothing less. 
 
    Jess began another search, but her heart wasn’t in it. She sent an email to Lehane saying she was going for her daily meeting with Stone, then picked up her bag and walked out of the office before he could reply. 
 
    When she got to the bureau building, she had to go through the usual routine. Announce herself to the receptionist, then take a seat until Stone came to collect her. While she waited, she checked her emails, anticipating a shitty reply from her boss. 
 
    She wasn’t expecting to see one from Fifteen-X. 
 
    Unless he’d set up his email client to send it out at a pre-arranged time, Ted Shearer wasn’t the killer. 
 
    When Corrina arrived in reception, Jess jumped to her feet. 
 
    “I can’t do this today,” Corrina said. “I’ve got a suspect in a cell and we’re going to interview him again in an hour. I just came back to grab some papers to show him.” 
 
    “You’ve got the wrong man,” Jess said. 
 
    “Yeah, he thinks that as well.” 
 
    Jess was enjoying this. It was payback for being kept out of the loop on the arrest. “How does he send his emails?” 
 
    “From a cell phone,” Corrina said. 
 
    “And he’s got one on him right now?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Jess held out her phone. “Then explain this.” 
 
    Corrina took it, and her brow furrowed. She walked into the office, Jess following. At Corrina’s desk, the agent unlocked her screen and checked her email. Sitting there was the forwarded message from Jess’s account. 
 
    “I don’t understand. It can’t be him. It must be a copycat, or some nut pretending to be him.” She looked at Jess. “This is what happens when the story hits the newspapers. Cranks crawl out of the woodwork and make our jobs hell. We waste valuable resources chasing down every lead when they could be doing something productive.” 
 
    “There’s one way to find out,” Jess said. “I’ll go to the scene and see if there’s a pair of crossed sticks. If there are, we know the killer’s still on the loose, because that was never mentioned in my articles.” 
 
    Corrina weighed up the idea, then nodded. “Okay, I’ll send Josh to check it out.” 
 
    “I can go,” Jess suggested. A miserable hike in the woods was infinitely more appealing than going back to the newsroom. “I know what to look for, and I won’t trample all over the scene. You said it yourself, you need everyone here.” 
 
    There was another pause while Corrina mulled the suggestion over. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll get McCrae to arrange a uniform to meet you. Where exactly is it?” 
 
    Jess opened the What3Words app and entered the code from the email. “About a mile north of Glendora Ridge Road in Angeles National park.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure someone’s there in ninety minutes.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jess said, shouldering her bag. 
 
    “And don’t go wandering off on your own. Wait for the cop. Understood?” 
 
    “Jeez. Yes, Mom.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Jess.” 
 
    Jess sighed. “I’m sorry. Everything’s just been a pain in the ass today. I should have listened to my dad and followed him into the family business. How stressful can it be to make rocket fins?” 
 
    “I know what you mean. Sometimes I wish I’d chosen law instead of this. At least in a courtroom I know who the suspect is. My job is to find one man in a city of millions.” 
 
    Jess put her hand on Corrina’s arm. “You’ll get him. I know it.” 
 
    She turned and left, eager to know if the killer’s trademark sticks were where she expected them to be. If they were, she’d have the scoop she—and Lehane—craved. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Corrina watched Jess leave, then printed out the email and attachment. She didn’t bother forwarding it to Unger—he’d set up Jess’s client so that he automatically got a bcc copy himself. She did send it to McCrae, though. 
 
    “Josh, Hank, task force room,” Corrina shouted as she walked to Travis’s office. She stuck her head in and gave him an update, then called McCrae. 
 
    “Guess what just came in,” she said. 
 
    “Our reservations for dinner tonight?” 
 
    Corrina held back a laugh. She wanted to call him an asshole, but kept that in reserve, too. She didn’t want to make him think twice about being the way he was. If anything, she wanted to encourage his playful nature. Now wasn’t the moment, though. 
 
    “We’ll see, after I’ve read chapter eight.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. That means…” 
 
    “Maybe, or it could be a crackpot looking for attention. You should have it now.” 
 
    “I’m away from my desk,” he told her. 
 
    “No problem. Read it and get back to me. Oh, and Jess is going up to the grave site to check for those crossed sticks. Can you send a uniform to keep an eye on her?” 
 
    “Sure. Give me the location.” 
 
    Corrina read it off, and a few moments later he said he had it. 
 
    “Okay. Later.” 
 
    She joined her colleagues and handed them copies of the printout. 
 
    “Does this mean we’re cutting Shearer loose?” Josh asked after reading the title. 
 
    Possibly, Corrina thought. Shearer had been co-operative so far. He hadn’t known his whereabouts on the dates the women went missing, but Corrina would have had trouble remembering what she’d done on a certain date three months ago, never mind ten years.  
 
    He hadn’t been able to provide an alibi for the previous Friday. He claimed not to enjoy socializing—which he pointed out wasn’t a crime—so there was no one who could say for sure that he hadn’t been out murdering people. He’d been at home on that day, he said, watching an old movie on the TV. They were in the process of getting his Netflix activity log to verify that. It didn’t mean he watched it, though. He could have just left the TV on when he went out. She’d asked about the film and he’d told them the basics of the story, but it was over twenty years old, so he could have seen it several times before. 
 
    As for a GMC, he didn’t have one or know anyone who had one. He drove an F150 as both his work and personal vehicle. 
 
    The search of his house came up empty, too, and it was his only residence. 
 
    In fact, the only thing tying him to the murders was a receipt found with the body, and he claimed anyone could have picked it up and dropped it in the grave. 
 
    Combine all that with his nervous yet amiable demeanor and Corrina was beginning to believe him. 
 
    She took a seat. “We’ll see.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    There’s no smoke without fire.  
 
    Natalie Coleman (née Shaw) knew this, because I went to great lengths to explain it to her as she lay on the table of doom.  
 
    Do you like that name? I just came up with it. 
 
    The fire I’m talking about is the one that ravaged California a few years ago. I say fire, but it was more like fires, because it wasn’t the first caused by the company her father ran. 
 
    Yeah, I know I said I’d let Jess reveal the reason for killing the rest of the victims, back in Chapter Six, but I had to speak up on this one. It really yanks my chain. 
 
    John Shaw was the CEO of West Coast Gas & Electric, a utility company that decided that issuing dividends was more important than maintaining its infrastructure. Of course, it was. The executives are paid bonuses in corporate shares—amounting to about 120% of their salary—so if they issue dividends, the men at the top get rich. Stinking rich. Does it matter that the lines they failed to maintain spark forest fires that cost people their lives and homes? No, not at all. Transformer twenty-five years past its replacement date? Not an issue. It’s worked up to now, it’ll probably be fine. And spending money on cutting back trees so that they don’t short the line is out of the question. Yes, it’s part of the company mandate, but it costs money, you know what I mean?  
 
    Imagine an airline skimping on maintenance and one of their planes crashes. Uproar, yes? Well what if they still didn’t do maintenance and planes fell out of the sky every six months. There’d be hell to pay. 
 
    Not for West Coast G&E. After the first fire was attributed to their power lines, they did nothing. Then another fire. And another. And another. It went on and on, until one particular fire killed 85 people and destroyed over 18,000 properties. In the prior two years, West Coast paid out over $1.6 BILLION in dividends, money that could have been spent on safety and replacing their old infrastructure. 
 
    Instead, it went in the CEO’s pocket. 
 
    Look what it cost you, John Shaw. What I did to your daughter is your fault. Your greed is the reason she died. 
 
    And do you know one of the things that really pisses me off every time I hear it? 
 
    Customer safety is our number one priority. 
 
    I call bullshit on that every time.  
 
    Picture a company founder asking a bank to finance their venture. 
 
    Founder: I’d like to borrow $3 million for a business idea. 
 
    Bank: What sort of business? 
 
    Founder: Selling a product I invented. 
 
    Bank: What are your projected profits? 
 
    Founder: Nothing. Our focus is customer safety. 
 
    BULL. SHIT! 
 
    Every business’s number one priority is to make money. End of. Period. No-one goes into business to ensure customer safety, or customer satisfaction. No-one. 
 
    One day I’d love to see a reporter hear that phrase and respond with: How much did your company make last year in profit? And when the CEO replies, they should ask why it wasn’t all reinvested in customer safety. I’ll tell you why. Because they have to line the CEO’s pockets and those of the investors. THAT is their priority. Nothing and no-one else. 
 
    I explained all this to Natalie as she lay helpless on the table. As I took off each finger and toe with practiced ease, I read out the number of people who had been affected by the twenty worst fires caused by her father’s actions. 
 
    That was a lot of people. Daddy wasn’t affected, obviously. No, he’d bought a home here in LA, away from the fires up north. He wasn’t stupid. 
 
    That wasn’t all I did, though, John. I didn’t just cut her fingers and toes off as she bellowed into the night. I put a car jack between her knees and expanded it, and expanded it, until I heard a satisfying CRACK! I peeled the skin off her face, her arms, her legs, her breasts, and poured rubbing alcohol onto the exposed flesh. 
 
    I tormented her for nine hours, John. She pleaded and begged, first for her life, and eventually for death. But I didn’t accommodate her. I told her about the fire, then gave her some of her own, running a blowtorch up and down the length of her body. Not an inch was spared the flame, John. 
 
    And I didn’t wait for her to die before cutting her up. No, I used a chainsaw to cut off her arms, and then her legs. Then she was just a body, bobbing up and down on the table, unable to do anything as I cut out her tongue, her eyes. I popped the first one out and turned it around so that she could see herself.  
 
    She didn’t like what she saw, I can tell you. 
 
    Then I just sat back and waited for her to go. She’d lost a lot of blood by this point, so it didn’t take long. 
 
    I hope you think about her every time you check your bank balance, John Shaw. Every time you spend a nickel, think about how you earned it. 
 
    Think about what it cost. 
 
    And everyone else with the same mindset as John, be warned: I may be the first to make a real stand against your kind, but I’m damn sure I won’t be the last. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    “What about March 17th, 2015?” Corrina asked. 
 
    Ted Shearer fell back in his chair and sighed. “I’ve already told you, I have absolutely no idea what I was doing five years ago. I could have been in a bar, or home watching TV. I don’t keep a diary.” 
 
    The compliant attitude was gone, and Corrina couldn’t blame him. He’d been between the cell and the interview room for the last thirty hours, and his patience looked to have finally run out. 
 
    “Interview terminated, ten-seventeen.” 
 
    Corrina Stood while McCrae turned off the voice recorder. They left the room and a uniform went in to return Shearer to his cell. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to kick him,” Corrina said as they walked to the coffee machine. “All we’ve got is the receipt, and that’s not enough to charge him. Even the most incompetent public defender could have that tossed as circumstantial.” 
 
    “I’d like to have one more go,” McCrae said as he turned his cell back on. He always switched it off before going into the interview room. “He’s starting to crack.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll give him an hour to eat, then get him back in.” 
 
    A detective stepped out of a doorway. “Mac! Someone wants to see you. Front desk.” 
 
    McCrae handed Corrina a worn dollar bill. “You know how I like it.” 
 
    While Corrina fed the money into the machine and made her selections, McCrae disappeared toward the front of the building. She took a sip of her coffee as her phone rang. She checked the screen and saw that it was Jess. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” she asked. 
 
    “The sticks are there,” Jess said. 
 
    “Okay. Stay back and ask the officer there to tape the area off.” 
 
    “He’s already doing that. I’m heading back to the office to write it up.” 
 
    The call ended just as McCrae returned. 
 
    “Yeah, toss him.” 
 
    “What happened?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “That was his brother. He’s been following the story on the news and knew Ted couldn’t have done it. They were together on a two-day bar cruise when Joanne Perry went missing. He showed me boarding pass stubs and credit card statements.” 
 
    “I can’t say I’m surprised. Jess just called. Chapter eight was real. He’s still out there.” 
 
    It felt like an entire day wasted.  
 
    “Fifteen-X is messing with us, leaving a false trail that we’re forced to follow. If we ignore the clues, though, you can bet your ass one of them will be important.” 
 
    Corrina was thinking the same. They were in a hopeless position, dancing to the killer’s tune. “I say we dismiss everything he’s told us and focus on the hard evidence.” 
 
    “Well, we had a credit card receipt. That didn’t work out too good. We can probably dismiss the hair they found at Calvin Holland’s place, too. I bet the killer put it there on purpose.” 
 
    Corrina was about to agree, but something stopped her. She thought back to the chapter regarding Sheila Graham. Something about it didn’t seem right. She took out her phone and opened the email app, then downloaded the seventh chapter and started reading. 
 
    “What is it?” McCrae asked, but she put a hand up to silence him as she focused on the screen in her hand. After a couple of minutes, she looked at him. 
 
    “In chapter seven it he says he wore a protective suit. I think that’s a lie.” 
 
    “How come?” McCrae asked. 
 
    “Well, he explains how he cut Sheila Graham’s hand and left her blood for the forensics team to find, right? So why no mention of the hair? If he left it there on purpose, he’d have bragged about it.” 
 
    “Or,” McCrae said, “Sheila actually did bump into that Benning guy. Maybe that’s why the killer didn’t mention it.” 
 
    It was a valid argument, but as there were no other leads to follow up, Corrina made up her mind. 
 
    “Let’s go see him again. If he comes up with an alibi, I’ll let it go.” 
 
    “Sure,” McCrae said. “Let me give Shearer the good news, and I’ll be right with you.” 
 
    “Let’s leave it until this evening. Benning wasn’t home the last time we went in the afternoon. Say seven?” 
 
    “Suits me,” McCrae said. “I ain’t got plans.” 
 
    Half an hour later, with apologies made and the usual threats of legal action out of the way, Corrina drove back to the bureau. After they’d arrested Ted Shearer, she’d put Seth Benning to the back of her mind. Josh had been working on a profile of him, but she’d taken him off that task and told him to focus on Shearer’s background. She quickly remedied that. She told Josh and Hank to sift through Benning’s entire life. She hoped they’d have something before she got to the suspect’s home. 
 
    One thing they discovered that got Corrina excited was Benning’s work history. Or to be more accurate, the lack of one. He’d had a few menial jobs from his teen years until he was in his early twenties, then…nothing. No filings with social security, no tax returns, nothing. So how was he supporting himself? 
 
    If she wanted access to his bank accounts, she would have to apply for a warrant. The FBI could access any federal government records, but those held by states or private companies had to go through the legal system. There wasn’t much chance of getting one at such short notice, and with little to back it up except a hunch, she decided to wait until she’d spoken to him. If he seemed off, she’d go through the channels and get everything they had on him. 
 
    As seven approached, Corrina was growing increasingly confident that Seth Benning was a person of interest. He certainly had many questions to answer. 
 
    McCrae called to say he was downstairs. Corrina collected her jacket and purse and rode the elevator to meet him. 
 
    “Mind if you drive?” he asked when she reached the lobby. “I had to take the car into the shop. Gonna be without it for a couple of days.” 
 
    “No problem,” Corrina grinned. “I’ll show you how it’s done.” 
 
    Two minutes later they were on the freeway heading north. She held her hand up next to her face to shield her eyes from the rays of the setting sun and checked her mirrors as she prepared to switch lanes. When she did, she glimpsed a GMC Savana several cars behind them.  
 
    A silver GMC Savana. After the number of hours she’d stared at the photo on the task force room wall—not to mention the one that had parked outside her home—she’d recognize it anywhere. 
 
    She gripped the wheel a little tighter, the hairs on her arms standing proud and a flutter in her chest. McCrae looked at her. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Maybe nothing,” Corrina said. She indicated to move into the left lane. “There’s a Savana behind us. I just wanna check it out, see if it’s following us.” 
 
    McCrae was experienced enough not to look around. He glanced in the side mirror but couldn’t see the van from his angle. “Quit being so paranoid.” 
 
    “Just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean no one’s out to get you.” 
 
    Corrina waited another few minutes, then switched lanes again. The van copied her move. 
 
    “Okay, now I’m really sure.” 
 
    “You don’t think maybe some guy just finished a day in the office and he wants to go home? Let’s see what happens when we turn off the freeway.” 
 
    Corrina knew he was right. Short of stopping on the freeway and risking a collision, all they could do was await an opportunity to see if the tail was real. She thought about asking McCrae to radio a few cars to help with an intercept, but if it turned out to be a false alarm, he’d be the one to deal with the fallout. 
 
    She just wished it was close enough to get a look at its tags. She could at least call it in and have someone run the plates. She’d have to wait until they were on city streets, where it couldn’t hang so far back. 
 
    When she saw the sign for the off-ramp, Corrina indicated early and pulled into the right lane. The van did the same. When she left the freeway, the Savana followed. 
 
    “I’ll give him two more turns,” Corrina told McCrae. “If he’s still with us by then, I’m pulling him over.” 
 
    She turned left onto Victory and maintained a steady speed. Moments later, the van appeared behind them again. 
 
    “He’s still there,” she said. “I’m gonna make one last turn. If he follows, I say we have a word with him.” 
 
    The van was about sixty yards back. She took a right on Kester, then pulled over at the curb. She looked in her side mirror just in time to see the van make the same turn. It drove past her car, slowed, then stopped across the street fifty yards away. 
 
    “I know those plates,” Corrina said. “They belong to Mary McEwan.” 
 
    “The ones Brian Tanner said were cloned.” 
 
    “That’s right. Question is, who’s driving? Tanner, or someone else?” 
 
    She hadn’t had a good look at the person behind the wheel. Initially the Savana had been too far back, and after the sun set, all she could make out was a silhouette created by headlights. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” McCrae said. He took his weapon out and put a round in the chamber. 
 
    If this was the same guy who’d been hanging around outside her house, she didn’t want another chase. “I’m gonna box him in,” she told McCrae. “The moment I stop, he’s yours.” 
 
    He nodded, removed his seat belt and put his hand on the door release. “Go for it.” 
 
    Corrina set off at a normal speed, and seconds later she was level with the van. She swung the wheel and stomped on the brakes, and the nose of her car stopped inches from the front fender of the Savana. McCrae jumped out and aimed his pistol at the van’s windshield, but the engine growled as the Savana mounted the sidewalk and sped off. 
 
    McCrae jumped back into the car and slammed the door closed as Corrina hit the gas. “Call in back-up,” she said. “I lost him once. It’s not gonna happen again.” 
 
    McCrae took out his phone and called the station. He explained the situation to a detective from the late shift and gave a running commentary so that they could guide in reinforcements. 
 
    The van had a slender lead, but Corrina was determined not to let it get away this time. It took a left on Friar and Corrina stuck to its tail, making the turn just in time to see the Savana go right on Cedros. She gunned the engine and took the turn on two screeching wheels, just as the van went right again on Irwin. 
 
    “I’m coming for ya…” Corrina growled, her Ford gaining on the target as McCrae continued to relay their location and heading. 
 
    After another right back onto Kester, the van cut left onto Sylvan Street, but Corrina was closing. She stuck to its tail as it blew through a Stop sign and went right on Noble, the distance between them now down to ten yards. The van launched into the air as it hit speed humps, and Corrina kept her foot down as she, too, caught air. 
 
    They heard sirens over the roaring of the Ford’s engine, and Corrina knew it was just a matter of time. She kept up the pace, not giving the evading driver a moment of respite. She was now within two car lengths, and the van jinked left and right to stop her getting alongside. Corrina had no intention of doing so. The other units in the area would soon have the entire area cordoned off, giving the van driver nowhere to go. 
 
    The Savana was now back on Victory, its speed increasing to ninety as the driver sought an escape. Another right, and they were back on Kester, but the end was in sight. Two marked units swung across the road ahead, blocking it off, and the van lurched left, dashing into a McDonald’s parking lot. Corrina followed, now close enough to clip the van if necessary. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    The Savana shot out onto Victory and an SUV slammed into its side. Both vehicles spun, and six police cruisers converged in seconds. Corrina slammed on the brakes and jumped out, her weapon drawn. McCrae followed close, and they cautiously edged toward the van’s driver side door. 
 
    McCrae saw the driver’s head resting on the wheel, blood trickling from a gash in his head. 
 
    “FBI!” Corrina called. “Hands in the air!” 
 
    Four more cops stood around them, their pistols up and ready to fire. Corrina inched closer to the driver, her finger on the trigger and half a pound of pressure away from ending his life. He stirred and raised his head. 
 
    Corrina recognized him immediately. “Hands in the air, Tanner!” she yelled.  
 
    The security guard slowly sat upright and put a hand to his head. His fingers came back red. 
 
    “Last time, Tanner. Hands in the air, now!” 
 
    Tanner looked surprised, then glanced around and saw the armed cops with their fingers on their triggers. His hands crept up slowly, as surprise turned to shock. 
 
    McCrae kept his gun trained on Tanner’s head as Corrina yanked the door open. She took Tanner by the collar and dragged him out of the van, pushing him down to the floor. The uniformed cops jumped in, two of them kneeling on Tanner and applying the cuffs while the others kept him covered with their handguns. 
 
    Once he was secured, McCrae went to check on the passengers in the SUV. Two cops were already tending to the occupants, a man and a woman in their thirties. Thankfully, there were no sign of any children in the vehicle. Both looked to be conscious and mobile, so McCrae let the uniforms deal with them. 
 
    Two uniformed cops led Tanner to a police cruiser, one reciting his rights. Corrina thought about questioning him but decided against it. She was too pumped, too angry, and she didn’t want to lose control. Not in front of a crowd. There would be plenty of time to speak to him once she’d calmed down. Besides, the collision meant Tanner would have to undergo a medical before they could talk to him. If they skipped that step, his lawyer could have the case tossed. 
 
    She holstered her weapon and walked back to her car. The uniforms could take care of the scene now. She had more important matters to attend to. 
 
    “I told you there was something about him,” she said as McCrae got in the passenger seat next to her. 
 
    “And you were right. Let’s book him. I wanna question him as soon as the doc’s looked him over.” 
 
    Corrina paused before starting the engine. Her hands were shaking, the adrenaline from the chase still pumping through her. She took a couple of deep breaths and closed her eyes. She almost jumped when McCrae’s hand caressed hers. She opened her eyes and looked at him. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked, genuine concern on his face. 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “I’m good. Just glad we got to nail his ass.” 
 
    “I love it when you talk dirty.” 
 
    Corrina desperately wanted to plant her lips on his and kiss him with every ounce of passion inside her, but there were too many people around. The last thing she wanted was anyone knowing about their relationship. 
 
    Not that there was one. Not yet, at least. But it was early days, plenty of time to see how things progressed. 
 
    And she would take it slowly. She’d rushed into her marriage to Mike, but she wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. 
 
    She gave McCrae a playful punch on the arm, then started the car and pointed it south. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Corrina sat back with her arms folded across her chest, her eyes fixed on Brian Tanner, who was sitting opposite her.  
 
    McCrae conducted the interview. He set the tape rolling and announced the names of those present, before reminding Tanner of his right to an attorney. 
 
    “Don’t need one. I ain’t done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s start with why you were following agent Stone and me tonight.” 
 
    “No one’s told me what I’m being charged with,” Tanner replied. 
 
    “Fleeing law enforcement, for starters.” 
 
    “Don’t you have to identify yourself as officers for that to work? All I saw was a car stop in front of me and some guy pulled a gun. I thought it was a robbery, so I ran.” 
 
    McCrae knew this wasn’t going to be as clean-cut as he’d expected. “Which brings me back to my original question. Why were you following us?” 
 
    “Who says I was following anyone? I was driving legally on city streets. I just happened to be going in the same direction as some other drivers. No felony there.” 
 
    “Okay, you wanna play it that way, let’s leave the chase and crash until later. Tell me what you were doing on May 7th, 2011.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? What was I doing nine years ago? Let me see. Oh yeah, May 7th, 2011. I was boning your mom.” 
 
    “Nah, the last guy I arrested was doing that. I think you were kidnapping Kerry Swanson. You took her back to your house and murdered her.” 
 
    Tanner’s arrogance slipped from his face as shock took over. “You…you think I’m Fifteen-X?” 
 
    “I do,” McCrae said. “That’s why we spoke to you a few days ago. The van you were driving was seen outside Agent Stone’s house, and when she went to confront you, you ran. We suspect the same van was involved in the murders of Kerry Swanson, Joanne Perry, Thomas Crane—” 
 
    “Now wait a minute! I had nothing to do with those killings.” 
 
    “Me thinks he doth protest too much,” Corrina said, enjoying the moment. 
 
    “I’m serious. That wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Then tell me why you were following us earlier tonight,” McCrae pressed. 
 
    Tanner looked torn. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Ooh, now I’m intrigued,” McCrae said, leaning in. “Why can’t you tell us, Brian?” 
 
    McCrae could see that Tanner’s nerves were getting the better of him. He’d come across as someone used to being in control, but now sweat beaded on his forehead, and he swallowed twice in quick succession. 
 
    “I bet it’s him,” Corrina said. “Unless he can come up with alibis for the first eight murders.” 
 
    “How in God’s name am I supposed to do that? I have no idea what I was doing on those days.” 
 
    “That’s convenient,” Corrina said. “For us, I mean. No alibi? Check. Age within the profile range? Check. Drives the same make and model van as the killer? Check. I’d say we had enough to charge him already.” 
 
    Tanner’s voice quivered as he answered. “You’re bluffing.” 
 
    Corrina’s, in contrast, was firm. “Try me. The killer contacted me directly and you followed me—twice. Coincidence? I think not. You can sit in the state penitentiary while we build a case against you. That should take, what, six months?”  
 
    She looked at McCrae, who nodded, and then at Tanner, who was squirming in his seat. Time for one last turn of the screw. “So, unless you can come up with something in the next sixty seconds, we’re gonna charge you with eight counts of first-degree murder and let the slow wheels of justice turn.” 
 
    She waited, knowing Tanner was about to spill. He looked like he’d popped two Mentos in his mouth and taken a swig of cola. 
 
    “Okay,” he finally said. “I moonlight as a PI. Your husband hired me to follow you and see what you two get up to. Something about a divorce case.” 
 
    Corrina was stunned. She really thought she’d caught Fifteen-X, but instead she had a private investigator looking to dig dirt on her for the custody battle. 
 
    Unless Tanner was lying to save his ass. 
 
    There was one quick way to find out. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute,” she said. She stood and left the room, taking out her phone as she sought a quiet area to call her husband. 
 
    “Mike,” she said when he answered, “did you hire someone to tail me?” 
 
    “What? No. No way.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because the same van followed me on Monday and last night.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m sure,” he said. 
 
    “Okay. Because Brian Tanner, the driver of the van, is in an interview room facing eight charges of murder and I’m about to process him. His defense is that you hired him to follow me, so I’m going to have you listed as a witness when this goes to court. If that turns out to be true, if Brian Tanner can prove that he’s working for you, you’ll be arrested for hampering a major police investigation, and perjury. That carries a sentence of five years in prison. Do you understand me?” 
 
    The silence on the other end of the call was telling. Corrina was already livid before he replied. 
 
    “Yeah, so I hired him. It’s not a crime.” 
 
    “You fucking idiot! Do you realize how close I came to shooting that prick in the head? What were you thinking? I’m in the middle of an intense investigation and you think it’s a good idea to have strangers following me? Christ, you are the dumbest fuck I’ve ever known!” 
 
    Corrina was surprised at her own outburst. Still, she felt her ex-husband deserved every expletive and more. 
 
    “I had a right to know what you were getting up to,” Mike said. 
 
    “No, Mike, you gave up that right when you walked out. You filed for divorce and you’re gonna get one. We are through, don’t you get it?” 
 
    “If you were having an affair, that’s still relevant. Why don’t you just admit it?” 
 
    It struck Corrina that he was recording the call. The sneaky bastard wanted to use it in the divorce proceedings to get custody of Connor. If that was the case, she’d give him something to take to his lawyer. She composed herself before answering. 
 
    “For the record, I never had an affair while we were dating or when we were married. I haven’t been with anyone since you and I split up. And the reason we broke up was because you got it into your head that I was seeing someone when I wasn’t. Now that we are officially separated, however, I am free to do what I please. If I choose to book a hotel room tonight and fuck McCrae Loney, there’s not a damn thing you can do about it!” 
 
    “I notice you didn’t ask about your son,” Mike said, and Corrina gripped the phone tight, her anger at his manipulation beyond anything she’d experienced before. He was only saying this for the recording, and she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of apologizing. 
 
    “I called and asked about him this morning, remember? Or weren’t you recording that call? This call was to see if you’d wasted police and FBI time and resources, and it turns out you did. I’m going to leave it with LAPD to decide whether to charge you. Have a good day, Mike, and say Hi to my son for me. Tell him I love him.” 
 
    She ended the call, happy to have gotten in the final blow, but still pissed at him for leading her on a wild goose chase. She’d let the threat of arrest hang over him for now. Maybe tomorrow, too. Hell, she might leave it a week, then send a couple of uniforms round to his place just to scare the shit out of him. 
 
    Corrina was suddenly tired. It was a crappy end to a shitty day. 
 
    She went back into the interview room, where McCrae was inspecting his fingernails and Tanner was staring at the door intently. 
 
    “So?” the suspect asked. 
 
    “My husband confirmed that he hired you,” she said. 
 
    Tanner slapped the table. “I told ya. I guess I’m free to go.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” McCrae told him. “You’re clear for the Fifteen-X killings, but you’re still on the hook for reckless driving. You caused a crash. Two people were seriously injured.” 
 
    The smug look remained. “Only because I was running from an unknown madman with a gun.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that. But you also said you were paid to follow us, and you’d have to be the dumbest PI in the world not to know that I’m a cop and she’s FBI. If her husband didn’t tell you, it would be the first thing a PI would determine. That means you knew I was a cop and you ran anyway. That makes you liable for the crash. We’re also gonna check with the Bureau of Security and Investigative Services to make sure you’ve got a license to operate in California.” 
 
    “He hasn’t,” Corrina said, her eyes still on Tanner. “It would have been flagged when we dug into his background.” 
 
    Tanner’s mouth opened and closed as he sought a suitable reply, but Corrina didn’t feel like waiting around to hear it. “Don’t worry, you’ll have a chance to convince a jury that you’re so incompetent, you didn’t know that you were tailing two law enforcement officials.” She turned to McCrae. “Hand him off to a uniform. I’m beat.” 
 
    “Interview terminated, 23:47.” McCrae turned off the recorder. “Game, set and match, asshole. You should have stuck to frisking old ladies at the store.” 
 
    They left the room, and an officer escorted Brian Tanner to a cell. 
 
    “You wanna ride home?” Corrina asked McCrae as they walked to the exit. 
 
    “Nah, it’s out of your way. I’ll get a cab.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Process Tanner and I’ll meet you in the lobby.” 
 
    Corrina had to wait forty minutes for McCrae to show. He apologized for the delay but she brushed it off. She knew how things worked, and McCrae would follow the rules to the letter to ensure Tanner didn’t walk on a technicality. 
 
    “I can’t believe Mike did that to me,” Corrina said as she drove toward McCrae’s home in Mar Vista. She told him about the conversation she’d had with her estranged husband. 
 
    “I have to agree,” McCrae said. “It was an asshole move.” 
 
    “Now I understand why Mike kept saying ‘I know everything’ the last time he showed at the house. I can’t help wondering how long Tanner was following me. Following us.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. Mike’s not stupid enough to try that again.” 
 
    Corrina chuckled. “We can only hope.” 
 
    When she pulled up outside McCrae’s home, Corrina shut off the engine. 
 
    “You wanna come in for a coffee?” he asked her. “It’ll help keep you awake on the drive home.” 
 
    Corrina was sorely tempted. She’d thought about this moment since the day they’d reconnected, but with a serial killer on the loose and her husband’s behavior, it just didn’t feel right.  
 
    “I live fifteen minutes from here,” she smiled. “Besides, I don’t wanna wake Jean. That would be awkward.” 
 
    “You won’t. She’s in Vegas with her sister. They flew out this afternoon.” He put his hand on hers. “But you don’t have to if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Corrina knew what he was saying: we can wait if you’re not ready to do this. 
 
    “One cup,” she said. 
 
    She locked the car and they walked to the door. The moment McCrae closed it after him, Corrina attacked. She backed him up against the wall and pressed her lips to his, her hands gripping his face and her body pushing against him. McCrae responded, his tongue searching hers out. Corrina felt his pants bulging, and she dragged him into the living room. 
 
    “Where’s the bedroom?” Corrina managed to ask when McCrae moved his attention to her neck. 
 
    He pulled her down a hallway, their lips once again meshed together, abandoning clothes along the way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Corrina expected the next morning to be awkward, but McCrae made her feel as comfortable as if they’d been together for years. He made her the coffee he’d promised the night before and they chatted as they drank, discussing the case, his home, and life after the LAPD. Neither brought up what they’d done hours earlier. 
 
    It was over cereal that Corrina remembered they had an unfinished task from the previous day. 
 
    “I wanna go see Seth Benning,” she said. “Hopefully we can catch him at home at the weekend.” 
 
    “Aw. I had plans for today.” 
 
    “Really?” Corrina asked. “Does it involve nakedness and your bed?” 
 
    McCrae sipped his coffee and his eyes smiled. “Little bit.” 
 
    “It’ll have to wait, lover boy. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    They agreed to visit Benning at two in the afternoon. That gave Corrina plenty of time to get home, change, then pick McCrae up before driving to Van Nuys once more. 
 
    When she arrived at her place in Santa Monica, she was glad to see that Mike was nowhere in sight. He would have demanded to know why she’d stayed out all night, and her response would lead to yet another fight. As it was, the house was empty. Corrina showered and changed into fresh clothes, made a light lunch, then drove back to McCrae’s house. 
 
    He didn’t try to sneak a kiss when he got into the car, and Corrina suspected it was because he didn’t want to give the neighbors anything to gossip about. 
 
    Not that they wouldn’t have noticed her car being outside his house all night. 
 
    “I called Travis before I came over,” Corrina said. “I asked about a warrant to check Benning’s bank accounts, but he said we need more. John Mansfield already filed a lawsuit, and Ted Shearer won’t be far behind. Travis doesn’t want any more false alarms.” 
 
    “But surely having his complete background would help our cause, not hinder us.” 
 
    “I know,” Corrina said, “but Travis said if we pull Benning in and he finds out we got a warrant based only on a police interview from years ago, his lawyers will have a field day. He’s seen too many cases get tossed for abuse of process.” 
 
    “Then we do it the old-fashioned way,” McCrae said. 
 
    “Good detective work and a huge slice of luck?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Corrina checked her six all the way to Van Nuys, but it seemed her husband wasn’t stupid enough to hire a second private investigator to tail her. When they arrived at the street where Benning lived, she came to a stop a few houses away from his home. They watched for a few minutes, hoping to see signs of life, but the house remained quiet. 
 
    “If he’s not home, I wanna check with the neighbors,” Corrina said. 
 
    McCrae rang the bell and knocked on the door for good measure. He waited a full minute, then tried again, but the door remained closed. 
 
    “Think he’s avoiding us?” McCrae asked. 
 
    “Probably just poor timing. You wait here, I’m going next door.” 
 
    Corrina went to the next house over and knocked on the door. An elderly woman answered. 
 
    “Hi,” Corrina said, pointing toward the Benning property. “I was hoping to speak to Seth, but he doesn’t appear to be home. Have you seen him recently?” 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “An old friend,” Corrina lied. “I knew him back in Vegas. Thought I’d catch up while I was in town.” 
 
    The old woman eyed her up and didn’t look convinced. “Doesn’t strike me as the kind to have friends, that one. Never even said hello to me once in the five years he’s lived there. Never came around to introduce himself, don’t even wave when I see him in the street. There’s something wrong with that one.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was always the quiet type,” Corrina said, sticking to the script. “I just wanted to make sure I had the right address, really.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the right place. Not sure when he’ll be home, though. Disappears for days at a time, he does.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    The woman was staring at Corrina through squinted eyes. “Who did you say you were? You look awful familiar.” 
 
    Corrina knew it was because she’d been all over the newspapers and TV since the Fifteen-X story broke, and it suddenly occurred to her that it was a bad idea to be seen looking for suspects. If this woman was clued in, she’d be onto the networks with a tip that Seth Benning was on the FBI radar, and that would send him into hiding. From now on, she’d let McCrae do the leg work. It was frustrating, because the best way to gauge people was to read them as they were talking, not reading a transcript of an interview or getting it second-hand. 
 
    “Sorry to have taken up your time,” Corrina said, and turned to leave. 
 
    “You’re not much of a friend,” the woman mumbled. 
 
    Corrina looked back at her. “What was that?” 
 
    “I said you’re not much of a friend.” 
 
    Corrina was puzzled. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    She pointed down the street, where a silver van was making a turn. “Because Seth took one look at you and skedaddled.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Seth Benning tapped the wheel in time to the tune playing in his head. He’d done his grocery shopping for the next two weeks, by which time it would probably all be over. He was approaching the end game, and just had a few things to do at home before he would relocate to the house in the hills for the finale. 
 
    He’d decided how it would end. The last twenty-four hours had been spent planning everything down to the last detail. He knew that no plan was ever perfect. One slight deviation by any of the players and the whole thing could turn to shit, but he was satisfied that wouldn’t happen. If something did go wrong, his fourteenth and fifteenth victims would still die, just not as horribly as he wanted. 
 
    He cast such thoughts aside. Negativity was counterproductive. He’d succeeded so far, and he would continue to do so, no matter what they threw at him. 
 
    He turned into his street and his breath caught in his throat. There was a man standing outside his house, peering through the window. That wasn’t what had shocked him, though. It was the woman talking to his bothersome next-door neighbor.  
 
    The short white hair and lithe figure belonged to Corrina Stone. 
 
    She’d found him.  
 
    Or maybe not. If she knew he was the one she was looking for, she’d have gone in with an armed team to take him down, just like they had with Ted Shearer. He’d seen that on the news. No, Stone was fishing. She was probably coming to speak to him because of the hair he’d left at Cal’s house. The LAPD had spoken to him about it after she was reported missing, but he’d covered himself well. Leaving her blood all over Cal’s house had done the trick. Only, he’d exonerated Cal with his seventh chapter. He’d lied about wearing a protective coverall, when he should have said he’d picked a random hair off a chair at a barber shop and dropped it for the police to find. Yes, that would have been a better way of covering his tracks. 
 
    It was too late now, though. 
 
    It could be that she just wanted to eliminate him from her enquiries. Or maybe she suspected him. 
 
    Or was it something else? Had she worked out that his dear mother had been tortured to death by the cancer caused by criminal negligence that went unpunished? He shouldn’t have mentioned it. He should have left it until the fifteenth chapter as planned. But the conversation with Dane Lewis seemed the right time to bring it up as it fit in with his philosophy that God didn’t exist. How could He? His mother did nothing to hurt Him, yet He let her suffer for so long. Why put her through that? Why give her cancer at all? Why create cancer?  
 
    Because there was no God. It was a lie to keep the masses in check, nothing more. All religions were cults, period. The leaders of the churches made millions and gave nothing back. It was a pyramid scheme where those at the top got all the cash and the rest got worthless promises of eternal bliss in another life. 
 
    But the hows and whys could wait for later. Corrina Stone was on to him, and he couldn’t let her stop him.  
 
    Not now. 
 
    He continued driving, past his home, past the agent and her companion. His name was McCrae Loney, according to Jess Duffey’s accounts in the newspaper. 
 
    Benning turned his head away as he passed them, then maintained a steady speed until he was around the corner. 
 
    He couldn’t go back to his home, but that was no big deal. He had everything he needed at the other house. 
 
    He would have to move up the schedule, though. He still had plenty to share with the world, and it would only appear in the newspapers while he remained a free man. He had planned to send Jess the ninth chapter later that evening, but he decided to do it now instead of having to drive into the city later. It was just two taps on his phone’s menu and the document was on its way. Then Benning took a pair of latex gloves and a wet wipe from the glove box and cleaned his prints off the phone. He powered it off and removed the battery and SIM card. Once he got out into the hills, he’d throw them into the brush. 
 
    His foot wanted to pound the accelerator as he drove west, but he stuck to the limit. If Corrina had seen him, she’d have the police looking for his vehicle now. That wasn’t a problem. He could easily explain why he’d driven past his own home. He’d say he was coming back from the store and realized he’d forgotten something. No crime there. Driving over the limit would signal that he had something to hide, though, so he eased off the gas and cruised. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Sorry, Jess, but I’m going to steal your thunder again. I know you must love digging the dirt on the people I’m targeting, and that’s fine, but when I read your articles about the reasons I did what I did, it comes across as opinion. 
 
    I want them to hear it from me as fact.  
 
    The person I want to hear it most is Ellis Sloane. 
 
    Jess will fill you all in on the details, but Ellis works for big pharma. 
 
    BIG pharma. 
 
    So big, they brought in $20 BILLION last year. And do you know what accounted for a lot of that income? 
 
    I’ll tell you. 
 
    Insulin. 
 
    Let me tell you a little about Insulin. It was developed in the 1920s by Canadian doctors, Frederick Banting and Charles Best. They initially got secretions from dogs, then cows, and the first patient was injected in January 1922. It caused a severe reaction, but 11 days later, a successful injection was carried out. A year later, a patent was granted and sold to the University of Toronto for the nominal sum of $1.00. In the letter of transfer was this: 
 
      
 
    The patent would not be used for any other purpose than to prevent the taking out of a patent by other persons. When the details of the method of preparation are published anyone would be free to prepare the extract, but no one could secure a profitable monopoly. 
 
      
 
    In other words, they were making the drug free to anyone who wanted to produce it. They knew that some greedy company would try to get a monopoly on the life-saving drug, and that’s exactly what happened. 
 
    Now, we have three big US companies accounting for 90% of the world’s insulin sales, and one of them was headed up by Ellis Sloane. Diabetics pay on average $210 for a one-month supply of human insulin. If the drug companies charged $100 PER YEAR, they would still make a profit. 
 
    Jane Wardell, from South LA, was a diabetic. After losing her job and health benefits following a round of layoffs, she found that she couldn’t afford her monthly supply of insulin. So, like tens of thousands like her, Jane started rationing it. She would only take a third of the normal dose, because that was all she could afford.  
 
    Jane died five months later. 
 
    If Sloane’s company had priced their product so that every diabetic could afford it, Jane and many, many others would still be alive today. But they didn’t. They got together with the other two firms in the racket and kept the price artificially high so that they could maximize profits. That’s all. Not to prevent the companies going under, not to secure jobs for the workers. People died so that the investors could make more money. 
 
    I know many of you will call me anti-capitalist and say I’m against people making money. Not at all. I much prefer capitalism to communism, or socialism, or whatever it’s called these days. What I object to is companies putting profit before people. Did you know that the Federal minimum wage has remained at $7.25 in our great country since 2009? Meanwhile, inflation has eroded your spending power, so you’re seeing less bang for your buck. And who do you think is keeping it so low? The government? Well, yes, but why? Because they are being lobbied by the big corporations who insist that a higher minimum wage will result in millions of jobs cuts, and no president wants to be responsible for that. The thing is, there wouldn’t be such massive job cuts. What would happen if it rose to $9 an hour is poor people would have an extra seventy bucks a week, and when a poor person has money, they spend it. That extra money goes on a little luxury each week, and the businesses offering these luxuries (be it a meal out, or a new shirt, or a day trip with the kids) also makes more money, enabling them to pay the higher minimum wage. Call it trickle-up economics. If you give a rich man an extra $70, he’ll just put it with the rest in an offshore account and it’s effectively taken out of circulation. 
 
    But CEOs don’t see it that way. As far as they’re concerned, all that matters is this year’s balance sheet. It has to please the investors, or they won’t buy the stock, and that’s what business is all about. Fuck the little guy who actually makes something for the company. If he quits, we’ll get someone else. 
 
    That’s the rant I gave to Garrett Sloane, Ellis’s eldest son. 
 
    Garrett, it turns out, was a pretty stupid guy. Considering he’s the son of a CEO pulling in over seven million a year, Garrett didn’t know when to shut his mouth. 
 
    After I’d finished my little speech, Garrett—strapped naked to my table—started telling me how wrong I was about everything. The little guy wasn’t the economy, big business was. Shareholders were the most important consideration, he told me. If companies spent more on the labor force, profits—and therefore dividends—would be down. Investors would look elsewhere, which would have a negative effect on the stock market. 
 
    “If one company did it, perhaps,” I said. “But make every company do it, what are the investors going to do? Take their money to Vegas and stick it on red? No, they’ll continue to invest, just with a slightly reduced return. And after a few years, that will have become the new normal. By 2030, the 15% dip will be just a memory, the only difference being that everyone in the country now has more money to spend, which is good for the REAL economy.”  
 
    If I had my way, I’d create the Employee Recognition Act, where every company has to give 10% of their profits to the staff. From the cleaners to the CEO, everyone who’s worked at the company for two years or more gets an equal share. If the place you work at makes $10 billion a year, you get a share of a billion dollars. That’s a billion more going back into circulation instead of being sent offshore. Did you know that corporations made 2.2 TRILLION dollars last year? Ten per cent of that is $220 billion, and if you divide it by the 155 million employees in the country, they would each get an extra $1400. It may not seem a lot, but to someone making $8 an hour, that’s a fortune, money that would be instantly recycled. It helps the employees, it helps the government because that bonus would be taxed, it helps business because people have cash to spend. Federal employees would get their own bonus from the increased tax revenue to make it fair. 
 
    “And what do shareholders make?” I asked him. 
 
    He looked at me as if I was stupid. “Money.” he said. 
 
    “That’s my point. They make nothing. They produce nothing. It’s rich people betting on companies, and when the company gets it wrong, the Fed bails them out so the rich guys still win!” 
 
    “Yeah, but if the Fed didn’t step in, tens of thousands of jobs would be lost.” 
 
    I had to call bullshit on that one. “What about Chapter 11 bankruptcy? Happens all the time, and the only people who lose their jobs are the jerks at the top who put the company in that position in the first place. The business is reorganized, and most of the time they come out of it healthier and stronger.” 
 
    Garrett dismissed my argument, saying the current model had created the greatest economy in the world. 
 
    So I smashed his balls. I put a block of wood underneath them, moved his tiny cock out of the way and pounded them with a hammer. 
 
    That’s the problem with the world today. Well, not just today; since humans popped into existence. The children learn from their parents. When a child is born into a Christian family, they will grow up believing in God. If they are born to racist parents, they will grow to hate anyone who isn’t the same color. 
 
    You wanna know how to eliminate racism? You don’t. You can’t. You might have “diversity” classes in school, teaching kids that all people are equal, but those who spent their childhood learning from Mommy and Daddy that blacks are subhuman are not going to change their outlook. They’ll get together with their other racists friends and say it’s all bull crap, that whites are superior, that foreigners should be kicked out of the country. Then they’ll grow up and meet racist girls, get married and have little racist babies. The cycle goes on and on. Diversity classes may save a tiny percentage, but if you tell people something they don’t want to hear, it’s not gonna register with most. It’s called cognitive dissonance, and it’ll be at least thirty generations before racism becomes a thing of the past. The only way to halt it is to round up every racist and prevent them having children or interacting with anyone else so they can’t spread their hatred, and that’s not going to happen. 
 
    It’s the same with religion. Over 165 million people have died in religious wars in the last thousand years. That’s half the US population! How many have died from racism in that same time? One million? Ten million? Fifty million? Yet religion still flourishes. No-one is calling for school classes denouncing Gods of all faiths, are they? And all religions advocate love and peace. Pity they don’t practice what they preach. “My religion is the most peaceful and tolerant, and I’ll kill anyone who says otherwise.” 
 
    Dumb fuckers, the lot of you. 
 
    But I digress. Sorry, I just wanted to highlight the hypocrisy. 
 
    My original point was, big business is like religion. The tenets are the accumulation of power, manifestation of greed and disdain for mankind. Garrett had grown up believing that his money and privilege set him apart from the average person. Joe Public was a commodity to be used and discarded, like toilet paper. Hire them, squeeze them for every ounce of productivity while paying them as little as possible, and when they’re past their best, replace them with a newer model. 
 
    “Why is it,” I asked Garrett, “that fifty years ago, the average family of husband, wife and two kids could survive comfortably on one salary, but now most couples have to work two jobs each to make rent?” 
 
    He didn’t answer that. He said something about sore balls, but he wasn’t really coherent. Fine. If you don’t wanna talk, you won’t need your tongue. 
 
    Snip! 
 
    “That’s for your father’s greed,” I told him. 
 
    Then I drilled through his kneecaps. 
 
    Oh, and I have a new surprise for them. A mirror that I can wheel into place above them. That way they can see everything I do to them. Isn’t that fun! I think Garrett was squeamish, though, because when I invited him to watch me slice his nipples off, he squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    Oh, and he screamed. You wanna know how he screamed, Ellis Sloane? I’ll put it in terms you can understand. He screamed like a CEO whose quarterly projections are down three percentage points! That’s how painful it was for your son. 
 
    Mind you, that’s nothing compared to the agony he felt when I ripped out his toenails. Imagine his agony, Ellis. Just think about how much your actions hurt your son. Because they hurt the families of the people who died rationing their insulin. 
 
    And I wasn’t done with Garrett. I sliced chunks of meat from his bones. His arms, his thighs, his calves, careful to avoid any arteries. Then I sliced open his stomach cavity. It’s fascinating inside there, I can tell you. So many things to play with. Did you know that if you slice through someone’s intestines, the stink is horrendous? Well, it is. Smells worse than shit. 
 
    I didn’t have much time left once I’d done that, so I poured drain cleaner inside him and watched him squirm until the very end. It was the kind that clears stubborn blockages. Sure did a number on his organs, that stuff. 
 
    That was about it. Garrett didn’t last very long after that. A couple more screams—once when he opened his eyes and found himself staring at his insides—then he just whimpered a bit and died.  
 
    As Ellis Sloane’s company would say when another diabetic lost their life because they couldn’t afford his product: my thoughts and prayers are with you. Well, not my prayers, obviously, but always my thoughts, Ellis.  
 
    Always my thoughts. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    Corrina was buoyed as she entered Travis’s office. There had to be a reason for Seth Benning to hightail it when he saw her, and that was good enough for her to seek a warrant to sift through his private life. Hank was already working on it. He’d passed an affidavit to the prosecutor working for the US Attorney’s Office, and they would present it to the local magistrate judge. Once granted, they’d be able to demand Benning’s phone records and financial history, among other things. Josh was looking through public records in the meantime, hoping to get something on Benning’s family. 
 
    Corrina stood before Travis and explained what had happened during her visit to Benning’s home, but the ADIC didn’t share her enthusiasm. 
 
    “How can you be sure it was Benning?” he asked. 
 
    “The neighbor said it was.” 
 
    “The old woman?” Travis said. “What was she, sixty?” 
 
    “More like seventy,” Corrina told him. 
 
    “So it could have been any silver van she saw.” 
 
    “She was convinced,” Corrina said, though she had to concede that the woman’s eyesight might not have been as good as her own. 
 
    Travis picked up a pen and studied it while forming his answer. 
 
    “We also have his hair at one of the scenes,” Corrina said, trying to sway her boss. “And he hasn’t filed a tax return in years.” 
 
    Travis carefully put the pen back in place and looked up at her. “Okay, go with it.” 
 
    “Thanks—” 
 
    “But, I want no action against him without my say-so. No early morning raids, not even a drive-by on his house. I want concrete proof before we move on him. You got me?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “And pass that on to Loney, too. If he’s acting on our intelligence, he plays by our rules. I can’t afford another fiasco. I’ve already got the director all over my ass on this one. No more fuck-ups.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know right away, though he’s already assigned a team to watch the house in case Benning returns.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I just don’t want him kicking in any more doors.” 
 
    Corrina nodded, turned and left before Travis could impose more restrictions.  
 
    Her first stop was Hank’s desk, and he told her that the warrant was in the pipeline. Corrina thanked him and went to the task force room to update the wall. 
 
    Josh had already posted a picture of Seth Benning, presumably taken from his driver’s license. At 33, he was younger than she would have thought the killer to be. His dark hair was cut in a neat side parting, and he was quite good-looking. Not stunningly attractive, but certainly not ugly by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
    There was also a note on the wall that Benning owned a 2014 Chevy Express van. Corrina took out her phone and was about to look it up when Josh walked in with a sheet of paper. He pinned it underneath Benning’s mug shot. 
 
    “We’ve already got a Savana picture,” she said, looking back at her phone. 
 
    “That’s the Chevy,” he told her. “They do look similar, but then they would. Both are built by General Motors. The only difference is a little trim and a slightly more powerful engine in the GMC.” 
 
    Corrina almost lost it. “And you’re only telling me this now?” 
 
    Josh wasn’t perturbed by her outburst. “I only just found out myself. I saw his van, noted the similarity and looked into them. I was just coming in here to update you.” 
 
    Guilt gnawed at Corrina. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You did good, Josh.” 
 
    “Not a problem. We’re all stressed out. Hopefully this Benning guy’s our man and we can put it to bed in the next few hours.” 
 
    Corrina shared his enthusiasm but wasn’t so optimistic. “I’ve got a feeling it won’t be that easy,” she said. “If he got spooked when he saw me, he might have gone into hiding.” 
 
    “You said his house doesn’t match the one in his story. No basement, no storm doors, too close to the neighbors. Do you think he’s got a second home?” Josh asked. 
 
    “I do,” Corrina nodded. “Find it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Seth Benning was tired. He always was after a torture session. 
 
    The remains of the thirteenth victim were still warm, all neatly packaged and ready to be buried. This one would be left close by, just a few miles from his home. He couldn’t risk taking the Chevy out again, not now that Corrina Stone was on to him. He was surprised he hadn’t seen his picture plastered all over the news, but that would come. Once their attempts to locate him failed, the police would recruit the public to help in the search. That would make things tricky, so he had to act fast. 
 
    But first he had to write up the latest kill. It was always best to do it immediately afterwards, when the events and emotion were still fresh in his mind. This one had been close to his heart, and he’d taken great pleasure in making the woman’s final hours as excruciating as possible. 
 
    Once it was finished, he would send the remaining chapters two at a time. Corrina’s appearance at his house had forced him to revise his schedule. It was an inconvenience, but these things happened. 
 
    Why do they happen? 
 
    They just do. 
 
    Benning smiled as he recalled the prologue he’d written. If his mother hadn’t been struck down all those years ago, his life would have been totally different. Maybe he would have written the story as a work of fiction. Maybe he’d be a famous author by now. 
 
    As it was, his fame was guaranteed. Or infamy. He’d certainly be remembered, that was for sure. They’d write books about him. There’d be documentaries, maybe even a movie. Who would play him on screen? He couldn’t think of more than five actors as he wasn’t really a film buff these days. In fact, he rarely watched TV at all. When he did, it was mostly the news and documentaries. True-life murder cases, cold case files, programs like that. He’d learned a few techniques over the years, such as wearing the paper body suit when killing and packaging his victims. He didn’t want any hairs falling on the body. No saliva, no skin fragments. He even chopped the fingers off in case his DNA had gotten trapped beneath the nails. It was easier to clean them properly that way. 
 
    He took the toes off for the hell of it. 
 
    He wondered if the lead actor from that psychological thriller he’d watched a few years ago would be interested in the role of Seth Benning.  
 
    Probably not.  
 
    It didn’t matter, anyway. Movies always got it wrong. They’d portray him as a lunatic, a psycho, but that wasn’t the case. He didn’t hear voices, didn’t have visions, no-one was urging him on. 
 
    He was righting a wrong, that’s all. 
 
    Sure, there would be those who’d say he should take his grievance through the courts, let them administer justice, but Benning had lost faith in the judiciary. How many companies had been sued, lost, and gone unpunished? Sure, they might get hit with fines, but the people who perpetrated the crimes, what happened to them? They moved on to another job, that’s what. 
 
    Someone had made a conscious decision to dump toxic chemicals in the ground near his home twenty years earlier. The investigation had shown it wasn’t a leak. The dumping had been done deliberately to avoid processing costs. And it wasn’t some menial employee who made the choice. No, it was the people at the top. The average worker didn’t care about costs and balance sheets. They did as they were told or found somewhere else to work. The top man did it, and he denied it, and he fought against the lawsuit, and he ended up settling. 
 
    The man responsible was still at the helm. No personal fine, no jail time, just a dent in his profits. 
 
    Where was the deterrent to stop others doing the same thing? Put a guilty CEO in prison for corporate manslaughter and others would think twice. But in the US, that wasn’t even a recognized crime. If it were, executives would be sent to the chair by the hundred each week. As it was, companies could recklessly endanger life, and the worst they could expect is a civil lawsuit and a big fine. 
 
    Benning had changed that. Or to be more accurate, he’d planted the seed. Once his spree was over, his dream was that others would pick up where he left off. He wasn’t the only person on the planet who was pissed at the way things were, but would anyone else go as far as he had? Would they be willing to take lives to save lives, or would they just sit behind their keyboards, starting petitions, emailing their congressman and sharing their anger on Facebook? 
 
    He decided to add something to chapter thirteen to encourage others to follow his example. Not much, just a little push in the right direction. If he didn’t, if it ended with him, then it would have been for nothing. Nothing would change, no lives would be improved. The status quo would be maintained. 
 
    Not quite for nothing, he reminded himself. His mother would be avenged. The man responsible would feel the same pain Benning had felt all those years ago, watching her final moments and knowing there was nothing he could do to take away the pain she was feeling. 
 
    And that moment was close. 
 
    Just two more victims, and it would all be over. 
 
    His mother would finally be able to rest in peace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    The warrant came through two hours later, and the team got to work. Josh was still working public records, while Hank was contacting banks and other financial institutions and Corrina looked for properties in Benning’s name. While ownership was easy to establish, there was no rental database. So far, they’d looked for properties he owned, but it could be that he had a long-term rental. Unlikely—the landlord would no doubt want to inspect the place at least once a year—but possible. She would have to find all registered owners of more than one property, then look at each property to determine whether it was suitable for the killer. With 3.6 million housing units in the metro area and more than half of them rentals, it was an impossible task. 
 
    Josh appeared next to Corrina. “I found something on the family. Benning has a sister, Emma Halsey.” 
 
    “Married?” 
 
    “No. The mother’s name was Josephine Halsey née Benning. She had Seth when she was still single, married Jake Halsey two years later, then had Emma. She didn’t change Seth’s surname for whatever reason.” 
 
    “What about the mother and father?” Corrina asked, excitement rippling through her. 
 
    “Father lives in Des Moines, Iowa. Moved there nine years ago.” Josh paused for dramatic effect, and Corrina could read the triumph on his face. “Josephine Halsey died of bladder cancer thirteen years ago.” 
 
    Corrina clenched her fists. Yes! “It’s gotta be him.”  
 
    Josh agreed. 
 
    Corrina called McCrae with the update. In return, he told her that Benning hadn’t shown up at his house, but there was a BOLO on both him and the vehicle. 
 
    “Wanna circulate his picture as a person of interest?” the detective asked. 
 
    Corrina knew it was the smart move, but there was a chance that the neighbor had been mistaken about the driver of the van. Travis had planted the seed, and it had taken hold. If the neighbor had been mistaken, naming him publicly would be counterproductive. With his mug shot on the news, Benning would go into hiding for sure. 
 
    “Let’s hold off, for a little while at least,” she said. “If we don’t find him in the next twenty-four hours, we’ll go public.” 
 
    “If you say so, but I gotta say, if we do it now, it could force him to call off any more attacks. And I think he struck again recently.” 
 
    “You do?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Got a misper that raises some flags. It came in early Wednesday but wasn’t passed to my team. Someone didn’t get the memo, apparently. The missing woman is Susan Harper. Her husband’s a lobbyist here in LA. I got people digging to see if he might have angered our guy.” 
 
    “Pass me the details, I’ll get some people on it, too. Any leads?” 
 
    “Her car was found abandoned two miles from the nearest CCTV or traffic camera. Forensics combed the vehicle but got nothing. We have an eyewitness, but from the initial report, it’s pretty vague.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me know if anything comes in. We’ll do what we can from this end.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    The conversation had petered out, but Corrina was reluctant to end the call. It was good talking to him, even though she’d only seen him hours earlier. 
 
    Someone’s smitten! 
 
    She chased the thought away. It wasn’t the time. 
 
    “Oh, there was some news. Remember Conrad Veldman, Sarah Veldman’s husband?” 
 
    “Yeah, the sixth victim,” Corrina said. “What about him. Is he suing?” 
 
    “Unlikely. His secretary walked in on him just as he blew his brains out.” 
 
    “Sweet Jesus.” 
 
    It was inevitable that some of the family members would take this hard, but Corrina hadn’t expected any to go that far. She wondered what she would do if anything like that happened to Connor, and though suicide wasn’t her first thought, she couldn’t entirely dismiss it. It would be tragic to know a loved one had died in such terrible circumstances, but to know that it was done because of your actions… 
 
    At least on that point, her conscience was clear, though she suddenly wanted to be with McCrae. To see him. To hold him. 
 
    “I’ve gotta update Travis, then I’ll be going to see Benning’s sister. You free to join me?” 
 
    “Wish I could,” McCrae said, “but I want to interview that witness. Hopefully I can shake something out of her.” 
 
    “No problem,” Corrina said, though inwardly she was disappointed. “I’ll let you know what I find out.” 
 
    She ended the call and went to speak to Josh at his desk. 
 
    “Show me what you’ve got on Emma Halsey.” 
 
    Josh moved his screen so that Corrina could see it, and she jotted the address down on a scrap of paper. 
 
    Corrina went to Travis’s office and let him know the latest, then returned to her desk to look the home up. The moment she opened Street View, she saw an email notification in the bottom corner of the screen. 
 
    She knew what it was before she even opened it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    The typical American isn’t the brightest beast on the planet. The average IQ is 98, ten points lower than Asian countries, Singapore and Hong Kong. Hell, even Mongolia has a higher average. And when you think about it, “average” means there are some people with higher IQs, and some with lower. 
 
    Guess which half Harvey Mettle targeted. 
 
    That’s right, the dumber half. The ones who wouldn’t know a get-rich-quick scam if it bit them on the ass. And he did a good job of it, convincing twelve thousand people to “invest” in his fund. They entrusted him with over $150 million of their money, believing that he’d give them an 11% annual return at a time when the banks were offering less than 0.1% on savings. That should have been a red flag in itself, but no, the phrase “too good to be true” hadn’t filtered down to these people. 
 
    Harvey Mettle’s slick website, glossy brochure and charming manner convinced these people, who were at or nearing retirement, to park their savings for three years. When they did, he used that money to pay his early investors the percentage rate he’d offered, then sought more suckers to pay the others when they came due. Sadly for Mettle, the bear market of 2008 caused many people to move their funds into more secure investments, but when they asked to withdraw their money, it emerged that Mettle had been running a Ponzi scheme all along.  
 
    Shock! Horror! 
 
    I know, it was their own fault. If you’re gullible enough to fall for sales pitches like that, you deserve everything you get. But the thing is, without people like Harvey Mettle, people wouldn’t be losing their life savings. He wasn’t investing it in a stock portfolio like he could have. No, he was imply siphoning off millions to fund his own lifestyle, while putting all the investors’ funds at risk. Actually, it wasn’t really a risk. The money was spent the moment it hit his bank account. There was little chance of the majority being paid back. 
 
    Naturally, the market crash and Mettle’s inability to repay investors led to the SEC launching an investigation. Mettle was arrested, charged and sentenced to just two years in prison. 
 
    Two years! 
 
    He must have had some connected friends, or the judge was on the take, because two years was nothing. He had to pay restitution, of course, but the most the SEC could account for was $15 million, just 10% of what he’d scammed out of the pensioners. The rest had vanished. Mettle claimed his take from the scheme was just $20 million and he was ordered to pay that back. 
 
    After just three months behind bars, Mettle’s lawyer asked for his sentence to be commuted to house arrest given his failing health. Several doctors signed him off as gravely ill, and his request was granted. Strangely enough, just three days after his sentence ended, he was seen at social events mingling with his rich friends, looking healthier than ever before. A true miracle! 
 
    Ingrid Mettle, strapped to my table of doom, insisted that her husband really had been sick, and the timing of his recovery was purely coincidental. I didn’t believe her. She also said she had nothing to do with his venture. I thought that was the truth. Still, I broke both of her arms. Just the upper parts. I thought I’d save the lower parts for later. 
 
    Ever had your arm broken, Harvey? Hurts like a bitch, let me tell you. Especially when someone keeps jangling the bones like I did. Made poor Ingrid shriek like a demon. 
 
    I explained to her why I was doing it, Harvey. I told her that your greed was what forced my hand. She told me that no-one was forcing me, I was doing it of my own free will. She said you’d already been punished by the courts.  
 
    But she was wrong.  
 
    I was forced to do this. Successive governments have had decades to make society fairer, to rule for all the people, not just the ones with money and influence. There have been speeches in congress highlighting the inequalities rampant in this nation, but what have they ever achieved? Nothing. Talking about it won’t change anything. Wave a placard outside the Capitol building, what happens? Jack shit. Kidnap someone’s wife, husband or kid and torture them to death before hacking them to pieces? People start to notice. 
 
    So yeah, I was forced to do it. I had to, because nobody else would. Millions of people feel the same way, they just won’t make the sacrifice. That’s what this is, after all. I know I’m not going to come out of this alive, but then again, I was going to die anyway. Maybe not this year, maybe not for another fifty or sixty years, but one day I will. And I’d rather go knowing that I made a difference for millions of people, not just for myself.  
 
    I mean, what’s the alternative? I could work another thirty or forty years for a company that pays me slave wages and offers the bare minimum benefits demanded by law, getting just ten days’ paid vacation a year. And that only after you’ve worked for them for a year! Ten days! When are you supposed to live? All that half of American workers do is survive. They pay the rent, the utilities, food, heating, health insurance, phone and car payments, and what’s left? Netflix if they’re lucky. For those that aren’t, a second job beckons. Fifty years ago, Americans worked to live. Now they live to work. This is supposed to be the greatest nation on the planet, but its people are treated like slaves. The crazy thing is, many people know it and do nothing about it. They shrug their shoulders and say, “what can we do about it?” 
 
    THIS is what you can do about it. Let the greedy rich know that we’re no longer their playthings. We want a fair wage for a fair day’s work. We want healthcare regardless of income. We want tougher sentences and proper corporate manslaughter laws. We want an end to congressional grift: no more kickbacks to shape law. 
 
    Ingrid Mettle thought I was ranting, telling me my ideas were unworkable. I tell you, I was surprised she still had an opinion after what I’d done to her. Kudos, Ingrid. You sure had some balls. Had crinkly skin, too, after I blowtorched her face. 
 
    But if I’m honest, there was no point trying to convince her. Like religion, she’d been indoctrinated, and it takes a lot to change a person’s mind. A lot more than injecting their buttocks with caustic soda, that’s for sure. Believe me, I tried. 
 
    And so I did the usual things to Ingrid that I’d done to the others. Snip! Snip! Bye-bye fingers and toes. Breasts? Eyes? Ears? Nose? Won’t need those where you’re going. 
 
    And so, like the others before her, Ingrid Mettle is in the ground, rotting away.  
 
    And it’s all Harvey Mettle’s fault. 

  

 
   
    Chapter eleven 
 
    Take a deep breath. Hold it. Now let it out. That was oxygen, given to us by the trees and plants of the world. Without them, we die, yet some people think it’s perfectly acceptable to cut down large swathes of the Amazon jungle in order to make money. 
 
    Illegally. 
 
    James Rodriguez is one of these people. 
 
    Because of his actions, his daughter Carla is no longer a person in the real sense of the word. 
 
    Here’s how it worked. James Rodriguez and his logging company, Bealtrix Corale (henceforth known as BC), secured a concession from the right-wing Brazilian government to harvest a one-thousand-square kilometer area of the jungle. That’s a quarter of a million acres, each acre expected to yield roughly $2000. Everything was legal, with permits paid for and everything. 
 
    Only, BC wasn’t satisfied with such a small area. No, they wanted more. Now, you’d think such a big outfit as BC would have the ability to work out just exactly how much land they were allowed to work on, where the boundaries were, where their activities must cease. But you’d be wrong. BC cleared the area they’d paid for, but instead of replanting to ensure a new crop as part of the deal, they just kept logging. And this wasn’t the first time. Two years earlier, they’d been granted permission to cut down several square miles of forest in Maine, only to take double the allowance of timber. The company was fined, but clearly they didn’t learn their lesson, because they did the same thing in Brazil. Only, instead of taking twice the amount they’d paid for, they took SIX times. And to compound their guilt, they had a paid informant in IBAMA (the Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources). This was the organization that would enforce quotas and issue fines for malfeasance. The informant would tip them off when agents were about to pounce for inspections, and BC would ensure their heavy machinery was out of the area when the raid came. 
 
    Now you might think “What’s the big deal? It’s just a few stupid trees.” Well, those few extra stupid trees made BC a profit of over $3 BILLION. That’s over and above the amount they got for the permits they paid for. 
 
    And that wasn’t all. In the process of clearing the land, they destroyed the homes of an indigenous tribe. One hundred and sixteen people displaced, their village destroyed, their livelihoods wiped out. 
 
    BC, of course, denied any involvement, but several witnesses fingered them for the destruction. James Rodriguez eventually admitted that his company might have “inadvertently” strayed beyond the bounds of its agreement and agreed to compensate the Brazilian government for 300,000 acres of logging, just over $500 million dollars. That still allowed him to walk away from the venture with a huge profit, while the people who had lived in the jungle for generations were left homeless and destitute. 
 
    If you think about it, BC could have stuck to the original—and legal—agreement and made a profit (after expenses) of around $200 million. That’s a big slice of dough. James Rodriguez, as sole owner, could have taken half of that and lived fairly comfortably for the rest of his life. But no, that just wasn’t enough. A man who already had three homes worth a combined forty million bucks had to find a way to make ten times as much, and he didn’t mind breaking the law or ruining the lives of over a hundred people to do it. That’s before we even consider the lasting damage to the environment. 
 
    I wondered if the wood used to create my table of doom came from Brazil. Was it constructed from BC lumber? That would be the ultimate irony, I think. 
 
    I would have asked Carla, but she couldn’t talk. You see, I’d clamped her face while she was still sleeping, so her mouth was stuck open. It was all she could do to stop herself drowning in her own saliva. You know that feeling when you’re at the dentist and you’ve got your mouth open and it collects at the back of your throat and you have to close your mouth a little to swallow? Well, Carla couldn’t do that. All she could do was make gargling noises. Even when I drilled her teeth, her shrieks were garbled, like she was under water.  
 
    Carla had nice teeth. Two hours later, she didn’t. 
 
    Was it worth it, James? Your daughter is dead because of you, and you’ll have to live with that. I’d like to think it’ll bother you for the rest of your life, and if it does, I hope you live to a ripe old age. I hope you suffer for years to come, and think of her every time you wake up in one of your mansions paid for with her blood. Think about how I cut out her tongue, her eyes. Imagine being blind and still having to go through nine hours of torture, James. Not knowing when the next hit is going to come, or where it will be. One minute you’re recovering from amputated fingers, the next…BHAM! Your knees are crushed with a hammer. It must have been terrifying for her. If you’d been satisfied with $200 million, you could be chatting with her over dinner right now, but your greed did this. You’re where you are now because of your actions. 
 
    I hope it hurts, James. 
 
    I hope it hurts real bad. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    Seth Benning always felt a nervous tingle when he was close to his next victim, but this time it was different. This was the one he’d been building up to. After ten years, he was so close to his ultimate prize that the butterflies threatened to overwhelm him. But he took deep breaths and thought calming thoughts, waiting for his pulse rate to drop and his hands to stop shaking. 
 
    She was sitting outside the coffee shop where she tended to eat these days. It was close to her place of work, and his timing had been perfect. She normally left work at lunchtime on a Saturday, but receiving the tenth and eleventh chapters that morning had been enough to make her stay for the day.  
 
    Jess’s oversized purse was on the table, next to her plate. On the other side of the dish, her cell phone held her attention as she sliced at her chicken breast and popped a piece into her mouth. 
 
    “That’s her,” Seth said to Kenny Blake, the actor he’d hired. “Red hair, white blouse, floral skirt.” 
 
    Kenny was a student at a local drama class, nineteen and keen to earn a few bucks. Seth had spun a tale of how he was infatuated with a woman and wanted to get to know her, but was too shy to do so. He said he’d come up with a way to make a dramatic introduction, but he needed help. That was where Kenny came in. The boy had been skeptical, until Seth handed him two hundred-dollar bills. 
 
    The plan, Seth said, was simple. They would both walk into the restaurant and wait by the door until Seth gave the signal, then they would walk outside, past Jess’s table. Seth would create a diversion and Kenny would swipe her phone off the table and run. Seth would wait a couple of seconds, shout for him to stop, then chase after him. Once they got around the corner, Kenny would hand over the phone and receive the other two hundred bucks he was due. Seth would then return to Jess’s table with the phone and Presto! Instant hero. 
 
    “You sure, man?” Kenny said, looking dubious. “You could do a lot better, know what I’m saying?” 
 
    Seth had anticipated this. Jess was by no means unattractive, but there were much finer specimens out there. “We’re soul mates,” he said. “I’ve seen her at the museum and the art galleries. We have so much in common.” 
 
    Kenny shrugged. “Whatever you say, man.” 
 
    “Come on. We have to do it now.” 
 
    Seth walked across the road with Kenny close behind him. The would-be actor was dressed in baggy pants and a grey pullover, the hood over his head. They walked inside and hovered by the entrance, Seth’s eyes firmly on Jess’s back. As she started slicing at her chicken once more, he squeezed Kenny’s arm and walked up to the journalist. 
 
    It was all about timing. Seth had practiced this a hundred times at home, but of course there was no way of knowing how heavy the purse was. He’d erred on the side of caution, with twenty pounds inside a practice bag, then walking past his kitchen table, tripping and pushing it to the floor. 
 
    Seth hesitated, waiting until Jess once again started attacking the chicken with her knife and fork, then made his move. He approached her from behind, and when he got to within a yard of her back, he pretended to trip, falling forwards with his arms outstretched. 
 
    He hit the bag perfectly. It flew off the table and hit a nearby diner’s chair, then fell to the ground, spilling its contents. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Seth said as he struggled to his knees. “Here, let me help you.” He began picking up the items that had fallen out. A wallet, perfume, notepad, hair clips. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jess said, kneeling down next to him. 
 
    Seth paid her little attention. His focus was on Kenny, who was approaching the table. Seth saw him swipe the phone and walk away, and he counted to three before getting to his feet and giving Kenny his signal to run. 
 
    “Hey, you! Stop!” 
 
    Kenny burst into a sprint, and Seth chased after him. The boy was quick, a lot faster than Seth, and soon Kenny was out of sight around the corner of the next block. When Seth turned the corner, Kenny was standing casually, not even slightly out of breath. Unlike Seth, who was blowing hard. 
 
    “Gimme…the phone,” Seth wheezed. 
 
    “Money first,” Kenny said. 
 
    Seth huffed and dug into his pocket, handing over the cash. Kenny took it and gave the cell to Seth. 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Seth puffed. 
 
    “Good luck, man. Hope you get some sugar, know what I’m saying.” 
 
    Seth knew, but that wasn’t his objective. He turned and walked back toward the corner, then looked to see whether Kenny was still there. Thankfully, the actor was jogging in the opposite direction. 
 
    Seth was relieved to see the phone hadn’t gone to sleep. He’d assumed it would be roughly a minute from Kenny snatching it to him getting his hands on it, and he’d been right. If he’d been presented with a demand for a PIN number, it would have been a pointless venture. 
 
    He opened the contact list and changed the name of the Corrina Stone contact to xxx before blocking the number. He then created a new Corrina Stone contact under his own cell number before deleting all recent calls to and from xxx. If Jess checked it, she might wonder why Corrina’s entries had disappeared, but there was nothing he could do about that.  
 
    Seth swiped the app closed, put the cell to sleep, then rounded the corner and jogged back to the café. Jess was standing next to a waiter who had a phone to his ear. 
 
    “I believe this is yours,” Seth said, handing Jess her cell. 
 
    “Oh my God! You got it back!” 
 
    “I saw him drop it around the corner,” Seth lied. “I’m afraid I wasn’t able to catch him.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” Jess surprised Seth by grabbing him and squeezing him tight. “Thank you. Thank you.” 
 
    Jess let him go and examined the cell for damage. Seeing none, she told the waiter to forget the call to the police. She had her phone back and just wanted to leave it at that. She then took a fifty out of her wallet and offered it to Seth. 
 
    “Please. I’m very grateful.” 
 
    Seth put his hands up. “No way. It was the least I could do. It was my fault to start with. If I hadn’t been so clumsy, none of this would have happened.” 
 
    Jess continued to hold out the money. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive,” Seth smiled. 
 
    “At least let me buy you a coffee,” Jess pressed. 
 
    Seth looked at his watch. “I wish I could, but I’m already running late. You take care now.” 
 
    He walked away before Jess could say anything else, crossing the street and rounding the corner, where he hailed a cab. 
 
    As he sat in the back seat, he realized that this would probably be his last time in the city. As a free man, at least. The next few hours would decide his fate. Either he’d be killed or taken in, and Seth didn’t care which it was. To die would be no great loss. He’d accomplished his goal and would welcome an end to his torment. The nightmares, the guilt at not being able to help her, the constant rage at the machine. Spending the rest of his life behind bars was no big deal, either. He didn’t drink, despite what he’d written in his book. That was just another red herring, one of many that had bought him enough time to complete his mission. His last taste of alcohol had been ten years earlier, when he was fighting his demons, before he found his outlet for the pain. Seth didn’t smoke, and rarely watched television. As long as he had access to books, his life wouldn’t change drastically. He was an early riser, early sleeper. Prison life wouldn’t be that much different from his daily routine. 
 
    Seth had the driver drop him off at a mall in Woodland Hills. He’d secured his bike there, a mere ten miles from his home in the middle of nowhere. It was an easy ride, something he could comfortably do in forty minutes. This time, he managed it in thirty. 
 
    Once home, he checked the house and surroundings one more time. Everything was in place, everything set. All he had to do now was lure the prey into the trap. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jess watched the stranger walk away, her nerves still jangling. It was like something out of a fairy tale. She thought she’d lost her phone for real, but the handsome prince had given chase without a thought for his own safety and retrieved it for her. Then he was gone. 
 
    “Surreal,” she murmured to herself. She checked the cell to see if it had been damaged when the thief dropped it, but there were no scratches. At least, no new ones. The ten-dollar protective case had done its job. Jess hit the wake-up button and was relieved to see it was working. Her entire life was on the phone, and she hadn’t got into the habit of backing it up. That was going to change the moment she got back to the office. If she lost her list of contacts, there was no way she could replace them all. Like many people, she didn’t even know her own family’s numbers, she just looked up the entry on her phone. 
 
    Jess paid her bill and walked back to the Telegraph building. Her piece on the tenth and eleventh chapters was almost done. All she had to do was a little background on the families and she could send it to Lehane.  
 
    Eleven chapters. Eleven dead people, yet so many more victims. She would be glad when it was all over. The nightmares had started a few days earlier. Images of the victims being mutilated, their silent screams reverberating in her head. The terror they endured was hard to imagine, and the sickest thing was that it was none of their doing. They were being punished for the sins of others. What kind of madman would do that? 
 
    The world needed more people like her hero at the café, and fewer like Fifteen-X. 
 
    Jess settled down at her desk and opened the story she was working on. She’d decided to do a hundred words on the illegal logging industry to go with the eleventh chapter. The killer had already laid bare the father’s activities, but James Rodriguez was far from the only culprit. Most estimates put the cost of illegal logging at ten billion dollars a year. 
 
    Her phone chirped. Jess picked it up and saw a text message from Corrina Stone. 
 
    Meet me at ///exams.lease.spark. Urgent! 
 
    Jess looked up the location on her computer. It was just south of a rest stop on Piuma Road, a couple of miles north of Malibu Pier. She hit the Call symbol to find out what the agent wanted. The deadline for the morning run was approaching, and she didn’t want to miss it unless it was a genuine emergency. 
 
    It went straight to voicemail, the automated voice asking her to leave a message. Jess hung up and sent a message instead. 
 
    How urgent? Got a deadline. 
 
    She sent it and finished off her article while she waited for a reply. Five minutes later, the screen on her phone remained blank. Jess tried calling again, but there was still no answer. Maybe Corrina was out of cell range and didn’t have a signal. Or perhaps she’d cornered the killer and her phone was off so that it didn’t alert him. Whatever the reason, she would have to wait until she got there to find out. 
 
    She sent the copy to Lehane and told him she would finish it up later and was heading out to check on something important, then grabbed her jacket and bag and took the elevator to the underground parking lot. 
 
    She tried contacting Corrina several times on the way, but her calls and messages went unanswered. She just hoped it wasn’t going to be a wasted trip. If it was just another grave, she’d be royally pissed at Corrina Stone. 
 
    When she reached the highway rest stop, Jess was surprised to see it empty. She’d expected to see at least Corrina’s vehicle, maybe even a cruiser or two. She parked and called Corrina again, but with no luck. She got out of the car, then got her bearings. 
 
    Great! 
 
    It was an uphill climb through thick undergrowth. The folding bike was not going to handle the terrain, so she changed into the hiking boots she now kept in the trunk, then set off. 
 
    It was hard going. The trees and bushes were so dense that Jess had to fight for every yard. Branches scratched at her arms, face, legs, and sweat pooled in her bra. 
 
    “This better be worth it,” she grumbled as she navigated a fallen log. 
 
    “It will be.” 
 
    Jess jumped at the sound of the voice. She spun around and found herself face to face with the man who had chased down the phone thief. He seemed different, though. Earlier in the day, his face had been kind, full of compassion. Now, he radiated malice. 
 
    “Hi, Jess.” 
 
    The first thought into her head was, how does he know my name? But before she could ask, he lunged at her. Jess lurched backwards and stumbled before regaining her balance. She turned and tried to run, but she didn’t get more than a dozen yards before electricity surged through her. Her body froze and then she collapsed to the ground, face buried in dead leaves.  
 
    The pain from the electric shock was only starting to subside when she felt a sting in her thigh. She thought it was an insect, but when she slapped at it, she hit the stranger’s hand. He was holding a hypodermic needle. 
 
    He grabbed her wrist and effortlessly flipped her onto her back, then straddled her with his knees on her biceps. 
 
    “We meet again,” he grinned. 
 
    Panic struck Jess. She tried to shove him off her, but she didn’t have the strength. 
 
    “You know who I am, don’t you.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, though the answer hit her suddenly, ferociously. The stun gun. The needle—probably containing Ketamine. 
 
    Jess nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now you just relax while it takes effect. It won’t be long now.” 
 
    Jess was already feeling woozy. Soon she would be unconscious. How long had he said it took? She tried to think back to the chapters he’d sent her. It was minutes, but how many? Two? Three? Five? She couldn’t remember, but that was all the time she had left. If someone didn’t save her in the next few moments… 
 
    She remembered the reason she was here. Corrina had summoned her. Corrina was here! 
 
    “HEEELLLPPP!” 
 
    His hand clamped down over her mouth, but he wasn’t angry. 
 
    “Who do you think is coming, Jess? Corrina Stone?” 
 
    Her eyes gave her away, but she didn’t care. Corrina would be there in seconds, hopefully to blow his head off. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” he said. “As far as I know, she’s still in her office. She’s certainly not here.” His evil grin returned. “You see, it was I who sent the invitation.” 
 
    Jess was having trouble thinking straight. How could he have sent it? It came from Corrina’s cell. 
 
    “That’s why I borrowed your phone earlier. The kid who stole it, he was with me. I just needed to change your contacts so that you thought I was Corrina. Why else do you think she ignored your calls and messages? ‘How urgent? Got a deadline.’ Sound familiar?” 
 
    Fear gripped Jess as she realized that help wasn’t coming. She was alone with one of the most sadistic creatures on the planet, and she was powerless to stop him. Tears pooled in her eyes and trickled down her face. 
 
    “Why me?” she asked. The words sounded distant, as if spoken by someone else. 
 
    “Shhh. All will be explained later.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Claire McMillan added the final line to her résumé and saved it to her hard drive. She had to admit, it was impressive. For her time at a small newspaper, anyway. Three literary prizes, six years of front-line crime reporting, an exemplary employment record. Any news organization would be lucky to have her. 
 
    The one she was aiming for was NBC. Writing for the newspapers was one thing, but Claire had a face made for television. Unlike that Duffey bitch. She’d be lucky to get work in radio. 
 
    The thought made her smile, but not for long. Claire would have moved on anyway, but in her own time. That had been taken away from her when the serial killer had picked Jess to tell his story. 
 
    Why not her? She was vastly more experienced than Jess and would have done a much better job. Claire winced when she read the copy that the amateur hack produced, mentally crossing out huge swathes and putting her own unique spin on it. She would have made it Pulitzer-worthy, not cringe-worthy. 
 
    She tried not to think about Jess. It just made her angry, and she needed to devote her energy to finding a new job. Lehane had given her an ultimatum: get used to being number two, or quit. The choice had been easy. 
 
    Claire looked up the number for the NBC anchor she’d laid the previous year. She would ask him to put a word in with the producers, and if he refused, she’d suggest contacting his wife. 
 
    Before she could call, an email arrived in her inbox. It was the subject line that grabbed her attention. 
 
    Fifteen Times a Killer 
 
    That was the same subject on the emails Jess printed out and hung on the office walls. Claire clicked it open and read it. 
 
    Hi Claire, 
 
    Ready to finish writing my story? I trusted Jess to do it, and I must say, she did an adequate job, but it’s time for her to…move on. I’m sure someone with your wealth of experience can do better. 
 
    I’ve attached chapters 12 and 13. You’ll find the bodies at ///saltwater.target.throat and ///edged.shopkeeper.sweeter  
 
      
 
    Yours, 
 
      
 
    15X 
 
    Claire was both elated and confused. To be given the task of completing the story was more than she could have hoped for, but Jess hadn’t mentioned getting another job. In fact, Lehane had told her that he’d tied Jess to the newspaper for at least one year. And why would Jess confide in a serial killer if she was planning to switch to another company? 
 
    Something wasn’t right. Anger boiled inside her as she pictured Jess sending the email herself, just to taunt her. She moved to delete it, but hesitated. 
 
    What if it was real? What if the killer genuinely wanted her to complete the story? If that was the case, what had Jess done to cause him to dispense with her? 
 
    Okay, think. Forget Jess for now. How to do this? 
 
    Jess was forwarding the chapters to the FBI. That should be her first move. She would contact agent Corrina Stone and tell her she was taking over from Jess at the killer’s request. Then she’d ask for access to all FBI files, just as her predecessor had. She’d write the best damn story she’d ever put to paper, and Lehane could suck it. She’d take it to a TV network. That would be her way in, and it would guarantee her a huge salary. With the promise of the rest of the story, she could name her price. 
 
    Claire looked up the switchboard number for the FBI. When she got through, she asked for Stone. 
 
    “May I ask who’s calling?” 
 
    “Claire McMillan, LA Telegraph.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Agent Stone is unavail—” 
 
    “I have something from the Fifteen-X killer. Two more chapters. If she wants them, she can call me back on this number in the next two minutes.” 
 
    Claire rattled off her cell number and hung up, then opened the email attachments. 
 
    After four minutes, she wondered if she’d played too strong a hand. After six, she was ready to just go to print and the hell with Corrina Stone. If she didn’t want the files, it wasn’t Claire’s fault. 
 
    Her phone rang just as Claire was reading through chapter twelve. 
 
    “Claire McMillan.” 
 
    “Corrina Stone. I understand you have something for me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Claire said. “Fifteen-X sent two more chapters. I want to see the police files for the original—” 
 
    “Wait. He sent them to you?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m running the story now.” 
 
    “What happened to Jess? Was she fired?” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care. He said she’d moved on, that’s it.” 
 
    “Back up,” Corrina said. “Who said she’d moved on? Lehane?” 
 
    “No, Fifteen-X. It was in the email he sent me.” 
 
    “Forward it to me. Now.” 
 
    Corinna gave her an email address and Claire wrote it down. “As I was saying, I want access to the police reports into the missing persons cases.” 
 
    “Have you sent it yet?” Corrina persisted. 
 
    “No, I was just letting you know my demands.” 
 
    “In that case, please stay where you are. I’ll have two agents pick you up for obstructing a federal investigation. They’ll be with you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Claire said confidently. 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    The phone felt heavy in Claire’s hand, and she realized she might have pushed too hard. Withholding the email suddenly didn’t seem like a good idea. Cursing under her breath, she forwarded the email to Corrina’s address. “Okay, it’s on its way.” 
 
    A moment later, Corrina said she had it, then abruptly hung up. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Claire wasn’t in the business to make friends. She opened a new document and made a start on her career-defining story. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Let me tell you about the birds and the bees. Well, maybe not the birds so much. Some taste nice, some are just plain dumb. But the bees…that’s a different story. 
 
    In 1947 there were 6 million honeybee hives in the US. Today there are 2.8 million. That’s a big decrease. Over 50%. And the reason? Global warming? Predation? Aliens? 
 
    Actually, it’s quite simple. 
 
    Man. 
 
    To be more specific, a certain group of men who know for a fact that the chemicals they produce are killing bees, but continue to do it in the name of profit. 
 
    One of these men is Stewart Markland, CEO of IC Chemicals. His company has a varied product line, everything from household cleaners to industrial coolants. However, their best-selling line is probably the deadliest. 
 
    Efrinem. 
 
    You may have heard of it. It’s the most popular weed killer in the country, but it’s the one you won’t find in the stores that does the most damage. The fruits you eat are mostly sprayed with the industrial version, Corosoline, that is deadly to bees. It has been known to cause colony collapse disorder, devastating hives. Once again, big industry is thinking about this year’s balance sheet, not the next fifty years. And they should, because bees pollinate crops such as apples, broccoli (I know, maybe we can let that one go), cranberries, melons, cherries, blueberries, the list goes on. It wouldn’t mean the end of man, but many of the staples we enjoy now would become too expensive for the majority of the planet’s population. Without bees, the diversity and availability of fresh produce would decline substantially. There’s also the ripple effect on the ecosystem to consider. 
 
    Anyway, that’s what Stewart Markland does. He produces chemicals that kill bees, chemicals that are banned in lots of developed countries, but not the good old US of A. Here, apparently, you can destroy the planet with impunity if you employ the right lobbyists. These neonicotinoid pesticides cause all sorts of issues to bees. Even when used on crops that bees don’t frequent, the residue can leak into ground water and is absorbed by flowers that bees pollinate.  
 
    Twelve neonicotinoid brands, manufactured by four different companies, were recently banned. The most notable was Corosoline, the one made by IC Chemicals. Studies into the impact on wildlife were presented to the Environmental Protection Agency, and these showed that there were no adverse effects from the use of the product. Unfortunately, IC forgot to mention that they had paid for the studies with their own money, and emails sent to the EPA by a whistle-blower showed that IC had instructed the company to show their product in the best possible light, otherwise future funding—which the research company relied on to survive—would be withheld. Any detrimental findings were to be omitted. 
 
    Stewart Markland’s name was on those emails. 
 
    So, not only did Stewart help destroy the planet for profit, he personally lied and cheated in order to do it. 
 
    All because he wanted IC Chemicals’ stock price to remain strong. 
 
    Diane Markland died because of it. 
 
    I was going to take her on the quiet road to her remote home, but she surprised me by changing her routine. Stewart was at the lodge meeting he always attended on Fridays. Diane was supposed to eat at her favorite restaurant and return home straight afterwards. This time, she didn’t. 
 
    Instead, she drove to a motel and met a guy who drove a Volvo. They stayed in the room for an hour. 
 
    What do you think they were doing, Stewart? Discussing soft furnishings for the new den? Plotting to take over the planet? 
 
    Fucking? 
 
    That’s what I think they were doing, Stewart. I think he was sticking it in your wife. 
 
    Do you know anyone who drives a Volvo, Stewart? A friend of yours, perhaps? One of your employees? I bet you’d love to know. 
 
    Whoever it was, they put a smile on her face. 
 
    I soon wiped it off.  
 
    Do you know what I did, Stewart? I told her the reason she was here was because you knew about her lover and that you’d paid me to murder her. To teach her a lesson. She told me who it was, but I’m not telling you, Stewart. 
 
    I will tell you what I did to her, though. You might have read about my earlier exploits, specifically the one with the bald-faced hornet. That’s what I did to her, John. I shoved that beast up inside her and let it go to work. Pretty apt, eh? Okay, it’s a wasp, not a bee, but a sting’s a sting when it’s shoved up your pussy. 
 
    Diane wasn’t very fond of you as a result of that. I told her you’d said I should do it so that no-one else would ever want to go there. When I took her toes, she thoroughly hated you. When I snipped off her fingers, one by one, I reminded her that this was all your idea, and she cursed you with words to make a sailor blush. I said I’d been told to make it as painful as possible because she couldn’t keep her legs closed. If only she’d bought a dildo, I told her. When I sliced her nipples off, I told her they were a memento for you, that you’d asked for them as a reminder. 
 
    I kept up the pretense for seven hours, John. She spent her last seven hours on the planet thinking you’d done this to her. 
 
    And in a way, you had. You didn’t order it, but you asked for it. 
 
    Does it hurt, Stewart? 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    When you go to the polls in November, do you know which mouthpiece you’re voting for? 
 
    Because that’s all they are. Mouthpieces. Someone to stand in the limelight while the puppet master pulls their strings.  
 
    And before you start pinning labels to me, I’m not a die-hard Republican, and I’m not a staunch Democrat. They’re just two oars on the same boat, the good ship ‘Merica, but rowing in opposite directions. Both parties have ruled the land in the last 50 years, and what’s improved for the average Joe? I mentioned before that in the 60s, the main earner could support a wife and two kids comfortably. These days, that’s impossible. Hands up if you think that’s progress. 
 
    Anyway, you’re not voting for someone to shape policy that benefits you, you’re voting for someone to take kickbacks and make policy for big business.  
 
    They all do it. Every politician tells you how much they care about your cause, your situation, but the moment they get into office, the lobbyists arrive and tell them which laws need to be enacted, or rewritten, or scrapped. And they’ll pay big bucks to make this happen. Did you know that lobby firms spent almost $3.5 billion last year? And it’s not just the members of both houses in DC. While most happens at a federal level, lobbying is rampant at state, county, municipal and local government levels, too. 
 
    One such lobbyist is Daniel Harper. Thankfully, the law states that all of his activities must be transparent, so I was able to go through his record and see which people he’d paid off, and what laws he wanted to influence. 
 
    Turns out, Daniel would happily pay lawmakers to make life shitty for the average person. 
 
    Remember that building that collapsed a year or so ago? The one that turned out to have shallow foundations? That was Daniel. He fought for the building compliance laws to be changed on behalf of the construction companies, just so they could save a few bucks. 
 
    But the one that really sticks out is his effort to relax the law over the quality of drinking water in the city, the one that cut regulations and made it less palatable, less potable. That was Daniel’s doing. He paid the right people and before you know it, you have to boil your water before you can even think about using it. No more drinking straight from the faucet, not while water companies have profits to make. 
 
    Maybe Daniel has his own supply, or has bottled water shipped in daily from the mountains of France. I don’t know. All I know is that whenever I turn on my tap, the water is the color of weak coffee. Every time I take a shower, I come out feeling dirtier than when I went in. 
 
    And why do I have to put up with this? Why does everyone in the city have to endure this crap? Because Daniel Harper wanted to make some money, that’s why. He could have asked the legislators to make childcare free for single parents so that they could go back to work, or free school meals for lower income families, but no, he wanted to screw over the vast majority of the people in the county so that he could get his payoff from the water company. 
 
    Look at what it cost you, Daniel. 
 
    Susan Harper, Daniel’s wife, was my thirteenth victim. 
 
    As Daniel’s crime was to deprive people of clean drinking water, I gave her a taste of his medicine.  
 
    Water.  
 
    From my toilet.  
 
    That I hadn’t flushed for a couple of days.  
 
    It was full of piss and shit, but she drank it all down. Well, she didn’t really have a choice once I shoved the funnel into her mouth. It was that or drown. And believe me, she didn’t want to die. 
 
    Not at first, anyway. 
 
    After the water, I went easy on her for a while, just slicing her skin. Not deep cuts, just half an inch or so. Nothing that would make her bleed out. That in itself isn’t so painful, but pour rubbing alcohol into the wounds and you’ve got an instant banshee! Man, how she howled! 
 
    I gave her half an hour to calm down—no point adding more pain when they’re still dealing with the first wave. Once she was reduced to gentle sobbing, I did the finger and toe thing. You’ve gotta have some consistency, I think.  
 
    Susan had beautiful eyes, don’t you think, Daniel? Blue as the ocean and squidgy as a booger-ball. She wasn’t using them, anyway. I put my mirror above her, but she refused to look. Fine by me. Don’t wanna use them, don’t have them. I took her tongue as well, Daniel. That sweet tongue that had spent so much time down your throat. Gone. She’s licked your balls for the last time, Daniel. 
 
    After that, I just played around until she died. Slicing here, chopping there, breaking bones, removing body parts, you get the idea. Then she just up and passed away. No warning, just…gone. 
 
    Oh, well. I’d made my point. 
 
    Now I’m sure that Daniel will be reading this and thinking, “If I hadn’t lobbied for it, someone else would have. You can’t blame me for the system.” 
 
    Wrong, Daniel. It’s people like you who are happy to screw others over that is the problem, and I’m the remedy. I’ve said before that petitions and placard-waving will solve nothing. My actions will. 
 
    But only if there are more like me out there. Once I’m gone—dead or captured—the Daniel Harpers, Vincent Perrys, the Conrad Veldmans of this world will breathe a sigh of relief that it wasn’t their time, and they’ll continue in their greedy, avaricious ways knowing that the threat to their loved ones is over. 
 
    Don’t let that happen, people. 
 
    You can’t effect change by sitting in front of a keyboard. You need to show them that there are consequences beyond fielding awkward questions. All it takes is one of you to continue what I’ve started. A revolution. A new beginning.  
 
    Your reward? Your name will go down in history.  
 
    Your sacrifice? Your life.  
 
    But what is life at the moment? You’re getting screwed from the moment you wake to the moment you sleep. There’s no escape. You’re working to make someone else rich while you can barely make rent. Call that life? Everyone should be able to work 40 hours and have money in the bank to enjoy the weekend, not scrimp and save to get ten bucks together to buy food for the week. 
 
    Most importantly, people who screw over the little guy in the name of the almighty dollar should be punished for it. Period. They should be too scared to even think about cutting costs at the expense of health and safety. They should know that any unethical practices will be their downfall. 
 
    Who’s with me? Who’s going to be the next Fifteen-X? All you need is a few targets and an exit plan. You could be content with life in prison, or maybe go out with a bang. There are many ways to commit suicide that are quick and painless. I’ve already got mine ready, if I need it. I don’t think I will, because I want to be around when my successor takes over. 
 
    Please let it be you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    Corrina was fuming at the nerve of the reporter when the latest chapters hit her inbox. 
 
    “Got them,” she said, and hung up. 
 
    She checked the email and saw the note the killer had sent to Claire McMillan. 
 
    …it’s time for her to…move on. 
 
    What did he mean by that? From what she knew about Jess, she would never abandon the story, and there was nothing in what she’d written so far to anger Fifteen-X. 
 
    Corrina took out her phone and called Jess’s number. 
 
    It went straight to voicemail. 
 
    She hadn’t expected that. A reporter would never be without their phone in case a story broke. They would have to be available at all times, ready to dash to the scene of the next big scoop. 
 
    Corrina tried again, but with the same results. 
 
    Worry began to set in as she walked over to Josh’s desk.  
 
    “Do me a favor,” she told him. “Do a search for this number.” She held out the cell phone so Josh could copy Jess’s number down. “I want to know where it is.” 
 
    “One second.” Josh’s fingers were a blur as he tapped at his keyboard. After a few moments, he sat back in his chair and looked up at Corrina. “No sign of it. Maybe it’s off.” 
 
    That was unlikely. There was no way Jess would turn it off. Worry turned to full-blown anxiety. “I want you to get everything you can on that number. Last known location, calls in and out, everything.” 
 
    “I’ll get the paperwork going on a warrant. What’s the reason?” 
 
    “She’s been in constant contact with the killer for over a week and suddenly she’s off the grid.” 
 
    “She hasn’t actually been in touch with him,” Josh pointed out. “He sends her emails, sure, but it’s not like they have lunch together or anything.” 
 
    “Please, just do it, Josh. I’m worried about her. If I’m wrong, I’ll take the fall.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll do it now.” He turned back to his screen. “Four chapters in one day. He’s really revving up.” 
 
    Corrina had wondered about that, too. One every day or two, and then four all at once. Did he think he was running out of time? Were they closing in on him? If they were, it looked more like Seth Benning with every passing moment. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m going to see Benning’s sister. If you find anything, I’ll be on my cell.” 
 
    She patted him on the shoulder and went back to her own desk, where she forwarded the email to McCrae, then retrieved her jacket before walking out to her car. She punched the address for Benning’s sister into her satnav and the route appeared on the screen. Up 405, along 101, then take Topanga Canyon Boulevard to Sherman Way. The Halsey residence was on one of the side streets. She should be able to make it in half an hour, traffic permitting. 
 
    That gave her plenty of time to listen to the new chapters. She opened the first document and turned on Text to Speech, listening as she drove. 
 
    She hoped Josh had news about Jess by the time she got there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She neared Emma Halsey’s place without hearing from her colleague. What she did hear was Fifteen-X’s recruitment campaign. There was no way she could allow that to go to press. She called Claire McMillan and told her to hold off on the story, but the reporter was less than accommodating. 
 
    “Why should I keep it from the public?” she asked. “They have a right to know.” 
 
    “Because he’s inciting people to commit murder,” Corrina pointed out. 
 
    “Not my problem. You allowed Jess to run the other chapters, now it’s my turn. We’re going to press this afternoon.” 
 
    Corrina had expected her to play hardball. She’d encountered Claire a few times in her career, and she wasn’t one for letting go of a story. She tried the soft approach first. “All I’m asking is that you hold off for another twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Why? What happens then? Are you close to finding him? Is that it?” 
 
    Claire was smart, not to be underestimated. “We have a few leads, but nothing newsworthy at the moment,” Corrina said. 
 
    “I still don’t see how a delay is going to help,” Claire said. “What happens in twenty-four hours that stops it being incitement to murder?” 
 
    The question had Corrina stumped. 
 
    “Or are you planning to catch him by then, and then bury the story?” Claire continued. 
 
    That was exactly what Corrina had in mind but wouldn’t admit it. 
 
    “Jess told us that the killer had you over a barrel,” Claire added, “that he’d refuse to reveal the locations of the remaining bodies if you didn’t print everything word for word. Number twelve, Diane Markland, was reported missing just eight days ago, and Susan Harper four days ago. You think there are no more bodies, don’t you? His hold over you has gone, so you’re not going to play his game anymore. Am I getting close?” 
 
    Not close, dead on. 
 
    The conversation was getting away from Corrina. 
 
    “If I had to put money on it, I’d bet you have a suspect, plan to bring them in today and then force me not to go to press. How close am I?” 
 
    Corrina only had one card to play. “Jess got an email from him, to her personal address, and she did as he asked. Now she’s missing, and he’s sending emails to you. What does that tell you, Claire?” 
 
    The silence on the other end of the line was encouraging. 
 
    “What do you mean, missing?” Claire eventually asked. 
 
    “Try calling her. It’s like she turned her cell off.” 
 
    “No way. She would never do that. Lehane bought us all portable chargers so we could be contactable at any time, day or night.” 
 
    “Then you explain it,” Corrina said. 
 
    More silence, but this one dragged on. Corrina suspected Claire was rethinking her position—and her own safety—but the reporter shattered that idea. 
 
    “Thanks, Corrina. This is gold. A suspect has been identified, Telegraph reporter suspected to be his fourteenth victim, FBI want to suppress the story. I’ll be sure to give you a mention in tonight’s edition.” 
 
    The phone went dead, and a wave of anger surged through Corrina. She considered calling her back, but recognized the futility of it. Instead, she called Travis on her hands-free and updated him, asking him to get Hank to pass it on to McCrae. His department would have to deal with some of the fallout, too. 
 
    Her next call was to Josh, but he was still waiting for the prosecutor to get back to him. He promised to update her the moment he got the green light. 
 
    Still fuming at Claire McMillan, Corrina pulled up outside Emma Halsey’s house in Canoga Park. It was a faded green bungalow, two bedrooms at the most judging by the size. Corrina climbed onto the tiny porch and knocked on the door. 
 
    A woman opened the door a crack, ready to slam it shut at the first sign of trouble. Corrina knew from the file Josh had shown her that she was in her late twenties, but she looked mid-forties. Her skin was sallow and stretched over her small frame. Probably meth, Corrina thought. 
 
    “Emma Halsey?” 
 
    “Who’s asking?” 
 
    Corrina flashed her ID. “Corrina Stone, FBI. Can I come in?” 
 
    “You got a warrant?” 
 
    “Do I need one?” 
 
    Emma looked nervous, so Corrina tried to put her at ease. “You’re not in any trouble. I just want to ask you a few questions about your brother.” 
 
    Emma hesitated, looking indecisive. 
 
    “I promise, I’m not here about you or anything you’ve done.” 
 
    Emma sighed and stood back, allowing Corrina into her home. 
 
    It was as small as it appeared from the outside. The tiny living room fed onto the kitchen, with a hallway leading to the remaining rooms. The curtains were drawn, so Corrina couldn’t tell whether the place was decorated in earth tones, or was just plain filthy. 
 
    Emma sat on one of the small, two-seater sofas and indicated for Corrina to take the other. She declined. 
 
    “Do you know where your brother is?” 
 
    Emma sat with her hands clasped tight, and Corrina could tell she was desperate for a hit of whatever substances floated her boat. “I haven’t seen him in a long time.” 
 
    “How long?” Corrina asked her. 
 
    “Years. Not since…eleven years. Yeah, eleven.” 
 
    “You weren’t close?” 
 
    Emma got up and poured herself a glass of water from the sink. She asked if Corrina wanted one. 
 
    The liquid in the glass was cloudy. “No thanks.” 
 
    Emma retook her seat. “We were close. Once. Then Mom died and he changed.” 
 
    “Changed how, exactly?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “He just wasn’t the same. Wouldn’t talk to anyone, not even me. He used to be so outgoing, but when she passed away, I think a bit of him died, too. He started drinking, taking drugs…” 
 
    “Did you talk about it with him?” 
 
    Emma shook her head. “I tried, but he always clammed up. Soon as he got the money, we never spoke again.” 
 
    “The money?” 
 
    Emma looked shocked, and Corrina suspected she hadn’t meant to broach the subject. 
 
    “What money, Emma?” Corrina pressed. 
 
    “The pay out from the lawsuit. Six million and change.” 
 
    It was a staggering amount, and Corrina wondered why it hadn’t appeared on Seth Benning’s tax returns. All awards from civil lawsuits were taxed, unless the claim was for personal injury. Whatever share Emma had received, it had been spent long ago, judging by the state of the house. 
 
    “Was that the pay-out for your mother’s death?” 
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
    “Did Seth know he was supposed to declare it to the IRS?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Is that what this is about?” Emma got up and began pacing, her arms wrapped around her chest. “He told me it was all legal.” 
 
    “What was? What did he do?” 
 
    Emma stopped and stood before Corrina. “I don’t think I should say anything else without a lawyer.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t care what you’ve done, but if you have something to tell me about your brother, I need to hear it. Nothing you say would hold up in court unless it was on the record, and I have no intention of taking you in. Okay?” 
 
    Emma considered her position, then sat back down opposite Corrina. She took another sip of water and a deep breath. “At first Seth didn’t want to settle. He said he wanted it to go to court, to see them punished for what they did, but our lawyer said the amount offered was the best we could hope for. If it went to trial, we’d be lucky to get the same amount, but legal fees would take a chunk of it. He also said there was a chance we wouldn’t win because it was to be a jury trial, and they are always unpredictable.” 
 
    “But I don’t understand why Seth didn’t declare it to the IRS,” Corrina said. 
 
    “He asked me to take the money. Said he wanted his name off the lawsuit, the settlement, everything, otherwise he wasn’t going to agree to it. They had to withdraw the lawsuit and draw up an agreement that I would receive the entire pay-out.” 
 
    “So, Seth didn’t get anything?” Corrina asked. 
 
    “Yes, he got the house and one million. He said I could keep the rest.” Emma saw Corrina’s confused expression and elaborated. “He told me he only wanted a place out in the hills and enough money so he wouldn’t have to work again. Said a million would be enough. If I hadn’t agreed to it, it would have gone to court and we might have lost everything, so I did what he asked.” 
 
    “But surely the IRS would notice the cash in his bank account after he hadn’t filed taxes for a few years.” 
 
    “It never left my bank,” Emma said. “I opened a new checking account in my name, then gave him the bank card. When the statements arrive, I forward them to a PO box. Same with the new check books and new cards. Anything from that bank goes to him.” 
 
    “Surely the IRS would get suspicious,” Corrina pointed out. “No job, not collecting welfare, no income.” 
 
    “They did contact him a few years ago. He told them I was supporting him. That’s what he said he’d do when we got the money. When they asked me, I told them it was true. I was paying his rent and giving him money each week. I never heard from them again.” 
 
    Corrina had been fixated with the money, but something jumped out at her. “You said he bought a house. Where is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emma said. “He was the one who found it and made an offer. All I did was sign the paperwork and pay for it. He brought the paperwork, I filled it out, and that was the last I saw of him.” 
 
    Corrina stood and took out her phone. She was about to call Josh’s number when the cell rang. 
 
    “Josh. I was just about to call you. I want you to look for property in the name of Emma Halsey.” 
 
    “I already checked her address. She lives in rented accommodation,” Josh told her. 
 
    “You didn’t check the land records, too?” 
 
    “I…I didn’t think,” Josh replied. “Who rents when they already own a home? It just never occurred to me.” 
 
    It was a valid excuse. Corrina would have probably done the same once, but with experience comes the knowledge that every stone needs to be kicked over, no matter how insignificant they appear. 
 
    “Okay, don’t sweat it. Just find me the address and call me back.” 
 
    “Sure. Oh, and the warrant came through. I found the last place Jess used her cell. Up on Piuma Road, north of Malibu Pier.” 
 
    Corrina knew there was little up there. None of the bodies in the recent chapters had been found there, so what had taken Jess out into the wilderness? 
 
    “Thanks. Call me when you get that address. I’ll be—” 
 
    “Got it,” Josh interrupted her. “13502 Piu…Piuma Road. That’s close to where the last call was made!” 
 
    Corrina was already on her way out of the door. “I’m heading up there now. Tell Travis I might have to break my promise.” If Seth Benning had Jess, there was no way she was going to sit and wait for the ADIC’s permission to go in. “Oh, and look into a court settlement in the name of Emma Halsey. I want to know who the defendant was.” 
 
    She suspected she already knew the answer. 
 
    When she got to her car, she called McCrae. 
 
    Voicemail. 
 
    She remembered he was in an interview, and he always turned his phone off before going in. She called Josh back. 
 
    “I can’t get hold of McCrae. Contact his team and tell them to pull him out of his interview. I need him with me. And tell him to put SWAT on standby. We might need them.” 
 
    She started her car and sped away from the curb, putting the address into her satnav as she drove. The quickest route was along Ventura freeway and down Las Virgenes. A shade over twenty miles. 
 
    She prayed she would make it in time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Jess woke, and immediately realized she was naked. She moved to cover herself with her hands, but they wouldn’t respond. 
 
    Memory flooded back. With it came a tidal wave of fear. She tried once more to move her hands, but they were stuck fast. Her legs, too. 
 
    Tears flowed down her face as she tried to focus on a way out, but deep down she knew her chances of leaving the basement alive were zero. She wasn’t an action hero from the movies, with a neat trick to escape her bonds and the fighting skills to defeat a mad killer. She was an overweight reporter who’d never had so much as a school yard disagreement. There was no way she could get out of this by herself. 
 
    Still, she had to try. 
 
    Jess looked around for something, anything that could help her, but the restraints made escape impossible. The killer had done this eleven times already—that she knew of. There may have been more. That meant he’d have tweaked his procedures when weaknesses appeared. By now, with so many kills under his belt, he’d be flawless. 
 
    She thought of screaming for help, but she recognized the black material covering the walls and ceiling. Soundproofing. No one would hear her unless they were in the same room. 
 
    She turned her head to the right and immediately regretted it. She saw a bench, on top of which lay a chainsaw and several cutting implements, as well as a blow torch and an electric drill. 
 
    More tears fell as she imagined what he was going to do to her, but a thought leapt into her head. Why her? What had her parents done to anger Fifteen-X? Her mother hadn’t worked in years, but her father made components for fast jets and missiles for the military. Was that it? Did the killer object to war? 
 
    Whatever the reason, she prayed she didn’t find out for a long, long time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Seth Benning readied the last of the devices, the one leading to the storm doors at the rear of the house. All three were now in place. If anyone tried to sneak up on the house, he’d know about it—and so would they. 
 
    The thought put a grin on his face, and it spread to a full smile when he pictured Jess lying on the table in the basement. 
 
    The table of doom, he’d called it. Such a silly name, but social media loved it. He’d seen thousands of memes, some asking who would you like to see on the table, others with their own suggestions. Most were politicians from both the major parties—including the President—but there were some celebrities, sports figures and even a racehorse. What kind of sick fuck would want to kill a horse? 
 
    Some got the point of his mission, though. There were a few memes with businessmen and women and explanations about why they should suffer. A textile manufacturer who paid his predominately immigrant workforce less than the minimum wage. Meh. A small airline owner who skimped on maintenance, which caused the death of six passengers. That was a good one. 
 
    Private security firms would be rubbing their hands at the prospect of so much work, especially if he’d managed to convince others to follow his lead. Only time would tell. 
 
    Speaking of which, it was time to pay Jess a visit. She should be awake by now, and suitably terrified. 
 
    He walked around the front of the house, carefully avoiding the trap he’d set as he went in the front door. He locked and bolted it, then made his way down to the basement. 
 
    “Jess!” he exclaimed gleefully. “You’re awake!” 
 
    He was used to the tears the first time they saw him. Jess was no exception. Crying, pleading, begging, he’d seen it all before. It never fazed him. Well, maybe the first one, but he’d been building up to this, and he was going to enjoy it. 
 
    “Please don’t do this,” Jess wept. “Please.” 
 
    Seth threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, Jess. This is what I’ve been looking forward to for the last ten years. Of course, I’m going to do this.” 
 
    He walked over to the bench and caressed the tools he would use to end her life. He’d thought long and hard about this moment, and the last decade had been about trial and error, finding out which techniques inflicted the most pain while not proving immediately fatal. Of course, there were other factors to consider, like the victim’s general health. Jess, for instance, didn’t look after herself, so there was no guarantee that her heart would last the course. That’s why he’d chosen the least intrusive methods that wouldn’t kill her but would maximize the agony. 
 
    First, though, was the psychological attack. He’d researched torture at an internet café, and one of the most effective tactics was to explain what was coming. That usually got people talking, according to the article he’d read. Seth didn’t want information from her, just fear and pain.  
 
    It was terror time. 
 
    He stood next to her, looking her up and down. “A natural redhead, I see.” 
 
    Jess tried to bring her legs together, but the table made it impossible. 
 
    “You’ve read my story, Jess. You know what I do to the people I bring here. Tell me, which one gave you nightmares, eh? Was it the fingers and toes?” He picked up a gardening tool, one used for lopping small branches. “This is what I use for that. It’s not very sharp, I’m afraid. It wasn’t meant to be used on bone, so the blades are a little dull. Of course, that means it’s going to hurt a lot more.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    He stared down at her. “Seriously? After all this time, you still don’t know why I do this? I spelled it out, Jess, in plain English.” 
 
    “I know, I know, but why me? What did my family ever do to you?” 
 
    “You don’t know? Then let me explain it to you.” Seth pulled a tall stool closer. “Seventeen years ago, a small company a few miles from my childhood home decided that, rather than pay money to safely dispose of the chemicals it used in its manufacturing process, it would dump them in the nearby river. Not accidentally, I want you to understand that. They purposefully drove to the river and tipped the contents of the drums in. Just to save a few bucks. 
 
    “The following year, they won a huge contract with the military and the money started flowing in. From that point on, they dealt with the toxic chemicals properly, but the damage had already been done. My mother developed cancer three years later. I was at her bedside when she died.” 
 
    Seth looked into Jess’s eyes, and he could see the flare of realization. 
 
    “That’s right. That small company was KFD Components. Kenneth Franklin Duffey. Your father killed my mother, and I had to watch her agonizing final hours. Your father is going to do the same.” 
 
    He got up and pulled a tripod with a camera mounted on it next to the bench. He set it to record, then placed it on the bench, looking down at Jess’s naked body. 
 
    “I’m going to send a copy of this to him,” Seth told Jess. “I’ll also send it to Claire McMillan. Did you know that she’s taken over from you now? Of course, you didn’t. I only sent her the latest chapters when you arrived here. She’s got twelve and thirteen, and you’ll be number fifteen.” 
 
    He saw the look of confusion on Jess’s face, and he smiled. “You’re wondering who number fourteen is?” 
 
    Jess managed a shaky nod. 
 
    “Easy. The daughter of the man who defended your father’s company in the lawsuit. Corrina Stone. And you’re going to help me bring her here.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Corrina had her lights and siren on, the speedometer nudging past a hundred and ten as she tore down the freeway. Seven minutes had passed since she’d left Emma Halsey’s house, and there was still no word from McCrae. She was considering calling him when her phone rang. Corrina killed the siren and hit the Bluetooth button on the steering wheel. “Stone.” 
 
    “Corrina!” 
 
    The voice was unmistakable, the terror in it palpable. Corrina tried to keep her voice calm, reassuring. “Where are you, Jess?” 
 
    “She’s with me, Corrina, and I’d like you to join us,” said a different voice. 
 
    Corrina gripped the wheel. “Who is this?” She knew the answer but wasn’t about to tell him that she was closing in on him. 
 
    “You still don’t know? You surprise me, Corrina. I thought you were smarter than this. I’ll give you a clue. You paid me a visit recently.” 
 
    “I don’t recognize the voice, so I must have missed you. You’ll have to be more specific.” The satnav told her to get off the freeway at the next exit. She was now just five miles from his home, and she wanted to keep him talking as long as possible. Better to have him engaged in conversation rather than chopping Jess to pieces. 
 
    “I don’t suppose it matters much anymore. My name is Seth Benning, and I live at 13502 Piuma Road. How long will it take you to get here?” 
 
    “Just let me put that in my satnav…looks like a little over an hour.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We’re not going anywhere. Oh, and I need you to come alone. If I see one squad car, Jess dies and I’ll live stream it on social media. I’ll let everyone know that it was your fault. Got it?” 
 
    “I got it,” Corrina said, her foot still hard to the floor. Three and a half miles to go. 
 
    “Good. And don’t dally. If I get bored, there’s no telling what I’ll do.” 
 
    He sounded like he was going to end the call, but Corrina needed him to stay on the line. “Why Jess?” she asked.  
 
    Three miles. 
 
    “I’ll explain all that when you get here.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell me now?” 
 
    “Patience, my dear. All will be revealed soon.” 
 
    The call ended, and Corrina immediately hit McCrae’s number. She was relieved when he picked up. 
 
    “Seth Benning is Fifteen-X,” she told him, “and he’s got Jess Duffey. I’m almost at his place now.” She gave him the address. “He wants me to come alone, so don’t come in heavy-handed.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? You can’t go there without backup. At least wait for me. I’m already on my way.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Corrina said. “You know what he’s capable of. I’ll be there in two minutes.” 
 
    “Then at least leave your phone on so I can hear what’s going on.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call you back the moment I get there.” 
 
    Corrina hung up as Piuma Road appeared on the left. She took the turn, and the satnav told her she had seven hundred yards to her destination. At four hundred, she pulled over. She opened the trunk and put on her body armor, then took out the shotgun and loaded it with six rounds. 
 
    Benning wasn’t expecting her for an hour, which gave her a chance to scope out his home. She decided to go for a rear assault, so she left the road and cut across the wasteland.  
 
    She saw the property minutes later. It was a two-story, wooden house, with a separate garage around the back. Through the almost-naked trees, she could see a silver van parked at the back.  
 
    Corrina studied the place, looking for signs of life, but there were none. Benning was probably in the basement with Jess. 
 
    The thought spurred Corrina on. She called McCrae and let him know she was in position. 
 
    “Please, think about this,” he said. “If he wants you to go alone, he’s not planning on giving himself up. Wait for me to get there. I’m about twenty minutes out,” 
 
    “If I wait, Jess could die. I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “If you don’t wait, you could die. He’s expecting you, Corrina. You think he’s gonna let you walk up to the house armed to the teeth?” 
 
    It was a valid point, one she’d overlooked. She’d been so focused on rescuing Jess that she hadn’t properly considered her own strategy. She knew she had the element of surprise, but the longer she dawdled, the more likely it was that Benning would be on the lookout for her.  
 
    She had to act fast. 
 
    “Sorry, McCrae, but I have to do this. I’ll keep the phone on but I’m muting you now.” 
 
    Corrina swiped her phone screen and set the speaker volume to zero, then put it in her pocket.  
 
    He’s expecting you. 
 
    McCrae’s words rang in her ears, and Corrina knew that if she went in with the shotgun, Benning would disarm her somehow. Maybe he’d have a gun to Jess’s head and force her to relinquish her weapon. In that case, she’d need a backup. She had her Glock, but he’d insist she hand that over, too. She never carried a backup piece. Some agents did, and a few cops, too, but she’d never needed one. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Maybe McCrae was right. Maybe she should wait for him. At least she could get his weapon and secrete it on her body somewhere. 
 
    She took her phone out to tell him about her change of plan, but something stopped her. 
 
    A sound so faint she barely heard it. Corrina strained her ears, holding her breath as she tried to catch the noise again… 
 
    There! 
 
    She wasn’t imagining it. The sound was real, and it was coming from the direction of the house. A woman’s scream. 
 
    Corrina knew she had to move in now. If she waited any longer, there was no telling what Benning might do to Jess. 
 
    She crept closer to the house, the shotgun at her shoulder. A blanket of yellow and russet leaves covered the ground, rustling with her every step. The noise came from the house again, a little more pronounced this time, but not loud enough to be heard from the road. 
 
    Corrina quickened her pace, crouching as she ran to the storm doors at the rear of the property.  
 
    She was five yards away when the next excruciating cry reached her ears. 
 
    She was four yards away when she found agony of her own. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Benning wiped the blood from the blade and replaced it on the table. 
 
    “Smarts, doesn’t it?” He inspected the cuts he’d made in Jess’s belly. Three arced lines around her belly button that met to form a crude letter. “C for cancer. Your father’s gift to my mother, and now my gift to you.” 
 
    Jess’s make-up had smeared. What little she wore, anyway. Her mascara ran down her cheeks, following the tracks of her tears. She’d had a little lipstick on, too, but that had washed away with the saliva and spittle from her screaming. She looked wretched. 
 
    Just what he wanted. 
 
    Seth pinched her cheeks and turned her face toward the camera. “Smile for Daddy.” 
 
    Jess squeezed her eyes shut, as if seeking solace in the darkness, but Seth knew there was none to be found. Darkness was where the pain lay. Every night he saw his mother’s torment, her grimace when the constant ache spiked. Perhaps now that he’d avenged her, the nightmares would stop. 
 
    “What next?” Seth asked himself aloud as he walked back to the table. He’d already taken her ears, but he’d save the tongue and eyes for later. “Fingers and toes, or should I wait until Corrina gets here for that?” 
 
    Jess’s face screwed up in anticipation, her tears almost constant now. “No,” she managed. “Please, no.” 
 
    “Beg all you want, but it’s going to happen whether you like it or not. Your father made my mother die slowly, in agony, and I’m going to do the same to you.” 
 
    He picked up the pinking shears and moved down to her feet. “Maybe one,” he said, and brought the blades together. 
 
    Jess howled and thrashed about as much as her restraints would allow, which wasn’t much. 
 
    “One down, nineteen to go. I’ll save the rest for later. Right now, it’s time to do the ironing.” Seth returned to the bench and switched on a steam iron. “It won’t be long. These things heat up real quick. Time to get rid of those wrinkles on your thighs.” 
 
    Seth spat on the hot plate and was rewarded with an angry sizzle. He played out the extension cord and held the iron next to Jess’s leg. “They say the heat—” 
 
    A buzzer sounded. Seth returned the iron to the bench and went to check a bank of CCTV screens in the corner of the basement. A smile spread over his face when he saw the view of the back yard. Corrina Stone, special agent, lying on the ground with one leg stuck in the man trap, its steel jaws clamped around her shin. 
 
    “Corrina, you’re early. Something tells me you weren’t being truthful on the phone. I’m gonna make you pay for that.” 
 
    He picked up a small metal box. It had a single red button in the middle, and an antenna sticking out of the top. 
 
    “Won’t be long,” he smiled at Jess, and bounded up the stairs into the kitchen. 
 
    He’d told her to come alone, but he didn’t trust her. That’s what the box was for. He reached the back door and opened it a crack. 
 
    “I’ve got a remote detonator in my hand with a dead man’s switch!” he shouted. “You shoot me, the whole place goes up.” 
 
    There was no reply. More importantly, no sniper bullet took his head off, so he opened the door fully and held up his left hand, the one with his thumb on the button. There was a shotgun near Corrina’s right arm, just out of reach, but she seemed more concerned with the trap that had clearly broken her lower leg. He could see that her shin was at an unnatural angle to the rest of her leg. Seth slowly approached her and kicked her weapon away, then stooped and picked it up. 
 
    “Make no mistake, I’m ready to die,” he told her. “You scream, you shout for help, you make a sudden move, I drop this and we all go up. You, me and Jess.” 
 
    “Just get this fucking thing off me,” Corrina growled. 
 
    “You got into it, get yourself out of it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Corrina knew her leg was broken before she hit the ground. She’d never known anything so excruciating. To top it all, the shotgun had fallen from her grasp when the steel jaws clamped shut on her leg, and it remained tantalizingly out of reach. 
 
    Now Seth Benning was holding it. 
 
    “I know you’ve got a pistol, too,” he said. “Hand it over, nice and slow.” 
 
    Corrina knew she had no choice. If she tried to draw on him, he’d drop the box he was holding. If it really was wired to blow the house, she and Jess would die. If it wasn’t, it would give him two hands on the shotgun and he’d blow her brains all over the yard. Neither option was appealing. 
 
    She slowly removed the Glock from her shoulder holster with her finger and thumb and tossed it away. 
 
    She cursed herself for not listening to McCrae. She should have… 
 
    Corrina suddenly remembered the phone in her pocket. The call would hopefully still be connected. If it was, McCrae would be listening in. All she had to do was stall Benning for another fifteen minutes or so and he’d be there. 
 
    “You asked me to come alone and I did,” she said through gritted teeth. “Why set traps everywhere?” 
 
    “Not everywhere, just three. I knew you’d either come in the front, the back or the basement. Sheesh, for a cop, you’re not that smart.” 
 
    “I’m FBI, not a cop.” 
 
    “Whatever. Just hurry up and get yourself out of that thing.” 
 
    Corrina steeled herself. The pain had subsided to a constant ache due to the adrenaline coursing through her, but that wouldn’t last for long. Every tiny movement sent a jet of fresh pain through her body, even getting herself ready to pry open the trap. She got her fingers in position, the steel slick with her blood. After three deep breaths, she tugged the jaws apart. It moved an inch, then snapped back into position as her strength gave out and her fingers slipped off the metal. She cried out and fell on her back, her eyes screwed shut as fresh waves rushed through her. 
 
    “This is ridiculous.” Benning threw the shotgun aside and took hold of one side of the trap. “Grab the other side and pull on three.” 
 
    “Wait! I need a minute,” Corrina sobbed. It wasn’t hard to feign distress. She’d never felt so awful in her life. She was supposed to be the rescue party, and now she was one of the hostages. 
 
    Soon to be one of the victims. 
 
    She was determined not to let that happen, but her situation seemed hopeless. She was unarmed and had a mangled leg. 
 
    She could do nothing about her injury, but she could find something to defeat him. A sharp stick, perhaps a heavy object when he took her inside. 
 
    But that didn’t take into account the box he was holding. Even if she somehow managed to subdue him, she’d have to make sure he maintained pressure on the button, or else she’d end up killing them all. 
 
    Was that his plan all along? Was death his escape? He must know she’d have backup of some sort, either waiting nearby or en route. How exactly did he hope to resolve this? 
 
    His story was titled Fifteen Times a Killer, and so far, they had thirteen chapters. Which meant she and Jess would be the last two. This was his end game, but she needed to know what his final play was. If she could determine that he had plans for the future, it meant the detonator was a hoax. 
 
    She also needed to know why he’d chosen her. 
 
    “I’m number fifteen, aren’t I?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Jess is. You’re fourteen.” 
 
    Corrina grimaced as another spasm of pain tore through her. “But why us?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when we get inside. Now grab that side and get ready to pull.” 
 
    She’d used up another valuable minute, bringing McCrae at least a mile closer, but if she stalled any longer, he’d suspect she was up to something. She gently shifted her body to get a good angle on the trap, then grabbed her side. “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    “On three. One…two…three!” 
 
    Corrina leaned back as she pulled and felt the pressure on her broken leg ease. She was slowly moving it out of the way when her head exploded with stars. Benning had gripped her pants and yanked her leg clear of the trap. 
 
    “There,” he said. “Now get up.” 
 
    Corrina looked up at him. “You expect me to walk on this?” 
 
    “Walk, hop, it’s up to you. The alternative is I drag you by that leg. Make up your mind, quickly.” 
 
    Faced with little choice, Corrina rolled onto her stomach and brought her good leg up to a kneeling position, then pushed up with her arms and arched her back. As she did so, she spied the Glock nestling in the leaves a yard from her right hand. Benning was armed with nothing more than the detonator. Should she test his resolve, see if he really was willing to die? 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Benning said from behind her. She felt the muzzle of the shotgun against her ear, and all thoughts of reaching for the handgun were gone. He must have picked the weapon up while she wasn’t looking. 
 
    She pushed herself to a standing position, her face contorted. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    She heard Benning take a couple of steps back and she hopped around to face the house, each bounce sending another dagger through her. He had the gun trained on her and had moved out of reach in case she lunged for him, but that was the last thing on her mind. She needed to stay alive until McCrae got there. 
 
    Unable to keep her balance, Corrina crashed to the ground once more. A shockwave hit her, and she rolled onto her back. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Well, I suggest you find a way, because if you’re not in the house in two minutes, I’ll shoot you where you lie.” 
 
    Corrina believed him, and while the thought of a quick end to her misery was welcoming, it wasn’t just about her. Jess needed help, but more important, Connor needed his mother. 
 
    She got up on one knee again and dragged herself toward the rear door, cursing with each movement. 
 
    “I’d go around that one if I were you.” 
 
    Corrina saw a second trap protecting the back door. Putting her hand on that would probably take her arm off. She gave it a wide berth, and it took forever to cover the remaining few yards. Once she made it to the door, though, she had three steps to climb.  
 
    Before she could think about how to navigate them, Benning solved the problem for her. He grabbed her by the collar and pulled her up, kicking the door open as he dragged her inside the house. Corrina screamed at the punishment, but he was oblivious.  
 
    After taking a quick look outside, Benning closed the door and locked it, then took hold of Corrina’s jacket once more and hauled her toward the door to the basement. 
 
    “This is gonna hurt,” he warned her, and before Corrina could react, she found herself tumbling down the wooden stairs. She heard and felt another crack as she bounced from step to step, but before the pain could register, her head smacked against the concrete floor and her world turned black. 
 
    * * * 
 
    McCrae slammed on the brakes and screeched to a stop next to Corrina’s vehicle, then jumped out and ran into the undergrowth, knowing that every second counted.  
 
    He’d heard her screams, but no matter how much he shouted at the phone, she hadn’t answered. He did hear her speaking to someone moments later, but the words were barely audible. He suspected it was Benning. Because he hadn’t heard from Corrina since, it couldn’t have turned out well. 
 
    Spurred on by that thought, he sprinted through the trees until he spotted a roof a hundred yards ahead. He slowed, and moments later he was catching his breath as he surveyed the rear of the wooden structure. 
 
    The bear trap near the basement doors drew his eye. If that was what had caused Corrina to scream, she would be in bad shape. SWAT was six minutes behind him, with paramedics also racing to the scene. 
 
    He couldn’t wait for them, despite warning Corrina to wait for backup. 
 
    Weapon drawn, he slipped through the trees and into the yard. As he approached the trap, he saw blood on the vicious teeth.  
 
    Fresh blood.  
 
    Corrina’s blood. 
 
    McCrae carefully skirted the metal contraption, his eyes on the windows of the house as he approached the door. 
 
    He was three yards from it when his foot came down on metal. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Wakey, wakey!” 
 
    Corrina jumped as the water cascaded over her head. Her reaction sent a bolt of pain through her, reminding her instantly where she was.  
 
    “Come on, we haven’t got all day. I know you’ve got friends on the way. You’re not stupid enough to come here without telling anyone where you are.” 
 
    Corrina’s head spun. A dull, throbbing ache consumed her, but she couldn’t pinpoint the source. It felt like her entire body had been through a car crusher. She tried to move her arms, but they were fastened behind her. It felt like police-issue handcuffs, and they were wrapped around a sturdy metal pipe.  
 
    “If you know they’re coming, why not give yourself up now?” 
 
    “Because I’m not done yet,” Benning said. 
 
    “But after you kill us, what then?” 
 
    If she could figure out what he had planned, she hoped to be able to talk him out of it. There wasn’t much else she could do under the circumstances. 
 
    “I haven’t decided. Maybe I’ll blow my brains out, or I might just put my hands up and walk out of here. I’m sure to get lots of visitors in prison. Psychologists would be lining up to find out what makes me tick.” He walked over to the bench and picked up the box with the red button. “I would threaten to blow us all to pieces, but what the hell do I know about explosives? I made this from parts I found in a junk yard. Pretty neat, huh?” He pressed the button a few times, then tossed it back on the bench. 
 
    Corrina was pissed at herself for being taken in so easily. “Is that what this has all been about? Attention? Didn’t Mommy give you any?” 
 
    “Leave her out of this,” Benning growled. 
 
    “Why? I thought this was all about her.” Corrina wondered how long she’d been out. Two minutes? Ten? However long it was, she had to keep him talking until the cavalry arrived. 
 
    “It was all about her,” Benning said, taking a seat on the stool. “It was always about her. The people who killed her have to be punished, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “Well, you said you’d explain why you picked me and Jess. Go ahead. I’m all ears.” 
 
    “You see, this is the problem. No one thinks they did anything wrong. You’d expect people to be warning their families that they could be in danger, but to do that they’d have to admit that they’d been greedy at the expense of others. Take Jess, for example. Her father ordered his men to pour chemicals into the local water supply, instead of disposing of them properly. Those same chemicals reached my home and we drank that water for weeks. Months. My mother developed cancer because of it. Did Kenneth Duffey call his daughter and warn her that she could be next on the list? No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “But he was punished. You got a pay-out of over six million. Emma told me all about it.” 
 
    “You call that a punishment? His balance sheet drops into the red for a couple of quarters. Is that the cost of a human life these days? I abandoned God years ago, but there’s one phrase from the bible that stuck with me: an eye for an eye. I’ve lived by that ever since.” 
 
    “Okay, so what about me? What did my parents ever do?” 
 
    “Your father represented Kenneth Duffey’s company. He made a vast amount of money trying to deny my mother justice.” 
 
    “That’s it? You want to kill me because a defendant in a court case was allowed to have a lawyer present his case? That happens in every single case that goes before a court. You have lawyers on both sides. Don’t you realize that? Are you saying only the plaintiff should have legal representation because the other side is obviously guilty?” 
 
    She was surprised to see Benning look uncomfortable. “No, that’s not what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Well, it sure sounds like it.” 
 
    “What I mean is, your father saw all the paperwork from Duffey’s company, and he still went ahead with defending him.” 
 
    Corrina shook her head. “Let me tell you something about lawyers. They ask their client if there are any little surprises that might cost them the case, because no lawyer wants to stand up in court and be humiliated because the defendant didn’t mention a damning email, or a secret recording, or other evidence that would have been a red flag. But it happens all the time. If Jack Stone thought Kenneth Duffey had a solid case, he would have demanded it go to trial. As it was, it appears he advised his client to offer a settlement. What should he have done? Gone to trial anyway, knowing he was going to lose the case?” 
 
    Benning jumped to his feet. “Yes, he should.” 
 
    “And ruin his reputation? Lose his livelihood?” 
 
    “If that’s what it means, yes.” 
 
    “So you’d prefer him to use trickery to try to fool the judge and get his client off rather than be honest and make Duffey pay for his crime?” 
 
    Benning swallowed. “No, it’s not like that. He should have just walked away from the case.” 
 
    “You’re just going around in circles,” Corrina said. She shifted her weight and immediately wished she hadn’t. She grimaced. “I don’t think you’ve even thought this through. I think you’re just using your mother’s death as an excuse to kill. All this ideological bullshit is just a cover. You’re just a psycho trying to justify his actions, and it’s not fooling anyone.” 
 
    Benning’s face portrayed his rage, but he instantly changed, like someone had flicked a switch. He offered Corrina a smile, though there was no hint of humor or kindness in it. “I know what you’re trying to do. You want to make me angry so that I kill you quickly.” 
 
    “No, I just want to know that I’m gonna die for a good reason, not just some crazy notion that popped into your head during one of your drink and drug binges. In one of your chapters you mentioned cognitive dissonance. I think that’s what you’ve got. Deep down you know my father didn’t do anything wrong, yet you use it as an excuse to kill me.” 
 
    Benning walked over to the bench and picked up the gardening shears. “I’m not listening to you anymore. I’ve said my piece, now it’s time to finish what I started a long time ago. First you, then I’m going to kill Jess. If you were hoping for someone to come to the rescue, I’m afraid it’s too late.” 
 
    “Then tell me this: why not just kill me and Jess ten years ago? Why kill all those other people first?” 
 
    “Because anyone with half a brain would have linked your fathers to my case and I would have been the prime suspect. Besides, two kills wouldn’t have made a difference, but fifteen will be remembered for years to come. It was going to be twenty, but that bitch Miriam Crane up and died before she could feel any real pain. After that, I had to revise my plan, and fifteen is a nice round number. I could have gone straight for you two after Crane forced my hand, but thirteen is an unlucky number, so I rounded it up. With any luck, I’ll have inspired people to carry on my work, and fifteen will just be the start. You two were always going to be the last of my victims, and now here we are.” 
 
    “In that case,” Corrina said, “I’m glad your mom died. The world is better off without someone who teaches their children to hate, that violence is the only way to solve your problems.” 
 
    Benning became flustered. “She didn’t teach me that. Stop saying those things about her.” 
 
    “She must be so proud of you right now,” Corrina continued, “looking up from hell and seeing you act out your fantasies in her name. What did she say on her death bed, huh? Kill people to make yourself feel better? Avenge me, my son? Do you think this is what she wanted?” 
 
    “She said that whatever I do, I should have no regrets, and I have none.” 
 
    “Do you think she meant kill people without regret? What about cheating people and not regretting it? All these people you claim to have punished, they were just businessmen and women who had no regrets. If you shouldn’t regret your actions, why should they? They were just doing what your mother wanted you to do?” 
 
    Benning slowly shook his head. “No. That’s not what she meant.” 
 
    Corrina could see that she was getting through to him. He might be in his mid-thirties, but deep inside, Seth Benning was still that poor twenty-year-old mommy’s boy. He was lost without her.  
 
    “If your mother were here, right now, what would she say to you, Seth? Would she tell you to kill innocent people? Would she think that was a good thing? Would she think it a fitting way to honor her memory?” 
 
    “You’re not innocent!” 
 
    The violent outburst shocked Corrina, but she had to press on. “You mentioned racism in one of your chapters. Do you think that’s a good thing?” 
 
    Benning’s face relaxed at the chance to answer a simple question. “Racism? Hell, no. You have to be a complete dumbass to hate someone you’ve never met just because of their skin color.” 
 
    “Exactly, and people don’t get to choose the color of their family before they’re born.” 
 
    “Duh,” Benning exclaimed. 
 
    “Then you’re going to kill me for being born into the wrong family. Like racism, that isn’t a crime.” 
 
    Benning shook his head again. “No. Nuh-uh. That’s not how it works. Your father did something that he needs to be punished for, and killing you is his punishment.” 
 
    “Then you’re no better than a racist, hating me and hurting me for something I have no control over.” 
 
    “It’s not like that! That’s not who I am!” 
 
    Angry Benning was back, and that wasn’t the side of him Corrina wanted to negotiate with. This persona was unpredictable. 
 
    “I’m genuinely sorry for your mother’s passing,” she said, “but this isn’t going to bring her back.” 
 
    Benning mellowed a little, but his face was still flushed. “I know. Nothing will bring her back, but it will change the world. You just won’t be around to see it.” He checked his watch. “Now look what you’ve done. You’ve wasted all that time. I’m gonna have to do this quickly before they come to stop me.” 
 
    He put the garden shears back on the bench and pulled the mounted mirror over Jess’s body, angling it so that she could see Corrina. 
 
    “You can watch her die,” he said to Jess, “then it’s your turn.” He took a knife from the bench. Ten inches of cold steel that flared as the artificial light caught the blade. 
 
    He approached Corrina, who could do nothing but kick out with her one good leg. When she did, it sent a spasm of fire through her. Nevertheless, it was her only defense, and a weak one at that. 
 
    When she lashed out a second time, Benning swatted her foot aside and fell with his knee on her thigh, pinning it to the ground. He stuck the point of the knife in the side of her neck. 
 
    “This will make me fourteen times a killer,” he said to Corrina. 
 
    “Fifteen,” she winced. 
 
    Benning leaned back to see her face. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve already killed fourteen people,” Corrina said. “Conrad Veldman took his own life when he found out what you’d done to his wife. That’s on you.” 
 
    “No, no. That’s collateral damage at best. He didn’t die by my hand.” He leaned in close, so close that Corrina could smell his breath. Coffee and mints, not the most alluring combination. “But I know who will.” 
 
    Corrina didn’t know what made her do it. Perhaps it was a survival instinct she never knew she possessed, but she didn’t have time to reflect on it. She jerked her head forward and sank her teeth into Benning’s nose, then shook her head from side to side until the resistance was gone. Benning’s head disappeared from her view, but she hadn’t released her grip. She opened her mouth and a chunk of bloody flesh fell from her lips. 
 
    Benning put his hand to his face and touched the space where his nose had once been. “You…bitch!” He raised the knife above his head, and Corrina squeezed her eyes shut as it arced toward her. 
 
    Corrina felt the splatter of blood on her face moments before the sound of the shot rang through the confines of the basement. Benning fell on her as she opened her eyes, rage permanently etched on what was left of his face. His nose was on her lap and the top right side of his skull was gone. 
 
    McCrae advanced down the stairs, his gun trained on Benning’s body. When he saw what his bullet had done, he holstered his weapon and threw Benning aside. Corrina screamed as the body was pulled from her. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked her. 
 
    “That better be your last ever dumb question, or this relationship is over, mister.” 
 
    “We’re in a relationship?” 
 
    “You bet your ass we are.” 
 
    McCrae’s radio cackled and the voice of the SWAT team commander came over the air. McCrae told him the house was clear and that paramedics were needed urgently in the basement. “And watch out for bear traps. There’s a couple at the back of the house, so there could be more at the front.” 
 
    “Glad you saw it,” Corrina said, stiffening as she changed her weight distribution to relieve a cramp in her buttocks. “I walked straight into one.” 
 
    “I almost did the same. My foot came down on one of the jaws. An inch to the right and I wouldn’t have got here in time.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” Corrina said. 
 
    An alarm sounded upstairs. 
 
    “I forgot to tell them about that,” McCrae said. “I saw the door was wired, so I climbed in through the kitchen window. Didn’t want to let him know I was here.” 
 
    “Smart move. Now get these cuffs off and make sure Jess is okay.” 
 
    McCrae reached around behind her and unlocked the restraints, and the moment she was free, Corrina threw her arms around him and squeezed with all her might, the tears finally coming. 
 
    “I know,” McCrae cooed. “It’s all right. It’s over.” 
 
    Corrina released him. He took off his jacket to cover Jess. 
 
    “How is she?” Corrina asked as she wiped her face with her sleeve, suddenly aware that she hadn’t heard from the reporter since she’d woken up in the basement. 
 
    McCrae walked back over to Corrina. “I think she’s in shock,” he whispered. “He really did a number on her.” 
 
    Corrina resisted the urge to stand and take a look. There’d be plenty of time to find out all the details later, but first she and Jess needed medical attention. 
 
    The paramedics arrived, escorted down the stairs by two SWAT team members. Two tended to Jess while a second pair got Corrina comfortable for the trip to the ambulance.  
 
    “I’m gonna let these guys take care of you,” McCrae told Corrina. “I’ll see you upstairs.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Corrina knew he had a lot to do. There always was when an officer discharged their weapon. This case was as clear-cut as they came, but he still had to have everything in order. 
 
    An oxygen mask was put over her face and she felt a needle going into her leg, then the pain faded and everything suddenly felt right with the world. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Corrina carefully eased the plaster cast out of the passenger door and stood, putting all her weight on her good left leg. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re up to this? It’s only been a week.” 
 
    Corrina took the crutches from McCrae and nestled them under her arms. “I’m fine,” she smiled. “It’s healing nicely.” 
 
    She knew what he really meant, though. Her physical injuries were temporary, but the experience would live with her forever. Going to visit Jess in the hospital would bring it all flooding back. She hadn’t suffered nightmares, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t come. It could be weeks, or months, but something would inevitably trigger the part of her brain that had stored the horror. 
 
    The same went for Jess. 
 
    She’d been through much more than Corrina had. The damage to her body would be there for everyone to see for the remainder of her life, a constant reminder of her time in Seth Benning’s company. 
 
    They entered the hospital and McCrae punched the button for the elevator to take them to the fourth floor. When they got there, he flashed his badge at the police officer sitting outside Jess’s private room. 
 
    “Her parents are in there,” the cop said as he asked McCrae and Corrina to sign the attendance sheet. 
 
    “You wanna wait?” McCrae asked Corrina. 
 
    She suspected he was worried about recriminations, and she’d had the same concerns, but she couldn’t avoid them forever.  
 
    She shook her head. “No, let’s do this.” 
 
    They knocked on the door and McCrae held it open so that Corrina could enter first. 
 
    Kenneth Duffey stood, but his wife remained in her seat, holding Jess’s hand while her daughter slept. Both looked to be in their seventies, which surprised Corrina. They must have had Jess late in life. 
 
    McCrae did the introductions, and Kenneth offered his hand to Corrina. 
 
    “I want to thank you both. I understand from Captain McErlane that you were responsible for saving my daughter’s life.” 
 
    “It was mostly him,” Corrina said, nodding toward McCrae. “I was in as much danger as Jess.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” McCrae smiled. “If you hadn’t kept him talking, I would have got there about ten minutes too late.” He looked at the figure in the bed. Jess was fast asleep, bandages around her face and hands, and tubes running from her body to an array of monitoring machines. “How is she?” 
 
    Duffey sighed. “Her wounds will heal, but I doubt she’ll ever be the same.” He took out a handkerchief and wiped his brow. “I was in Vietnam,” he said. “Da Nang. During the Tet offensive, they attacked the base. We lost eighteen men, but it was the wounded who really suffered. I stayed in touch with many of them after they rotated back to the world, but none were ever the same. It changes you forever, and no amount of therapy can fix it. Those were hardened men, so there’s no telling what it’ll do to my little girl.” 
 
    Tears welled in Corrina’s eyes. She used her sleeve to wipe them away. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Duffey asked her. “I understand you went through a lot yourself.” 
 
    “It was scary, I’ll admit, but it’s what we do.” 
 
    Duffey gave her a look that said his fellow soldiers in Vietnam were doing what they were best at, too, and look what happened to them. 
 
    “At least Jess won’t have to worry about reprisals,” McCrae said.  
 
    “No, but I understand the press are camped outside waiting to interview her.” Duffey shook his head. “As if she hasn’t been through enough already.” 
 
    Despite Benning’s death, the story was going to run for some time. Travis hadn’t been able to prevent Claire McMillan releasing her story with the twelfth and thirteenth chapters, but at least his body count ended there.  
 
    “Not a fan of journalists?” Corrina asked him. 
 
    “You could say that. I was shocked when Jess said she’d chosen this career. Did everything I could to talk her out of it, but she went ahead anyway.” 
 
    “It probably saved her life,” Corrina pointed out. “If she and I hadn’t worked so closely together, there’s no way I would have known she was to be the fifteenth victim.” 
 
    “There is that,” Duffey conceded. 
 
    No one spoke for a few moments, until Duffey broke the silence. 
 
    “What kind of sick bastard does that to a girl?” 
 
    “We’ll never know,” Corrina said. That was one of many questions left unanswered. Why choose Kerry Swanson? Why go all the way to Vegas for his first kill? Why not seek professional help instead of going on a killing spree? Now they’d never know, but she’d take ignorance over being his fourteenth victim. “I tried to reason with him, but I think he was beyond redemption. His sister said he never showed any violent tendencies as a child, so maybe it really was his mother’s death that tipped him over the edge.” 
 
    Duffey remained silent, and Corrina inwardly cursed as she realized how insensitive she’d been. She saw a tear well up in Duffey’s eye. 
 
    “It’s all my fault.” He sniffed. “I did this to her.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” McCrae said, putting his hand on Duffey’s shoulder. “Seth Benning did it, and he paid for it.” 
 
    Duffey took a deep breath to compose himself, all the while looking at his stricken daughter. Eventually he turned to Corrina. 
 
    “If you ever need anything, please let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks,” was all she could think of to say.  
 
    Duffey turned his attention back to his daughter. “They say they can grow new ears in a petri dish these days,” he said. “If not, she can always fix her hair to cover them up.” 
 
    The grief he’d been fighting against finally won through, and Duffey began sobbing, a soul-rending sound. His wife stood and put her arms around him, and Corrina knew it was time to let the family have their time alone. 
 
    “We’ll leave you to it,” Corrina said to Alice Duffey, and got a nod and sympathetic smile in return. 
 
    McCrae held the door open and Corrina made her way out into the hallway. 
 
    “Poor bastards,” McCrae mumbled when the door closed behind them. “Benning didn’t get his fifteen kills, but he still managed to ruin their lives.” 
 
    “And all for nothing,” Corrina sighed. “It won’t make a bit of difference. He had a point about the greed in this world, but now that he’s gone it’ll just keep going.” 
 
    They walked back out to the vehicle, a truck McCrae had borrowed from his brother. It was easier to get in and out of than his sedan. 
 
    “Where to?” McCrae asked. 
 
    “Surprise me.” 
 
    He smiled. “Phuket it is.” 
 
    She put her hand on his knee. “I’d settle for a hotel room and a bottle of wine.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    He put the truck in gear and set off, and Corrina stared out of the side window. The last couple of weeks had been life-changing, but she was happy that things were now heading in the right direction. Mike had dropped his custody case against her. She wanted to think it was because of what she’d been through, but the likely explanation was that he knew any judge would look unkindly on his decision to hire a private investigator to track her movements, endangering a critical investigation in the process. 
 
     She and McCrae had agreed to take things slowly, at least until both divorces were finalized. They hadn’t discussed moving in together, but that was sure to happen at some point. McCrae’s wife wanted to keep the house, and he was happy to let Jean have it as long as she took over the payments and his name came off the deed. It made sense for him to move in with her once that was done. 
 
    Connor’s reaction was her only concern. She didn’t care what Mike thought of the arrangement, but her son’s happiness was paramount. She would only allow McCrae to move in if her boy was comfortable with having another man around the house. She’d ease him into it, inviting McCrae over for dinner a few times and perhaps going for day trips together at the weekends. Once Connor was used to him being around, she’d consider taking it to the next level. 
 
    That was, if McCrae had the same plans. He might balk at the idea of exiting one relationship and diving straight into another. 
 
    She looked at him, and he smiled back at her, a contented look that said he had nothing weighing on his mind. 
 
    That was good enough for her. 
 
    McCrae’s phone rang. He put it on speaker. 
 
    “Hey, Mack,” detective Geraldo Martinez said. “Just wanted to give you a heads-up. We got a misper.” 
 
    “Damn. I forgot to cancel that alert. Don’t worry about it, just let missing persons deal with it.” 
 
    “I think you might wanna take a look at this one.” 
 
    McCrae frowned. “Who is it?” 
 
    “You remember Hector Sanchez?” 
 
    “Doesn’t ring a bell,” McCrae admitted. 
 
    “He was in the news a few weeks ago,” Corrina said. “He started a GoFundMe page for his daughter’s cancer treatment. He’d built up a huge social media network over the last three years and managed to raise over four hundred Gs.”  
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, only his daughter never had cancer. He took the money and blew it in Vegas. There’s a court case pending.” 
 
    “Okay, so what about him? Did he skip town?” McCrae asked. 
 
    “No,” Martinez said. “His daughter went missing last night.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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