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Chapter 1





‘I killed them.’


Special Agent Yoko Tanaka came suddenly awake, the fatigue of the last few days blown to dust. Her first thought was that her ears were playing tricks, but they weren’t. There was no room for misinterpretation.


The kid had very deliberately looked at the camera in the corner of the interview room and confessed. It was the first thing he’d said since his arrest, and that had been the best part of six hours ago. As far as Yoko was concerned, those three words were sweeter than any ‘I love you’.


Given how verbally unco-operative he’d been, it was more than she’d expected at this stage, and more than any of them could have hoped for. Inside she was cheering, but outwardly nothing showed.


She looked at the kid sitting on the opposite side of the table. At that moment it was just the two of them in the cramped interview room. Detective Charlie Dumas was in the chair next to hers, less than a foot away, but he’d ceased to exist. So, too, had the detectives gathered behind the one-way mirror.


The kid was doing his best to make out that he wasn’t paying any attention. Since they’d got here, he’d spent the whole time with his head lowered, staring at his hands on the table top. Serenity personified, like the Buddha only a whole lot skinnier. He’d looked up when he confessed, and then his head had gone straight back down again.


Yoko wasn’t fooled. The kid had positioned himself so he could watch her and Dumas in his peripheral vision. The rest of the room he could see in the one-way mirror. It might appear that he’d left the building, but Yoko would have bet her life savings that he was fully aware of every single thing, no matter how insignificant.


Not that there was much to see. Industrial-grey walls, a strip light that flickered every thirty seconds or so, a wooden table and three red plastic-backed chairs.


And the mirror, of course.


The room was practically identical to every other interview room she’d been in, and there’d been plenty of those during her eighteen years with the FBI. Interview rooms existed outside of space and time. She could have been in any state, in any season, at any time of the day or night.


She wasn’t, though. Yoko was very much tethered to the here and now, and her current ‘here and now’ was Interview Room #1 at the Prince George’s Sheriff’s Office in Upper Marlboro, Maryland. It was the middle of summer, and it was a little after four in the afternoon.


Yoko was here at Dumas’s invitation. When it came to serial criminals, most local law-enforcement agencies were clueless. Everything they knew was informed by what they’d seen on TV or at the local multiplex or read in thrillers, which, although entertaining, could be grossly inaccurate.


This was where the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Units came in. When a serial criminal struck, the locals could put in a request for assistance, and, if the FBI had the personnel to spare, it was happy to help out.


The problem was that ‘if’. The reality of the situation was that there were too many bad guys and not enough profilers. For every investigation the FBI could help out on, there were plenty they had to refuse because they didn’t have the manpower.


Her boss called it the serial-killer lottery, and Yoko thought that pretty much covered it. In this case, Dumas had got lucky and his numbers had come up.


Yoko studied the kid. She’d been studying him since the second she’d properly set eyes on him back in his dorm room. He looked so damn normal. That’s what struck her first, and it was one of the things that got to her the most.


This shouldn’t have been a surprise. Most of them looked normal, as harmless as Sunday School teachers, which some actually were. Blending chameleon-like into the environment was a defining characteristic of a highly organised serial killer.


Even still, Yoko was surprised, which rarely happened these days. During her time with the BAU she’d witnessed every nightmare that had been dreamt up this side of hell, and a few more besides.


She’d seen enough to conclude that either God didn’t exist, or, if He did, He’d given up. She wanted to believe, she needed to believe, but it was just so hard when you spent most of your life down in the dungeons.


The kid was average height, average build, average in so many ways that that alone marked him out. It was like he was trying a little bit too hard to fit in.


His messy black hair touched the collar of his Jimi Hendrix T-shirt, his plain blue jeans were a style that everyone under twenty seemed to be wearing these days, and his Converse sneakers were of a design churned out by the million. The only distinguishing feature was his eyes. They were bright green with a golden yellow band around the iris.


Yoko had seen those eyes before. The venue had been similar: an interview room painted institutional grey with a table bolted to the floor and plastic bucket chairs. The chairs had been black instead of red, and there had been no mirror, but those were the only real differences.


That interview room had been in California’s San Quentin prison, and the eyes had belonged to a man who was widely regarded as one of America’s most notorious serial killers.


Like father, like son.


The Hendrix T-shirt was one of the few things that set this kid aside from his peers. Most kids his age would choose to advertise someone more up-to-date. They’d go for whatever band or singer was the flavour of the month, not some dead guitar hero.


Yoko recognised the image. It was a classic photograph from the Summer of Love. Hendrix’s shadow was cast against the backdrop of a beat-up Marshall amplifier. It was a striking picture that combined chaos and beauty, two qualities that shone through in his music.


A thousand years ago, Yoko had had the same picture on her dorm-room wall. She might despise what this kid had done, but she couldn’t fault his taste in rock music.


On the outside, the kid was everything you’d expect an average nineteen-year-old college student to be. He was neither an extrovert or an introvert. He existed right in the middle of those two extremes, a place where he could hide out in plain sight.


He liked to drink and he liked to party, but not to excess, and certainly not to the point where he lost control. Nobody they’d spoken to could remember seeing him drunk.


The same went for his love life. Everything was as you’d expect. There had been a couple of relationships, but nothing that lasted more than a month, which, again, wasn’t unusual for a college student. Why hitch yourself to one star when there was a whole galaxy out there to lose yourself in? It might have been a while since she’d attended college but some things never changed.


The kid’s love life was scandal free, which fitted with the profile. Merge like a chameleon. Don’t make waves.


Outwardly he might be your average everyday college student, but that all changed when you went inside his head. Then you were looking at anything but normal. The University of Maryland attracted some of the brightest and best, but this kid was in a league of his own.


He was actually doing two masters degrees. One in criminal psychology, the other in music. And he was acing them both, top of the class by a mile.


Nobody could say for sure how intelligent he was, although judging by the dismissive attitude of some of his professors, the fact he made them look like low-IQ trailer trash definitely rankled.


Yoko became vaguely aware of Dumas. The detective was pushing a Miranda waiver form across the battered desk, a pen on top, looking for a signature. He wasn’t going to get one.


Dumas was a New Yorker born and bred, brash and loud with a short fuse. His salt-and-pepper hair was cut into a neat flat-top, and he’d reached an age where the muscle was starting to soften, and he was happy to let it.


He was Prince George’s County’s chief of detectives, and had twenty years’ experience under his belt. Even so, he was way out of his depth. Everybody in the Prince George’s Sheriff’s Office was out of their depth on this one.


The kid’s rights had been read when he was arrested, and Yoko had witnessed the whole thing. Dumas used his clearest voice, enunciating every syllable like he was the lead actor in a Shakespearean play. He’d done everything by the book. There was no way this case was getting thrown out of court on a Miranda technicality.


After Dumas said his piece, the kid had looked him straight in the eye, then grinned. There was no real emotion behind that grin. It was a blatant attempt to push the detective’s buttons, and it almost worked.


The moment passed, and the kid was hauled out of the room and bundled into a Ford Crown Victoria and driven to the sheriff’s department.


Then, for the next five hours, they’d sat in this interview room without a single word from the kid. Not that Dumas didn’t try. Yoko had to credit the detective with that much. He really had given it his best shot.


And now this. A full confession like a bolt out of the blue. She didn’t want to start counting chickens, but there was a distinct possibility that she might actually get home to her own bed tonight, instead of staying in another lousy motel room.


She stared across the table and said, ‘You’ve had your rights read, and decided for whatever reason that you don’t want a lawyer. The fact you’re obviously not going to sign the waiver is neither here nor there. There were half a dozen cops present when you were arrested, and none of them would hesitate to get up on the witness stand and testify that Detective Dumas did an exemplary job of reading you your rights.’


Yoko paused to allow time for that to sink in, then added, ‘Furthermore, I’d have no problem standing up there and putting my hand on a bible and telling the whole world that not only did you hear your rights being read, you fully understood the implications and intent of what was being read to you.’


The kid grinned at her. It was the first reaction they’d had since Dumas had read him his rights, and it was the first indication he’d given that he even recognised her existence. Three words and two facial expressions in the space of six hours. Yoko was almost impressed. Almost being the operative word.


Up until thirty seconds ago she hadn’t uttered a single word. As for doing anything that indicated what she was thinking or feeling, forget it. When it came to pissing competitions this kid had some talent, but he still had a lot to learn.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘You can see the mirror and you can see the red light on the camera, so you know this is being recorded. Now, how about you state your name for our viewers at home, and everyone watching on the other side of the one-way glass?’


The grin reduced to a smile. The kid’s eyes were shining, like this was the best game ever.


‘My name is Jefferson Winter.’
















Chapter 2





Winter stared across the table at Yoko and said, ‘Valentino. You know, you could have come up with something better than that.’


‘I like it. It’s a good fit.’


‘Why? Because I steal my victim’s hearts?’ He shook his head and made a disdainful snorting sound. ‘It shows a complete lack of imagination.’


‘And that annoys you, Jefferson?’


‘Of course it doesn’t annoy me. For that to happen, I’d have to give a shit what you people think.’


Dumas went to say something and Yoko shut him up with a look. This was her show now.


‘I know it’s controversial, but my favourite Hendrix album has always been The Cry of Love.’


Winter gave her an incredulous look. ‘What planet are you from? He was dead when that was finished. Maybe if he’d been alive, it would have been his best, but he wasn’t, and on that basis alone it can’t be a legitimate contender. We have absolutely no idea what his intentions were.’


‘Even so, that was him playing the guitar, and him singing. As far as I’m concerned that makes it as legitimate as the other three albums.’


Winter shook his head, frowning. ‘No way. What if it was supposed to be another double album like Electric Ladyland? Or even a triple album, and he never finished writing the songs? Maybe he would have ended up scrapping the whole thing and started again. The point is, we’ll never know.’


Another shake of the head, another frown. ‘No, his best album’s got to be Axis: Bold As Love, every time. ‘Little Wing’, ‘Castles Made of Sand’, ‘Spanish Castle Magic’. Those songs are genius. It doesn’t get any better.’


‘What the hell is this?’ Dumas cut in.


Yoko turned to face him. ‘Detective Dumas, perhaps you’d be so good as to give us a few minutes alone.’


The detective opened his mouth to speak, and Yoko raised her eyebrows.


Winter smiled. ‘What’s this? Good cop, stupid cop?’


The colour started rising in Dumas’s face. His fists weren’t clenching and unclenching yet, but that wasn’t far off, and then it wouldn’t take much for him to start pummelling the crap out of Winter.


‘Just a few minutes,’ said Yoko again.


Dumas stared for a second longer, then stalked from the room. He slammed the door behind him, leaving an awkward silence in his wake.


‘Something I said?’ asked Winter.


Yoko didn’t respond. She reached for her cigarette pack and Zippo. The lighter had seen plenty of action and was covered in scratches, the brass dulled by the passing years. Yoko nodded to the pack and Winter shook his head.


‘No thanks. Those things’ll kill you.’


‘So will the lethal injection, Jefferson.’


‘Was that an attempt at humour?’


‘I thought it was funny.’ She lit the cigarette and blew out a long plume of smoke. ‘I can see why you wouldn’t, though. If I was looking at spending the next ten to fifteen years on death row, I wouldn’t find it particularly funny. You know,’ she added, ‘that was one of the things that was flagged up at my last review.’


‘What? The fact you don’t have a sense of humour?’


‘No, that I’m lacking in people skills.’


‘You seem to be doing a pretty good job to me. That Hendrix comment was a good call. Try to establish some common ground with your interview subject in order to get them on side. And disagreeing with me was a good call as well. I hate yes people.’


‘I can relate.’


Winter laughed. ‘See, there’s nothing wrong with your people skills. Just because I hate yes people, it doesn’t mean there aren’t occasions when it’s appropriate to agree.’


Yoko took a long drag on her cigarette. ‘I met your father a couple of times.’


The room fell silent.


‘I have no father.’


‘Yes, you do, Jefferson. His name is Albert Winter. Or Al as he was known to his many and various friends. Or should that be ex-friends? Being a convicted serial killer is a great way to reduce your Christmas card list, don’t you think?’


She stared at Winter, and the kid stared right back.


‘Over a twelve-year period your father murdered fifteen young women. He took them into the forest at night and hunted them down like they were animals. He was eventually caught in 1991 and, as we speak, he’s whiling away his remaining years in a cell on death row at San Quentin prison in California. You were eleven when he was caught.’


‘I have no father,’ Winter repeated.


‘You can keep saying that, but it won’t make it true.’


Another awkward silence settled across the room. She sat and smoked and studied him. She did nothing to hide what she was doing. Just like he was doing nothing to hide the fact that he was studying her too.


Yoko had dealt with plenty of monsters but this Jefferson Winter was something else. She couldn’t get over how composed and self-assured he was.


He possessed the sort of confidence she associated with really hardened criminals. The lifers. The ones who’d spent most of their miserable lives bouncing from one jail cell to another. The difference was that they’d had years for their skin to thicken and this kid was only nineteen.


She stubbed out her cigarette. ‘You’re a Doors fan.’


‘The poster on my wall?’


‘I get paid to notice things.’


‘What else did you notice?’


‘You like The Beatles, but it’s Lennon you worship.’


Winter dipped his head fractionally, a small gesture that said go on.


‘Lennon, Hendrix, Morrison, they’re all dead.’


‘So is Elvis.’


‘Yes he is, but the other three you view as geniuses. You see Elvis as some farm boy who got lucky.’


He looked at her carefully. ‘And you don’t?’


‘Lennon and Hendrix, yes, they’re geniuses. As for Elvis, I suppose he could sing a bit, but, let’s face it, he doesn’t make the grade.’


‘What about Morrison?’


‘He was just a drunk who was pretty good at stringing words together.’


‘Pretty good?’ Winter shook his head. ‘The way he put words together was his genius. Go and listen to ‘Riders on the Storm’ then tell me that isn’t one of the most amazing lyrics that’s ever been written, or ever likely to be written.’


‘I would have thought you’d prefer ‘The End’. All that stuff about killing your father.’


He said nothing.


‘You consider yourself a genius. That’s why you admire Lennon and Hendrix.’


He shrugged. ‘A genius is someone who can see so far into the future they’re looking right over the edge of the curve. Not only can they see into the future but nothing’s going to stop them getting there. And when they do finally get there, everyone else is going to be left with their mouths hanging open wondering how the hell they pulled that one off.’


‘And that’s how you view yourself?’


Nothing.


‘Okay, Jefferson, here’s what I don’t understand. If you’re half as smart as you think you are, what the hell are you doing here?’


He answered with a smile that Yoko didn’t like one bit.


Firstly, it was a smile that said I know something you don’t, and she hated not knowing, hated being outside the loop, hated the idea that someone might possess information that she didn’t.


Secondly, she’d seen that exact same smile before, three thousand miles west and six months ago. It had chilled her as much then as it chilled her now.
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