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For Finn,


The more I get to know you,


the more you amaze me.


Love you now and always.
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The countdown started three hundred and sixty-four days ago. Back then there had been all the time in the world. Now it felt as though it was about to run out, and fast. Because that was the thing with time. It was fluid and it lied. Nine and half hours from now August 4 would turn into August 5 and they’d be on the final stretch. Jefferson Winter was aware of the clock ticking, the seconds dripping away like sand flowing through an hourglass. Whenever he shut his eyes all he could see was the bright hot flash of the explosion.


He stepped into Arrivals and made a quick scan of the waiting crowd. The woman holding the sign with his name on looked just like a cop. It was her eyes. They were constantly on the move, searching for danger and taking everything in. She wasn’t a cop, though. Not any more. Winter knew that for a fact. She recognised him in the same instant that he recognised her. It was easy to see why. He was average height, average weight, and had one of those faces that you wouldn’t look at twice. Where he moved away from the average was his hair. He was only in his mid-thirties but it had already gone completely white. It turned when he was twenty. He used to dye it during his FBI days. Since quitting, he hadn’t bothered. A lot of things fell by the wayside when he quit being a G-man. He walked over to where she was standing.


‘You must be Laura Anderton,’ he said.


‘And you must be Jefferson Winter. Welcome to Vancouver.’


She held out her hand and waited for him to shake it. Her grip was firm and purposeful. It was the handshake of someone who was confident about where they fit in the grand scheme of things. Anderton was fifty-three, with big brown eyes and shoulder-length brunette hair. She was wearing jeans and a plain white blouse. Her ankle-length boots had a sensible heel. She must have been stunning in her younger days. She was still attractive now.


‘Where, why, who,’ he said.


‘You say that like it means something.’


‘It does. All we’ve got to do is answer one of those questions and we can save a life. If we know where the next murder is taking place then we can ambush the killer. If we know who the intended victim is we can protect them. Why is a little less obvious, but I’m confident that if we can work that out, the information will lead us to the killer or the next victim. Either one is a win.’


‘Put like that, it sounds so simple,’ Anderton said.


‘I didn’t say it would be easy. I’m just saying that that’s what we need to do. Where, why, who. I’m telling you, it’s a no-brainer.’


‘Okay, here’s another question for you. How? As in how do we find answers to those questions.’


Winter shrugged. ‘I’m still working on that one.’


‘Well, work harder.’


He followed Anderton to the exit, his suitcase trundling in his wake. The crowds were parting before her in a way that was almost biblical. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. Everyone just got the hell out of her way. She was five foot six and slim, so it wasn’t as though she was physically imposing. And it wasn’t like she was waving a gun around. A crowded airport, in the middle of the afternoon, that would definitely have got a reaction.


Outside, the sun was shining, the temperature in the mid-seventies. The day was about as perfect as it was possible to get. Winter checked his cell. There was no sign of the text he was waiting for. He put the phone away, found his sunglasses, then lit a cigarette. His last one had been in Detroit. Even without the four-hour delay that was too long.


The last couple of days it had been one thing after another. His original plan had been to fly here yesterday, but the Detroit case had dragged on. The arrest had gone bad, the killer ended up dead. Winter hadn’t fired the shot, but he’d witnessed the whole thing, which meant jumping through a load of administrative hoops before he could leave. Then there had been that damn plane delay. Time was tight enough without having that to deal with.


Anderton started walking, Winter following close behind. The impression he had got from their email exchanges was that she was professional and businesslike, and maybe a little distant. So far he had seen nothing to contradict these impressions. In the near distance, a Boeing 777 decorated with Air Canada’s livery lumbered into the sky, engines screaming as it fought against gravity, two hundred and fifty tons being thrust forward and upward at a hundred and fifty knots. The air stank of aviation fuel. According to the signs, they were heading away from the parking lots. Winter didn’t bother asking why. Wherever Anderton was headed, she was walking as though it was where they were meant to be going.


She had first contacted him last year, back when she was still running the police investigation. At the time he’d been tied up with a case in Europe and hadn’t been able to get away. He’d asked her to keep him in the loop, and she had. Most months he received an email updating him on the situation. Because of the nature of the case there was rarely anything new. That didn’t matter, though. By the third email he’d concluded that the real reason for the updates was that she wanted the case to stay on his radar.


Not that it was about to fall off any time soon. This one had got him curious. It was the sort of puzzle he lived for. To start with, most murders happened without warning. They came completely out of the blue. The first you knew about it was when the call came through informing you that another body had been found. That hadn’t happened here. The year-long gap between murders made these crimes unusual, but what made the series unique was the MO. Most serial killers wanted to be there at the moment of death. That was a big part of the thrill. They needed to see the lights go off in their victims’ eyes. It gave them a massive ego boost. In that moment they were more powerful than God.


This killer hadn’t been there at the end. In fact, he’d gone out of his way to make sure he wasn’t. He’d gained access to each victim’s house, overpowered them, and then bound them to a kitchen chair with duct tape. After attaching a homemade bomb to their chest and wiring it so that it would be triggered when the kitchen door opened, he had left. All three victims were female, killed when their husbands came home from work. Basically, he was using the husband as a murder weapon. Winter had come across killers who took a hands-off approach before, but never to this level.


‘I guess this is where I’m supposed to ask if you had a good flight,’ Anderton said. ‘But since your plane was four hours late I don’t think I’ll bother.’


‘There was a mechanical problem. One that needed to be fixed immediately.’


‘I’d hope so.’


‘You’d be surprised. Most aircraft have something wrong with them. If you insisted they were a hundred per cent operational a hundred per cent of the time they’d never fly anywhere, and that’s not good for business. The reason they don’t fall out of the sky is because there’s so much redundancy built into the systems.’


‘And you’re okay with that?’ Anderton said.


‘So far, so good. I haven’t been in a crash yet. And I fly a lot.’


‘Yeah, well, I’d prefer to think that everything’s in perfect working order.’


‘Not going to happen.’


‘Maybe so, but that won’t stop me from telling myself that. This is one of those rare occasions where ignorance is most definitely bliss.’


A short while later they arrived at a restricted area. There were signs promising that very bad things would happen to anyone who parked there illegally. Anderton’s SUV was next to a Vancouver PD cruiser. The SUV was a Mercedes, five years old and sparkling in the sunshine. Even the tyres were clean and gleaming. Anderton clearly loved her car. The card on the dash stating that she was on Vancouver PD business looked official enough. It made Winter wonder what else she’d kept from her cop days.


Anderton opened the trunk and heaved his case inside. It was a battered old Samsonite that he’d had forever and his whole life was in there. Since quitting the FBI, he’d been a person of no fixed abode. Home was whatever hotel suite he found himself booked into. Anderton slammed the trunk shut and got into the driver’s seat. Winter climbed into the passenger side and buckled up. He checked his phone again. Still no sign of that text.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Let’s go talk to Nicholas Sobek. Since he’s our client, it would be good to touch base. Plus there’s the added bonus that he witnessed the first murder. Two birds, one stone.’


‘I’ve got to warn you, he’s a bit strange.’


‘Define strange.’


Anderton looked as though she was going to answer, then shook her head slowly. ‘It’s probably best if you judge that one for yourself.’
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Nicholas Sobek still lived in the house where his wife had been murdered, which could definitely be classed as strange. As far as Winter was concerned things didn’t work that way. If the person you love is brutally murdered in the place you call home, you’re going to get straight on the phone to a realtor. You’re not going to spend another day there. You’re not going to want to spend another minute there. So far, Sobek had spent one thousand and ninety-five days there, and counting. That added up to more than a million and a half minutes.


Strange thing number two: Sobek had only left his house twice during the past three years, both times to visit his wife’s grave. On the anniversary of her death, he’d driven himself to Mountain View cemetery, arriving as the sun came up and leaving as it set.


The house was on Balsam Place, a tidy, spacious cul-de-sac in Kerrisdale. The neighbourhood was to the south-west of downtown Vancouver, prosperous and shiny, with wide streets and plenty of green. The homes weren’t Hollywood A-lister massive, but nor were they shacks. Each one sat on its own large plot of land. The garages were large enough to accommodate two cars and the yards were kept tidy by groundkeeping companies.


Anderton stopped in front of the large gate and waited for it to roll open. It was made from solid steel and looked relatively new. The ten-foot wall surrounding the property was topped with sharp pieces of metal and glass, and looked new too. Beyond the wall was a line of tall Douglas firs. All you could see of the house was the occasional glimpse of the roofline. The overall impression was that this was a fortress rather than a home.


Anderton drove onto the driveway and parked directly in front of the garage doors. The move was smoothly executed, like she’d done this a hundred times before. There was no hesitation. She just drove up to the garage like she owned the place. Then there was the way the gates had opened for her. Usually there would be a conversation with whoever was watching the security camera, a quick back and forth to establish whether you were friend or foe. Winter looked up at the house, then looked back at Anderton.


‘What?’ she asked.


‘I’m just wondering how this works, that’s all. Three years ago you were convinced this guy was the killer. Two years ago you were still trying to find a way to make the facts fit that scenario. Fast forward to now and you’re best friends.’


‘I wouldn’t go that far.’


‘You know what I mean.’


For a moment Anderton just sat staring up at the house. It was an impressive property. Five bedrooms at a guess, and a similar number of bathrooms. There would be a study for sure, and probably a gym, maybe even a home cinema. The architect had gone for an Art Deco look, bright white walls and elegant curves. There was no way this was built in the thirties, though. Or the twenties. Or the forties. Sometime during the nineties was a safer bet. If you wanted the world to know that you’d done good, this was the sort of place you would buy.


‘Nicholas Sobek is as keen as I am to see his wife’s murderer brought to justice,’ she said.


Winter kept quiet and waited for her to fill the silence. There were things he knew about her and plenty he didn’t know. He knew that since she retired she’d been working as a private investigator. And he knew that she only had the one client. He also knew that most retired cops had unfinished business, a case that haunted them to the grave.


‘I don’t like leaving a job half done,’ she said eventually. ‘The fact that the murderer is out there walking free kills me. But what gets me even more is the fact that in a little over twenty-four hours he’s going to kill someone else. I’d do anything to stop that happening. Anything. Working for Sobek means that I get to stay in the game. I get to keep chasing him.’ She nodded to the house. ‘Sobek’s got the means and he’s definitely got the motivation. I’ve got the skill set he needs to pursue his goal. Like I said, we’re both after the same thing here.’


‘So, you’re using him.’


‘Only as much as he’s using me.’


He waited for her to say something else. When it became clear that she was done, he said, ‘Anything else I should know?’


She answered with a smile that hinted at a whole treasure trove of secrets. Maybe she was keeping something back, maybe she was just screwing with him. Not that it mattered. They got out of the car and followed the path around to the front door. The grass in the front yard had been cut recently. Bright flowers filled the planters that lined the path. Winter checked his cell while they walked. Still no sign of that text. He became aware of Anderton looking at him over her shoulder.


‘A watched cell phone never seems to beep,’ he said.


‘If you say so.’


There were two security scanners attached to the wall of the porch. Anderton pressed her eye against the top one, and her thumb against the bottom. Ten seconds passed, then the door clicked open and a disembodied voice said, ‘I’m in the gym.’ It took a second to locate the speaker. It was hidden in the roof of the porch. Whatever Sobek was doing, it sounded like hard work. Winter hated gyms. He worked on the theory that you were as fit as you needed to be for the lifestyle you were leading.


The entrance hall was two storeys high with exposed beams and an ornate chandelier that sparkled and threw off shards of light. The floor was pine, the staircase wide. Modern paintings hung in brushed metal frames on the walls. Anderton led the way to a corridor that took them behind the staircase. The door hidden in the shadows opened on to the basement stairs. There were two more scanners fixed to the wall here. Anderton went through the same song and dance she’d gone through at the front door. Eye against the top scanner, thumb against the bottom one. There was a quiet click as the lock released.


‘How does Sobek know that I’m not forcing you to take me to him at gunpoint? Maybe I’m not even who I say I am.’


She answered with a look.


‘I’m only half joking, by the way,’ he added. ‘I’m figuring that the security precautions don’t end at the gate and the walls. Am I right?’


‘Okay, you passed through a metal detector when you walked into the house, so unless your gun is made from polymer and doesn’t contain any bullets, then we’re good to go there. Also, your photograph was taken on the porch, and checked using facial-recognition software. That’s why the door didn’t open straight away. The photograph it was checked against came from me. I found an old one from your FBI days on the internet. You looked so young back then, almost wholesome. What happened?’


Winter smiled at that. ‘I take it all these security measures weren’t in place three years ago.’


‘Correct. The Sobeks had a burglar alarm, but forgot to turn it on as often as they remembered. The wall and gate weren’t here either. Back then, Sobek wanted everyone driving up this street to see the house. Image was very important to him. Take a look in the garage and you’ll see what I mean. There’s an Aston Martin Vantage and an S-Class Mercedes in there, both cars just gathering dust. He’s also got a Cessna 206 that he hasn’t flown since the murder. There’s an airfield at Boundary Bay, twenty miles south of the city. That’s where he keeps it. The maintenance is all up to date, but it never flies anywhere.’


‘All this security, it’s like locking the stable door after the horse has bolted.’


‘Maybe so, but nobody’s broken in during the last three years. On that basis you could argue that it’s having the desired effect.’


They descended the stairs in single file, Anderton still leading the way. The stairway was the same width as the basement door, the roof low, which made it feel claustrophobic. They could have been descending into an old Cold War bomb shelter, or a dungeon. At the bottom, two corridors split off left and right. Anderton turned left. They passed another two doors, both closed, both made of brushed steel.


‘Since the murder, this is where Sobek has been living,’ Anderton said. ‘He’s got a bedroom, a kitchen and an office down here. He’s even got a firing range.’


‘You’re kidding, right?’


Anderton shook her head. ‘I’m totally serious. The person who owned the house before Sobek was a bowling fanatic. He had a lane built down here. When Sobek bought it, he had all the machinery ripped out and converted it into a firing lane.’


‘Is he any good?’


‘He shoots better than I do. I’ve seen him hit the bullseye six times out of six.’


‘What’s the deal with the rest of the house?’


‘Everything up there is exactly how it was when his wife died. Sobek hasn’t changed a thing. It’s like some sort of shrine.’ Anderton glanced over her shoulder. ‘I told you he was strange.’


The corridor ended at a steel door that was identical to the ones they’d already passed. Anderton went straight in without knocking. The gym was fully kitted out, the equipment arranged neatly. There was a treadmill, an exercise bike, a cross-trainer and a multigym. A punching bag hung from a steel plate bolted to the ceiling. Martial arts weapons were displayed on a large board fixed to one wall.


Sobek was lying on the bench press, pumping iron. The amount he was lifting equated to an Anderton, maybe even one and a half Andertons. Each time he pushed up he let out a long, loud grunt. His arm muscles were bulging and the tendons in his neck were as taut as piano wires. He was in his mid-thirties with a full beard and piercing brown eyes. He did two more pushes then sat up and pulled his ponytail straight. It was straggly and shiny with sweat, and fell down to his shoulders. His face was red and he was taking deep, measured breaths.


He stripped off his T-shirt, grabbed a towel and started patting himself dry. He had good muscle definition on his arms and chest, and the full six pack. He hadn’t gone overboard, though. Working out was clearly an obsession, but he was a long way from being a steroid-enhanced freak show. There was a small key on a chain around his neck. Both hands were wrapped up with white boxer’s tape that had turned grey at the knuckles from where he’d been pummelling the punching bag. The T-shirt he put on was identical to the one he’d taken off. Plain and black. He dumped the towel on the back of a chair and walked over to Winter. For a moment, he just stood there staring.


‘So,’ he said. ‘Do you think I murdered my wife?’
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Sobek was still staring, waiting for an answer to his question. If this was an attempt at intimidation, it wasn’t working. Winter had played this particular game with men a lot scarier than Sobek. While he was with the FBI he’d interviewed dozens of serial criminals. He’d come face-to-face with the worst of the worst. To survive those sorts of encounters you had to develop a thick skin. That said, he wasn’t about to underestimate Sobek. He knew a predator when he saw one. Sobek stared for a couple of seconds more, then blinked. Winter took this as his cue.


‘The police don’t think you killed her,’ he said. ‘At the time of Alicia Kirchner’s murder you were visiting your wife’s grave. The same goes for last year when Lian Hammond was murdered. Witnesses place you in the cemetery on both occasions. They say you were there for the whole day, so, unless you paid them off, that’s a fairly substantial alibi.’


‘I do have alibis for Alicia and Lian’s murders. However, I don’t have one for Isabella’s. There are plenty of theories flying around for how I might have done it. There’s even a website: www.sobekkilledhiswife.com.’


‘I’ve seen it. Do you know my favourite theory? You killed your wife, then the next year you hired a contract killer to kill Alicia. The reason the MO was the same was because you were able to supply the killer with the details.’


‘And the following year, I was supposed to have paid him to kill Lian.’


‘And this year you’re going to pay him again to take someone else out.’


‘Do you know how crazy that sounds?’ Sobek asked.


‘I’ve heard crazier.’


‘I loved my wife. There’s not a day goes by when I don’t think about her. She’s in my thoughts every minute of every hour.’


‘Was that why you kept having affairs? One police report classed you as a serial philanderer. I prefer alley cat. That’s closer to the mark, don’t you think?’


‘We had our problems, but we were working through them.’


‘Was this before or after Isabella had her affair? That must have pissed you off. I mean, it’s okay for you to screw around, but there’s no way it would have been okay for her to do the same.’


Sobek didn’t respond straight away. He took a long breath. It was easy to imagine him doing a slow count to ten. ‘You still haven’t answered my question. Do you think I killed my wife?’


Winter swept an imaginary dust speck from the multigym, then sat down. This was the cleanest gym he’d ever seen. He was looking up at Sobek now, but wasn’t concerned about handing him the high ground. The fact that he didn’t feel the need to keep hold of it was a power play in itself.


‘The police spent a lot of time, energy and resources digging into your background,’ he said. ‘The picture that gets painted is of someone who was obsessed with making money and didn’t care who they destroyed in pursuit of that goal. But let’s face it, you’re not going to earn a fortune trading stocks by playing nice. You screwed your customers, you screwed around, basically you screwed everyone you came into contact with. All that mattered was making a buck. If Gordon Gekko had been real he would have been first in line to shake your hand and welcome you to the club.’


‘People can change.’


‘In my experience they don’t change that much.’


‘And I’m telling you they can. When Isabella died I was forced to face up to some unpleasant truths about myself. But I faced up to them, and I sincerely believe that I’m a better person for having gone through that process.’


‘That’s good to hear, but I don’t care about your past. All I care about is that you play straight with me. Can you do that?’


‘Of course.’


Sobek was staring again. ‘So, do you think that I murdered my wife?’


‘No, I don’t.’


He dipped his head slightly. ‘Thank you for your honesty.’


‘Okay, my turn. That key around your neck, what does it open?’
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Sobek led them back up to the entrance hall and took the corridor on the opposite side of the staircase. The door at the far end had a large padlock attached to it. After all the high-tech security measures, it seemed oddly out of place, more a symbolic gesture than any sort of security precaution. You could jimmy it off with a crowbar in two seconds flat. A person who was halfway competent with a lock pick could crack it in five. Sobek took the key from around his neck and unlocked the padlock. He pushed the door open then stepped aside.


Winter and Anderton went inside. Sobek didn’t. He was watching them from the doorway, his eyes following their every move. The blinds were drawn and the furniture made dim shapes in the gloom. Winter flicked on the light. By the looks of things, nothing had changed since the police moved out. There was evidence of the explosion wherever he looked. Chairs lay toppled on their sides. The walls, woodwork and floor tiles were all stained black. When he closed his eyes he could imagine the smell. The Fourth of July tainted by the stink of charred meat. The kitchen was coated with a thin layer of dust and fingerprint powder. The place where Isabella had fallen was marked with chalk that had grown faint over the years.


The table seated six but there were only five chairs. The one that Isabella had died on was missing. Four of the chairs lay scattered around the table. Two were lying on their sides and two had been spun away from the table, as though the occupants had got up and suddenly left. The fifth chair had been set up at the epicentre of the blast zone. Winter walked over and rested his hands on the back of it. For a moment he stood there gazing around the kitchen. He was aware of Sobek watching from the doorway. Anderton was watching as well. His eyes met hers.


‘What’s it going to feel like, being bound to this chair with a bomb taped to your chest?’


Anderton didn’t respond straight away. If she was half the investigator he thought she was then this wouldn’t be the first time she’d imagined herself in that chair. Working out what made the bad guys tick was only a part of the story. Understanding and empathising with the victim was the other part.


‘It’s going to be terrifying,’ she said eventually. ‘Totally and utterly terrifying.’


‘And then some,’ he agreed. ‘Isabella was the first victim. She was thirty years old, fit and healthy. Her whole life was stretched out in front of her. She wouldn’t have had a clue what was going on. Some guy had broken into her house, bound her to a chair, then just left.’


Anderton was still staring at the chair, imagining what it was like. ‘When she heard Sobek come home she would have tried to warn him,’ she said, ‘but she couldn’t do that because there was a strip of duct tape across her mouth. He opens the door, then boom.’


‘Fast forward a year. This time the victim is Alicia Kirchner. The big difference is that she knows exactly what’s happening. The story of Isabella Sobek’s murder was all over the news. There was no way she would have missed it. Knowing what’s going to happen cranks the fear level up another notch.’


Anderton was already ahead of him. ‘Fast forward another year and the victim is Lian Hammond. Lian was Asian, which ups the ante. Up until this point he’d just been targeting Caucasians. She’d have felt safe. This just adds to the fear.’


‘I’ve got to hand it to this guy, having the murders on the same day each year is a stroke of genius. The anticipation really helps to increase those fear levels. So who is he going to tape to the chair this year? Or to put it another way, what’s he going to do to take this to the next level?’


‘Maybe the next victim will be black,’ Anderton suggested.


Winter shook his head. ‘He’s already shown that race isn’t any sort of barrier.’


‘What about a male? That way he’d be showing that gender isn’t an issue. That would raise the stakes.’


‘It would, but I don’t think he’s going down that road. As well as raising the stakes, that would significantly increase the risk factor. Generally speaking, men are stronger than women.’


‘Careful with those generalisations. I reckon I could kick your ass.’


‘Probably, but my point still stands. The way these crimes are presenting, this killer isn’t physically imposing. He’s going to be small build. Height somewhere in the region of five and a half feet. Certainly not much taller. This is someone with Small Man Syndrome. He controls his victims through coercion rather than force. That’s why he’s going to avoid targeting a male.’


Anderton opened her mouth to say something, then shut it again. Her brow furrowed then relaxed. Winter could almost see the thoughts cascading through her head.


‘You think he’s going to go after a kid,’ she said.


‘The thought’s crossed my mind. Serial killers have their own hierarchy. Bombers are way down near the bottom. They’re cowards. Only child killers rank lower. A bomber who kills kids would be the lowest of the low.’


‘Lower than low,’ Anderton agreed. ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t go down that route.’


Winter moved around to the front of the chair and sat down. Sobek was still watching from the doorway. It was difficult to read his expression. If he was bothered, it didn’t show. Equally, if he was curious then that didn’t show either. There was a kind of blank indifference on his face, like he was cataloguing what was going on but didn’t have an opinion one way or the other.


Winter shut his eyes, and the clock spun back. It was no longer him on the chair, it was Isabella. She was living through her final moments, each breath taking her closer to death, and there was nothing she could do to change that. This was more than imagination, it was a becoming. This was his gift. His curse. He took a deep breath and stepped into the zone.




*





The kitchen door closes and I’m alone. I listen to the killer’s footsteps fading away into silence. The front door is too far away for me to hear it opening. The bomb is lighter than it looks, but it feels heavy. Some objects have extra mass because they’re weighed down by their significance. This bomb is one such object. It’s heavy enough to crush me. The weight of it pressing into my ribs suffocates me. I’m this killer’s first, so I don’t have a reference point to work from. Even so, I know exactly what this device is capable of, and the reason I know is because he told me. He would have laid everything out in a way that even my terrified brain would understand. All I can do now is wait for Nicholas to come home. I’m powerless to do anything else. This has all been explained to me as well.


When you’re trapped between a rock and a hard place you’re never stuck exactly in the middle. One side will always exert more pressure, and that’s the side you’ll feel compelled to move away from. Human beings are programmed to seek out the path of least resistance. This is true for death as it is for anything else. Nobody wants to die a slow, agonising death. And nobody wants to die a violent death, their bodies ripped to pieces by forces that have no respect for blood, bone, muscle and flesh. Why would anyone wish that upon themselves? No, what we’re all looking for is a peaceful slide into the long goodnight.


Remember those poor souls who jumped from the Twin Towers? They faced an impossible choice. Either stay where you were and burn to death, or jump. Rocks and hard places. So why did they jump? They jumped because at that moment the fire was exerting more pressure. They had to get away. That was the only thing that mattered. And then they were tumbling head over heels, falling, falling, falling, plunging toward certain death, the ground getting closer and closer, and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it.


And that’s exactly what’s happening here. Because I’m not quite as powerless as I think. The killer would have told me all about mercury tilt switches. He would have explained how one wrong move would result in certain death.


I’m going to die. Nothing can stop that. But Nicholas doesn’t have to. Even though the terror has forced my mind into meltdown, there’s a strong likelihood that I’d managed to reach this conclusion. All I’ve got to do is rock the chair until it topples over. Do that and I can save Nicholas.


But I don’t do that because I don’t want to die. As long as I’m alive, there’s a chance I’ll be rescued. I don’t know how that would work exactly, I just know that I can’t give up yet. So long as there’s a single breath left in my body I will fight. I’ve even set myself a deadline for that final breath. When I hear Nicholas, that’s when I’ll topple the chair. There’s no point us both dying.


Except it doesn’t work that way. I don’t hear the front door opening, but I do hear him calling out my name. I’d shout out to warn him, but can’t because my mouth is taped shut. This is the point where I should topple the chair. But I can’t do that either. I’m still breathing. I’m still alive. I hear him moving around the house, calling out my name. And then he’s in the corridor that leads to the kitchen, and I still haven’t toppled the chair. And then he’s standing outside the kitchen door, and I’m still sitting here. And then the handle starts to move and it’s too late. The door opens and the explosion rips my chest apart. I’m dead before my body hits the expensive marble tiles.
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The first thing Winter saw when he opened his eyes was Anderton watching him from four feet away. There was something that might have been concern in her gaze, but mostly what he saw was curiosity. He was starting to understand why Sobek had preserved this room. This was his sacred space. It was easy to imagine him sneaking up here in the middle of the night to commune with the ghost of his dead wife. He glanced over at the doorway. Sobek had gone.


‘Liar, liar, pants on fire,’ he whispered to himself.


‘Who?’ Anderton asked. ‘The killer?’


He nodded. ‘Bombs are fairly straightforward devices, right?’


‘Correct. When you get down to it they’re all pretty much identical. First, you need some sort of explosive material. Second, you need a detonator. Third, you need a switch to trigger the device. Everything else is just a variation on that theme.’


Winter stood up and looked down at the chair. He could imagine Isabella sitting here with a bomb taped to her chest, terrified and desperate, paralysed by her fear and indecision.


‘The bomb is the killer’s take on an old favourite,’ he said. ‘The pipe bomb. Where it differs is that he only used half a pipe. He cut it lengthways down the middle, fitted it inside a plastic sleeve and filled it with gunpowder and ball bearings. The gunpowder came from fireworks. He waited for Canada Day to come around, then bought a job lot of rockets, as many as he could get away with without raising suspicions. Then he pulled them apart to cannibalise what he needed.’


Anderton walked over and stopped at his shoulder. ‘Using half a pipe was ingenious. In most pipe bombs the casing turns to shrapnel. Red hot shards of metal are spread across the blast zone, killing or maiming everyone they come into contact with. But there’s only one person here. Isabella. By using half a pipe he can direct the blast toward her.’


‘The ball bearings weren’t really necessary. The force of the blast alone was enough to destroy her heart. They were an insurance policy. His primary objective was to make sure that Isabella died. He wasn’t taking any chances there.’


‘The detonator is interesting.’


Winter glanced at Anderton, eyebrows raised. ‘“Interesting” is one word for it.’


‘And what word would you use?’


He considered this for a second. ‘No, “interesting” works for me.’


And it did. The police had found evidence that the killer had made his detonator from a Christmas-tree light bulb. He would have snipped the tip off, carefully so he wouldn’t damage the filament. Then he would have filled the bulb with sulphur that he’d culled from crushing up match heads. These bulbs were designed to accept a one-volt charge, but he’d hooked his up to a nine-volt battery. When the bomb was triggered the filament overloaded and ignited the sulphur.


There was also evidence that he’d used a magnetic door sensor to trigger the bomb, the same sort of sensor used in home alarm systems. The magnet had been superglued to the door, while the reed switch was glued to the frame. When Sobek opened the door, the switch closed and the circuit was completed. From that point on the explosion was inevitable. The device adhered to the laws of physics. Once the reaction had started nothing could stop it.


‘What’s the weak link?’ Winter asked.


Anderton pointed to the chair. ‘Isabella’s the weak link.’


‘Exactly. She’s the chaotic element. Everything else is binary. The reed switch is either on or off. The detonator is either live or inert. And the explosives are either just sitting there or they’re going boom.’


Anderton walked back over to the chair, deep in thought. ‘The killer cannot afford for his victims to move. Not so much as a muscle. If they do then they might pull out the wire. If that happens then the bomb won’t work.’


‘So he tells them that the bomb is fitted with a mercury tilt switch. If they move, then it’s going to go off.’


‘But it isn’t fitted with one. The crime-scene investigators confirmed that.’


‘And that’s his big lie. His victims don’t know that, though. By now they’ll be hanging on his every word. Whatever he says, they’re going to believe.’


‘Why not just fit the bomb with a tilt switch? They’re easy enough to get hold of.’


‘They are. But they’re not as easy to get hold of as fairy lights and matches. Part of this guy’s MO is that he wants to leave as small a footprint as possible. The beauty of his bomb is that he can get hold of the components without raising any suspicions whatsoever. Are you going to look twice at someone buying Christmas decorations in December? Or fireworks at the end of June? No, you’re not. Superglue you can buy any time of the year, from any old hardware store. Same goes for the ball bearings and the wire and the nine-volt batteries and the lengths of steel pipe.’


‘Okay, I get it. If he’d used a tilt switch then we might have been able to trace the sale.’


Winter caught that ‘we’. She wasn’t talking about the two of them. Once a cop, always a cop. ‘That’s not the only reason,’ he said. ‘I’d even go as far as saying it’s not the main reason.’


‘Because the main reason is that he doesn’t want the bomb going off early.’


‘That would spoil all his fun,’ Winter agreed. ‘It’s imperative that the bomb is triggered by the husband.’


‘Because that’s another way for him to show that he’s all-powerful.’


‘That’s how I read it. These murders are all about control and domination. We’re back to Small Man Syndrome again. He’s overcompensating for the inadequacies that plague his day-to-day existence. Remember, bombers are the lowest of the low.’


‘Lower than low,’ Anderton echoed. ‘So we’ve established that he’s lying to his victims. How does that help?’


Winter was thinking about the where, why and who of the situation again. This helped with the why, which was the hard road. If they worked out the why, then that would point them in the direction of the killer, but it wouldn’t take them all the way to his door. Winter could think of one way to use the information, but he didn’t know if Anderton would sanction the move.


Everyone had lines they wouldn’t cross. Winter was still trying to establish where Anderton’s lay. That sign on the dashboard of her Mercedes back at the airport indicated that there was hope for her. Then there was the fact that she’d been able to send him copies of everything gathered during the police investigations into the first three murders. Crime-scene photographs, autopsy reports, interview transcripts, witness statements. Information that was okay for the detective leading the investigation to have, but not so okay for a civilian, which was technically what Anderton now was.


‘It doesn’t not help us,’ he said. ‘At this stage we can’t have too much information. Agreed?’


‘Agreed.’


‘Since Sobek’s no longer here, I’m figuring he wasn’t too impressed with me sitting on his chair.’


‘His chair?’


‘Who else is going to be coming up here day after day to sit here?’


‘I’d never thought of it like that, but yeah, I can see how that might work. So what did you make of him?’


‘Well, you’re right about one thing. He’s definitely strange.’


‘And?’


Winter took a moment. ‘And I’m wondering about his motivation. Before Isabella was murdered he was all about status symbols, and making sure people saw them. He had the cars, and the plane, and the house. Now, you could argue that Isabella was a part of his collection, too. A man like that is going to need the trophy wife on his arm, right? I’ve seen the photographs of her and, speaking on behalf of red-blooded males everywhere, I’m telling you that she was stunning.’


Anderton nodded for him to go on.


‘That’s the reason he’s obsessed with this. Somebody has stolen one of his things, and that’s completely unacceptable. Think about it. He’s got cars in his garage that he doesn’t drive, a plane he never flies and a house he doesn’t live in. Why do that? He does it because he’s a collector and, like any collector, all that matters is owning the thing you covet.’


‘And when you get hold of that thing, you’re going to keep hold,’ Anderton put in. ‘The only way you’re letting go is if it gets pried from your cold, dead hands.’


‘We need to keep an eye on him. The last thing we need is for him to go vigilante on us.’


‘Do you think that’s likely?’


‘I’m going to throw that question back. You’ve been dealing with him for the past three years. You know him as well as anyone. Do you think we should be concerned?’


Anderton didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. The answer was written all over her face. This was something she would have considered, and she would have reached the same conclusion. He checked his cell phone again, but the text still hadn’t arrived. This would be a good moment for it to appear. The perfect moment. He gave it another couple of seconds but his phone stayed frustratingly silent.


‘Still no sign of that text you’re waiting for?’ Anderton said.


‘Still no sign. Okay, I’ve seen enough. What do you say we get the hell out of here?’
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‘Marilyn Monroe,’ Winter said when they got back to the car.


‘And what does she have to do with anything?’


‘In the early hours of August 5, 1962, Marilyn Monroe was found dead in the bedroom of her house in Brentwood, California. If you believe the conspiracy theorists she was killed by the Kennedys. If you believe the LA County coroner she died of acute barbiturate poisoning. And if you believe Elton John then she was found in the nude.’


Anderton had the key in the ignition and was just about to turn it. She let go and the keyring rattled for a second before going quiet. ‘Do you have any idea how many hours we spent trying to work out the significance of that date?’


‘A few.’


‘More than a few. We looked at that date in every conceivable way, then we looked at it in every inconceivable way. When we were done looking at it do you know what we concluded?’


‘You concluded that it was arbitrary. I read your summation of the case.’


Anderton nodded. ‘Exactly. It’s arbitrary. The first murder was committed on August 5 three years ago. Why did the killer do that? Who knows? Maybe he just liked the way the planets were aligned. Anyway, a year passes and he gets the itch to kill again. August 5 is coming up and he’s got good memories of what happened on that day last year, so he thinks what the hell and kills his second victim on the anniversary.’


She paused for a breath. Winter could sense her frustration. It was evident in every word, every syllable. He knew exactly where she was coming from. There was nothing more infuriating than a puzzle that refused to be solved.


‘The unintended consequence was that he received a whole lot of attention that he wouldn’t otherwise have had. Human beings like patterns. We’re programmed to seek them out. So another year passes, and we’re approaching August 5 again. Only this time things are different. The media has got a hold of this and they’re winding the situation up. They’re pouring fuel on the fire and the flames are climbing higher. There’s a real sense of anticipation in the air. And our guy doesn’t want to disappoint.’


‘It’s a good theory,’ Winter said. ‘The problem is that it relies on coincidence. He commits the first murder on the fifth because the planets are aligned, then the second murder a year later on some nostalgic whim.’ He shook his head. ‘We’re dealing with a psychopath here and they’re not the nostalgic type. They’re pragmatic by nature. The bottom line: when it comes to serial killers, I’d prefer to steer clear of coincidence.’


‘So what’s your theory? Why the fifth?’


Winter shrugged. ‘Right now, I’ve got no idea.’


‘But you think it’s significant?’


He nodded. ‘If we can work out why this date is important, then we get an insight into who he is. The better we know him, the easier he’s going to be to hunt down. The successful hunter isn’t the one who chases the prey, it’s the one who understands it well enough to be waiting at the correct watering hole. Where, why, who. This ties into the why. That’s the road less travelled, but even the road less travelled will still get you to your destination.’


Anderton didn’t say anything for a moment. ‘Okay, you’ve turned me into a believer again. So how do you intend finding the answer?’


‘The obvious place to start looking is in the files from the first three murders. Hopefully there’s something in there that was missed. I made a start on the plane and my plan is to carry on looking tonight.’


‘There’s a lot of information there.’


She wasn’t wrong. In the old days it would have taken up at least three boxes, one for each murder. These days you could fit everything onto a flash drive and still have enough space left over for more music than you could listen to in a lifetime.


‘It’s a big day tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’m not anticipating getting much sleep.’


‘I’d offer to help but I’ve been through everything a hundred times. Backwards, forwards and sideways. It’s got to the point where I can’t see the forest for the trees.’


‘That’s the reason I’m here. Fresh eyes and a fresh perspective.’


‘And God knows we need it. Right now, everyone’s just hanging around waiting for this guy to strike. The problem with that approach is that it means that someone else has got to die before this investigation can start moving again. I can’t let that happen. Three women have already died. That’s three too many, if you ask me.’


‘That’s why we need to hit this thing from as many different angles as possible. In addition to going through the files, I want to talk to the other two husbands. That’s my first priority. They might not have seen the killer, but they witnessed the murders. We’re talking two degrees of separation here. On the basis of that, I need to speak to them.’


‘Eric Kirchner still lives in Vancouver, so that shouldn’t be a problem. David Hammond might be trickier. He moved to Montreal, where he’s trying hard to forget that any of this ever happened.’


‘Do you know where Kirchner lives?’


‘Yeah, it’s not far from your hotel. While we’re down that way we can get you checked in and drop off your case.’


‘Sounds like a plan.’


Anderton turned the key in the ignition and the engine burst to life. Before she could pull away, Winter’s cell phone vibrated. He took it out and checked the screen. There was one new text. It was short and sweet, confirmation of a meeting that he’d been trying to sort out ever since he had an ETA for his flight landing in Vancouver.


Anderton waited for him to look up. ‘Judging by your expression, I’m figuring that’s the text you’ve been waiting for.’


He nodded.


‘Good news or bad?’


‘That depends on your perspective. If I said the name Charlotte Delaney, how would you respond?’


‘As in Charlotte Delaney the crime reporter?’


‘That’s the one.’


‘In that case I’d respond by telling you that the woman was a bottom-feeding, soulless, bloodsucking vampire. And that’s being polite.’


‘That’s what I thought. So, from your perspective, I’d say that the news isn’t so good.’


Anderton’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s going on, Winter? Why is Delaney sending you texts?’


‘Remember what I said about hitting this thing from as many different angles as possible? Well, this is one of the different angles that I was talking about.’
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Global BC’s studio was in Burnaby, a city that was grafted on to the east side of Vancouver. The two cities had kept growing to the point where it was now difficult to see the join. The only indication that you’d moved from one to the other was the sign at the city limits. From Sobek’s house it was a forty-minute drive, west to east. The fact that Anderton spent most of the journey trying to persuade Winter that he was selling his soul to the devil made for a long forty minutes.


The next right took them onto Enterprise Street, which was nothing more than an elongated, stretched-out business park. Large cubist buildings sat nestled amongst carefully designed areas of green and large parking lots. Global’s building was a third of the way along. The black colour scheme, satellite dishes and aerials made it appear sinister, like this was a base for a shady government agency. Anderton pulled into the lot and found a space. She killed the engine.


‘Last chance to back out,’ she said.


‘I know what I’m doing.’


She gave him a cynical look.


‘I’ve used this tactic before,’ he said. ‘And got results. On that basis the end more than justifies the means.’


‘So how does this work?’


‘Serial killers follow the news religiously, so we use that fact to draw the killer out. Now, we’ve got two options. Either we attack him or we try to identify with him. The police and the media have been attacking him for the past three years, and all that’s done is push him deeper into the shadows. So, instead of attacking him, we give him a sympathetic character to identify with. Me. Best-case scenario, he actually starts talking to us.’


‘You really think that’s going to happen?’


‘At this stage all I can tell you is that it could happen. I once worked a case where I did a press interview saying that everyone had got the killer wrong. He was misunderstood, he’d had a crappy childhood, nobody loved him. Blah, blah, blah. Et cetera, et cetera. Two days later the police received a handwritten note. It was addressed to me. On the back was one sentence. I am not EVIL. There was a capital letter at the start, a period at the end, everything was spelled correctly and the sentence was grammatically correct, so straight away we knew that we were dealing with someone educated. We released the note to the media and three people came forward saying they recognised the handwriting. Turns out the killer was a radiologist with a college education.’


Anderton said nothing.


‘At the moment this guy’s had things his own way for too long,’ Winter continued. ‘Right now everyone’s just hanging around waiting for him to make his move. That’s what he’s expecting to happen, because that’s what happened last year. This is the ideal time to mount a pre-emptive strike.’


‘I get all that. And if it was anyone else except Delaney, I’d say go for it. But you can’t trust her, Winter. The woman’s a rattlesnake.’


‘It’s got to be Delaney. Global’s news programme is watched by more people in Vancouver than any other, and Delaney is their go-to person for crime stories. This is about engaging with as large an audience as possible. There’s no point going to one of those neighbourhood cable channels that’s way up in the hundreds, because the only person who’s going to be watching is the interviewer’s mom. Maximum exposure, that’s what we need here.’


‘But this is Charlotte Delaney we’re talking about.’


‘I can handle Delaney.’


‘Okay, my turn for a story. Delaney didn’t like the way I handled the investigation into Isabella Sobek’s murder. After Alicia Kirchner was murdered there were calls for me to step down, then, after Lian Hammond was murdered, the gloves really came off. Back at the start of my career, I worked under a guy who was taking kickbacks. I inadvertently couriered some of the money on a couple of occasions. In my defence, I was young and naive. I made a mistake, that’s all. There was no intent to carry out a crime, and no financial gain on my part. Internal Affairs agreed that I was a victim of circumstance and no charges were ever brought against me.’


‘I already know all this, Anderton. You don’t need to justify yourself. You’re one of the good guys. I get it.’


She showed him the hand. ‘You need to know what Delaney is like, so shut up and listen. Anyway, she drags up the story, but puts a new spin on it. Basically, she made it look as though I was a co-conspirator. She also insinuated that I’d been having an affair with my boss, that I wasn’t as innocent as I’d made out. Unfortunately, my old boss was long dead, so he wasn’t around to deny the allegations. I, of course, denied everything, but it didn’t make any difference. Trial by media is brutal. You’re guilty until proven innocent, and there’s no way you’re going to find an impartial jury. When that shit sticks to you, it sticks forever.’


She stopped talking and stared out of the windshield. Winter knew where she’d disappeared to. She’d gone back in time to those dark days. Like so many businesses, police work was a results-orientated profession. From her superiors’ point of view, she’d struck out three for three. Delaney’s article was the final straw. They knew she was innocent, but her public image had been forever tainted. They couldn’t have her heading up a major investigation. They offered early retirement and she accepted. What else could she do? By that point the writing was all over the wall.


‘Here’s another story for you,’ he said. ‘I once interviewed this kid in prison. He was nineteen but looked about twelve. He’d murdered his entire family. With a hammer and an electric drill. His dad, his mom, his little brother. The crime scene looked like a set from a horror movie. His first day in prison he murdered one of the other inmates. This guy had thought he was an easy mark. He was wrong. The kid managed to smash his head against the floor no less than a dozen times before the guards pulled him off. The other inmate was dead before he reached the infirmary, his skull cracked wide open. Witnesses said the kid was like a wild animal.’


‘Okay, I get it. If you can handle that kid, you can handle Delaney.’ She paused and took a breath. ‘Do not underestimate her, Winter. Not for a second. Do you hear me?’


‘Loud and clear. Do you want to wait here?’


Anderton looked at him as though he was crazy. ‘No way. I’m coming with you.’


‘Are you sure? I thought you wouldn’t want to get within a hundred miles of Delaney.’


‘You thought wrong. And anyway, until this thing’s over we’re partners. That means I’ve got your back. Always.’


‘That’s good to hear.’


‘No, Winter, this is the point where you tell me that you’ve got my back.’


‘Always,’ he said.


‘Are you planning on wearing that T-shirt?’


He glanced down and saw what she was getting at. TV was a visual medium. Appearances were everything. His Doors T-shirt just wasn’t going to cut it. He’d have no problems connecting with rock fans, but there were whole sections of the population that this look just wouldn’t work for.


‘You’ve probably got a point.’


‘No probably about it.’


Winter got out of the car and opened the trunk. The white cotton shirt buried right down at the bottom of his suitcase was for emergencies. Like now. He took his Doors T-shirt off, then pulled on the shirt and buttoned it up. The leather jacket helped to make him look a little less like a second-rate office worker.


‘Last chance to back out,’ Anderton said.


‘Nope, I’m good. Okay, shall we do this?’
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