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Sam Galloway died slow, and he died hard. His death was completely at odds with the way he’d lived his life, and completely at odds with the sort of death he should have had. Men like Sam slipped away peacefully in their sleep, or they were felled by a heart attack on the back nine of the golf course, they did not die because they’d been doused in gasoline and set alight. And they sure as hell didn’t die screaming their final breaths into a filthy rag while the flesh melted from their bones.


It would be easy to categorise Sam as a victim of circumstance, to file him away under ‘wrong place, wrong time’. This was a common mistake in these situations, one that was rooted in fear. Saying that Sam had been in the wrong place at the wrong time meant his murder could be blamed on fate, or chance, or the whims of the gods.


Alternatively if this murder wasn’t random, then it became much easier to believe that what had happened to Sam could happen to anyone. Follow the logic, and it wasn’t that huge a leap to believe that you might be next.


But Sam hadn’t been in the wrong place at the wrong time. There was nothing random about his murder. Whoever had done this had targeted him. They’d fantasised about what they wanted to do, then they’d worked out a way to turn fantasy into reality. Most importantly, they’d looked long and hard at how they could burn Sam up and get away with it.


That last detail was crucial. Getting away with it. That’s what separates the amateurs from the pros. Committing a crime is relatively easy. Any fool can do that. Committing a crime and getting away with it, now that’s tough.


So far the plan was working just fine. Sam was dead and the guy responsible was out there somewhere, free to go on living his life as though nothing had ever happened. Right now, he was probably enjoying a celebratory breakfast in a diner somewhere. Eggs sunny side up, a tower of pancakes drenched in maple syrup, bacon crisped to perfection, and a gallon of coffee to wash it all down.


Or maybe he was at work, doing the nine-to-five thing. Handshakes and backslaps and a post-mortem of last night’s ball game around the water cooler, a game he hadn’t seen because he’d been busy elsewhere. A game whose details he’d picked up from the sports pages.


Until the email dropped into my inbox ten minutes ago, I’d never heard of Sam Galloway. Now all I could think about was Sam, and what had happened to him, and who might be responsible. Particularly that last one.


I glanced at the laptop screen, glanced at the suitcase on the bed. I’d been in South Carolina for the past two weeks hunting down a killer called Carl Tindle, and now Carl was in custody it was time to move on to the next case.


Up until five minutes ago that had been a serial rapist who was targeting prostitutes in Honolulu. These weren’t your high-end girls, these were your nickel-and-dime whores, the lowest of the low, girls that the world had all but given up on. That didn’t mean they shouldn’t have justice. As far as I’m concerned every victim matters. You could be royalty or a junkie whore‚ it makes no difference to me.


The flights and hotel were booked, my suitcase packed, and I was more than ready to get out of Charleston. Not because there was anything wrong with Charleston. There wasn’t. It’s just that I’d been here for two weeks, and two weeks is pretty much my limit for staying anywhere these days.


I glanced at the laptop again. One thing I’d had to learn fast during my FBI days was how to prioritise. Resources were always stretched to breaking point because there were too many bad guys out there. The latest victim had just been found in Hawaii so time was on our side there. It would be a while before that guy struck again. But with this Sam Galloway thing‚ the clock was ticking loud and fast. The way I figured it‚ I could postpone going to Hawaii for a few days and it wouldn’t make that much of a difference to what was happening over there.


The email had come from Sheriff Peter Fortier of the Dayton Parish Sheriff’s Department, down in Eagle Creek‚ Louisiana. I’d never heard of Dayton or Eagle Creek or Sheriff Fortier, which wasn’t surprising considering the US has a land mass of 3.8 million square miles and a population in the region of a third of a billion.


The video clip attached to the email was interesting because I rarely got to see killers at work. Usually all I saw was the end result. Sometimes there was a corpse, sometimes not. Sometimes there wasn’t even a crime scene. During my time with the FBI I’d interviewed dozens of serial criminals, so I had plenty of first-hand accounts stored away, albeit biased ones. But it didn’t matter how fresh the body was, or how detailed the account, there was no substitute for witnessing something with your own two eyes, even if you were only witnessing it through the lens of someone else’s camera.


This guy wasn’t the first killer to film his work, and he wouldn’t be the last. However, this was the exception rather than the rule. It’s common knowledge that serial killers often keep trophies to fuel their fantasies, but these tended to be obscure, innocent-looking mementos that hold significance only for the killer: an article of clothing, a lock of hair, maybe an earring. Filming was rare because it was risky. If the wrong person saw it, how the hell did you explain that one away?


I played the film clip a second time. The picture quality was good, sharp and defined. No shake, which meant the camera had been mounted on a tripod. It also meant that Sheriff Fortier was dealing with a single unsub here. If there had been two unknown subjects, one of them would have wanted to play with the camera and I’d now be watching something that resembled a badly shot home movie. There was no sound. In some ways it would have been less unsettling if there had been. My imagination had gone into overdrive, filling the silence, and what it was coming up with was probably way worse than the reality.


Most of the screen was taken up with Sam Galloway. He was lying on the floor, hog-tied and gagged and scared out of his mind. His face had turned bright red from the exertion, eyes popping. His suit was crumpled and dirty, the collar of his white shirt smeared with grime.


It was difficult to tell exactly where he was being held. The floor was dirt-streaked concrete, and the one wall I could see was constructed from cinderblock. I had a sense of an industrial, utilitarian space, and I also had a sense of confinement, which made me think this was some sort of garage or bunker rather than a warehouse. According to the numbers in the bottom right-hand corner of the screen, the video had been filmed at a little after eleven o’clock yesterday evening.


The clock on the screen jumped forward a minute to 23:04, and a short while later a second man appeared on the screen. The new guy was thin, slightly built, somewhere around five-nine.


And he was carrying a jerry can.


The thin guy walked up to Sam, careful to keep his back to the camera. Sam saw him and froze. He stared at the guy, stared at the can, then he started thrashing around again, more desperate than ever to get free.


The guy unscrewed the jerry can’s lid and tipped the contents over Sam. Gasoline sloshed everywhere. It got into Sam’s eyes, his nose. He was drowning in the stuff. His clothes were drenched. His hair was dripping. The thin guy shook the last drops from the can and placed it on the concrete floor. Then he took out a matchbook. The cover was white and blank. No restaurant logos, no bar names. He lit a match, tossed it casually onto Sam, then disappeared from the screen.


It took Sam more than two minutes to die‚ which was two minutes longer than anyone should have to suffer. The pain would have been excruciating. Nobody should have to die like that.


The hyperlink in Sheriff Fortier’s email took me to a crude webpage. Large white numbers on a black background. 13:29:23. To the right of the numbers was a stick-figure diagram straight from a game of hangman. This particular game was almost at an end. All that was missing were the limbs.


The three became a two, then a one. Arms and legs appeared. Blip, blip. Two limbs for each second. The last digit turned to a zero, the diagram turned red, then it disappeared.


Twenty became nineteen, and the base of the gallows flashed up onto the screen. With each passing second more parts were added. The tall back post, the top beam, the diagonal brace, the rope. Head, body, arms, legs. The last digit changed from a one to a zero, the diagram turned red then disappeared, and the whole ten-second process started over again.


I ran the mouse across the screen, looking for hidden links. There hadn’t been any the first time I’d done this, and there weren’t any now. The web address didn’t tell me much, either: www.violescent.com. A Google search revealed violescent to be an obscure word that meant ‘tending to a violet colour’.


My guess was that the unsub had used a random word generator. That’s what I would have done. If you try to think up a random word, it’s never going to be truly random because your subconscious gets in the way. The domain name would need checking out, but my money was on it being another dead end. Registering a domain name under a fake identity was a fairly straightforward process.


It had crossed my mind that this could be an elaborate hoax. There was no body, no crime scene, no physical evidence whatsoever. All the cops had was the video clip and the website. It wasn’t much to go on, but I was convinced this was the real deal.


First off, Sam Galloway was missing.


Secondly, the person on the film had been positively identified as Sam.


Thirdly, and this was the big one, what did they have to gain? You don’t do anything without a reason. It was the effort/outcome principle at play. The benefit gained from an activity had to outweigh the amount of energy expended. If Sam wanted to fake his death, there were a lot of easier ways to do it.


Fourthly, and this was the clincher for me, there was no way that film had been faked. If it had been then you were looking at an acting performance worthy of an Oscar.


For a long couple of minutes I sat there considering my options‚ a steady stream of numbers and hangman figures filing across the screen.


It was eleven-thirty in the morning here in Charleston. Dayton was an hour behind, so it was only ten-thirty there. The countdown was due to run out at the stroke of midnight Louisiana time. During that time another 4,860 stick figures would die.


Louisiana or Honolulu?


Swamps or bikinis?


It was a no-brainer. I’ve always been a sucker for the dramatic gesture, and there was no doubt that this unsub had a flair for the dramatic. The truth was that this guy had got me at hello.
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‘Jefferson Winter?’


The question echoed around the vast hangar. I traced the sound to its origin and saw a giant bald black guy standing by the steps of a Gulfstream G550. The size of the hangar made the private jet look like a toy, yet this guy still looked huge in comparison to the plane. All the perspectives were wrong.


I walked over to the jet, my footsteps disappearing into the girders. Up close, the black guy really was a giant. Six-six and at least two-eighty pounds of solid muscle. I’m only five-nine, so he towered above me by almost a whole foot. The conflicting shadows cast by the overhead lights spread from his feet in all directions, creating a lake of grey with him standing slap bang in the middle. His black uniform had a shiny gold star on the chest, and Dayton Sheriff’s Department patches on both arms. It looked brand new.


He was younger than I’d first thought. Early twenties, maybe even late teens. He had one of those baby faces, a trust-me face. It was open and honest, and I wondered how long that would last. This job wore everyone down, some faster than others. Given enough time, the darkness always found a way in.


I was also wondering about that private jet. The FBI could afford a Gulfstream, it could actually afford two, but the FBI had an annual budget in excess of eight billion dollars. From what little I’d gleaned off the internet, it was a safe bet that the Dayton Sheriff’s Department was not operating on a ten-figure budget. Six figures was probably closer to the mark, and once the day-to-day expenses were taken care of there wouldn’t be much left for those little luxuries.


Like a Gulfstream.


There were no clues on the plane itself. Gleaming white paintwork, a number on the tail, and that was it. No logos, which was unusual. People who owned private jets wanted you to know who they were. They wanted to advertise their wealth and status. They wanted to fly that flag from the highest mast, and that mast went all the way up to 51,000 feet. Owning a private jet had nothing to do with getting from A to B, and everything to do with showing the world how important you were. There was a reason the president had his own 747 rather than flying coach, and, as much as the White House PR department would like you to believe otherwise, that reason had little to do with pragmatism.


The big guy was hiding his nerves well. There was an electrical buzz in his movements, and he kept checking the far shadows for snipers. He didn’t know what to do with his hands. Should he offer one so we could shake? Should he offer to take my suitcase? In the end, I made the decision for him. I put my case down and held out my hand. He hesitated, then shook it. His hand swallowed mine, completely engulfed it. At the same time, there was a gentleness that surprised me.


‘Nice ride you’ve got there,’ I said, nodding to the plane.


‘I wish.’


That deep resonant bear growl again, a low rumble that started way down in his diaphragm. The voice was still young enough to lack authority, but something about this guy hinted that this would come in time. There were no rank markings on his uniform, which meant he was right down at the bottom of the pecking order. The spark of intelligence in his eyes indicated this was a temporary state of affairs.


Big, yes. Stupid, not a chance.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked.


‘Taylor.’


‘That’s it? Just Taylor?’


A nod. ‘Just Taylor.’


‘Which means your first name must be something really embarrassing.’ I grinned. ‘You might as well tell me now. I will find out.’


‘No you won’t,’ he said, mirroring my grin.


An airport worker appeared from nowhere and magicked my suitcase off into the hold. Everything I needed to get through the day was in it. Since my father’s execution I had spent my life travelling the world hunting serial criminals, and I’d travelled light. I’d chased monsters in Paris and Sydney, LA and London, Johannesburg and Buenos Aires. Evil had no respect for borders.


These days home was whatever hotel suite I found myself booked into, which suited me fine. Some were more comfortable than others, but that didn’t worry me. Even the most basic suite was going to be better than a crappy motel room, and believe me I’d seen more than my share of those.


I did own a house. It was up in Virginia, within easy commuting distance of Quantico. I hadn’t been back there in years, and had no intention of doing so any time soon, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to sell it. I’m sure a psychiatrist could give a dozen good reasons why I hadn’t, and I’m sure some of those might even have been valid. I guess that everyone needs somewhere they can call home‚ even if it’s an empty gesture.


Before I quit the FBI I was their lead profiler, the youngest in the history of the Behavioral Analysis Unit. I had the G-man suit, the shiny shoes and worked from dawn until dusk for a faceless master I respected less and less with each and every passing day. The execution was my personal Road to Damascus. A couple of days after the state of California pumped a lethal chemical cocktail into my father, I quit.


Whenever I picture my father, it’s in that execution chamber. It took six minutes and twenty-three seconds for him to die and for most of that time he was unconscious. Unlike Sam Galloway‚ he got off far too easy.


Way too easy.


I’ve seen the case files. Seen the photographs. My father murdered fifteen women before he was caught. He abducted them and took them to the wide rolling forests of Oregon, then hunted them down with a high-powered rifle and a night scope.


My father had left those girls where they died. He hadn’t even bothered to dig them a shallow grave. Exposure to the elements had sped up the decomposition process. The insects and animals had feasted on their flesh. It’s amazing how quickly Mother Nature can strip away beauty, how merciless she can be.


In my opinion, they should have skipped the pentobarbital. My father should have left this world struggling for his last breath, fully awake and fully aware. That still wouldn’t have come close to making amends, but it would have been a start.


‘Marion,’ I said. ‘Your parents were big John Wayne fans.’


‘Not even close.’


‘Chuck?’


Taylor laughed and made an ‘after-you’ gesture and we climbed the stairs. The flight attendant who greeted us when we ducked into the cabin was in her early fifties. Hair dyed black to disguise the grey, sensible flat shoes. She’d been hired for her ability to do the job, not her looks, which said a lot about the person who owned the plane. There was a time for looks and a time for efficiency. When it came to flight attendants, I’d take efficiency over looks any day. Flying was tedious enough without adding incompetence into the mix.


The interior of the Gulfstream was understated and subdued and reminded me of the FBI’s jets. There were none of the ostentatious touches you associated with rock stars or the Hollywood glitterati. None of the bling.


Toward the back there was a table with four black leather chairs surrounding a walnut-topped table. I got comfy in the forward-facing window seat and put my laptop case on the table. Taylor folded himself into the aisle seat opposite and stretched his legs out as far as he could. The jet started rolling and he reached for his seatbelt.


‘I wouldn’t bother,’ I told him. ‘One perk of flying in a private jet is that you don’t have to wear a seatbelt.’


‘What if we crash?’


‘If we crash, we die. That seatbelt won’t save you. Twenty-five tons of metal smashing into the ground at five hundred miles an hour, you really think that tiny strap is going to save your life?’


Taylor gave me the look. His eyes were narrowed, his brow furrowed, and he was staring at me like I’d grown an extra head. It was a look I was used to.


‘The reason the FAA insist you wear a seatbelt on take-off and landing comes down to crowd control,’ I continued. ‘If there’s an emergency the last thing you want are three hundred hysterical people running up and down the aisles. The same thing goes for the oxygen masks. That’s all about crowd control, too. Those things pump out pure oxygen. Breathe that stuff in and it leaves you feeling euphoric. Would you rather your last moments were filled with terror, or would you rather believe that you were about to reach out and touch the hand of God?’


Taylor looked at me again.


A minute later we turned onto the runway and stopped. The engines whined, and then we were propelled forward like a pebble from a slingshot. The Gulfstream lifted off in a fraction of the distance a passenger jet needed. A grind and a whine as the undercarriage retracted, then we carried on climbing at a comfortable twenty degrees. Whoever was at the stick knew his stuff. The take-off was a textbook civilian effort. No drama, no fuss, and boring as hell.


Outside the tiny porthole window, Charleston shrunk to toy-town size and Carl Tindle became nothing more than a memory. Carl wasn’t the worst I’d come across, but that didn’t make him a saint. Far from it. Carl had a thing for co-eds, and once he’d done his thing he suffocated them with a plastic bag and a leather belt. By the time I came on board his body count was up to eight.


Identifying Carl was straightforward enough and I’d managed that by the end of day one. The challenge was catching him. There was plenty of empty space in South Carolina, lots of places to hide. We eventually tracked Carl down to a remote cabin near the coast, and when he realised he was surrounded he came in quietly enough.


Unlike my father, Carl would not live long enough for the death sentence appeals to play out. Carl Tindle was a small man, a weak man, a dead man walking. He wouldn’t see the end of the year. There was every chance he’d be dead before the week was out, suicide or shanked. Prison justice was harsh and brutal, and so much more effective than the courtroom variety.


When it came to getting the job done, I knew which one I put my faith in.
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The flight attendant appeared shortly after we’d passed through the clouds. She handed us a couple of menus, asked what we wanted to eat and drink, then disappeared to the galley at the rear. When she returned with our drinks we were still climbing. I was thinking about who owned the Gulfstream again. If I owned a private jet I’d be fussy about who borrowed it. The local sheriff’s department would be way down the list. The easiest thing would be to ask Taylor, but I wasn’t ready to go there yet.


I booted up my laptop, clicked open the film clip of Sam Galloway’s last moments, hit play and turned the computer around so Taylor could see the screen. The smell of beef bourguignon drifted from the back. If the smell was anything to go by, I’d made a good choice.


‘Watch carefully, then tell me what you see.’


I reached for my coffee and took a sip. It had come from the Blue Mountains of Jamaica and was spectacularly smooth. The conditions in the Blue Mountains are perfect for growing coffee. Rich soil, good drainage, and a climate that’s cool, misty and wet. Put that all together and you end up with some of the finest coffee known to man.


Taylor was drinking a Pepsi. He didn’t know what he was missing.


I looked over at him. Light from the screen flickered and reflected in his eyes, a series of warped, indistinct images. His discomfort was obvious in his facial expressions, and a couple of times he winced as though what he was seeing on the screen was happening to him. Taylor would also be overcompensating for the lack of sound. He wouldn’t be able to help himself. His imagination would be providing a soundtrack that owed more to every horror movie he’d ever seen than to what he was actually watching.


The grey and white in his eyes turned to orange and yellow and he winced again. He rubbed his hands together like there were flames on his fingertips and he was trying to extinguish them. Orange became black and he turned the laptop back around so it was facing me.


‘So?’ I asked.


Taylor shook his head. ‘I don’t get paid enough to have opinions on something like this, Mr Winter. This goes way above my pay grade.’


I let loose with a mock yawn, really milked it.


‘Look, I’ve been a cop for six months. I know how to write tickets. I’m so integral to the running of the department that they can afford to send me all the way up to Charleston to meet you. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this isn’t a sheriff’s uniform I’m wearing.’


‘First off, call me Winter. Secondly, interesting choice of words. You could have chosen any rank, but you chose sheriff. The man at the top. That means at some point in time, probably more than once, you’ve stood in front of a mirror and imagined yourself in a brand-new sheriff’s uniform.’


Taylor’s cheeks darkened with a blush. The contrast was nowhere near as pronounced as red on white skin, but it was definitely there. For a moment it wasn’t a two-hundred-and-eighty-pound giant sitting opposite me, it was a school kid who stood out because he’d always been a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier than his classmates.


‘Also,’ I added, ‘you’re smart enough to realise the chances of that happening in northern Louisiana are zilch. So your game plan is to keep your head down, work hard, and progress through the ranks as far as you can until you’ve racked up enough experience to move to a more racially enlightened part of the country.’


Taylor reached for his Pepsi and took a drink.


‘I’m not hearing any rebuttals,’ I said.


‘There’s nothing wrong with being ambitious.’


‘Nothing at all. What’s more, I promise that if you answer my question I won’t let on to your colleagues how smart you really are.’


Another long look, but, again, no denials.


‘You dumbed down on the entrance exam, didn’t you? Played it so you passed comfortably? You could have excelled, you probably could have got the highest score in the whole history of the Dayton Sheriff’s Department, but you didn’t because the last thing you need is for your colleagues to feel uncomfortable when they’re around you. My guess is that you’ve got that whole dumb, gentle giant act down to a fine art. You’ve had plenty of practice, right?’


Taylor didn’t deny this, either, but he didn’t have to because the guilt was written all over his face.


‘George,’ I said.


‘Like Steinbeck’s George?’ Taylor shook his head. ‘I credited you with more imagination.’


I nodded to the laptop. ‘Okay, back to business. What do you think?’


Taylor sighed and chewed at his lip, then he shook his head and said, ‘Nobody should have to die like that.’


Which echoed my first impressions. Unfortunately that was an emotional response and no use to us whatsoever. ‘Try again‚ but this time put your emotions aside.’


Taylor went to say something. He hesitated, smiled. ‘Emotion.’


‘Go on.’


‘The killer could be a robot for all the emotion he’s showing. He comes onto the screen, tips gasoline all over Sam Galloway, tosses a match on him, then walks off. He could have been lighting a barbecue. This guy’s a psychopath. It’s textbook.’


I shook my head. ‘You’re right about one thing. The lack of emotion is key here. Where you went wrong was your assumption that our firestarter is a psychopath. He isn’t.’


‘Of course he is. He didn’t just murder Galloway, he torched him. He could have killed him a dozen ways that were quicker, a bullet to the head, for example, but he didn’t. He set him on fire, and the only reason you’d do something like that is because you want your victim to suffer.’


‘And you’ve just put two and two together and got five. Sometimes that’s a good thing, but not this time.’


‘So what does four look like?’


‘Good question.’


‘You’re not going to answer, are you?’


‘Not yet.’


A couple of clicks was all it took to navigate to the webpage.


10:42:08.


This game of hangman had just started. At the moment there was only the base of the gallows and a tall back post. Another second passed and the top beam appeared. It was currently eighteen minutes after one in Dayton. Time was marching on, getting ever closer to midnight. The fact that this unsub had chosen midnight as his zero hour was another example of his flair for the dramatic. I turned the computer around so Taylor could see the screen.


‘And what do you think of this?’


White light flickered in Taylor’s eyes. One flash for every second, like a slow, steady, relaxed heartbeat. Ten seconds passed, twenty. Two more stick figures bit the dust. Taylor stared at the screen, entranced.


Thinking.


He looked over at me, grim-faced. ‘It’s a promise. He’s telling us that Sam Galloway was just the start. He’s going to kill again.’
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‘I’ve got a question,’ said Taylor.


I pulled out my earbuds and opened my eyes. The second movement of Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony turned to tin and lost its richness. I reached for my laptop and killed the sound. We were an hour into the flight, halfway to Louisiana, and 51,000 feet below us the wide empty spaces of Alabama would soon give way to Mississippi. The beef bourguignon had been every bit as good as I’d anticipated. Almost as good as the coffee.


Taylor had an earnest expression on his face and I knew what was coming next. I’d heard this particular question a thousand times. What my father had done was no secret, and people were naturally curious.


There were two main variations of the question. The first was to ask how I couldn’t have known. How was it possible to live under the same roof as a serial killer and not know what he really was?


The answer to that one was simple. My father was intelligent, manipulative and completely plausible. Unlike our firestarter, my father was a textbook psychopath. He taught math at college and was well liked by both his students and his colleagues. He created the illusion of a real life that was so believable nobody suspected a thing.


Variation number two of the question: what was it like to have a serial killer for a father? Usually I’d answer this with another question. What’s it like to have a father who’s a doctor, or an accountant, or a garbage man? More often than not‚ this answer was taken for rudeness and tended to stop the conversation dead. Ironically‚ if the person doing the asking actually stopped to think about what I’d said they would have realised they’d got their answer.


Put aside the fact that my father was a serial killer, he was just some guy who taught math and had a wife and kid at home. He worked hard to be normal. He blended in. He never beat or abused me or my mother. His worst crime was that he could occasionally be distant and controlling, but there were millions of fathers who fell into those two categories.


Until the FBI came crashing into our lives we were your average family. A little more dysfunctional than some, a little less dysfunctional than others. There were arguments and reconciliations, holidays and good times. Plenty of bad times, too. We had our share of Norman Rockwell moments, and we had our Hieronymus Bosch moments, too. Sometimes we hated each other, sometimes we tolerated each other, and occasionally we loved one another. Just a normal family, in other words.


‘Go on. Ask away‚’ I said.


Taylor hesitated, which again was pretty much par for the course. He gazed out the small porthole window, stared deep into the blue and white haze. When he turned back, the earnest expression had gone.


‘What’s with the white hair?’


I laughed and shook my head, and Taylor said ‘What?’ He was back to looking like a kid trapped in a giant’s body again. Lost and uncertain, and overly defensive.


‘It’s nothing. That wasn’t the question I was expecting, that’s all.’


‘If you don’t want to answer, I understand.’


I waved his comment away. ‘The white hair’s a genetic thing. My father went white in his twenties. My grandfather, too. I was only twenty-one.’


‘That wasn’t what I was getting at. Why don’t you dye it? I mean, you’re what, early thirties? You could pull it off. It’s not like you’re some loser who’s pretending he’s still young.’


There were a dozen ways to answer that, some more truthful than others. The real truth went back to that execution chamber in San Quentin. My father’s last words were aimed directly at me. He’d stared through the Plexiglas, stared straight at me, and mouthed three words: We’re the same. I knew he was just messing with my head, but I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t acknowledge that there was some truth in those three words.


There’s a reason I’m good at what I do. My training at Quantico is part of it, but only a small part. I know how serial criminals think. Except that doesn’t quite cut it. What I do goes deeper than just knowing. I understand them. I’ve been inside their heads, walked in their shoes. There’s something embedded in my DNA that enables me to get up close and personal with these monsters, and that DNA had to come from somewhere.


I wasn’t about to get into all that with Taylor though. A lesser truth would be to tell him that I didn’t dye my hair because my father had dyed his, but I wasn’t about to go there, either.


‘Why do you hunch your shoulders when you walk? Why do you keep your fingers curled into your palms?’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘Most people travel the middle road, but occasionally you get people who exist at the edge of that road. The outsiders. You and me, we’re more alike than you realise.’


Taylor snorted a laugh. ‘Yeah, right. You’re the genius profiler, and I’m the rookie cop. I could see how people might confuse us. And that’s before you get into the whole size and race thing.’


‘I said alike, not the same. Big difference. You stand out because you’re built like a mountain. I stand out because I’m good at what I do and my father murdered fifteen women. Your way of dealing with that is to try and make yourself appear smaller. That’s why you walk with a stoop and hide your hands.’


‘And your way of dealing with it is to stand out. That’s why you don’t dye your hair. And that’s why you dress like you’re in a grunge band.’


I raised an eyebrow. ‘Grunge?’


‘You know what I’m talking about. The designer jeans, the scuffed boots, the T-shirt, the leather jacket, that hair.’ Taylor laughed. ‘You might look like you’ve just stepped out of a dumpster, but it takes time to cultivate a look like that.’


That was worth a laugh.


‘Okay,’ Taylor continued. ‘Here’s another question. Do you have any idea who the bad guy is?’


‘I’ve got a few ideas, but nothing I’m willing to share. And before you ask, it’s because a bad profile is one of the best ways to screw up a case. We need to see that crime scene before I say anything.’


‘He’s got to be smart, though. Programming that webpage couldn’t have been easy.’


‘Stop fishing.’


Taylor ignored me and said, ‘So we’re looking for someone whose computer skills are above average. I mean, I couldn’t knock up a website with a countdown on it, never mind that whole hangman thing.’


‘You really want to go there?’


Taylor answered with a nod.


‘Outsourcing,’ I said, and he gave me a puzzled look.


‘You were right about one thing: this guy is smart. How many people in Eagle Creek have those sorts of computer skills? The answer is probably none. However, for the purpose of this exercise, let’s say you have two or three. So you round them up, interview them until one of them cracks and confesses, case closed. No, if this guy had those sort of computer skills there’s no way he’d advertise the fact. He’s too smart for that.’


‘So he does what everybody else does,’ said Taylor, the words rolling out on a sigh. ‘He outsources. He gets some programmer in Mumbai or the Philippines or Thailand to write the code. They’ll do it for peanuts, and we could spend a year chasing down that lead and still be no further forward. Okay, say it: it was a dumb idea.’


Taylor’s expression reminded me of a puppy dog who’d been scolded for chewing up the sofa.


‘Don’t be so hard on yourself. It would make life so much easier if this guy was some sort of megalomaniacal computer genius straight from the pages of a Marvel comic, but he’s not. Unfortunately, it’s never that easy.’


Tell me about it, Taylor said with a roll of the eyes, and for a second he looked a whole lot older than he was. ‘And what if we don’t find the crime scene, Winter? What then?’


‘You’ll find it. This unsub’s a performer. He’s a show-off. He thinks he’s smarter than we are, and he wants to rub our faces in it.’


‘So we’ll find the scene because he wants us to find it.’


‘Got it in one. So what can you tell me about Sam Galloway?’


‘Nothing you haven’t seen in the files Sheriff Fortier sent you.’


I gave a derisory snort and shook my head. ‘The problem with files is that people are inherently lazy. When you write out a report, you cut corners. Everyone does. It takes time to write something down and there just aren’t enough hours in the day. Never trust reports, okay?’


‘Okay.’


‘Sam Galloway,’ I prompted.


‘Galloway was five-ten, forty-two years old, black hair turned mostly to grey.’


I let loose with another fake yawn. ‘Boring. I don’t need his shirt size, I need to know who he was. What made him tick. What made him get out of bed in the morning.’


‘He was a lawyer. Married for twenty years. He had three kids. A son and two daughters.’


‘Now you’re getting warmer. Did he have enemies? Affairs? The kids, are they on drugs?’


‘How the hell should I know?’


‘You know because Eagle Creek has a population of less than ten thousand people and Sam has just been murdered. That means there will be all sorts of rumours flying around right now.’


‘Cops are supposed to deal with facts, not rumours.’


‘And that sounds like a line that’s been fed to you. Fortier, perhaps?’


Taylor nodded.


‘Okay, forget what Fortier’s told you. Cops don’t deal with facts, they deal with information. Facts are great, but rumours can be just as useful.’


Taylor thought for a second, then shook his head. ‘No affairs that I’ve heard about. The marriage was solid. As for the kids, they’re a dead end too. They’re aged ten to fifteen and, by all accounts, they’re good kids. No drugs, no arrests, and no pregnancies. And, as for work, Galloway dealt with the dull end of the law. Divorces, wills, property, that sort of thing. It’s not like he was a criminal lawyer who’d made a load of enemies.’


‘Except he did make one enemy.’


‘And what if his murder was random?’


‘It wasn’t. The person responsible for this is a highly organised serial killer. Nothing he does is random.’


‘Don’t you have to kill a minimum of three people to get serial-killer status?’


‘That’s just a detail. Trust me, this guy’s a serial killer. The film clip and the countdown prove that. No one except a serial killer would go to those sort of lengths. By the way, the film was attached to an email, right? I take it you’ve tried to trace it?’


‘Not me personally, but yeah it’s been looked into.’


‘And nothing?’


Taylor shook his head slowly. ‘Nothing.’


I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. ‘Okay, are you ready for some fun? You might want to fasten your safety belt for this.’


Taylor’s eyes narrowed. ‘What are you up to?’


‘Get the flight attendant to buckle herself in, too.’


‘But you said safety belts were a waste of time.’


‘No, what I said was that they would be useless if we crashed. I can assure you that we’re not about to crash any time soon.’


I jumped from my seat and headed to the front of the plane. Since 9/11 the pilots on passenger jets have been locked away on the flight deck. But this wasn’t a passenger plane. The rules were different here. One law for the rich, one for the poor. I did a sharp rat-a-tat knock on the flight deck door then pushed it open.


The pilot was in his late fifties, and had ex-military written all over him. He was sizing me up over his shoulder, trying to decide if I was a friend or foe. Trying to decide if I was crazy.


‘Can I help you, sir?’


‘I really do hope so. You have the ultimate boy’s toy here, right? We’re talking at least fifty million dollars’ worth of fun, yet you’re flying it like you’re taking a load of old folks out to Florida. That must kill you.’


The pilot’s face relaxed. His whole body relaxed. He gave a knowing smile. ‘Yes, sir, there are times when it can get a little frustrating.’


‘Okay, so how about for the rest of the flight you fly this plane like it belongs to you?’


‘I can’t do that.’


‘Of course you can. What’s more, I’m betting that every time you take the controls you dream of doing just that. Compared to flying fighter jets this has got to be so boring.’


‘How did you know I flew fighter jets?’


‘Call it a gift.’


I smiled conspiratorially. The pilot stared at me for a moment, then a slow smile spread over his face.


‘Get back to your seat and get buckled in. Give me a holler when you’re ready.’


I jogged back to my seat, strapped myself in, grinned at Taylor.


‘You’ve no idea how many times I wanted to do this when I was with the FBI.’


‘What the hell are you up to, Winter?’ Taylor was tugging at his safety belt, pulling it as tight as it would go.


‘You’ll see. Okay,’ I shouted up to the pilot. ‘We’re good to go back here.’


The first barrel roll took my breath away.
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The pilot did a low pass from the north so I could see Dayton Parish in all its glory. We came in over the Arkansas–Louisiana border at three thousand feet. Low enough to get an impression of what lay below us, but without the fine detail you get at a thousand feet. There were forests and lakes and farms, hills that would never be mistaken for mountains, and a scattering of small towns connected by winding two-lane roads. Lots of space, not very many people.


Every state claims to be unique, but some are more unique than others, and Louisiana was right up there in the top three. The state wears its differences like a badge of honour. For a start, it’s the only state divided into parishes rather than counties. Louisiana was formed from a mix of Spanish and French colonies, and the carve-up into parishes reflects those Roman Catholic roots.


The French and Spanish influence stretches way beyond the geographical borders, though. It can be seen in the architecture and the food, and in a hundred other ways both big and small that make Louisiana stand out from the other forty-nine states.


The first thing that struck me about Dayton was the lack of swampland. Think of Louisiana and you think of swamps and alligators and Cajun food and Mardi Gras. You don’t think of farms, yet that’s what was below us, a patchwork of fields in various shades of green and brown.


Dayton was two hundred feet above sea level, whereas parts of New Orleans were six feet below, and that simple fact separated north from south. To all intents and purposes we could have been in a completely different state from the Louisiana that everyone thought they knew.


Eagle Creek was at the bottom end of Dayton, sitting ten miles to the north of I-20, a six-lane interstate that cuts across the top end of the state from east to west. The town was laid out like thousands of other small towns. Offices and factories and a shopping mall on the outer ring where land was cheap. Move to the middle ring and that’s where you found the people. Apartments and houses, school buildings and community centres, parks and a Little League field. Move on to the centre and there were the municipal buildings.


On the south side of the interstate was the sprawling expanse of an abandoned oil refinery. Grey concrete and scorched earth and tons of steel. The refinery shimmered in the summer sun, a confusion of pipework and tanks and tall metal. A railroad ran parallel to I-20 and split the town neatly in two, and a disused branch line led out to the refinery.


The big fancy houses were clustered in their own perfect sea of green to the north-west. Well out of earshot of the interstate, and well out of eyesight of the old refinery, and just a short drive from the golf course.


We banked sharply to the right and made our final approach into Eagle Creek’s tiny airfield. For a few seconds we were flying so low over the fields that you could have reached out and touched them. There was that moment where you hoped the pilot knew what he was doing, then the runway appeared from nowhere and we touched down, the reverse thrusters bringing us to a virtual standstill.


We taxied past a line of small private propeller planes and pulled into a hangar that had been built away from the other buildings. Like the Gulfstream, the hangar was painted white and had no markings to indicate who owned it. The only other vehicles inside the hangar were a helicopter and a black police cruiser covered in Dayton Sheriff’s Department markings. The Gulfstream rolled to a halt beside the car, and the jets idled then died.


It was almost three in the afternoon. The journey from Charleston to Eagle Creek had taken exactly two hours. I could picture those white numbers counting down to zero against that pitch-black background: 09:06:34.


At the door we said thanks and bye to the pilot and flight attendant, then climbed down the steps. The heat hit me straight away. It was like getting off a plane in the tropics. It smelled the same, too. Kerosene and sun-baked vegetation.


I got into the passenger seat of the police cruiser. Taylor squashed himself behind the wheel. The partition had been removed and his seat was racked back as far as it would go, but he still looked like he was squeezing himself into a toy car. My suitcase and laptop bag went onto the back seat and Taylor started the engine.


‘Sue,’ I said. ‘You’re the boy called Sue.’


‘What the hell are you talking about?’


‘It’s a Johnny Cash song.’


‘My parents are more into Motown.’


‘How about Marvin, then? Like Marvin Gaye. Marvin Taylor? Yeah I can see that. It’s got a nice ring to it.’


Taylor laughed. We pulled out of the hangar and the sound of the engine changed from a muted throb to a distant growl. Bright sunshine flooded the car and I put on my sunglasses.


‘You might as well quit now, Winter. You’re not going to get it.’


‘And that sounds like a challenge.’


‘Not a challenge, a fact.’


‘And you’re prepared to put your money where your mouth is? How about fifty bucks?’


‘Fifty? Let’s make it really interesting. How about two hundred?’


‘You sure you can afford to lose that on a rookie’s salary?’


Taylor let loose with a deep belly laugh. ‘No way am I going to lose this one.’


‘Okay, here’s the deal. If I don’t find out what your first name is by the time I leave, then I’ll happily pay you two hundred bucks.’


I reached across and we shook, Taylor’s gentle hand swallowing mine.


‘You might as well pay up now, Winter. Save yourself the trouble.’


I smiled and settled back in my seat, the sun blazing through the windshield warming my skin. ‘Funnily enough, I was just about to say the exact same thing to you.’
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Five minutes after leaving the airfield we hit Main Street. We came in from the south and kept to the speed limit all the way. The first structure I saw was a church, and the first billboard had a large poster proclaiming that JESUS DIED FOR YOU! WOULD YOU DIE FOR HIM? in four-foot-high blood-red letters.


Get this far into the Southern badlands and poverty was rife. Small towns were dying. That’s a fact. It’s like a plague had hit. Abandoned, ruined buildings littered the landscape, and boarded-up shops were the rule rather than the exception. Most of the houses were rundown with dirt yards and rusty chicken-wire fencing.


That wasn’t the case in Eagle Creek. There was bright, shiny paintwork wherever you looked, and every single window sparkled. The road was so smooth it could have been resurfaced a week ago.


The park in the town centre was surrounded by buildings that shimmered in the afternoon heat. Large, important-looking grey and white monuments as opposed to the squat two-storey structures on the rest of Main Street. The courthouse, the mayor’s office, the library.


The Eagle Creek Police Department’s HQ was next to the courthouse, a couple of cruisers and a 4x4 parked out front. The sheriff’s department had got in there first and claimed black for its cars and uniforms, which meant the police department had to settle for tan. Black on a cop car was always going to look way cooler than tan. The police department vehicles looked as bright and shiny as everything else on Main Street, like they’d just rolled off the factory floor.


In the middle of the park was a tall white statue of a stern-looking man. The Stars and Stripes hung from a flagpole beside the statue. There was no breeze to stir the flag and it clung limply to the pole. The red, white and blue was so bright it hurt your eyes. The manicured grass could have been a golf green.


We carried on north and the buildings dropped down in size to two storeys again. Shops on the first floor, apartments on the second. The sheriff department’s station house was based in a large building right up at the north end of Main Street.


Taylor pulled into the lot at the back and reversed into a slot beside all the other police vehicles. There were four vehicles on our left, five on the right, a mix of sedans and 4x4s, the oldest only a couple of years old. A ten-car fleet like this indicated a recent investment in the hundreds of thousands.


On the other side of the lot were two rows of vehicles that weren’t cop cars. These cars didn’t look brand new. Most were at least five years old, and almost all of them were American. There was a mix of makes and models, a mix of conditions. Some were well loved while others were suffering from a serious case of neglect.


Stepping outside again was like stepping into a blast furnace. Mid-afternoon and the mercury had to be pushing past the hundred mark. The heat was a solid thing that slammed into you and stole your breath away. By the time we’d crossed the parking lot, I’d already worked up a sweat. I wiped the drops from my forehead as we walked into the air-conditioned cool of the station house. The heat was bad, but the humidity was the real killer.


The dispatcher at the front desk told us that Sheriff Fortier was expecting us, and Taylor led the way through a maze of corridors to a door with a smoked-glass window and SHERIFF PETER FORTIER stencilled in gold. Taylor knocked once and a voice on the other side told us to enter.


Like the rest of the station house, Fortier’s office was immaculate. A tidy oak desk with a large leather chair dominated the space, and the in- and out-trays looked well under control. The whitewashed walls were actually white, and the striplight had been cleaned this side of Christmas.


One wall was taken up with pictures of boats and fish. Fortier was in all of them, either standing at the wheel wearing a battered blue cap with a red anchor stitched on the front, or standing in that same cap holding up the catch of the day. There was a marked difference between the grim-faced man behind the oak desk and the smiling, tanned fisherman in the photographs.


Fortier came around to the front of the desk, arm outstretched, and we shook. He had a grip like a bear and I could feel my bones grinding together. He gave me the once-over, trying not to make it too obvious. I was used to being stared at so it didn’t bother me.


While Fortier looked me over, I checked him out. The sheriff was in his mid-fifties and stood at five-five, four inches shorter than me, and a whole foot and an inch shorter than Taylor. Put us in a line and we could have been the three bears. He had grey hair and a ruddy outdoors complexion from all that time spent fishing. There were red blooms on his cheek, and the skin was tight and shiny. His uniform was as immaculate as his office. Creases in all the right places and shoes spit-shined.


He looked tired, though, bone-weary, like all the fight had been knocked out of him. My guess was that he wouldn’t be running for sheriff in the next election. If that decision hadn’t already been made, then what happened to Sam Galloway had tipped the scales. Here was someone desperate to leave the troubles of the real world behind, someone who spent his days staring at the pictures on his office wall and dreaming of a time when he could while away his remaining years fishing for marlin and drinking bourbon.


‘Thanks for coming at such short notice,’ said Fortier.


‘No problem.’


‘I’ve got to admit, though, I’m surprised you came at all. When I contacted you, it was a real long shot. I know you usually only deal with serial killers and this guy isn’t a serial killer, but I’d been following what you’d been up to in South Carolina, and since Charleston is only a short plane hop away, I thought what the hell. Nothing ventured. Anyway, anything you can do to help, we’re all ears. Anything you need, just ask.’


The speech sounded rehearsed, like he’d spent all morning in here practising. ‘Serial criminals,’ I told him.


‘Excuse me?’


‘Serial criminals. I deal with them all. Kidnappers, rapists, arsonists, extortionists, murderers. And I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but this guy is a serial killer.’


‘How do you figure that one?’


‘Because Sam Galloway’s murder was pure theatre. Here’s a question for you: what do you think’s going to happen when the countdown hits zero?’ I could tell by the look on his face that he’d already considered this‚ and that we’d come to the same conclusion. ‘Unless you catch this guy, and catch him quickly, he will kill again, and again. He’s going to keep going until someone stops him. Believe me, he’s just got started.’


‘So you don’t think this is a one-off?’


‘Not a chance.’


Fortier seemed to shrink in front of me. He’d clearly wanted a different answer. All the same‚ nothing I’d said had come as a great surprise. If this murder had been a one-off it would have made his life easier. One murder was a headache, but a series of them was a nightmare.


‘What’s the situation with the press?’ I asked.


‘All quiet on that front. The town has a weekly newspaper, the Eagle Creek Courier. It’s pretty much a one-man show. Harry Spindler, the fellow who runs it, prefers drinking to writing. The next edition doesn’t come out until next week. So long as he’s got something to put on his front page by then he won’t give us any trouble.’


‘What about outside town?’


‘Shreveport and Monroe are the closest big cities. Nothing much happens in Eagle Creek, so I doubt the media folks there could even find us on a map.’


‘Nothing much happened until now.’


‘I’m confident that when they come knocking, I can handle them.’


I didn’t doubt that. In my experience a typical sheriff was five per cent cop and ninety-five per cent politician. Fortier might look like he was on the ropes, but he also looked as though he’d been doing the job long enough that he could successfully run interference with the press without breaking much of a sweat.


‘It would be good if we could keep this as quiet as possible for as long as possible,’ I said. ‘This guy’s looking for an audience and if we can deny him that then it might push him into doing something dumb in order to get attention. The dumber they act the easier they are to catch.’


Fortier smiled and for a brief moment I caught a glimpse of the man he’d been three decades ago, someone with ambitions, and dreams that didn’t end at the rippling line where water met land.


‘I’ll do what I can.’


‘Same goes for the website. We need to keep that one quiet too. That’s another cry for attention. Who knows about it?’


The smile slipped, and the old guy who dreamt of marlin and bourbon was back. ‘Too many people. It’s common knowledge within the department, and I obviously told the police chief. And the mayor, of course, he needed to know.’


‘Damage limitation’s the name of the game there. Put the word out to keep this as quiet as possible. I doubt it’ll do much good, but you never know.’


‘Horses and unbolted stable doors.’ Fortier shook his head. ‘I should have thought that one through.’


‘The fact the media aren’t camped out in your parking lot is a good indicator that they haven’t picked up on the website yet. That’s going to get them more excited than a dead lawyer, you can bet on that. Who knows, maybe you can keep a lid on this.’ I thought for a second then added, ‘Silly question, but I’m guessing that everyone in town has heard about Sam Galloway by now?’


Fortier snorted a laugh. ‘What do you think?’


‘A town this small, I think it would be a miracle if they hadn’t, and I’m not a great believer in miracles.’


‘We haven’t discussed your fee yet.’


‘Don’t worry about that. I charge what I think people can afford. For me the case is more important than the money. I promise I won’t bankrupt you.’


Fortier chuckled at that. ‘I’d like to see you try.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


The sheriff waved the question away. ‘Send your bill through when you’re done. And make sure you include all your expenses. I’m taking it you’ll need a little time to get up to speed before you give us a profile.’


I glanced over at Taylor, waited until he met my eye, then said, ‘Officer Taylor brought me up to speed on the plane. I’m ready to give the profile whenever you are.’
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