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Preface


If there’s one thing an Oklahoma farmer values, it’s water.


Lance Guffey’s grandfather had lived through Black Sunday, 14 April 1935. It was the day Lance’s father was born; it was also the day America came face to face with the great Dust Bowl. A hundred million acres of good topsoil stripped from farms in the West fell like volcano dust in towns and cities east of the Great Plains, clear to the Atlantic Ocean, a distance of 15,000 miles, blackening the skies over the nation’s capital.


Oklahoma learned its lesson the hard way, but learned it well, creating more lakes, post-Dust Bowl, than any other state. In that one year alone, Lance’s grandfather dug two ponds for irrigation and by the time Lance himself was ten years old, they had five, each one up to an acre across. His father told Lance that for weeks, digging those ponds, his skin was the same rust red as the clay, from his fingertips all the way up to his elbows, and the iron in the clay smelled of blood, so you carried the stink of death with you.


Just now the land smelled of sweet grass and sunshine; soon they would be taking the first cut of hay. They’d had some good spring rain, but nothing for two weeks past and with temperatures already in the eighties at the beginning of May, they would need every drop of water in those ponds. It was one of the smaller ponds he was headed to right now; a windstorm the night before had brought down an old cottonwood. It lay half across the shallow incline; his cattle used to get in there and wallow when it got real hot, and a cow could break a leg stumbling over branches hidden in the mud.


Lance Guffey looked at the big old tree. The storm had ripped it out of the soil; it lay crushed and splintered over a hundred feet of grazing, its shimmering leaves already losing their shine. The roots were upturned, ten feet off the ground, a wide, flat disk – blood red, like an afterbirth – leaving a hole in the ground twenty feet in diameter. He scratched his head and walked left and then right in a semicircle, decided which limbs he needed to trim first and how many sections he would have to cut the trunk into to make it manageable. Finally, he reached in the cab of his tractor for his chainsaw. Three hours later, his small herd of black Angus cattle looking on, he had the accessible sections sawn into logs and was ready to drag what remained onto dry land.


The woman had settled in the soft mud of the pond over winter. Wind-rock shifted the cottonwood in the October storm, sending drifts of fine silt and mud from the bank of the pond, protecting her from the attentions of predators, cocooning her in mud. Five months she had waited, which was not long in the great scheme of things, in the long years of for ever. Not long enough to ripen the first crop of wheat, nor even to carry a child to full term. The woman was a child herself when she bore a son; the boy with her at the end would have celebrated his tenth birthday in June, but he had seen too much and could not be allowed to live. He was gone, as she was gone, the woman hoping in her final moments of pain and fear and confusion that she was going to a gentler place than this earth had been for her.


The jangle of chains and grappling hooks disturbed the mud, stirring up thin threads of red clay that rose like dark plumes of fresh blood. The red wisps reached the barrier between water and air, and spread and billowed like smoke under glass. A grappling hook snagged in the elbow of a branch and the massive trunk of the cottonwood, and the submerged brush of twigs and arrow-shaped leaves raked deep in the mud, ploughing up what had been planted where it could not grow.


Lance Guffey smelled the sulphurous reek of rotting leaves and the blood-iron tang of the clay, and at last the smell of death rolled up and penetrated his farmer’s sensibilities. He looked around him in alarm, counted his cows as he killed the engine and climbed down from the cab, anxious to know if one of his heifers had already run foul of the reaching, grabbing branches of the downed tree. But the herd was accounted for, every one; they watched him still, thoughtfully regurgitating and chewing the tough prairie grass, waiting till he was done so they could cool off in the pond.


He took a step closer, covering his mouth and nose with his shirt tail, and saw a glimpse of flesh, camouflaged in the tangle of branches. The body seemed clothed in leaves and waterweed, like a nymph in the old-time fairy tales he read to his daughters. Sunshine dazzled off the water that clung to the cottonwood’s waxy leaves, half blinding him, but he saw enough to be certain this was no water nymph.
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Insanity: doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.


EINSTEIN


Aberdeen, Scotland


Nick Fennimore stared at the new mail in his inbox and his mouth dried. The subject line: ‘Is this your daughter?’


His hand jerked involuntarily. He slowed his breathing, forcing himself to look closely at the email, to think like a scientist and not a father. There was an attachment. He’d had messages like this before – usually from sick, sadistic men for whom causing others pain was a release. Those messages had been posted on the Facebook page he’d created in his daughter’s name, but this was the first he’d had direct to his academic account. The sender was ‘anon67912’ – a Hotmail account.


Fennimore ran the email and its attachment through his virus checker: no Trojans, spyware or viruses. He clicked to open the message envelope. There was no message – just the subject header and the attachment. He wiped cold sweat from his upper lip and double-clicked to view the attachment.


It was a girl. Just a girl. She was slim, serious-looking; she walked alongside a man. He seemed older – mid-thirties, at a guess. Suited, stocky. Dark hair, full lips, otherwise unexceptional. His eye was drawn again to the girl. Could this be Suzie?


He loaded an image file he had created: his daughter, aged up from ten to fifteen. It was already out of date – soon, Suzie would be sixteen years old. If she lived. The statistics said not: the statistics said that Suzie died five years ago, shortly before or after her mother was murdered, but on this matter, Fennimore had never been able to think like a scientist, only as a father.


He looked again at the email, his fingers hovering over the keys. This is madness, he thought. It’s probably just another crazy. But he clicked the ‘reply’ icon anyway and typed in a few words. ‘Please, call me.’ He added his office and mobile-phone numbers and hit ‘send’.


He resized his photoshopped image of his daughter and slid it next to the email attachment on the screen. His impression of Suzie at fifteen showed a face that brimmed with good health, a mouth that was always ready to smile. The girl in the attachment was sombre; she gazed ahead as though thinking of something else. Fennimore wondered what the man was saying to her. She looked about the same age as Suzie; she had dark hair and brown eyes – like Suzie’s. But she wore a knee-length dress in burnt orange and brown, cinched at the waist, a tiny clutch bag emphasizing her slim form, and she strode out in high heels. Fennimore shook his head absently – hard to imagine his tomboy daughter in this graceful young woman.


A two-tone audio notification interrupted his scrutiny of the photograph. A new message in his inbox. Eagerly, Fennimore maximized the Outlook screen. But it was a bounce-back: anon67912 no longer existed.


He called up the original email and a few mouse clicks later he was scrolling through the email’s ‘properties’; it would surely have been routed through an anonymous server – only an amateur would send an email like that from a naked IP – but he had to try. Astonishingly, the IP address was there, in amongst the jumble of letters and numbers. The IP could give him a physical location. Excitement building, he traced the IP number using WHOIS, and found the service provider.


He cursed, softly: it was blocked as private. The service provider could give him the sender’s location, but wouldn’t – not without a warrant. He thought of Kate Simms, stationed for the next few months half a world away in the United States. But even she wouldn’t be able to obtain a warrant on such slim grounds.


He looked at the picture again. Just a teenage girl walking along a sunny street with an older man. They walked about a foot apart, the girl to the right, next to a sheer wall. No windows that he could see. The man’s left hand was raised to waist height as if he was gesturing to emphasize a point; the girl seemed distracted. Nothing wrong in that; nothing sinister. So why did he find himself searching her young face for signs of distress? And even if it was there, couldn’t there be an innocent explanation – an exam to take, a dreaded dental appointment?


That being the case, why did somebody watch those two and photograph them and send you the image? And whoever sent the image had taken the trouble to find out Fennimore’s academic address; this was personal.


He stared at the image for so long that when he glanced away he could see the silhouette of the girl and the man ghosted on the grey sky outside his office window. He blinked to clear the after-image and took a fresh look at the photograph. A hard line of shadow ran between the man and the girl so that they might almost be walking on different pavements at different times of day.


Later he would compare ratios for the girl’s face: distance between the eyes; position of the ears relative to the eyeline; size and shape and position of the nose and mouth. It would only ever be an approximation – he wouldn’t be able to use facial-recognition software, not with the already approximated aged-up image of Suzie he had constructed. For an accurate comparison he would need to know the distance from which the photograph had been taken, and the angle. It seemed to be from slightly above – a bridge, maybe? He looked for a clue, and found a small circular segment of something, tight to the wall. He opened the image in Photoshop and zoomed in on that section of the photograph. It looked like a metal dome attached to a bracket – a street lamp, maybe – in racing green. A bridge, then – or maybe the street sloped uphill while the pathway continued on the flat. In the distance, behind the two figures, the number plate obscured by a section of wall, the back of a white box van with a squiggle of black spray paint at the top of the roller door.


His eyes were drawn again to the girl’s face. Suzie, or a perfect stranger? Impossible to say. The dress, the well-styled hair were hard to reconcile with Suzie zipping around on a skateboard. He felt a sharp spike of excitement – the accident: Suzie had fallen trying a new stunt on her board and cut her head badly. The scar – a small diamond-shaped patch of red on her left temple – had just begun to heal when she disappeared. Would it remain, after all these years? He snatched up the mouse and zoomed in on the girl’s face. At high magnification he could see that portion of the image was slightly blurred – camera shake, or perhaps a breeze had ruffled her hair at the moment the photographer pressed the shutter. The girl’s hair was feathered over her forehead and combed right to left. Was that deliberate – to hide the scar? The shadow cast by the strands of hair, together with the blurring, made it difficult to tell if they were hiding anything. Fennimore brightened the image and played with the contrast. It took an hour, but at last he thought he saw it – a small diamond-shaped imperfection. He needed to trace the email back to source. He checked his watch; it was 7 p.m. The IT team would be long gone; his inquiry would have to wait until morning. The heating had clicked off a couple of hours since and the temperature in the life sciences building plummeted – early May in Aberdeen could feel like February. He should go back to his flat and relax for the evening, but rest was impossible.


Coffee, he thought. Then he would get to work on those ratios.
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East St Louis, Illinois


Detective Chief Inspector Kate Simms stared out of an SUV onto mile after mile of burned-out houses, boarded-up apartment buildings, empty factory units and vacant lots, crowded with saplings and trees, competing for space. Rubble was strewn across the vacant lots. Rubbish littered the streets and piled up in ragged heaps against chain-link fences and corrugated-iron hoardings. This was East St Louis, Illinois – a city in its own right – though it was only a two-minute drive across the Mississippi River from St Louis, Missouri.


Simms was on a three-month method exchange with St Louis PD; her assignment, to undertake case reviews and share UK investigation protocols, processes and skills. The UK’s Association of Chief Police Officers was funding her and a CSI, as well as paying consultant fees to Professor Varley, a forensic psychologist she had worked with the previous year. The American contingent of the Method Exchange Team included, from St Louis PD: Detective Ellis, a granite-faced man with a buzz cut and a blunt manner; a soft-featured young detective named Valance; and Roper, a tall, hyperactive CSI. FBI Special Agent Dr Detmeyer, on loan from the Bureau’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, would give the American psychological perspective. The last member of the team was Detective Dunlap, a grey-haired African American in his early fifties, on assignment from East St Louis Homicide. As he put it, ‘The Two State area shares crime freely, so we figured why can’t the good guys share resources, too?’


Simms gazed through the windscreen at the scene of apparent devastation. They were looking into a cold case and were en route to the scene of the murder in East St Louis. Everyone wore body armour, including Simms and the CSIs. Detective Greg Dunlap, the East St Louis detective, drove one of the SUVs. Dunlap was soft-spoken and sad-faced, but when he walked into a room, people paid attention.


‘I checked the address on Google Maps before we left the station,’ she said. ‘I did wonder why I couldn’t find street-view data.’


Detective Dunlap nodded. ‘I know I wouldn’t chance expensive camera equipment on these mean streets,’ he said. ‘Most folks blast through here at seventy miles per hour – you can get a bit of camera shake at those speeds. There were twenty-eight murders here in East St Louis in the last year alone, in a population of just twenty-seven thousand.’


‘That’s a hell of a statistic,’ Simms said.


He nodded. ‘What East St Louis lacks in size it makes up for in grim determination. It’s right up there with Baltimore in the murder stats.’


They drove on in silence for a while and Simms gazed about her, finding it hard to square this ravaged landscape with the thriving community on the west side of the river. ‘What happened, Greg?’ she asked, thinking, Riots, tornadoes. War zone.


‘Manufacturers went bust, or moved on to states with better tax breaks or easier access to the raw materials they needed. There used to be a saying, “If you can’t find a job in East St Louis, you can’t find a job anywhere.” That was a long time ago. Now, the kids who need to pay for themselves to go through college have to travel out to the strip malls in Fairview Heights to find a job. The public schools are failing, and most kids leave school illiterate, unemployable and mad as hell.’ He shook his head. ‘The only way boys in that situation can prove themselves is with violence and criminality.’


He paused, nodded thoughtfully, his expression almost wistful. ‘Wasn’t always this way. Steamboat Willie was born here, and Miles Davis was raised here; Barbara Ann Teer grew up a few blocks from where we are now – she founded the National Black Theatre in Harlem. There’s a long and honourable roll-call of eminent African Americans with East St Louis connections.’


‘You were brought up here?’ Simms asked.


He dipped his head to get a better view of a Youth Correctional Facility as they drove by, a large Victorian complex surrounded by chain-link and razor wire. ‘That used to be the high school.’ He nodded towards the car park. ‘Under that parking lot is the football field where I got scouted for a scholarship to St Louis University.’


They passed a boarded-up house, a message painted on the board: ‘I am black, like you. I am poor, like you. But you broke in here and took everything I had.’


Half a mile on, they turned off into one of the public housing projects. Block after block of two- and three-storey tenements stood derelict or in such a sorry state that they might as well be pulled down.


A group of men and boys sat on sagging chairs and rat-eaten sofas in the centre of a demolition site. The men watched them drive by, an East St Louis police vehicle and two unmarked SUVs. The men’s heads turned slowly, eyeless behind wrap-around sunglasses.


As if at a predetermined signal, the boys leapt up and ran, disappearing around corners, into buildings, sending up a chorus of shouts and whistles.


The convoy drew to a halt outside a three-storey tenement. Simms knew from her background reading that it had been tagged for demolition in 2010, but the city had run out of money even to pull down the obsolete housing that attracted squatters, drug manufacturers and their customers.


‘You stay close to me, okay, Chief?’ Dunlap said.


It felt odd being called ‘Chief’, but Simms had quickly learned that the Americans were punctilious about the use of professional titles, so Simms said, ‘Okay, Detective.’


He waited until the East St Louis PD officers got out of their patrol car before climbing down from the SUV. There were five patrolmen, headed up by a sergeant in uniform. He and Dunlap shook hands.


‘You go on ahead,’ the sergeant told them. ‘We’ll take care of the vehicles.’


‘Surely they wouldn’t mess with police cars?’ Simms said.


‘A couple years back, some guys stole the radio out of the Chief of Police’s car right in front of City Hall,’ Dunlap said, with a small smile. ‘Which was embarrassing. Now, we take no chances.’


The sergeant lifted his chin to Dunlap. ‘You be all right in there?’


‘We’ll be fine,’ Dunlap said, looking past him. ‘You should watch your own backs.’


A small crowd had already begun to congregate on the derelict land.


Elleesha Tate was seventeen when she died. For a time, her pimp was in the frame for the murder, but he had an alibi, and his DNA was not found on her. To date, nobody had been held to account for her murder.


On the face of it, Elleesha Tate’s murder didn’t look a good bet. The protocols for selecting which cold cases to review were very similar both sides of the Pond. Both worked from checklists, and although the questions on the checklists were slightly different, investigators in the US and the UK preferred cases where there was a good chance that the offender was still alive. In Detective Ellis’s words: ‘We like to put the bad guys away, and you can’t try a dead man.’


But the final decision to select or reject a case rested on its solvability, and as they’d sat around the conference table a couple of days earlier, presenting the arguments for and against, Detective Ellis had laid out the reasons why Elleesha Tate’s murder would probably remain unsolved.


‘She was a crystal-meth addict; she fed her habit through prostitution. She had a lot of male callers the day she died – and not the kind of men who would stand in line to give evidence, either.’ He paused to tuck a starched white expanse of shirt fabric into the waistband of his trousers. ‘She was stabbed thirty times, but East St Louis PD got no trace evidence, no blood – except hers, there was plenty of that. The semen in her was mixed, and unusable.’


Simms ran down the checklist in front of her. He was right: Elleesha’s was not a good review case.


‘Anyway, your guys had the perp,’ Ellis said, nodding towards Dunlap, the East St Louis detective. ‘You just couldn’t break his alibi.’


‘I remember that case,’ Detective Dunlap said. ‘I never thought the pimp was a good suspect.’


The FBI behaviourist stirred, spoke like a man coming out of a dream. ‘I would agree. Pimps are more inclined to use cruelty and fear as a means of control; it’s far more likely that Elleesha was murdered by a client.’ Dr Detmeyer was on assignment from the BAU’s Unit 4 – the unit responsible for the Violent Criminal Apprehension Programme, ViCAP, so he would know.


‘Chief Simms, what’s your take?’ Dunlap asked.


‘I’ll go with the consensus,’ Simms said. But—’ The word was out of her mouth before she could stop it.


‘Go ahead,’ Dunlap said. The American team seemed curiously non-hierarchical to her British sensibilities, but Dunlap often assumed the role of the designated spokesperson.


‘You know how it is – the place tells a story, gives you the context.’ Simms heard herself paraphrasing Nick Fennimore, and she told herself to stop – she didn’t need Fennimore in her head just now. ‘Okay, Elleesha doesn’t fit half the criteria, but that building might be pulled down before anyone gets another chance to revisit it. Even if no new evidence comes out of it, at the very least we’d have an opportunity to compare crime-scene procedures.’


‘So you guys can show us how to “do it right”?’ Detective Ellis raked air quotes with his first and middle fingers, the clean white linen of his shirt cracking like a sail in a crisp wind.


‘Hey, come on, now, Ellis.’ This was Detective Valance – young, boyish and blue-eyed. He wore his fair hair cropped tight to his head, Simms suspected, to make him look tougher, but it only emphasized the softness of his features.


‘It’s okay,’ Simms said. ‘Now is as good a time as any to set the record straight.’ She looked around the table, making eye contact with everyone present. ‘UK police forces have lost over seven thousand front-line officers and twelve thousand back-office staff in cutbacks. We need to learn how to work more efficiently – and you guys work a higher volume of murders than we do. We’re here to share expertise, and pick up a few tips on the way.’


Ellis looked a little abashed, but made no apology.


‘So, how about it,’ Dunlap said, his voice warm, and rich, and reasonable. ‘Fresh eyes?’


Valance nodded, enthusiastic. Roper said, ‘I’m in.’ Detmeyer watched them all.


‘What have we got to lose,’ Simms said. ‘A few hours?’


‘You could lose a lot more than time, heading into East St Louis,’ Ellis grumbled.


Soft laughter around the table elicited a scowl – Ellis did not play the room for laughs. ‘I’m serious.’ He jerked his chin to Dunlap. ‘Dunlap, you know.’


‘Yes,’ Dunlap said, ‘I do.’ He thought about it for a few seconds. ‘And I say it’s worth a shot.’


The stairwell smelled of mould and burning plastic.


‘Meth,’ Dunlap said.


Methamphetamine had been the curse of inner-city and rural communities alike over the last twenty years. According to the RAND stats, meth addiction was costing the United States up to $50 billion a year.


Looking up the centre of the stairwell, his hand on his pistol, Dunlap added, ‘They probably scooted when they got word Five-O was paying a visit, but let’s be careful.’


They cleared each floor as they came to it, and when they reached the third landing where Elleesha had lived, Detective Ellis stood guard on the door while the rest of them went inside.


There was no light or power, and the boards on the windows put the apartment in gloom, but the CSIs set up three battery-powered LED spots in under a minute.


‘Wallpaper’s been stripped,’ Simms said, comparing the scene photos with the dove-grey washed walls.


‘They detailed the apartment after the CSIs had finished in here,’ Dunlap said. ‘Stripped the walls and repainted, glossed the doors.’


‘The crime-scene report said the attack began on the bed,’ Simms said.


‘Bed was under the window.’ This was Paul Roper, the St Louis CSI. He was tall and wiry, a spare man who seemed to hum with nervous energy. ‘She bled out in the corner, between the bed and the window.’


‘Defensive wounds to her arms suggest she fought,’ Simms said. ‘Maybe she rolled off the bed to get away from him.’


Roper moved to the wall, a blow-up of a crime scene photograph in hand. ‘There was a lot of arterial spray and cast-off,’ he said.


Simms looked at the picture. Arcs of arterial spray on the wall, window and sill; scattered amongst them a few drops that didn’t seem to belong – cast-off from the knife as the killer drew his arm back to strike again.


‘But this one looks off,’ the CSI said. He circled a single drop on the photograph with the tip of his right pinkie finger.


‘Off, how?’ Ellis demanded from the doorway. It was hot in there; his shirt had lost its starched freshness and clung damply to him; he looked out of sorts with himself and the world at large.


‘You’ve got a lot of blood spatter radiating out from where she lay.’ Roper indicated some teardrop-shaped blood drops on the image. ‘As the perp pulled the knife out and back, droplets would move in the direction of his hand.’ He passed the photograph around while he mimed the movement of the blood spatter from the knife to the wall. ‘Some droplets look like they got flicked back, some up, which is what you’d expect.’ He plucked the image from Valance’s fingers. ‘But this looks like it impacted from the vertical.’ He indicated a single drop that looked like an inverted exclamation point.


‘So, it went up, then fell, hitting the wall on the downward trajectory,’ Dunlap suggested.


The CSI looked doubtful. ‘This is more of a blob than a streak, which means low velocity.’ He darted forward to lay a photograph of the bed where it would have been at the crime scene. ‘The foot of the bed was about . . . here,’ he said, sketching a line with the blade of his hand and taking a step back. ‘Elleesha’s body was in the corner at the bedhead.’


The photographs showed the densest concentration of arcs and blood spatter under the window and in the corner, as Elleesha pushed and kicked and squirmed backwards, trying to escape the blade. The blood drop Roper was interested in had been on the wall a couple of feet away from the foot of the bed.


‘This drop of blood is at least nine feet away from where the main assault occurred. Why?’


‘Because plunging a knife through flesh and muscle thirty times is tiring work.’ These were the first words the FBI behaviourist had said since they walked inside the building.


They turned to look at him.


FBI Special Agent Dr Detmeyer rarely spoke, yet Simms got the impression he was in constant dialogue with himself. He was a slim man in his early fifties, medium height, with an intense gaze and quick, precise movements. He paced to the corner in three steps and hunched over, mimed a few strikes. ‘Elleesha stops struggling as she bleeds out, he stands back to take a breath, maybe he staggers a little.’


‘Or his foot gets caught in the bedclothes,’ Valance said, his young face eager.


The FBI psychologist regarded him calmly and he flushed, apologizing.


‘No need,’ Dr Detmeyer said. ‘It’s a good suggestion. So, he staggers – or stumbles – holding the knife point down, and tries to recover his balance.’ He jerked both hands in a typical startle reaction to an anticipated backward tumble. ‘A drop of blood rolls to the tip of the blade and falls, making contact with the wall on the vertical at low velocity. A blitz attack, the victim fighting back as Elleesha did, the blood gets everywhere,’ the psychologist went on. ‘Blood is slippery stuff – you’ll often see cuts on an attacker’s hand where it slipped down the knife onto the blade.’


Simms felt a tingle of excitement. ‘So, we could be looking at the offender’s blood.’


‘A picture of it,’ Ellis said over his shoulder. ‘This area wasn’t sampled. Wallpaper’s gone. There’s nothing left to sample.’


Simms stared at the photograph under the arc lights. A thin, brownish-red trickle of blood tracked down the wall from the drop singled out by the CSI. She crouched, photograph in hand, comparing the position of the window, estimating the length of the bed, trying to approximate where the blood had traced down the wallpaper.


There was a hint of shadow at the crucial point along the skirting. ‘Could we get a light in here?’ she said.


One of the LED arc lights was repositioned. They all saw it: a tiny gap between the wall and the skirting board. One by one they straightened up, crowding around the image of the drop of blood, looking from the image to the wall, each doing their own mental calculations.


Simms moved in and pressed her cheek flat against the wall. Someone handed her a flashlight and she shone it down into the crack. ‘I think I see a brownish stain,’ she said. ‘Could be blood.’


‘Only one way to find out,’ CSI Roper said, grinning, as he headed for the door. ‘I’ll go fetch the power saw from the SUV.’
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It is estimated that forty-two per cent of marriages in England and Wales end in divorce.


OFFICE FOR NATIONAL STATISTICS, 2012


St Louis, Missouri


The publicist was smiling. She took each copy of Crapshoots and Bad Stats and turned it efficiently to the title page, using the dust-jacket flap as a page marker, ready for Fennimore to sign.


As the final cluster of fans made their way to the door, she said, ‘You have a really interesting demographic, Professor. It’s unusual to have young males of . . . uh . . . an academic turn of mind, attending the same event as, well as—’ She lifted her chin towards the blushing group of young women who turned to wave him goodbye.


‘You mean you wouldn’t expect a popular-science text to interest geeks and fan-girls,’ he said.


She straightened with a frown of disapproval, and he realized he’d offended her, which puzzled him. He didn’t think ‘geek’ was offensive – after all, he was a geek. And fan-girls? A lot of regular book eventers would write their name on a slip of paper to be sure the author got their name right when they personalized their signed copies, but only a fan-girl would add her phone number to the slip. And Fennimore had half a dozen of those tucked in his jacket pocket.


He knew he wasn’t good at the niceties of social diplomacy he couldn’t think of anything to say that would improve the situation, so he said nothing, and she busied herself stacking and counting the remaining books.


The bookseller, pleased with the sales he’d made already, sidled over to ask if he would mind signing the rest for stock, and thankfully the publicist’s smile returned.


He scanned the bookshop in the fading hope that he might see Kate Simms, a sardonic look on her face, leaning against one of the bookshelves. He had emailed to say he was in St Louis and asked would she like to meet. She hadn’t replied. Since the previous case closed, she had been avoiding his phone calls, was slow in answering his emails and was very businesslike in her responses. He’d tried texting her, but without success. Finally, he’d contacted the head of the St Louis Major Case Squad and asked him to pass on a message. Kate replied to his earlier email with a vague apology – she’d been incredibly busy; hopefully they would find time for coffee before he went home. A coffee. Hopefully, no less. Well, at least she hadn’t come right out and told him to sod off and leave her alone. So he’d sent her a ticket for the book signing.


Fennimore was due to speak at the International Homicide Investigators’ Association annual symposium in St Louis in a couple of weeks, and his American publisher asked if he might squeeze in a few signings and public lectures. The university’s summer vacation was under way, and he was owed time; it made sense to travel to the States early, do the tour at a more leisurely pace. The university’s IT department hadn’t been able to trace the anonymous email. He’d posted a message on Suzie’s Facebook page, asking anon67912 to contact him, but heard nothing. The picture might yield something, but he would need Kate Simms’s help, so he’d arranged for Josh Brown, a postgraduate student, to deliver his summer-school classes and swapped the bitter cold of the Granite City for the soft humidity of St Louis, Missouri. He’d even wangled an invitation to deliver a couple of lectures to St Louis PD. But his best efforts had come to nothing; Kate was avoiding him.


In the taxi heading back to his hotel, he got a text. Kate: ‘Sorry – couldn’t get away. I hope it went well.’


He dialled her number straight away, and – minor miracle – she actually picked up.


‘You’re forgiven,’ he said. ‘If you have dinner with me.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Of course you can.’ It was so good to hear the sound of her voice – even telling him no, it lifted his spirits, her warm tones washing over him, giving him a jolt of energy. ‘Come on, Kate – my treat – Dominic’s on the Hill. Best Italian food in St Louis. Let me know where you are; I’ll pick you up.’


She didn’t speak, and he thought he had her, but then she said, ‘Nick, you know that wouldn’t be a good idea.’


‘What? It’s a meal – everybody’s got to eat.’


‘You’re not listening.’


‘Is this Kieran?’ Her jealous prick of a husband. ‘Because—’


‘No,’ she interrupted. ‘Don’t bring Kieran into it. This is me – I am saying no.’


For a moment he was stunned; when he found his voice, he said, ‘Kate, I need your help.’


A pause, then: ‘Suzie?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I think . . . Yes.’


The silence that followed said that she was still hurting from the disastrous consequences the last time he’d asked her for help: when his wife’s body turned up, six months after she and Suzie disappeared, Simms, then a detective sergeant, had given him access to information and even evidence that he should never have been near. Between them, they had burned through thousands of pounds worth of Crime Faculty resources without sanction and had potentially compromised the investigation. Kate was kicked off the Faculty, and her career had stalled for four years as a result, but she had always said she didn’t regret her actions. And with a ruthless, shameless, single-minded focus on what he needed from her, he hoped that she was sincere in what she said.


‘Okay,’ she said, at last. ‘I’ll meet you there.’


Dominic’s on the Hill was a favourite with the St Louis PD, and a crowd of cops were living it up at a twelve-seater table in the centre of the room. Fennimore had worked with two of them in the past, and he’d met others after one of his lectures. They invited him to join them, but Fennimore declined, waiting instead in a booth at the back of the restaurant, nervously watching the door.


Ten minutes later, Kate Simms walked in, and he had to grip the table to quell the urge to surge to his feet. With cops, a look could be cause for speculation, and gossip could quickly turn to outright scandal; Kate had come all the way to the United States to avoid exactly that, so he kept his seat and waved her over, trying to look insouciant. They looked anyway – how could they not? She was tanned and fit, dressed in a plain white blouse and navy cotton chinos. The last time they spoke, her brown hair was cut pixie-style, but she’d grown it out, and now it hung, straight and glossy, to her shoulders. One of the cops made eye contact and grinned. Fennimore frowned and made a point of shaking her hand and offering her a seat with ostentatious formality.


Kate played along. ‘Cops?’ she said softly as she sat opposite. ‘How marvellous.’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think.’


The look she gave him said that was par for the course.


‘How are things at home?’ he said, breaking a pause that threatened to become a silence. ‘Becky must be in the middle of her GCSEs.’


‘Oh, Becky’s seething with teenage hormones just now. Exams are killing her with stress. Or boredom. Or both, simultaneously.’


‘Sounds grim,’ he said.


‘She’ll be fine once the exams are over and she can escape back to London to see her old schoolfriends.’ The family had relocated to the north of England after Simms’s relationship with London Metropolitan Police soured.


‘And Tim?’ he asked cautiously. Fennimore had only found out about the five-year-old the previous year. Simms must have fallen pregnant just before he took flight to Scotland. But she had proved evasive on that interesting coincidence.


‘Tim has Granny wrapped around his little finger,’ Simms said, with an affectionate smile. ‘Kieran’s the only one who can do anything with him – he’s a daddy’s boy.’


‘So Kieran’s managing okay without you?’


‘Well, Mum’s there, of course, and Kieran . . .’ A strange light came into her eyes, and he waited for her to say more, but after a moment she braced, forcing a smile. ‘Kieran’s having a blast in his new job.’


‘That’s good.’ The peculiar light flashed in her eyes again and her left thumb found her wedding ring. She worried at it, the smile fading from her face, and he added, ‘Isn’t it?’


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Great.’


Fennimore looked into the soft brown of her irises; when Kate Simms was angry or amused, amber light seemed to flash from the centres, but this was different; more complicated. He wished he was better at reading people, but as Simms often told him, he lacked the social skills for subtlety. Oh, he recognized evasion and bullshit easily enough; that was the scientist in him. Assume everyone lies, believe no one and question everything. But the subtler emotions and non-verbal cues often escaped him.


‘“Great”?’ he repeated. ‘Am I missing something here?’


‘I do hope so,’ she said. ‘Shall we order?’


‘Okay. You don’t want to launch straight in?’


‘Will an hour or two make a difference?’ she asked.


‘No,’ he said, sad to admit it.


‘Then whatever you need to ask will wait. I’m homesick, and it’s good to speak with an old friend.’ He thought he saw her eyes begin to glisten, but she picked up her napkin and flicked it open, adding with a half-smile, ‘And I may as well get a decent meal out of you, if I’m expected to sing for my supper.’


He showed her a printout of the photograph after they’d ordered coffee at the end of the meal. She gasped, seized the photograph and pored over it while he told her that it was sent by anonymous email, the account opened with the purpose of sending it and closed immediately after he’d received the attachment.


She set down the photograph carefully, looked into his face. ‘Nick,’ she said. ‘You’ve had scores of just this type of thing over the years. If it was genuine – if the sender believed it was genuine – they would have sent contact details.’


‘Not if by sending it they would implicate themselves in some way.’


‘Then why send it at all?’


‘I don’t know. Guilt, or concern, or—’


‘Cruelty?’ she finished. ‘What if this is just another sadist who wants to twist the knife?’


‘It may be,’ he agreed. ‘But you have to admit, you thought it was Suzie.’


‘Yes, I thought it looked like her – at first. But a thousand sixteen-year-old girls – a hundred thousand – will look like Suzie.’


‘I know – I know that. But, Kate – do you remember Suzie had that nasty accident on her skateboard a few weeks before—’ he faltered ‘—before she went missing?’


‘Of course.’ Suzie had been practising kerb drops on a board she’d borrowed from Kate’s daughter, Becky.


Fennimore turned the photograph, located the exact position of the mark on the girl’s temple and placed the image in front of Simms again. ‘See?’


She looked at the picture, then up into his eyes, and he read compassion and weariness in hers. ‘I see a shadow, Nick. A smudge on the screen.’


‘That’s why I need your help.’


‘With what?’ Now she just seemed exasperated.


‘Digital enhancement,’ he said. ‘I have the software, but I don’t have the expertise. If the image was enhanced, I could be sure.’


She shook her head.


‘There might be contextual clues in the picture – things I’ve missed—’


‘No,’ she said. ‘A hundred times, no.’ She had raised her voice, and heads turned at the cop table on the other side of the room.


She flushed, lowered her voice. ‘You need to stop torturing yourself. I thought you had a lead, something I could work with. I’m sorry, Nick, truly, I am.’ She gathered her belongings and slid out of the booth. ‘I wish I could help you. I—’ She stopped, took a breath. ‘Have a great trip,’ she said, then she turned on her heel and left.


Alone in his hotel, Fennimore checked his daughter’s Facebook page. His coded message to the anonymous emailer remained unanswered. He read the latest comments, deleting the hate and allowing the rest into the public domain, then checked the three email accounts he kept active. There was no sign of a reply from ‘Anon’. He found an intriguing message on one of his private accounts – an address he gave out to delegates at conferences. It was from A. Hicks at Williams County Sheriff’s Office. The only A. Hicks he knew was a deputy sheriff in Oklahoma.


Sheriff’s Deputy Abigail Hicks. Fennimore had been in the US for an IHIA annual symposium the year before last, and accepted an invitation at short notice to host a seminar at the Christian Laurie Conference in Mountain Home, Arkansas. The excellent fishing, low crime rate and cheap real estate made it a popular retirement destination for police officers. They took it personally when a young woman was murdered at a rest stop just off I-40, near the city. The retired police officers created a charity and raised funds to set up the conference named after the young murder victim. They ran the conference on a tight budget to keep it affordable to delegates, many of whom were self-funding: deputies, paralegals and CSIs from the rural counties who couldn’t afford the cost of bigger venues. Deputy Hicks worked out of the sheriff’s office in Creek County. She impressed Fennimore as sharp, astute and persistent.


Her email was formal, restrained, and the style didn’t match up with his recollection of her forthright and friendly manner. She was investigating the murder of a young woman, she said, discovered by a farmer when he went to drag a fallen tree out of one of his ponds.


‘The body was buried in mud when the bank of the pond collapsed. The landowner reports that the pond was frozen between November and March. In consideration of the climate and geographical factors, the Medical Examiner estimates that the body was probably put in the water in late October or early November, before the frosts set in. The body was well preserved because of a combination of cold and the mud protecting her from animal predation.’


It read like a report from one of his undergrad students, and he wondered if she was practising her skills on him. Deputy Hicks thought that the death of this victim might be linked to another murder, three years earlier.


She had included her mobile number. It was 11 p.m. and when she answered the call, he heard country music in the background, a clamour of voices.


‘Professor!’ she exclaimed, in her old friendly tone. ‘How’re you?’ Not waiting for an answer she said, ‘Hold on – I’m gonna step outside.’ A few seconds later, the music and background chatter cut off abruptly.


‘You got my email,’ she said. ‘Thanks for getting back.’ He could hear the grin in her voice. ‘So, will you look at my case?’ she asked, direct as always.


‘That depends. What makes you think it’s linked to the earlier murder?’


‘Both those women were in water, both were found within a mile of I-44 and they both had duct-tape residue in their hair.’


‘Well, water does wash off evidence, which is why it’s such a popular medium for dumping bodies,’ he teased. ‘Interstate 44 is a very long road, if memory serves, and it’s not unusual for killers to gag their victims.’


‘Is that what they call British sarcasm?’ she asked. ‘I do know that water destroys evidence and murderers gag their victims, thank you, Professor. And I drove from Wichita Falls, Texas to St Louis, Missouri along I-44 more’n once, so I know how long it is.’


He was smiling, enjoying the fact that she would not take crap from him, even when she was asking a favour, but his scientific antennae twitched with what she said next.


‘But here’s the kicker: the glue was too high up on the head for a gag. I’m thinking it was more like a blindfold.’


‘That is unusual.’ Already he could feel himself being drawn in.


‘Isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Why blindfold a person if you know you’re going to kill them? I mean, they’re going to be too dead to identify you. And why’d the perpetrator cut it off when he dumped the body?’


He thought about this. ‘Was the victim clothed, or unclothed?’


‘She was naked – no jewellery, nothing.’


‘So, he was removing anything distinctive.’


‘Duct tape – “distinctive”?’ she said.


‘Come, now, Deputy,’ Fennimore chided. ‘I know you’ve had a beer, but you’re not thinking. What if it was a new brand, or a specialist tape, or extra strength; there might be something unusual in the fabric weave or in the chemical composition of the glue.’


She said, ‘Uh-huh,’ and he got the feeling she was making notes.


Suddenly, he remembered something. ‘You said the tape was cut off?’


‘The ME’s report said some of my victim’s hair had been cut straight across, right where the glue was situated.’


‘Of course, he’ll have the glue analysed . . .’


‘It’s at the lab over in Tulsa now.’


‘Then it’s simple – all you need to do is talk to the Medical Examiner, ask him—’


‘News flash – not all doctors’re men,’ she said. ‘Dr Janine Quint was the FME.’


‘Okay, ask her to compare the samples from the two victims. If the chemical composition is the same, it strengthens your case.’


‘I can’t do that – for one thing, we don’t have a sample for comparison off of the first victim.’


‘You just said there was duct-tape glue on both bodies.’


‘Professor, do you know how county sheriff’s departments operate in the United States?’


‘I’ve watched High Noon a few times.’


‘Well, some would say it hasn’t changed a whole hell of a lot,’ she said with a chuckle. ‘Sheriff is elected, and him – usually it is him – and his office’re funded through local taxes. Now, if you live in one of the poorest counties in the state, with household incomes forty per cent below the national average, the local law-enforcement budget is apt to get squeezed.’


She seemed to have wandered off the subject, but Fennimore didn’t mind – he liked the way that Americans would begin an explanation by telling a story; most he’d met told a good tale, and country folk were the best storytellers of all. Stories gave context, and context was everything in his line of work.


‘In the state of Oklahoma, a lot of counties will take you on as a deputy on a suck-it-and-see type of contract for six months,’ Hicks went on. ‘During that time, they can pay you minimum wage and they are not required by statute to provide professional training. After those six months are up, the county is obliged to pay to have those deputies CLEET trained – that’s the Council on Law Enforcement Education and Training. When you’re CLEET trained, you can take the oath and become a certified Law Enforcement Officer – with full entitlements and a hike in pay, too.’


‘You’re about to tell me that a lot of deputies don’t make it past the suck-it-and-see,’ Fennimore said.


‘Spit out in the dirt like sour candy,’ she said. ‘No notice period, no severance pay. Some give up, go to work at the county jail, if they’ll have ’em, Walmart if they won’t.’


‘And some move on to the next county?’


‘Including me,’ she said.


‘Where are you up to now?’ he asked.


‘Williams County Sheriff’s Office is my fifth in three years,’ she said. ‘In all that time, about the only law-enforcement training I got was the Mountain Home Conference, and I pay for that out of my own pocket.’


He grunted in acknowledgement. ‘Which means that untrained police officers regularly go out to complex crime scenes and trample all over the evidence.’


‘Yes, sir, they do.’


Ah, now they were getting to it. ‘If I can hazard another guess, I’d say one of these untrained officers messed up your first victim’s crime scene.’


‘That untrained officer was me, Professor. It was my first murder; I compromised the scene, lost vital evidence, got in a shitload of trouble with the Medical Examiner’s Office. I can’t go to the ME with this because in this part of Oklahoma all forensic autopsies’re carried out by the FME’s office in Tulsa, and it happens that Dr Quint was the ME did the autopsy on the first victim.’


Fennimore paused. ‘O-kay . . . I can see that would be awkward. But you could talk to your District Attorney.’


‘DA’s an asshole,’ she said. ‘The ADA’s all right – I would take it to him – but I just don’t got enough.’


‘Which is why you’ve come to me. Is Dr Quint really so unforgiving? Maybe I could talk directly to her – she’s best placed to do any supplementary tests or examinations.’


She sighed. ‘Professor, I made a big mistake recovering that body.’ For a second, all he could hear was the creak of katydids and crickets, then she puffed air into the mouthpiece. ‘It just about kills me, telling you this, but here goes: I was a sheriff’s deputy over in Creek County, a little bit south-west of here. Six weeks in and I was green. The victim was found in a creek by a fishing party. It had been raining for three days and nights. Whoever dumped her didn’t weight her right and she floated, got carried to a bend, washed up on the shingle. When I got to the creek, the rain started coming down hard and she began to float again. Seeing her there, thinking that water was going to carry her away before too long, and those fishermen waiting on me to do something, I guess I panicked. Sheriff’s office was out of range of my cell, and the patrol car was parked a mile up the track. I should’ve got those men to help me, anchored her to a boat, wrapped her in a tarp – done some damn thing to preserve the evidence. But I rushed right in, dragged her out.’ She sighed. ‘Stupid rookie mistake. I didn’t even get pictures. All that rain, the river running full, me manhandling the body—’ She stopped and again, he heard a long outrush of breath. ‘That body was almost skeletalized; you know how it is – in that condition, they can pretty much fall apart on you if you don’t treat ’em right. The current pulled me off balance, I stumbled . . .’


‘You lost the hair, and with it the duct tape-residue.’


‘Wouldn’t be so bad if it was just that – I lost the hair, the jaw, some of the neck bones. I only kept a hold of the skull because – oh, well, you don’t want to know.’


He could guess: Deputy Hicks fumbling in the water, snatching at anything that would give her a finger-hold – there are only so many things you can grab onto on a human skull.


‘I lost the evidence, but that glue was there all right,’ she said.


‘I believe you,’ he said. ‘Have you run this past your sheriff?’


‘Sheriff Launer isn’t interested in other counties’ homicides. Anyway, he thinks the answer to this crime is in the backwoods. We got a lot of families out here used to deal in home-made hooch; now they grow cannabis out in the woods, or cook up methamphetamine. The Sheriff is convinced our victim stumbled across one of those backwoods factories, or pissed off her supplier.’


‘Was she a meth addict?’


‘There were physical signs, but she had been through rehab, seemed to be getting her life together, before she died.’


‘But your sheriff is resistant?’


‘He’s campaigning for re-election, drugs is a major problem out here. He doesn’t want me messing with this, Professor: he wants me out there, proving to the voters that he is doing his job.’


‘I don’t see how I can help you, Abigail,’ Fennimore said.


‘Why don’t you come on over, take a look for yourself?’


‘It’s a bit of a hike . . .’


‘Three and a half hours max from St Louis to Tulsa.’


‘How did you know I was Stateside?’ he asked. ‘Deputy Hicks, are you stalking me?’


She laughed. ‘It’s on your publisher’s website.’


Fennimore’s publicist would harry him every few months for an update, and he would send the less sensitive aspects of his schedule, but he’d never checked out the website and rarely even thought about what went up on it.


‘According to your schedule, you did a book signing in St Louis tonight,’ Hicks went on. ‘You’ve a couple of lectures in Chicago and the IHIA symposium after that, but not for a couple of weeks – so I know you got the time. Unless you got some secret mission going on.’


In truth, Simms was his secret mission, and now that she was firmly out of the picture, he was stuck in St Louis with time on his hands, and he knew from experience that would lead to brooding.


‘I know you like to fish,’ she said, her tone coaxing. ‘We got great fishing down here.’


‘Fishing,’ he said. ‘What kind of fishing?’


‘Bass and catfish, bluegill—’


‘Trout?’


She clicked her tongue. ‘Oklahoma is kinda warm for trout fishing,’ she said. ‘We got all kinds of bass, though.’


She must have sensed his disappointment, because she said, ‘But if you’re real sneaky and know where to go, you can fish for trout near Tahlequah, Cherokee County. There’s a couple of ice-cold streams below Tenkiller Dam, about an hour’s drive from where I’m situated.’


Three and a half hours’ flying time, Fennimore thought. Far less time than it took to travel from Aberdeen to London by train. It was ninety-five degrees in St Louis, humidity in the mid-eighties. Country air, cold streams and fly-fishing were just too a tempting prospect – and he remembered the deputy as pert and pretty.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘You got me. Meet me off the first flight into Tulsa tomorrow morning.’
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Location: Scotland


The kill is strapped, naked, to a table. Her hair is mouse brown, her nose small; there is a hole for a nose stud in the crease of the right nostril. Her head is tilted back, her mouth slightly open, revealing a chipped front tooth. Her skin has the colour and translucence of skimmed milk. Her lips are almost blue. You can’t see her eyes, because they are covered with tape. It is wrapped tightly around her head in a double layer.


A man stands over her. He is tall, dressed entirely in black, apart from the purple nitrile gloves he wears on his hands. His face is covered with a black ski mask. He hooks his gloved thumbs in the pockets of his pants and tilts his head on one side, thinking.


‘The angle’s off,’ a voice says from behind him. ‘Move the cam left a bit.’


The masked man turns obediently and makes an adjustment to a webcam attached above the screen of his laptop. ‘Okay?’


‘Better.’


Fergus sighs, settling back into his armchair to view the action. A wood fire crackles in the hearth, a cold north-easterly spatters his windows with sleety rain; winter has lingered in Scotland.


Over the years, he has received videotapes and, as the technology improved, DVD recordings, but he always watched the kill in real time first. The recordings were delivered to a drop-box a month or so later. Until Skype, the two men had used live-streaming to a private URL for the kill; it was relatively low risk, but there was always the chance that some Red Bull-swigging Nethead in continuous surf-mode would stumble onto their web address. The risk went off the scale of acceptability with the invention of automated web ’bots and crawlers. But Skype had its limitations, and the recording suffered from audio lag. So, the live Skype event had been disappointing. Thankfully, he’d had the foresight to insist on a backup digital recording – not just for the better image quality, but for the chance to replay the action. Fergus rationed his viewings because the law of diminishing returns applied; no matter how exciting a thing is to watch, if you see it too often, it ceases to be exciting. Even if it is the death of another human being.


He is watching now on a newly purchased fifty-five-inch, high-def widescreen TV with 9.2 surround sound and high-speed internet access; for future events he will be able to Skype direct to the big screen, which might even compensate for the less-than-perfect picture quality.


‘Shift the spotlight,’ he hears himself say, though he doesn’t recognize his own voice, disguised as it is by voice-changer software. Coming out of the new speakers, it has the slightly echoey quality of cinema sound. Darth Vader issuing orders to a minion.


Obediently, the minion moves a lighting stand and directs the spot lamp to the woman’s face, but she is unresponsive.


‘Is she unconscious?’


‘Watch this.’ On-screen, the man takes hold of the kill’s foot and scrapes his thumbnail along the sole from heel to toe. Her toes flex.


He faces the webcam. ‘She’s fakin’ it.’ His accent is Midwestern United States, though some might say it is not entirely authentic.


He takes out a box cutter and presses the cold blade against the skin under her eye. ‘Stop fooling,’ he says, ‘or I’ll cut you.’ He has a thing about blood.


He doesn’t cut her, but the threat is enough and she squeals. There’s a displeasing distortion, and Fergus makes a mental note that adjustments will need to be made to get the sound levels right next time. It would be useful to do a sound-check in advance, but he fears this is beyond the capabilities of his accomplice.


Exasperated by his own inability to relax and immerse himself in the moment, he rewinds to the point where the kill’s toes flex, and lets the recording play on.


‘I want you to bind her,’ he says.


‘Dude, she’s already tied up.’


‘I said “bind”, you glaikit lubbert – bind.’ The man in the ski mask looks into the webcam, uncertain of himself, and Fergus says, ‘Use the food wrap. Take the roll and wrap it around her chest.’


This is new: he has read that you don’t need to compress the chest hard to cause asphyxia; simply restricting the rise and fall of the ribcage can have the same effect.


‘Encircle it. Yes. Now step away.’ But the other is slow to comply. ‘Get out of the frame,’ he yells. ‘I don’t want to see you.’ Control of the other is part of the thrill.


The new cinema system makes it feel as if she’s in the room with him – that he is alone with the kill. Her breasts are mashed flat under yards of plastic food wrap. He turns up the volume, listens to the gasp of her breath.


More than once, he complains, ‘I can’t hear her,’ frustrated by the limitations of the equipment and the distance between them. But now, listening to the recording again through his new speakers, he hears more than he ever did before. He hears his accomplice mutter a curse, the thrilling stutter and sigh of the woman’s breath.


The wrap restricts her movement, takes her to a new level of fear – which is in itself exciting – but she’s still breathing, still conscious.


‘Fuck’s sake, I said wrap it tightly. Can’t you do anything right?’


‘You want to come do this yourself?’


‘No,’ Fergus yells. ‘I want you to act less like a moron and more like a thinking human being.’
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