
[image: Cover]


[image: missing-image]

[image: missing-image]

[image: missing-image]



Copyright © 2013 Michael Morley, Casa Strada Productions Ltd.


The right of Michael Morley to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an ebook serialization by Headline Publishing Group in 2013


First published as an ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2014


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 1048 7


Cover photograph © John Lund/Getty Images


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company 


338 Euston Road


London 
NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk



About Michael Morley

[image: missing-image]

 

Michael Morley grew up in and around Manchester. He has written several bestsellers including Spider and Viper alongside a stellar career in TV production. He has been behind some of the hardest-hitting crime shows on British television including Murder in Mind, The Hunt for Baby Abbie and A Shred of Evidence. These shows have not only broken boundaries but have also won him awards from both the Royal Television Society and the British Medical Association.

He has three sons and now lives in the Peak District with his family, eleven ducks, a few squirrels, a flock of Canada geese and a fat heron. 

Interact with Michael through: 

www.michaelmorleyauthor.com

Facebook.com/MichaelMorleyAuthor

@spreeauthor 

@spreebook 

www.spreeincidentroom.com


Also by Michael Morley

Spider

Viper

Spree



Acknowledgements

Spree is the thriller that it is because of two very special people, my agent Luigi Bonomi and my editor Vicki Mellor. The best ideas in the book are pretty much all theirs – I just listened and typed. Many thanks to them and to their teams, especially Alison and Ajda at LBA. At Headline my gratitude goes to Emily Griffin and Darcy Nicholson who helped carry the editorial load, Jo Liddiard and Beau Merchant for their fabulous work on Twitter, Facebook and the wonderful www.spreeincidentroom.com site. Spree wouldn’t have got there without Ant Simnica and Siobhan Hooper,wouldn’t have sold without Frances Doyle and Katie Day and wouldn’t have been noticed without Caitlin Raynor. Thanks too to ‘Scary Jack’, Michelle and co. at Everett, Baldwin and Barclay. Finally, thank you Donna, Billy, Elliott and Damian – you make it all worthwhile.


Chapter 1

LA Athletic Club, LA

Psychological profiler Dr Angie Holmes was sprinting.

Not jogging.

Not running.

Flat-out sprinting.

The kind of bust-your-lungs, sweat-yourself-ugly exertion that only happened when she needed to exorcise the ugliest of demons.

The former Californian track star was twenty-eight, but when she was mad or stressed, the years rolled back and she ran like she was seventeen.

Today she was fired up enough to smash a personal best.

Two things were driving her crazy.

First off, the man in her life, FBI Special Supervisory Agent Jake Mottram, had left a message on her phone saying he loved her. In itself, not a bad thing. Except he only said those words at a time like this. As he strapped on a Kevlar vest and went gun-to-gun with a Spree.

Sprees were the worst.

A special breed of killer who appeared out of the blue and slaughtered indiscriminately. No rhyme or reason. And since Sandy Hook, Santa Monica and the other public shootings, Jake had been the man in charge of catching the worst of the worst.

The Bureau set up the SKU, the Spree Killer Unit, under direct orders from the White House. Since then, it seemed like Jake worked at least a case a month.

Angie broke her stride and put her hands to the back of her head. A bunch of shoulder-length auburn hair had flopped out of its tie band. She fumbled it back in and regained her rhythm. Stretched tense muscles. Stepped up the pace. Felt her heart hammer against her ribs.

All was becoming good.

Adrenaline masked the worry.

She glanced at her wrist as the white line slid towards her Nikes.

Five twenty.

Damn.

She could go faster. Faster meant more pain in the body and less in the head. It was a good trade.

Angie breathed deeply. Filled her lungs. Lengthened her stride.

Jake should take a desk job.

The thought came up like a hurdle. He was ten years older than her; the right age for his ass to polish an office chair.

He’d be safe.

She’d stop worrying. They could settle down. Not that he’d ever mentioned doing that. Three years together and not one hint of the M word. In fact, not even the E word. But no worries, they were solid. Of that, she was sure.

Thinking about him threw up a picture of the Spree he was hunting. Corrie Chandler. Former soldier. Former security guard. More bull than man. Now out of work and out of his mind.

A bad combination.

One day after he got laid off, his drunk of a wife walked out on him.

Corrie walked after her.

Shot her in the back.

Pumped a hole through the head of a neighbor stood gawping while gardening the patch of dirt that divided their homes.

Then Corrie got in his old Jeep and disappeared.

After twelve hours of eluding the LAPD, he’d been found by Jake and his team. Hence why Angie was wearing out the track of her local club.

The lap line came into view. She checked her wrist again.

Five zero five.

Christ, she was feeling old. She should be able to bust that five-minute mark. And Jake sure as hell should know it was time he quit the fieldwork and drove a desk. That way he could look after her.

Her and the baby she’d just found out she was carrying.

That was the second thing she was worrying about. That and the fact she hadn’t yet found the right moment to tell him.


Chapter 2

Griffith Park, LA

It looked like a convention of hard asses. Top marksmen from the LAPD and FBI gathered outside the gates of one of America’s biggest urban parks. All getting their respective shit together.

Gun checks. Body armor checks. Comms checks.

Check, check, check.

That was what these guys did in the down time. The nervous, laugh-too-loudly time. The last guaranteed moments of your lifetime before stepping into the cross hairs of a crazy with a gun.

Up in the cornflower blue Californian sky, two helicopters hummed and circled like mating dragonflies. Beneath them, staring out at three thousand acres of forests, lawns and trails were the operational heads of SWAT and SKU.

Thirty-eight-year-old FBI Special Agent Jake Mottram stood six five and two hundred pounds. Connor Pryce, the thirty-two-year-old, newly appointed LAPD commander, was seven inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter. Little and large, both licensed to end their mutual problem with deadly force.

As a former soldier, Mottram knew only too well the value of studying the terrain as closely as the psychology of the enemy inhabiting it. He and Pryce had halted their squads at the edge of the Ferndell side of Griffith; a Jurassic Park patch of dense greenery with towering trees and jungle-thick foliage.

The FBI man used field glasses to stare through the gnarled oaks and leafy undergrowth at a famous building way off in the distance.

The place Corrie Chandler had holed up.

He let the glasses fall from his pale blue eyes and thump on their strings against his broad chest. ‘Seems ironic.’

‘What does?’ Pryce felt edgy and had started to pace.

‘Us, observing an observatory.’ He pointed into the distance. ‘Mr Crazy over there is most probably staring right back at us through a free-standing scope, or even that big Zeiss thing that can watch fleas crap on Mars.’

The cop didn’t answer. He was worrying about the press and how they’d crucify him if this didn’t end quickly and without any more loss of innocent life.

Jake was relaxed but focused. Totally at home in an environment where shots were likely to be fired at him. He looked around and took in the beauty of the park. ‘I came here some time back with my girlfriend. We did all the tourist shit. Used scopes to find the Hollywood sign. Rode white horses down a wooded trail.’ He turned to the smaller man. ‘You ever been inside the Observatory?’

Pryce had found a thumbnail to chew. ‘No. Saw it in Terminator Salvation. I think it was even in The Simpsons.’

‘Man, I love that show. I remember now, they called it the Springfield. I can picture parts of the layout but not all of it. I’ve got one of our techies pulling together film clips to add to the schematics so everyone knows the place inside out before we go in there.’

Pryce had gotten to worrying about the Spree’s background. ‘Chandler was military, right?’

‘Right.’

‘Was he a marksman?’

‘No. Just a grunt. But he was in a top outfit.’

‘Which?’

‘Tenth Mountain.’

‘That infantry?’

‘And some. As well as mountains, they’re specialists in Arctic survival. Real tough mothers. You can lock these guys naked in an ice box and they’ll ask you for sunscreen.’

Pryce arched an eyebrow. ‘Great.’

Jake studied the cop. He was too uptight for a guy of his rank. ‘Did you come up through SWAT or through admin?’

‘SWAT.’ Pryce brushed off the insinuation. He took a second and then decided to come clean. ‘Only arrived a year ago, though. I’m what I believe the squad call the “smart” guy.’

Jake laughed. He knew what the phrase meant. Pryce was a desk-jockey. University-educated and fast-tracked to senior command. During an armed raid, he would be the last in and first out. Five years from now, if he lived that long, he’d probably be in the running for chief.

A young agent appeared at their sides. Jenny Dickson blanked the cop and spoke to her boss. ‘We’ve got feeds from the mini-drones, sir. Looks like at least five dead on the observation terrace.’

‘Fuck!’ Pryce put his hands to his temples as though an explosion had gone off.

Jake’s voice stayed measured. ‘Were the fatalities in the east or west of the building, Jenny?’

‘The east, sir. And we think there’s a further fatality just by the entrance for wheelchairs, at the back of the Planetarium.’

He raised his field glasses and studied the white building in the distance. The sun was high and would be casting long shadows for at least another two hours. This was no time to be running an assault. ‘We got any eyes and ears in there yet?’

‘Ears, yes. We’ve got dishes up all points of the compass. Our only eyes are the drones.’

Pryce consoled himself out loud. ‘At least we got the public clear.’

‘Only coz he let us,’ added Jake. ‘I guess he emptied his anger when he let off that magazine out on the terrace. It gave everyone else a chance to run.’

Pryce squinted up into the sky. ‘That a news copter up there?’

Jake swung the glasses to the blue. ‘Yeah. Fox’s eye in the sky.’ He dropped them to his chest again. ‘Jenny, get someone to tell the station to shift that bird before I ask the military to do it for them. Have our press people tell the channel heads I don’t want pictures of us on screen. Anyone blows you off on that, tell them I said they best book themselves a hospital bed.’

‘Sir.’ The young agent scurried back to the truck.

Pryce’s cellphone rang. He patted down the jacket of his blue suit until he found it. ‘Hello?’

Jake watched him again. He was sweating and it wasn’t down to the heat of the day. Only time and experience would take nerves like that away. He remembered the first time he’d shot someone. It had been in Afghanistan. A sniper covering a strip of road that wasn’t worth jack shit to anyone had killed two members of a three-man unit patrolling it. Jake had been the third. He’d spent the next four hours in the baking sun hunting down that asshole. Then, when he got the jump and it came to pulling the trigger, he’d hesitated. Only for a split second. But long enough for his enemy to spot him and almost get a shot away.

Jake Mottram never flinched again.

By the time he left the army, he’d killed thirty-two people in five different locations.

Pryce finished his call and slid the phone back in his jacket. There was a smile on his face. ‘Chandler’s made contact. He’s on a line from inside the Griffith.’


Chapter 3

LA Athletic Club, LA

Angie showered and toweled dry. She slipped on her brown skirt suit and mentally reran her ‘routine’ appointment that morning with Bureau doctor Suzie Janner.

The profiler had completed her annual physical and had mentioned – more in passing than anything – that she’d been ‘feeling out of sorts’.

Doctors being doctors, Suzie inevitably ran a list of questions about stress, diet and alcohol.

Then she got to pregnancy.

‘Pregnancy?’ Angie had almost laughed her ass off. ‘There’s more chance of Jake being pregnant than me. I’ve been on the pill since I was fifteen and never missed taking one.’

‘No contraceptive – except abstinence – is one hundred percent effective.’ She handed over a testing kit. ‘Now go pee.’

Ten minutes and a whole seismic shift in the world later, Angie returned with a blue stick and accepted she was ‘with child’.

Fortunately, Suzie Janner was more than her doctor. She was seven years older than Angie but they were friends. Members of the same female business groups. They’d even co-written papers together. In short, she knew her well enough to ask the big question: ‘How do you feel about the news?’

Angie stared into space, as though the answer was an elusive star lost in a cloudy night sky.

‘Angie?’

‘I don’t know. I really don’t know.’ She’d finally looked at her friend. ‘Is that pathetic? I mean, what do people usually say?’

‘Usually?’ Suzie had smiled reassuringly. ‘There’s no such thing as usually. If the pregnancy hasn’t been planned, then the reaction is often the same as yours.’

Angie nodded sadly. ‘I feel bad.’

‘Bad how? Sick bad?’

‘No. Screwed up in my head bad. Guilty bad.’

‘Guilty?’

‘Yeah. Not getting pregnant is kind of thought of as the woman’s job . . .’

Suzie shot her a stern look of disapproval.

‘And I feel bad about feeling confused. I mean, I should either be overjoyed, right? Or –’ she struggled to complete her thought – ‘or I guess we should be talking termination.’

‘We shouldn’t be talking anything. Not yet. You should just be absorbing the news. Getting used to it. Thinking about what it means to you – not only in the next months and years, but for the rest of your lifetime.’

‘You mean I should think like a psychologist not a shell-shocked lunatic?’

Suzie laughed. ‘Something like that. There’s really no mad rush. Take your time. Get used to the idea then decide. You’re what – twenty-seven?’

‘Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine in a month.’

‘Still young. You ever thought about being a mother? Just before thirty is a good age.’

‘Hell, no!’ Angie responded more strongly than she’d meant to. Of course she’d thought about it. But not long enough to get used to the idea. ‘Suzie, you know my background.’ She slid her gaze to the thick file on the desk. ‘It’s all in those notes. Parenthood is not something I was cut out for.’

‘That’s nonsense. You’re the shrink, not me. You know that having an abusive father doesn’t mean you’re going to be abusive yourself. You’re not some poor, weak-willed waif, caught in a deprived and unbreakable circle. You’re one tough lady who’s kicked ass all her life.’

‘I know all that. It’s just that, being a mom –’ saying the words out loud shocked Angie – ‘being a mom will open doors to rooms I had shut. Locked and nailed up for good. Living through a new childhood might make me live through my own, and I don’t want that.’

‘Motherhood might be the greatest thing that ever happened to you. It was for me.’

‘Was it?’ She sounded skeptical.

‘Absolutely.’ She eyed a silver-framed photo of a gap-toothed blonde girl on her desk. ‘I’d die for Bethan. She’s just everything.’ She enjoyed the thought of her daughter before she moved on. ‘You won’t have to give anything up, Angie. You’ve got a great career – and a great guy from what I hear. Now, if you want it, you can be a great mom as well.’ She smiled warmly. ‘Most people would say that’s game, set and match. But listen, it’s really all down to what you want. Don’t let me, Jake or anyone pressure you.’

‘Jeez, I haven’t even got round to thinking about Jake.’

‘How do you imagine he’ll take it?’

She widened her eyes and shrugged. ‘God knows. He’s as much a screw-up as I am. No parents. Orphanage and army raised – and you know what that means.’

‘Emotionally locked in.’

‘Hard as marble, stubborn as a mule.’

Suzie felt obliged to bring some balance. ‘He’s also a war veteran. Purple heart hero. Decorated by the freakin’ President. I mean, what kid wouldn’t want him as Pop and you as Mom?’

Angie scratched at her neck until she felt raw. A nervous habit since childhood. ‘Do you have to tell McDonald about this?’

Suzie looked sympathetic. ‘I can’t keep it out of the report, and the Assistant Director is certain to read it. But I can hold back the file for a few days.’ She tipped her head to a mountain of paperwork. ‘It needn’t get put through until all that’s cleared.’

‘Thanks.’

The physician sensed it was time to change the subject. She picked up the results of the medical. ‘Aside from the pregnancy, you’re in great shape. Bloods are good. Heart and lungs of a teenager. Protein count and cholesterol better than fine. You get a clean bill of health from me, Doctor Holmes.’

‘Thank you, Doctor Janner.’ Angie stood and pinned on a smile. ‘Anything I can’t do, given the development?’

‘Development?’ The word made her smile. She pulled a stack of leaflets out of a tray. ‘Read and digest. Main thing is don’t smoke and you don’t, so no problem there. Oh, and cut out the alcohol. All of it.’

‘Shit.’

Suzie hiked an eyebrow. ‘Yeah, that one hurt me too.’

Angie took the leaflets and slid them into her purse. ‘Can I run?’

‘No problem. Watch the weights, though. Technically, even that’s okay at this stage. I just suggest you be sensible.’

‘Sensible would have been not getting banged up.’ She glanced at her watch and then looked up with bravery in her eyes. ‘I’m gonna go tell Jake straight away.’

‘Best of luck.’

All that had been some hours back.

Only Jake hadn’t been around to tell.

His cell had been turned off.

Never a good sign.

When she’d called his unit they’d told her exactly where he was and she’d felt sick to the pit of her stomach.

A Spree.

The thought had made her dizzy. For an hour, she’d sat and watched the news in her office, and then she’d headed to the track.

Only it hadn’t made things better like it normally did.

And now she was at her wits’ end.

Angie Holmes, seven weeks pregnant, stared at herself in the locker room mirror. She smoothed her skirt and turned sideward on.

There was nothing to see.

But she felt something. Not a stirring inside her body, but something in her soul. Something she’d never felt before.


Chapter 4

Griffith Park, LA

‘I’m going to kill every motherfucking one of you.’ Corrie Chandler screamed the threat down the phone. He stood, shaking, inside an office in the Observatory. Blue veins on his neck twitched like baby snakes. ‘I mean it, man, I’m gonna take down any cocksucking one of you who tries to come in here.’

Jake listened impassively on a speakerphone in the armored command truck. He didn’t interrupt. Didn’t hang up. Nor did he try to reason with Chandler or talk him down.

‘You listening to me, cop? I am not fooling.’

‘I’m not a cop.’ Jake calmly stressed the last three letters, just enough to separate himself from the perceived ‘enemy’. ‘I’m ex-army, Corrie, just like you are.’

‘Then you’re friggin’ nothing. Coz that’s what I am.’ There was a whole book of grievance bound in those few words. ‘That’s how this freakin’ country sees me.’

‘Not true, buddy. Not those who served. They get you. They understand every blunderfuck moment you’re living through.’ He stopped and waited for a rant.

It didn’t come.

It meant Jake had his attention. There might yet be a way to end this without more bloodshed. He shut his eyes and pictured the scene. ‘I’m thinking, Corrie, that right now you’ve got the phone trapped between your ear and neck and you’re wondering how the fuck you ended up in this shit. My bet is there’s a weapon cradled in your hands and the safety’s off. You’re probably pressed tight to a wall, squinting out the window, getting twitchy every time the light changes or a bird flies by.’ He stopped again. Waited for a contradiction that didn’t come, then added, ‘They’re gonna come for you, Corrie. Hell, you know that. You’re high up, looking down on everyone, like King Gun on a hill. But you know the routine, don’t you, buddy? Snipers rule the day. Commandos rule the night. Come the blackness they’ll slither in there and bring you down.’

Jake let the words sink in and listened hard.

Through the black silence of cyberspace, Chandler’s shallow breaths broke cover. They came out one by one. Surrendered all his hopes.

‘How long did you serve, Corrie?’

The breaths ran back and hid. Made space for an easy answer. It came in a sad and reflective voice. ‘Three years, one month, two days.’

‘Notes I’ve got said you were Tenth Mountain. Man, that’s a hell of a unit.’

‘Sure is. Had some good brothers there. Some bad sonsofbitches too. And you?’

‘Marines then MARSOC, best part of a decade.’

Chandler blew out a long sigh of admiration. ‘Brother, you must have faced some motherfucking times in special ops command.’

Jake laughed. ‘I did, but sometimes it seems a whole world tougher out here than it was in service. You know what I mean?’

There was a pause, then came the answer, creaking with pain and emotion. ‘Yeah, I sure do, man. However Fucked Up Beyond All Recognition it was in there, it’s doubly FUBAR out here.’

The chat was easy now. Two vets at a bar downing beers. Buddies in the making. ‘So why’d you quit, Corrie? You were doing damned good with a bang stick in your hand.’

A pained laugh rolled down the line.

‘I pulled your sheets,’ added Jake. ‘You were A-okay, man. I would have been more than proud to have served with you.’

‘I quit because of a whole lot of shit, but mostly coz the woman I loved asked me. Said she missed me.’ He put on a sarcastic emphasis. ‘Wanted me home. Anyways, I came out and me and Carlyann got married. Took a job working security. Working freaking see-cure-it-eey.’

‘No shame in that, my friend. I’ve done a shift or ten myself.’

‘That’s what I kept telling myself. Said at least it was a job. Something to build on. Only nothing got built. Just the opposite. Everything fell apart and turned to shit.’

Pryce passed Jake a note. It read: WE’VE TRACED THE ROOM HE’S IN. KEEP HIM TALKING. I’LL GET MEN BLIND SIDE.

Jake nodded.

Chandler was still venting about the bad old days. ‘Carlyann – she started wanting more. Had some fancy friends with good jobs. Said I should work hard – like her sister’s husband Ralph. Fucking Ralph. You know what Ralph does for a living? I’ll tell you. He’s a proctologist. You know what that is? A frigging ass doctor.’ Chandler laughed. The kind of laugh that was only an octave away from an hysterical cry. ‘Then I get laid off. Chopped like liver. Guess how the bastards done it?’ Anger started to boil in his voice again. ‘I’ll tell you. They sent me a text. You believe that?’

Jake actually couldn’t. ‘No, man, I can’t.’

‘A freaking text. Then the bitch walked out. One-time “love of my life” said she was gonna find herself “a real man”. One who could provide for her.’ He waited for Jake to coax out more of his vitriol.

The FBI man stayed silent.

‘You still listenin’?’

‘I feel for you, Corrie. More bad luck in a couple of years than most folk get in a lifetime.’ Jake let silence lap down the line, then made his play. ‘You want me to come and get you out of there? No other fuckers. Just me.’

Jake listened for the shallow breaths.

None came.

‘Corrie?’

‘I’m thinking on things.’

Jake knew he couldn’t let the guy dwell on it. Crazy minds quickly went back to crazy thoughts. ‘I got to press you, man. Your war’s over. Best I can do is come in and walk you out of there without anyone else getting hurt.’

The silence fattened out. Bloated so much it seemed like it’d burst.

‘Come on, Corrie, it’s decision time. You don’t want SWAT on you. That’s no way for grunts like you and me to sign off. No dignity. No courage. And here’s the rub, some of those guys you might shoot are ex-army too. Done their time like us. A few of them are even moonlighting security jobs to make ends meet.’

‘I don’t want to kill no one else.’ There was remorse in the voice. The adrenaline had worn off. He was starting to think straight.

‘That’s good, Corrie. I’m glad you said that.’

Jake’s big fear was that Chandler’s mood could swing like a teeter-totter. Tilt one way and he’ll kill himself. Tilt to the other and he’ll go out all guns blazing. Somehow he had to keep him stable. ‘Give me a couple of minutes, then I’m going to come in the front door, Corrie. It’ll be just me. There’ll be no gun in my hand and I’m hoping none in yours.’


Chapter 5

FBI Field Office, LA

Angie took her worries and confusion back to her desk.

She sat in a trance opposite her long-suffering research assistant, a gorgeous geek she’d picked as an intern back at Quantico. Now she and ‘Chips’ were more like brother and sister than colleagues.

The smart young man had been christened Oscar Edgar Chipstone. But, to his great relief, no one had called him that since kindergarten. Not even his mom and pop, the misguided English teachers who’d thought Oscar – as in Wilde – and Edgar – as in Poe – were cool names to give a kid in a roughneck neighborhood full of Duanes and Kurts.

The tall, thin, lank-haired twenty-four-year-old was pre-destined to earn the Chips moniker because of his passion for computing and all things technological.

He was dressed today in the blue jeans and the matching sneakers he always wore. The only thing that visibly changed with Chips was his T-shirts. He had a vast closet of plain Ts, all bearing different slogans he’d made up. Angie’s favorite this week had been IS GOD A CHICKEN OR AN EGG?

‘You okay, Doc?’ He looked at her in a way that said he knew she wasn’t.

As the words fogged across the room, she realized she’d been staring absent-mindedly his way. ‘Yeah, I’m good.’

‘You worrying about Agent Mottram?’

‘Guess so. How about you go buy us espresso and ice cream?’ It was her panacea for all ills. She pulled her purse from beneath the desk. ‘As bitter and sweet as you can get.’

He dragged his FBI sweatshirt off the back of the chair. ‘Whatcha want, chocolate brownie, tutti frutti, minty chip?’

She handed over a twenty. ‘Sounds good.’

‘Which?

‘The lot. I’m comfort eating.’

‘Gotcha.’ He squeezed out a wink and vamoosed.

Angie turned to the work on her desk and tried to forget everything else. A few days back she’d been called by cops in West LA about a serial rape. They’d finally got round to sending the papers they’d promised.

The file was phonebook thick. Four women, all Caucasian, all over sixty-five, raped in or near their homes. The work of a true sicko. One she feared would end up as a killer.

The MO had been so similar the cops hadn’t needed a profiler to tell them it was a Serial. The UNSUB always attacked the women from behind – their dresses or tops were pulled over their heads – then he bundled them to the floor and attacked them. According to the medical reports, there’d been no penile penetration. They’d been violated with a pointed stave of rough wood approximately two inches square and at least a foot long. The docs had settled on the dimensions by combining six inches’ worth of internal injuries with the fact that if the average man gripped a piece of wood the width of his hand it would take up at least five inches.

Angie’s expertise was in profiling serial sexual offenders and she always went about it in a highly methodical way. While cops searched first for forensics, she was more interested in signature actions and MO.

MO she defined as ‘learned behavior’ – what the offender knew he had to do to commit the crime. Signature was not what had been practical and necessary, but what he’d wanted to do to satisfy himself. It gave away his personality and clues to his identity.

In this case, the signature was not the wood but the penetrative use of the stave. It hinted at possible impotence, sexual inexperience, and most of all a wild anger towards women.

The TV in her office was still tuned to a news channel but muted. Every minute or two, Angie glanced at the screen, feeding her anxiety.

A caption crawled across the bottom of frame.

BREAKING NEWS.

She thumbed up the sound.

A young woman with dark hair and a pretty pixie-face was at Griffith Park. The dome of the Observatory jutted above her left shoulder. On the other side flashed the word LIVE. She wore a red jacket and vanilla shirt that Angie reckoned should have been buttoned up some more. Another caption slapped on-screen and named her as SOFIE SANDHOLT. She took a cue in her ear-piece and started a piece-to-camera. ‘There’s been a dramatic development in the hunt for spree killer Corrie Chandler, who yesterday shot dead his wife Carlyann, their seventy-year-old neighbor Russell Rayner, and then earlier today fired shots in the Griffith Park Observatory building behind me – the place where he has been cornered by law-enforcement.’

A photograph of Jake hit the screen.

Angie felt her nerves prickle.

‘Special Agent Mottram, the head of the FBI’s Spree Killer Unit, has been drafted into the hunt to bring it to an early conclusion. The former purple heart war hero has been working closely with the LAPD’s newly appointed SWAT commander, Connor Thomas Pryce.’

Up came video of the blue-suited cop arriving in a black and white cruiser earlier that day. He looked lean and slick. Too slick for Angie’s liking.

‘Pryce and his team are widely regarded as the finest special weapons and tactical firearms unit in the country. Minutes ago he spoke exclusively to me.’

Angie shook her head and wondered what Miss Pixie Face had promised in return for the scoop.

The cop came back on-screen, dressed in combat blacks, stood by the open door of an ops truck. Monitor screens flashed in the darkness of the vehicle as he looked beyond the reporter and straight into the camera. ‘I am confident that this terrible incident will soon be resolved and then we will have the time to pay our proper respects to the families who have lost loved ones today – my heart goes out to them and I know they’ll be in all our prayers tonight.’

Sofie had a question, and a good one too. ‘Can you confirm reports that Mr Chandler discharged a firearm inside the Observatory and took at least one more life?’

Pryce didn’t flinch. ‘I can confirm that a weapon was fired by Mr Chandler. According to witnesses, at least one person was hit as crowds fled the building. I can’t confirm the state of the victim or whether there have been any fatalities inside the building. You must understand, even if there have been, we will want to try to identify those people and contact their relatives before we talk publicly to you or anyone else about it.’

‘I do understand that and I’m sure everyone watching does. Commander, can you give the people of LA any more of an idea of how and when this incident will be resolved?’

‘Quickly – and I hope, peacefully. I’ve just authorized an initiative which I am certain will close this sorry chapter in our city’s history. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go.’

Pryce peeled away and the reporter did her best not to look too smug as she launched into another direct piece-to-camera. ‘Well, I recorded that interview just ten minutes ago and since then there has been the significant movement SWAT team leader Pryce promised. Our eye-in-the-sky copter has just picked up these dramatic pictures.’

Aerial footage hit the screen along with a burst of copter noise.

The images were shaky but still clear enough to cause Angie to go slack-jawed.

She closed her eyes and wished she was mistaken about what she’d just seen.

One thing was for sure, this siege wasn’t likely to end without violence.


Chapter 6

Griffith Park, LA

The California sun stayed mercifully hidden behind a mess of scrambled cloud as Jake Mottram started his long, solitary trudge towards the Observatory perched high on a hill.

Eyes straight ahead, he kept a soldierly watch on the row of main level windows. Somewhere behind the shimmering black panes, Corrie Chandler was looking back at him – down the barrel of a gun.

The SKU boss had started his approach from way, way back. He wanted to make sure he could be seen to be alone and unthreatening. He guessed Chandler would pick him up as he rounded the Astronomer’s Monument and hit the path that led to what locals called the Solar System Lawn.

As he closed on the north doors, Jake struck up more of a march than a walk. It was important Chandler saw a fellow soldier proudly and bravely coming to meet him, not an armed cop sneaking slowly his way.

He kept a steady pace. Didn’t break rhythm. Not even when a copter stupidly circled lower than it had been cleared to. His arms stayed straight and swung high, while his hands remained open-fingered and clearly weapon-free.

Path dust kicked over the bottom of his black boots and combat pants. There was no weapon tucked into the back of his belt. But down the right sleeve of his black tunic was a throwing knife that could be in his hand and through Chandler’s chest within a second.

A Kevlar vest covered Jake’s upper torso, but he wore no helmet and no shades. His eyes were going to be key weapons in this skirmish and he didn’t want them holstered.

The grounds had been cleared by the cops and there was a strange emptiness in the air. Flocks of birds pecked opportunistically on the strangely deserted lawns and pathways as they devoured scraps dropped by tourists.

Wings clattered as they rose to escape Jake’s advancing feet.

His eyes fell on the steps in front of him. From this point, he was only seconds away from entering the Observatory.

The internal plans he’d studied flashed into his mind. He remembered briefly where he’d stood with Angie when they’d visited. The quality of the light, the height of the ceilings, the width of the corridors. With each stride he mentally visited an extra square yard of the Observatory.

Dark clouds ominously snuffed out the last light of the sun as Jake climbed the steps.

Somewhere on the other side of the thick stone walls, Chandler would be sliding away from his window. Deciding whether he was ready to surrender or not.

The big north doors were unlocked.

He pushed them open and shouted, ‘Corrie, it’s Jake Mottram. I’m alone – like I said I’d be. I’m coming in, to help you.’

The entrance hall was cold and eerily quiet for a public building. Up ahead was the gently swaying Foucault Pendulum, a mesmerizing two-hundred-and-forty-pound sphere of brass on a cable forty feet long swinging in a constant direction while the earth turned beneath it.

To the left was the deserted ticket office.

To the right an unmanned information desk.

Jake heard the squish of his rubber soles on the hard floor as he rounded the Pendulum.

On the vaulted ceiling was the Observatory’s greatest treasure: the Hugo Ballin Murals. Images of classical celestial mythology hovered over him. Powerful gods tracked his every move.

Jake had almost forgotten how damned big this place was. The space made him a sitting duck for any half-decent shot, and Corrie Chandler was dangerously more than half-decent.

He found the stairs to the lower level.

As he descended, his hearing heightened and his footsteps lightened. He looked for shadows on the wall as he spidered down the steps.

Pryce’s team had traced the call to an admin office at the bottom of the stairwell, close to a corridor exhibition called the Cosmic Connection. It was likely he was still there. From Jake’s experience, once Sprees made contact, they more or less settled where they were. It was a stage known as ‘the root before the shoot’.

The FBI man reached the bottom of the staircase, stopped and rubbed an itch on his right arm. At least that’s what it looked like. He lifted the knife from its Velcro strap and felt cold steel against warm flesh. He palmed the blade as he raised his hands above his head and shouted again. ‘I’m coming for you, Corrie. I’m unarmed and my hands are high.’

Jake took the steps two at a time. Measured, not fast, just like his heartbeat.

At the bottom, he turned and called down the cool, shadowy corridor. ‘Where are you, buddy? Tell me where you are so I can help you finish this up.’

A shadow drifted on the floor.

‘I’m here, motherfucker!’

A weapon cocked.

‘Right behind you.’


Chapter 7

FBI Field Office, LA

The tub of ice cream had melted into cold slop.

Angie had spent the last ten minutes glued to the live news bulletin and hadn’t had a spoonful.

Jake was walking up to the Griffith.

On his own.

The word ‘idiot’ popped from her mouth. ‘What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?’

She already knew the answer. He was trying to save the Spree and had figured the best way to do it was unarmed and on his own. Psychologically it made sense, but not emotionally. Emotionally, his selfless act was breaking her heart.

Chips put a spare chair close to the TV. ‘If you’re going to worry, you may as well sit down and do it.’

‘Thanks.’ She eased herself down, her eyes never leaving the screen. Pixie-faced Sofie was jabbering excitedly over the footage, but Angie wasn’t listening. She was studying the body language of the father of her unborn child. Watching him control his nerves. Suppress his fears.

As Jake entered the building, the TV news anchor unnecessarily stressed the drama of the development, then crassly announced a commercial break.

Chips put his hands on Angie’s shoulders and offered words of factual reassurance. ‘Statistically, Special Agent Mottram has the most successful and injury-free clean-up rate in the Bureau. Case by case, there have been almost twenty percent fewer injuries on those he has worked than any other field agent—’

‘Shut up.’

‘Sorry.’ He took his hands away and cleared the tub of melted ice cream from her desk. ‘You want me to try to refreeze this?’

‘No, thanks.’ She realized he was being sweet but would only fuss unless she distracted him. ‘I’m sorry I snapped. It’d be good if you got crime stats on the areas where the old women were attacked. We still have a case of our own to work.’

‘Sure.’

‘And split them out – violent, non-violent, burglary, theft, and all types of sexual.’

‘I’m on it.’ He headed to the galley kitchen at the bottom of the corridor to dump the trash and grab some bottled waters.

The commercials finished.

The news restarted with a shot of the middle-aged anchor recapping the day’s events.

Angie shifted in her seat.

The anchor handed back to the live outside broadcast.

She could tell from the look on Pixie’s face that serious shit was going down.

The reporter glanced nervously around; her eyes more off-camera than on.

Angie read the signals.

There’d been a death.

She was sure of it.


Chapter 8

Griffith Park, LA

Jake kept his hands high and turned slowly.

Chandler was five yards away. A Remington pump action shone in the space between them.

The cops had missed it.

Their intel had said that the former soldier had only two registered weapons, both Glocks. There had been no mention of a blast-a-hole-in-your-gut shotgun.

The SKU man stared at the barrel of the 870. It was spirit-level straight and still as a statue. Not a twitch of nerves.

He slid his gaze up to Chandler’s face. It was scarlet. Flushed with blood. He guessed the dude’s heart was beating double quick. The old soldier was out on the edge but still holding his shit together.

Just.

‘I’m Jake.’ He spoke casually, as non-threatening as someone his size could manage. ‘We talked on the phone.’ He nodded to the gun. ‘You have to let me help you.’

Sweat popped on Chandler’s forehead. ‘An’ what if I don’t want helpin’?’

Jake took a gamble. Sneaked a pace towards him, hands still surrender high and behind his head. ‘Then one of us is going to die.’

‘Don’t take another fucking step!’

The barrel shook now. Wavered like a sapling in a storm. He was only a twitch away from snagging the trigger.

‘Corrie—’

‘Stay the fuck away from me, man!’

Five yards separated them. A good distance for a knife. Jake looked into Chandler’s eyes. Pupils were blown big. The brows above them were pitched high. His sweat-beaded forehead was corrugated with stress.

Chandler swallowed a lump in his throat. He knew the ball was in his court. ‘Turn around. Face the other way and kneel down.’

‘That’s not going to happen, soldier.’ Jake’s eyes were battlefield cold. ‘You want to shoot me, you look me in the face and do it.’ He gently slid his left hand from behind his head and held it out, open-palmed. ‘It’s time for you to give me your weapon, Corrie.’

The sweat beaded some more and rolled from forehead to cheek.

‘Give me the gun, Corrie.’ He could see Chandler was stuck in a mental no man’s land. He didn’t want to be in this mess. 

‘Come on, buddy,’ Jake said it in as friendly a way as he could, ‘we’re all done here. It’s over now.’

Down the corridor came a dull thump.

Chandler’s head swiveled.

They both knew what it was.

Cops.

They’d come through a window.

The Spree lumbered out of limbo. There was no way back. The only option was to scatter lead.

Thuff!

Jake’s knife hit Chandler in the face.

Three inches of blade spiked his nose and stuck in skull bone.

Chandler screamed and fired wildly at the ceiling.

Plaster fell like rain as Jake dropped his left shoulder and threw a high kick at Chandler’s Remington.

The shotgun clattered against a wall.

Chandler was spurting blood through clasped hands and groaning in agony.

Jake grabbed him by the throat. ‘It’s okay, soldier. Go easy.’ He hooked a heel behind the wounded man’s legs and guided him to the floor.

The first SWAT figure appeared. He was in full combat gear, face masked, assault rifle sweeping left and right.

Jake knelt on Chandler’s chest, pulled the knife out and stepped away. He wiped blood from the blade and glared at the armed cop.

It was Pryce.

He’d gloried up and come in front of queue.

The FBI man shook his head. ‘You fucking idiot.’

The cop looked confused. More black figures materialized.

‘I had him under control, this could have ended easy.’ Jake decided to go before he really lost his temper. ‘Fix Chandler’s bleeds and get him out of here.’ He punched a finger on Pryce’s visor glass. ‘And you’d best stay the fuck away from me until I’ve found the gift of forgiveness.’


Chapter 9

FBI Field Office, LA

The TV in Angie’s office showed footage from a news copter filming with a long lens. It wasn’t billed as ‘live’ but she could see it was only minutes old.

Black figures with SWAT emblazoned on their backs roped their way down onto the center of the observation terrace where she’d once walked. No sooner had their feet found the deck than they split in opposite directions and took up positions by windows.

There was the muffled bang of a shotgun being fired.

Angie found she’d put her hand to her mouth in shock.

The TV pictures cut to a bland, high shot of the Observatory and surrounding gardens.

Angie guessed the copter pilot had suddenly been ordered out of restricted airspace.

A single shot.

Jake had been unarmed.

That meant he must be the target.

SWAT breached the building.

She was aware of Chips moving closer. Getting ready to console her.

The aerial was followed by cutaways of cops and agents at command trucks.

‘He’ll be okay.’ Chips squeezed her shoulders from behind.

Angie said nothing.

Sofie the Pixie came back in vision, looking startled. She jabbed a finger in her ear and listened to her studio director as she spoke. ‘I am being told that the images you just saw effectively signaled the end for spree killer Corrie Chandler. A few moments ago, SWAT leader Connor Pryce got his man. But not without bloodshed.’

Angie felt a stab in her heart.

‘LAPD SWAT entered the building just as Chandler discharged a weapon at FBI Agent Jake Mottram.’

‘Sweet Jesus.’ Angie felt her legs shake.

New footage hit the screen.

Shaky exteriors shot high and wide from the copter.

The reporter strung her voice under the unfolding action. ‘What you are seeing here is Agent Mottram, one of the heroes of the hour, returning to the operations cordon.’

Angie almost collapsed from the release of tension.

‘While he escaped uninjured, former soldier Corrie Chandler clearly did not. He is now being brought out of the Observatory on a medic’s trolley. This is Sofie Sandholt, live – thank goodness – from Griffith Park.’

‘I told you not to worry,’ said Chips triumphantly.

Angie grabbed her cellphone. She speed-dialed Jake’s number.

It was engaged.

She hung up and hoped.

It rang in her hand. Caller display said it was him. She almost hit the wrong button keying it through. ‘H’lo – are you okay?’

He sounded relaxed. Like his car might have blown a tire and he was waiting for the repair crew. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Not a scratch. Cops made it a bit gnarlier than it should have been, but everything’s cool now.’

‘Cool? What you did was mad, Jake. I get the reason why, but it was crazy.’

‘The whole job’s crazy, honey. That’s why I do it. I just didn’t want to see another screwed-up army guy coming out in a police body bag.’ He knew how to curtail her lecture. ‘Hey, you fancy going somewhere special – really special – tonight?’

She knew he was unwinding in his own way. Coming down from all the immense tension and fear in his highly controlled and emotionally tight manner. ‘Why wouldn’t I? Really special is something always worth fancying.’

Chips was earwigging and gave her an approving glance.

‘I need to go out,’ Jake added. ‘Celebrate the good luck of being alive and in one happy, healthy piece. I’ve been taking things like that too much for granted.’

Angie thought about giving him a psychological explanation for why being close to death had made him feel more alive, but skipped it. ‘We are both lucky. Much luckier than we often realize.’

‘I’m gonna wrap things up here, then I’ll come back and change. What time d’you think you’ll be free?’

She looked at the stack of case papers and decided she’d have to take some home with her. ‘Seven-thirty, eight.’

‘You got it.’

Angie stared at the dead phone. She’d wanted to add ‘I love you’ but hadn’t. Like a lot of things, it had gone unsaid.

She put the receiver down and for the first time noticed the slogan on Chips’s T-shirt. It said SPEAK NOW, OR FOREVER HOLD YOUR PEACE.


Chapter 10

Santa Monica, LA

Jake booked a late table at Veros.

It had two Michelin stars and was the kind of joint they’d never normally visit on their paychecks.

It was quintessentially French, with wainscoted walls, starched white cloths and gleaming silver. A single rose held center stage on every candlelit table, and classical music played at just the right level to fill dead air but not intrude unless you wanted to listen.

They were shown to a place at the window. One with a view of the bay and a sunset that made the sky look like it was lit by pink and purple neons.

Thierry, the maître d’, let them settle. He gave them the cards and a warm smile. ‘The patron, Monsieur Veros, recognized you and asked me to send his regards.’ He turned sideward to reveal a dark-suited, dapper man in his mid-sixties sat at a single table in the corner. He nodded in their direction.

Jake and Angie nodded back.

Thierry continued, ‘It would be the delight of the house if you would be so kind as to dine at our expense tonight.’ He floated a hand across the menus he’d just placed on the table. ‘Whatever you like. Please do not spare any extravagance. There will be no check for you.’

He drifted away before they could argue.

Jake grabbed the menu, like a kid finding a gift on a day that wasn’t a birthday or Christmas. ‘How kind is that?’

Angie coolly flipped open the card. The generosity was a distraction from the big news she’d planned to break. She examined the nine-course menu découverte and couldn’t help but splutter when she saw the price. ‘Six hundred dollars! My God, did you know these prices before you booked?’

He laughed at her. ‘No. I was planning not to look until after we’d eaten.’ He opened the wine list and sighed. ‘Do you think he really meant we can order anything?’

‘That’s what the man said.’ Her smile slipped as she realized he was going to order wine and she wouldn’t be able to drink it, then he’d ask why she was abstaining and she’d be stuck for words.

Jake’s head stayed buried in the list. ‘Man, there’s champagne on here for ten thousand bucks a bottle. Jeez, the house fizz is two hundred bucks.’ He dropped the card on the table and seemed to have been exhausted by the prices. ‘We’ll have that. I’m sure it’s amazing.’ He looked across the immaculate linen and saw something was troubling her. Years together had taught him that a look like that usually meant he had screwed up somewhere.

The penny dropped.

He hadn’t asked about her day. Her case. Her work.

Everything had been about him. Given the kind of freaks she chased, her afternoon had probably been almost as bad as his.

‘Hey, I’m sorry.’ The look on his face backed him up. ‘Sprees get me hyped up and very self-focused. I should have asked earlier. What was your day like, what have you been working on?’ Then he remembered what she’d said when they’d parted that morning and he felt a cold jolt of worry. ‘Hell, you had a physical today – are you all right?’

The sommelier arrived before she could answer.

‘Have you decided on the wine, sir? Or can I be of assistance?’

Jake turned his head to a smart young man in black dinner suit and bow tie. ‘Just the house champagne and some still water, please.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ He took the list back and slid elegantly away.

Jake waited until he was out of sight and leaned across the table. ‘Is there something wrong, Ang?’

The moment had gone.

She couldn’t tell him.

Not here. Not now.

She’d hoped they’d have a lovely meal and then right at the end she’d find the perfect moment to tell him. ‘No, nothing’s wrong. I’m fine. I passed the physical, no problem.’ She carried on talking just in case the secret came out. ‘Suzie Janner said I was as fit as a teenager. She told me I –’

Her silence worried him. ‘What?’

‘She told me I was fine.’ Angie smiled away the stumble. ‘Let’s choose the food. We can talk when we’ve decided what we’re going to eat.’

He knew he was being scammed but couldn’t figure out why. ‘Sure, let’s do that.’

She tried to lose herself in the menu. If the food lived up to the descriptions then it was going to be astonishing. After an agony of indecision she settled on Terrine de betteraves, burrata, sorbet au raifort – a terrine of baby beets, burrata and horseradish sorbet – followed by Filet de saumon, pomme et jus de verveine – salmon with apple and lemon verbena. ‘What you gonna have, Jake?’

The lack of any response made her look up.

He was staring at her.

Oddly.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

She checked the top of her sleeveless black dress to see if she’d popped a button. ‘What is it, what are you looking at?’

‘You. You and how beautiful you are.’

She felt relieved. And pleased. Jake didn’t often say things like that. He was a locked-up guy. Awkward when it came to talking about his feelings or trying to pay a compliment. Which made it all the sweeter when he managed the odd romantic line or two.

‘As I walked up those steps at the Griffith, all I could think of was you.’ He felt far away. Back in the park, treading the path with the flocks of pecking birds scattering from his feet and the sun sinking behind the blackening clouds. ‘I almost turned around, Angie, and went back to the holding cordon . . .’ He dried up mid-sentence.

She waited but the rest didn’t come. ‘Why?’ She tried not to sound like a therapist.

He shrugged his big shoulders. ‘I guess I felt selfish.’ He knew she needed some more explanation. ‘I just couldn’t bear the thought that I might never see you again.’

She huffed out a laugh. ‘That’s not you being selfish – you know what that is.’ Her eyes teased him. Prompted him to come right out and say it.

But he couldn’t.

Not face to face.

Over the phone was okay – more than okay. But not in person. He’d never said such a thing to anyone else in his life and couldn’t yet say it in person.

Jake reached across the table and took her hands.

Angie looked up and caught his eye. ‘It’s okay to say it, Jake. You won’t fall apart if you do.’

He felt as though he might. He looked away. Down at the tablecloth.

She waited until his head rose. His eyes were shiny. The tough guy the world knew looked ridiculously soft and vulnerable.

She waited.

And waited.

Finally, the words came out. Warm and uncertain, like they’d just been born. ‘I love you, Angie Holmes.’

He watched her tear-up and something inside him broke. Something that had been there since his days in the orphanage. Since he’d worked out that if you didn’t allow anyone close, you didn’t hurt when they weren’t around any more.

Glassy-eyed, she looked at him.

This was big stuff.

A breakthrough.

His opening up, his first face-to-face declaration of love flooded her with emotion. ‘Oh my stupid, gorgeous giant of a man, I love you so much as well.’

In the heat of the moment, all her professional caution and well-rehearsed pre-dinner thinking went out the window. ‘I’m pregnant, Jake.’

Tears hit her cheeks.

‘I’m going to have our baby.’


Chapter 11

Time seemed to stand still.

Angie’s news somehow robbed Jake of the power of speech.

Worse still, in that truly pregnant pause, he already knew he was handling things badly.

Before he’d even shifted uncomfortably at the table or asked the dumbass question, ‘Are you sure?’ he knew he’d blown it.

‘Yes, I’m sure.’

He decoded her three-word answer. ‘Yes’ was said with sharpness and annoyance at being asked to give confirmation. ‘I’m sure’ came out like a rebuke. Neither part of the sentence gave him the clues he was after. He had no choice but to ask another question: ‘How?’

‘How?’ She frowned at him. ‘I think you know how.’

‘What I mean is, I thought you were on the pill?’

‘Yes, I was. I am. I even took one first thing this morning. Seems the dose of food poisoning I had when we were on holiday killed the effectiveness.’

He resisted swearing, and instead managed, ‘Are you pleased?’

Angie sat back in her chair and gripped the edge of the faultless table. ‘Am I pleased? What do you think, Jake?’

He felt like he’d walked on a landmine and heard it click beneath his feet. Another wrong move would be fatal.

‘Come on,’ she said impatiently. ‘I deserve a little more from you than questions. My life’s just been turned upside-frigging-down, and all you can do is interview me.’

Suddenly he felt vulnerable. ‘Hey, don’t bark at me.’

‘Bark at you?’ She flushed with anger. ‘Since when did I become a dog?’

‘I’m sorry.’ He stretched a hand apologetically.

She left him hanging. ‘Your turn to answer the questions, Jake. Tell me, how do you feel?’

He was lost.

Feel was such a complex word.

‘I don’t know. I really don’t know.’

His voice creaked with hopelessness and she felt guilty for being so savage with him. She’d mistaken his tenderness as an open door to his heart. It hadn’t been. It had just been a crack in his defensive wall. A tiny slit through which she glimpsed all that was lovely and warm about him. Now he was just as lost as she’d been earlier when Suzie Janner had told her the test results.

Jake sensed she was softening and made a tentative step towards appeasement. ‘I just need some time to take it in, Ang. It’s all a bit of a shock.’

‘Good shock or bad shock?’

He wished he’d kept his mouth shut. ‘Please – just give me some time to get my head around this.’

‘You’re diverting, Jake.’ She couldn’t help herself. ‘Good shock or bad shock?’

‘Maybe both.’

‘Which did you feel first?’

Feel. There was that word again.

‘Bad. I felt bad shock first.’

She tried not to be judgmental. At least, she tried not to show the judgment she’d come to.

Angie took the lovely white napkin off her knee and placed it on the table. ‘Do you mind if we just go? I’ve kinda lost my appetite.’


Chapter 12

Mar Vista, LA

Eight hours later, Jake woke in a dead man sprawl, face down and naked, both arms flopped lifelessly across the mattress.

He reached out for Angie.

Wanted to pull her close to him. Smell her hair. Feel her snuggle up against his hungry body. They’d make love. Sleepy sex. Slowly, to stretch their muscles. Then, when their bodies were flooded with blood and passion, they’d all but wreck the room with their desperation for each other.

Only she wasn’t there.

And neither was he.

He wasn’t in her bed, like he had been for the past months.

He was back at his own place.

That’s how bad last night had got.

Awkward dinner – or non-dinner to be more precise – followed by a near silent drive back. Then Angie rounded it all off by saying, ‘Maybe you should go back to your place? Use the space to “get your head around this”, as you so eloquently put it.’

So he’d slept alone. With a little help from a bottle of Jack and the kind of cable movie that would send anyone to sleep.

The clock on the nightstand said 07:30. He slapped the top before the alarm went off and reached for the TV remote.

SpongeBob was sitting his driving test. Charlie Sheen was young and squeaky clean. A woman on QVC was selling steam cleaners.

He found a news channel and heard that Chandler had been charged with the murders of his wife and neighbor before being sent to County and put on suicide watch. The former soldier had refused the offer of an attorney and said he planned to represent himself.

He turned the TV off and tried to grab another five minutes’ shut-eye.

The baby.

Boom, there it was, front of mind.

He was barely awake and the elephant was back in the room, busting holes in his brain.

Baby.

Was it really a problem?

He knew guys who were desperate to get their ladies in the family way. They’d trade their house and car to be a father.

Dad. Pop. Pa.

Small names with big impact.

How do you feel?

The words twisted like a knife in his gut.

Jake pulled the quilt up over his head and tried to think of his favorite baseball game. Tried to remember the score. The team. The last man in.

Yesterday had been a shitter.

He wasn’t anywhere near ready to get up and face today.


Chapter 13

FBI Field Office, LA

Angie had worked most of the night.

She’d gone over all the police files from the first rape to the last. Once she’d gained an oversight she made columns of psychological notes about victim selection, crime scene geography and case linkage.

What she hadn’t managed to finish she’d taken to the office with her, along with a full-fat cappuccino and the largest double choc muffin she could buy.

Screw the calories.

Angie was exhausted and her spirit so low she needed all the caffeine and carbohydrates she could get.

While her computer warmed up she read the notes that Chips had left. The guy had clearly stayed late and done a lot of work. The sexual attacks were spread across four neighborhoods of LA – Inglewood, Hawthorne, Lynwood and Huntington Park. Chips had pulled all the crime stats and ranked the areas according to the number of murders, rapes, robberies, assaults, burglaries, thefts, motor thefts and arsons. He’d compared them to each other then to the average crime rate in California and the US average.

For the past three years all the areas had recorded higher than average annual crime. That came as no surprise to Angie, who had grown up just a few miles east of Lynwood.

Inglewood had the dubious distinction of being top of Chips’s offender table, with twenty homicides a year and almost forty rapes. Huntington Park came bottom with four rapes and six homicides. There wasn’t much between Hawthorne and Lynwood.

The one thing that caught the profiler’s eye was the fact that hate crimes across all four hoods were way lower than Californian and US averages. She put this down to the high settlement of ethnic minorities in these poorer areas and the strength of black gangs. Not many white boys went into South Los Angeles shouting racist crap and spoiling for a fight. She was intrigued, though, because the serial offender she was hunting was undoubtedly full of hate for one particular minority – all the poor women attacked had been white and seniors. She made a note to herself to have the police prioritize a search for black-on-white sexual offenders.

From the photographs and case notes Angie had studied most of the night before, she’d learned that all the victims had been kicked and punched after the sexual violations had been completed. They’d sustained multiple injuries to the back of the head, the side of the ribcage and back of the legs.

The shape of the bruising had made it possible to work out the angle of attack and determine that the offender favored both his left hand and left foot. Left-handers were a rare breed, amounting to less than ten percent of society. It was an observation Angie suspected might prove crucial if the cops pulled in suspects.

The attacks told her something else as well.

The UNSUB was a coward.

He didn’t even have the balls to go face to face with an elderly woman.

Angie’s preliminary profile already had him marked down as young, sexually immature, not in any adult relationship, sulky, introverted and hypersensitive to criticism. He was also likely to be physically weak and consider himself inadequate.

The attacks were gradually getting more violent. Angie took this as a sign of two things. Firstly, the UNSUB was starting to feel confident about spending time with his victim and as a result was less anxious about getting caught. Secondly, he needed to vent more rage in order to feel satiated.

Both thoughts made her feel sick.

Not just mentally sick. Physically revolted as well.

She put her half-eaten muffin and coffee to one side. No way could she finish it. In fact, she had to take a second or two to stop herself from hurling.

The baby.

Could it really be making her feel ill?

Morning sickness?

‘Jeez.’ Angie dismissed the thought. At least tried to. Another hit of coffee to put it to the test.

Thirty seconds later, she rushed to the washroom.


Chapter 14

Mar Vista, LA

The morning news was full of the Corrie Chandler story.

Jake caught soundbites on the TV as he dressed for work in plain black pants and a matching black shirt that he wore tieless with the sleeves rolled up.

He drank tap water and slugged black coffee. There was nothing else in his apartment fit for consumption. A carton of milk had bloated ominously and a cooler of crisp vegetables was now a tray of toxic mush.

He and Angie had hooked up three years back and for the past twelve months he’d barely used his place. She’d even suggested he got rid of it and shifted the other half of his meager closet to her apartment, but that had never happened. At first, the very thought of co-habiting had scared the living crapola out of him. Given that Angie wasn’t the kind of woman to ask twice it never came up again.

Baby.

He caught himself picturing a child crawling the floor in a yellow romper suit. Podgy, dimpled hands. Head all bald and wobbly. A toothless grin.

‘Shit!’

Jake shut the front door and went down the stairs two at a time.

He didn’t want to be a father.

Absolutely not.

He’d grown up as an orphan. Hadn’t known his parents. Didn’t want to. He needed no one. Depended upon no one. Certainly didn’t want anyone depending upon him.

Especially a baby.

The rising sun was soft and mellow as he started his old car, a classic ’58 Custom Royal Lancer. It was the limited edition Swept Wing with a pimped V8 that would leave dirt on the hood and windshield of any boy racer’s 911.

The big old engine growled like a lion on testosterone shots. He roared from the curb but resisted turning on the radio.

More than anything, Jake needed to think. Figure things out.

There was no doubt in his mind that Angie had screwed up his life philosophy. Things now were so different to how they’d been when they’d first hooked up.

Their relationship had started as fun. Great sex. Fabulous company. A non-judgmental equal who’d understood him from day one.

They’d connected from the off, probably because he’d felt she was just as messed up as he was. Her baggage of a broken home, an abusive father and an alcoholic mother matched his crappy orphanages, useless social workers and thousands of other kids who wanted to fight him every day just because he was different.

They were a good fit.

Their first year together had been a fierce personal tussle. Headily competitive. Black run skiing, base jumping, free diving. And fucking. Fucking like the world was going to finish before they did.

Year two was when it went weird.

He felt unbalanced when she wasn’t with him. Like he’d lost a limb in combat and was still reaching for something that should always be there.

She phoned him less and he called her more.

They would tell each other things. Stuff neither of them had told anyone else. They’d lay down their vulnerabilities like they were playing cards. He’d talk about the people he’d killed in battle and how he sometimes saw them in his dreams and woke sweating. She’d talk about her father, what he’d done to her, and how her mother had looked the other way.

It got so they didn’t need the dating glue of places to go or things to do. Just being together was enough.

Then year three rolled up under their feet.

Just like year two but even weirder.

Nicely weirder.

He’d relaxed. Felt attached. Protective as well as passionate.

She’d started holding his hand, putting her head on his shoulder, linking arms.

And it was okay.

Even in public, it was okay.

And now . . .

Now he’d been exiled. For the first time during their spell together.

And it was crap.

Worse than crap. It was unbearable.

Jake was done with thinking. He’d fix things when he got to work. He’d go see Angie and tell her exactly how he felt.


Chapter 15

FBI Field Office, LA

SERIAL RAPE. OFFENDER PROFILE. PRELIMINARY DRAFT.



	Male.

	15–35.

	Single.

	Immature.

	Introverted.

	Volatile.

	Possibly has explosive personality disorder.

	Left-handed.

	Not currently in a relationship.

	Poorly educated.

	Maybe has learning difficulties – dyslexia, attention deficit disorder, etc.

	Unemployed.

	Likely to have been dismissed from manual jobs because he has trouble accepting authority.

	Possible record as a juvenile offender (most likely petty theft or handling).

	May have small circle of male friends, not a gang member.

	Could still live with parent(s) or friends. Doesn’t own accommodation of his own.

	Does not own a vehicle.

	Lives within a ten-mile radius of first victim.

	May have been a victim of hate crime or wrongly accused of hate crime.

	. . .





Angie Holmes stood back from the large evidence board and reviewed her preliminary profile.

Some of the assumptions were obvious. Others weren’t. They all came from a mix of statistical, psychological and geographical profiling techniques that had been perfected by the FBI over almost half a century of behavioral science practices.

Inevitably, she’d have to explain her reasoning to the cops. They always wanted to know the thinking behind the thinking. She’d explain that studies of sex offenders showed they mostly struck in areas that they knew. First offences generally took place in these comfort zones; areas where they believed they could get away with their crime and then quickly return to the cover of their homes. The more offences they committed, the further away from their abode they tended to commit them. She’d add that the cowardice of the attacks suggested someone without physical stature or sexual experience, so she’d set the age range at 15–35. If the cops pushed her on this she’d consider narrowing it to 15–25. Left-handed kids in poor areas tended to struggle in school. On top of that, sexual violence on the level in this case looked like a clear articulation of anger. She’d explain how offenders who physically articulated anger were usually compensating for their inability to do so through oral or written means.

Then there were the poverty and education issues. Contributing factor one: uneducated kids who struggled to express themselves usually drifted into minimum-wage jobs and the ‘supervision’ of poor-quality managers all too ready to sack them at the first sign of trouble. Contributing factor two: out-of-work youngsters with little education, zero income and no strong parental role models would almost inevitably turn to crime. At first, it might just be stealing food or fencing stolen goods, but once caught, their offending would escalate.

Angie knew the cops wouldn’t need telling that not every juvenile offender got caught, so there was also a good chance the UNSUB they were hunting had been smart and lucky enough to have stayed out of the system.

What puzzled her most of all, though, was his choice of victims – female and old. Add to that the extreme violence and mutilation of their genitalia and you had the reason why Angie still hadn’t filled in the twentieth point of her profile.

His race.

She was uncertain whether he was black or white. And given the race cauldron that had bubbled up post Trayvon Martin and George Zimmerman, she knew she had to be certain.

Chips arrived while she was still making up her mind. ‘Breakfast’s here!’

Angie turned around from the evidence board and saw he was carrying coffee and muffins. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry, I should have rung you – I came in early and brought my own.’

‘No worries.’ He hid his disappointment and placed a cardboard cup marked Colombian Roast on her desk. ‘Just in case you crave more caffeine.’

She smiled and then felt sick again.

Chips put the disposable tray and muffin bag on his desk and nodded to the board. ‘Were the notes I left any good?’

‘Better than good. They were excellent. When you’ve finished your food, can you pull together a list of everyone in all four areas who has been involved in hate crimes over the past two years?’

‘Hate crimes?’ He turned his computer on and rummaged in the muffin bag for his Triple Choc Daystarter.

‘Please. And break them down by sex, age, ethnicity and religion. I don’t think we’re looking for your “normal” sexual offender. I think our UNSUB comes from the violent, angry end of the spectrum rather than the sexual power or sadistic end.’

‘I’ll get on it as soon as this old steam box is up and running and me and this sweet chocolate floozy have had our moment.’ He bit into the glazed top of the muffin.

‘That’s disgusting,’ she said jokingly. ‘And petty theft. Go back five to seven on that one.’

He nodded full-mouthed, his lips peppered with black crumbs.

Angie’s desk phone rang. She picked it up and grabbed a pen to make notes. ‘Doctor Holmes.’

‘Hi, this is Cal O’Brien. I’m the officer in charge on the Serial we sent you. Do you have time to talk?’

‘We’re still working the profile.’ She gestured to Chips to hurry up. ‘I should have a preliminary for you in a couple of hours.’

‘Any chance you could drop whatever you’re doing and meet me at a crime scene in Compton?’

Angie glanced at the map on the wall next to the evidence board. ‘We don’t have a crime scene in Compton.’

‘We do now. An old woman, a widow living alone, was attacked in the early hours of this morning. Violated the same way as the others, so we’re sure it’s our guy.’

The profiler resisted lecturing him on the dangers of being ‘sure’ so early. She scribbled with her pen to get the ink flowing. ‘I’ll come straight away. What’s the address?’

‘She lives on East Kay, but meet me at the corner with Long Beach and I’ll sign you through the cordon. Could you be there in half an hour?’

‘Not unless I fly. Traffic’s bad all down to the I-10 at the moment. Make it forty-five. How’s the victim?’

‘Not good. She’s in ICU. Cracked ribs, broken nose and lost three pints of blood. Given she’s eighty in two days’ time, that’s a big list of injuries to get over.’

‘Poor woman. You said broken nose – was that from a fall?’

‘No. The UNSUB hit her in the face with the baton he uses for the violations. I know what you’re thinking – he normally only comes at them from behind.’

‘Yep, that’s what I’m thinking.’

‘When you get here I’ll tell you more. His MO is similar but different. Our sicko has a new prop. One that opens up a whole extra dimension to his offending behavior.’


Chapter 16

SKU Offices, LA

Jake had hoped to sneak into work. Get his paperwork done. Scoot over to Angie’s unit and begin some serious bridge building.

It wasn’t to be.

His entry was greeted with embarrassing applause. It spread from the gunned-up hard asses in Kevlar tux to the short-skirted secretaries who gave him doe-eyed looks as he passed by.

Ruis Costas, Jake’s number two, was just back from holiday. Freshly tanned and full of energy, he couldn’t wait to give his boss a vice-like handshake and hero hug. ‘I saw the news footage at the airport. Man, that Corrie Chandler’s one lucky fucker.’

‘Come into my palace and let’s catch up.’ Jake gestured to a tiny glass booth that housed a single desk and an old filing cabinet. Once they were alone, he opened up. ‘The cops so nearly blew it.’ He wrapped his jacket round the back of his chair and sat. ‘Do you know a guy called Connor Pryce?’

Costas took the seat opposite. And shut the door. ‘Yeah, I do. Friend on the force said he worked Fraud with him. Said he was a proper hotshot. Great brain but by all accounts an ambitious sonofabitch. Smart money is on him making chief within five.’

‘Only place he’ll make is ER if he ever screws me over again.’

‘What did he do?’

‘What didn’t he do? Mr Future Chief let a news copter fly into the restricted space when I was walking up to the Observatory. Then, when I’m inside with Chandler and have just talked him down to a puppy whimper, Pryce comes banging down the corridor in his combats like a Hummer running on busted rims.’

Costas laughed.

‘Not funny. I had to knife Chandler to stop him spraying me with a Remington.’

‘That’ll explain why Dixon was down here just before you came in.’

‘Tell me you’re jerking my string?’

‘Afraid not.’

Jake pictured the section chief getting all hot under the collar and not understanding how everything could have been so much worse. ‘I best go up and get my ass kicked then.’ He got to his feet and almost turned the tiny desk over in the process. ‘If I don’t come back then all this is yours.’

‘Gee, thanks boss, it’s so much more than I deserve.’

They squeezed out of the office and went their separate ways.

Jake took two corridors to Crawford Dixon’s corner office, a slab of real estate five times the size of his box, with rubber plants standing either side of his door. The chief’s secretary was on the phone at her desk and mouthed for him to go on through.

He knocked, opened the door and stuck his head inside. ‘Morning. I’m told you were looking for me.’

Dixon was hunched over a stack of paperwork pounding an oversized calculator. Bespectacled, mid-fifties, silver-haired and trim, he was dressed in white shirtsleeves and a tight black tie. ‘Come right in.’ He didn’t look up. ‘I’m just arm wrestling the budget and need to total this mother.’

‘Rather you than me, sir.’

He totaled a column and looked up with a smile. ‘One day, Jake, as you ascend the greasy pole of further promotion, you’ll have to do more than just stick in your figures for SKU and complain about the raw deal you get back.’

‘I’m praying that’s some way off, sir.’
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