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CHAPTER ONE



“Hey there!” The man was waving frantically. He was a little pudgy with a reddish beard and wearing a suit with a striped blue and green tie. His nose was red. “Detective Reilly? Ms. Delacroix? Over here!”

Wren exchanged a glance with Reilly.

He stifled a grin, as if they were sharing a little joke at the sight of the guy and infinitesimally raised his takeout coffee cup in a salute to her.

Wren sometimes felt like they were perfectly in sync, like they were reading each other’s minds. Which was awkward lately. 

Because of the kissing and the time they’d had frenetic, passionate sex. And the conversation they’d had afterward, where she’d begged him to let that keep happening between them, but had been insistent that she couldn’t make any kind of commitment.

He’d been confused.

She’d been angry.

He’d told her to forget it. He’d never bring it up again.

She’d let it be.

And that had been three weeks ago, and it was as though it had never happened. Except… these moments, these moments where things flowed between them. They were like sharp, jagged pieces of broken glass to her heart.

The man with the red beard was coming to meet them, arm out.

Reilly grasped his hand and the two shook furiously.

“I’m Chief Ericson,” said the man. “I’m so glad the two of you are here. I’ve followed all your cases in the newspapers. I know it’s right on the edge of your jurisdiction, here. We’re a little into the heart of Virginia, but we sure are pleased to see you.”

“We are happy to be here,” said Reilly.

Ericson turned to Wren and took her hand. His hand was beefy and warm and somehow comforting as he pumped her arm up and down. “And you! Wren Delacroix in the flesh. We are honored, let me just say. Honored.”

Wren let out an involuntary giggle, pulling her hand back. No one had ever been honored to see her. Ever. She looked down at her leather jacket and ripped jeans. Because it was still cold, she was wearing gloves and a scarf, and she had leggings on under her jeans to guard against the chill where there were holes in the fabric. 

“That last case you closed?” said Ericson. “The candy striper? I could hardly believe that one.”

“Well, they don’t call them candy stripers anymore,” said Wren. “They don’t wear those uniforms or anything either.”

Ericson knitted his brows together. “She was a hospital volunteer, wasn’t she?”

“She was,” affirmed Reilly.

“And she was injecting that drug straight into all those patients veins, just killing them for the fun of it?” said Ericson.

“Yes, she was,” said Wren.

Ericson shuddered, shaking all over. Even his beard quivered. “That kind of thing simply makes me feel cold all over. I tell you, I don’t know how you do it. Around here, we don’t have this sort of thing, let me tell you. Why, there’s only been one homicide in my ten years working here, and it was…” He sighed. “Well, it was awful. It was bad. Man got drunk, killed his wife, killed himself. Tried to kill the baby, but the baby survived. Did shoot the baby, though. It was horrible.” He shuddered again. “Anyway, all I’m saying is, I’d rather never work one of those again. And this scene right here…” He held up both his hands. “Gird your loins, if you know what I mean. It’s bad.”

“Where is the, um, scene?” said Wren. “The body?”

“Oh, I’ll take you right there.” Ericson gestured. “Now, I don’t want you to worry about any of the other officers in there. They might say some things, but don’t you pay them any mind. I been hearing murmurs that this kind of thing wouldn’t have happened if we didn’t have such a high-profile task force in the area, basically blaming you, and I don’t agree with that at all. It’s not your fault. You’re not out there killing these people. No, you two are fighting the good fight. You two are handing out justice.”

“Well, thank you very much, Chief Ericson,” said Reilly, giving him a smile.

Only Wren understood that the smile was amused. They both found Ericson amusing, and they were communicating this to the other with looks and smiles, but they both understood the other.

“Of course,” said Ericson. “Well, anyway brace yourself for this. I’ve never seen a thing like it myself.” He gestured for them to follow him. “And of course, we had to call you in on account of the note.” Ericson threw this over his shoulder as they crossed the parking lot of the local Holiday Inn.

Currently, the parking lot was filled with police cars. The building loomed over them, rooms stacked on top of rooms.

“Note?” said Reilly.

The doors in the front of the hotel slid open to let them in, activated by a motion sensor.

“You don’t know about the note?” said Ericson.

“No,” said Wren, catching up to both of them. “What kind of note?”

“Well, it’s self-explanatory. I’ll let you look at it when we get up there.” Ericson pointed at the elevator.

There were people in the lobby with their luggage, talking to each other, standing in small clumps. None of them looked particularly pleased that the hotel where they were staying was now a crime scene.

That was probably because they were all being detained. Wren knew it would be standard procedure for each of them to be questioned before they were allowed to leave. The killer very well may have stayed at the hotel the night before.

In a regular murder, Wren understood, the investigation tended to focus on the connections to the victim. She didn’t investigate regular murders, so she didn’t totally get it. Her investigation started at the crime scene.

The body that was left behind would tell her what she needed to know about the murderer. From what she gleaned here, she would make a profile, and they would use the profile to find the killer.

They stepped into the elevator.

“How do we know this is our kind of thing?” said Wren. “This is only one body. We investigate serial killers.”

“Well, that’s where the note comes in,” said Ericson.

“Right,” said Wren. 

“And the note is self-explanatory,” said Reilly.

“You’ll see when we get up there,” said Ericson. “This is your kind of thing, let me assure you. And I gotta say, I am happy to turn this investigation over to you, into your very capable hands.” 

The elevator dinged, and they got out on the fourth floor.

There were two uniformed police officers standing in the hallway. They looked up at Reilly and Wren with accusatory looks on their faces.

Wren looked away. 

They followed Ericson until they came to an open hotel room. The metallic scent of blood drifted out from within.

Wren wrinkled her nose, feeling a combination of dread and anticipation. What were they going to see?

Ericson gestured. “Go on in, then. I’m happy never to see it ever again, myself.”

Wren went first, stepping slowly into the room. 

Then the body came into view, and it was the way it always was. Everything slowed down. The noises in the room, the movements of other people in the background, they all got muted. Only one thing was in focus.

The body.

Wren approached it slowly, with reverence.

Oh. 

Oh, my.

What was this?

The body was naked. It was a man, middle-aged, in fairly good shape. He was lying on his back, and he was suspended off the floor by about ten rebar poles, which were all shoved through his body, giving him the appearance of a very large pincushion.

Wren knelt down, getting as low as she could to look at the entry points. This couldn’t have been easy. This killer had gone to a lot of effort to display the body like this. It was back-breaking work. She blinked at it.

The killer had made a presentation for her. He wanted it to be seen. 

This was an organized killer, practiced and careful. And this wasn’t the first time he’d killed. She was sure of it.

Wow.

Just… wow.

“Somebody looks happy,” murmured Reilly’s voice from behind her.

She beamed up at him. “Hold my coffee cup.” Trust Reilly to understand.

* * *

Reilly gazed down at the note, which was taped to the hotel mirror. It had been handwritten in even, blocky writing. All caps. 

The note was addressed to him.

Wren was down there, drinking in every angle of the skewered dead guy like she’d never seen anything so nifty. Reilly didn’t want to look at it any more than he had to.

He’d seen a lot of bodies in his time, and this wasn’t the worst, but it was pretty bad. The smell and the blood and the mess of it… 

For Wren, that all seemed to fade away, but it didn’t for him.

So, he’d gone looking for the note, and he’d found it. A note written to him. This killer, he’d wanted Reilly to be on the scene. 

Reilly didn’t even know how to deal with that. It was churning in his gut, a personal feeling of horror that he’d never experienced before. Was this about him? 

How?

Hello, Detective Reilly! Sunny skies four you. Let me take you D-down.

Regards,

The Illuminator

The note didn’t make any sense. He wanted to touch it, but he knew better. He fumbled with a pair of gloves, pulling them on. Still, he didn’t touch the note. He cocked his head at it, read it over and over.

His heart was starting to race.

“Reilly?” said Wren.

He turned back to her.

She was standing up over the body, peering down through the steel bars at the victim’s chest. 

“Yeah?” His voice came out too high-pitched.

“There’s something missing here.” She pointed. “A big cut on top. He’s opened up the rib cage. He took something.”

“Took something?”

“Like an organ,” she said. “I mean, I can’t be sure, but why else would he go through the bone like that?”

Reilly raised his eyebrows. “Great, so this is the best kind of killer ever, right? Elaborate staging, organ trophies, and notes addressed to yours truly.”

Her head snapped up. “What?”

He pointed at the mirror.

She hurried over and read it. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah,” he said.







CHAPTER TWO


Chief Ericson’s department was too small to properly deal with all of the evidence at the scene, so everyone had to wait for a team from Charlottesville to come in and bag and tag everything. After that, the body was transported to the coroner there, who would do an investigation.

Wren and Reilly waited at the scene until the new team showed up and watched, overseeing the evidence collection. When everything was packed up, they left too. They waited outside the coroner’s office to hear what news they could about the body.

The local police escorted a woman in, the victim’s wife, and she was taken in to identify the body.

Less than ten minutes later, she came back out, alone. The woman was white-faced and flustered, going through her purse to look for her wallet and muttering to herself. “Where’s my driver’s license? I have to have my driver’s license if I’m going to drive.” 

Reilly got up from the bench they were sitting on to intercept her. “Ma’am, if you’d like, we’d be happy to call someone to come and get you, or to call you a cab. After what you’ve just experienced, maybe it wouldn’t be wise to drive right now.”

“Oh, no, I’m fine.” She nodded at them. “Just fine. In some ways, it’s a relief, in fact.”

“Why would you say that?” said Reilly.

The woman’s eyes widened. “Uh… listen to me going on. I don’t know what I’m even saying. Of course, it’s not a relief. Of course, Max and I had a very loving and affectionate marriage. He was a respected businessman, of course. He was a Christian and we all attended church and he had strong, strong family values.” She shut her purse. “Screw the wallet.” She scurried down the hall.

Reilly went after her.

Wren went after him. She touched his shoulder. “Come on,” she said softly as she kept pace with him. “She didn’t do it. She couldn’t have lifted the body onto the rebar. She’s not strong enough.”

“She knows something,” said Reilly. “We need to know it too.” He walked more quickly and caught the woman by the arm. “Excuse me, Mrs. Shields.”

Mrs. Shields turned. “Michaela.”

“Michaela,” said Reilly. “We’d like to talk to you.”

“You’re cops,” said Michaela.

“I’m not,” said Wren.

“We work for the tri-state task force,” said Reilly. “We catch serial killers. We think your husband was a victim of a case like that.”

“So, you’re saying I should trust you? I’m not a suspect?” said Michaela.

“I can’t promise anything,” said Reilly, “but if you want justice for your husband, and you have information that could help—”

“I can’t tell you,” said Michaela. “I signed documents. NDAs. If I tell you…” She put her hand to her forehead. “Of course, I guess it’s all going to come out, isn’t it? You’re going to wonder why he was at that hotel, and then someone will figure out about those bars, and they’ll say he was there every weekend, and then everyone will know, and they’ll know what I did.”

“What did you do?” said Reilly.

“I thought it was best,” said Michaela. “I was young, and I was alone. The man that I was with at the time, he was not a good man. He would get drunk and when he was drunk, he was mean, and I couldn’t…” She shook her head. “I don’t know why I’m telling you any of this.”

“This was the relationship you were in before you married Max?” said Wren.

“I was only twenty years old,” said Michaela. “When I found out I was pregnant, I didn’t want to get an abortion. I just knew I couldn’t. I needed to have my baby.”

Wren was confused. How did this relate to anything?

“But I couldn’t do it on my own,” said Michaela. “I didn’t have a college degree yet. I didn’t have any skills. I was practically a teenager. What was I supposed to do?”

“Are you saying that you tricked Mr. Shields into thinking that he was—”

“No,” said Michaela. “No, I didn’t trick anyone into anything.

“That would fit with an NDA,” said Reilly. He lifted his chin. “Shields was gay.”

“What?” said Wren, furrowing her brow.

“I knew you’d figure it out,” said Michaela.

“How did you figure it out?” said Wren.

“Who travels hours away to go a bar?” said Reilly. “Someone who’s trying to hide something. Someone who’s a respected businessman who needs to keep up an appearance of having strong family values. Someone who’s living a double life.”

Michaela nodded. “He made me an offer. A marriage in name only. We lived separate lives, except for occasional public outings. Otherwise, he ignored me and my son. He’s never even pretended to be a father or a husband. So, in some ways, it’s a relief. But I don’t want this to come out. What will people think of me? They’ll think I’m a gold digger and a whore, but I was just a kid when I got pregnant. And I only accepted the money for my son.”

“It’s all right, Mrs. Shields,” said Reilly. “I think we understand the picture. These bars he went to, do you happen to know the names?”

“No,” she said. “I think they’re out near the highway. There are two of them. They’re across the street from each other. Just a short drive away from the hotel.”

“So,” said Reilly, “it’s fairly likely that Mr. Shields picked up his killer at the bar and took him back to his hotel room.”

Wren nodded. “I think you’re probably right.”

* * *

“So, just the heart, then?” said Wren.

“That’s enough, isn’t it?” said the coroner.

“Definitely,” said Wren. “Anything else you can tell us?”

“The ribs were broken into, probably with something blunt. They’re shattered. This wasn’t a surgical extraction. Likewise, the heart was ripped free. The cuts are ragged, not practiced. We’re not likely looking at someone with medical training.”

“Good, okay, excellent,” said Wren. “That’s very good information. Thank you.”

“Happy to help,” said the coroner. “Get in touch if you have any more questions.”

“We will,” said Wren. She turned back to Reilly.

Reilly made a face. “We need coffee.”

“True,” said Wren. “Real coffee. I wonder if there’s a coffee shop someplace close?”

“I saw a Dunkin Donuts.”

Wren wrinkled up her nose.

“Coffee’s coffee,” said Reilly. “Come on.”

Later, settled in the corner with pastries and coffee, Reilly rubbed his face. “This case is crazy, and we’ve barely scratched the surface.”

“Right,” said Wren. “Why the hearts?”

“A trophy, right?”

“Yeah, but it’s not a very lasting trophy,” said Wren. 

“Maybe he keeps them in a freezer or something.”

“Eww,” said Wren. She took a bite of her donut. “Maybe he eats them.”

“Oh, double eww,” said Reilly. “Haven’t we had enough cannibals? Man.” He looked at his own donut appraisingly.

“Maybe he’s taking it to conceal evidence,” said Wren.

“Well, that’s an interesting theory,” said Reilly. “What would he be trying to conceal?”

“I don’t know. I’m just throwing stuff out there.”

“Do people eat hearts?”

“I think so, yeah. It’s a muscle. Why are we talking about this?”

“I don’t know.” He curled his lip.

“What about the note?” said Wren. “He wrote you a note.”

“Oh, trust me, I can’t stop thinking about that.” Reilly took a drink of coffee. “That’s creepy as hell.”

“He knows you,” said Wren. “Maybe he’s someone from your past. I feel like this is the work of a practiced killer. This isn’t his first victim. Have you ever run across anything like this before?”

“No way. If I’d seen rebar sticking out of a body, I would remember,” said Reilly. “No.” He shrugged. “Maybe that article that ran in In the Now?”

“Yeah, could be. It’s a nation-wide magazine. Lot of exposure,” said Wren. They’d been interviewed for the article way back before Christmas. Some journalist had tracked them down and wanted to talk to Wren about her killer mother and all the crap about the FCL, and Wren had sort of pawned the journalist off on Reilly, because she wasn’t interested in talking about any of it.

Reilly had seemed flattered rather than annoyed, so it had all worked out. 

The article had just been published a few weeks ago, however. 

“It’s a tight window,” said Reilly. “It’s hard to believe someone saw that article three weeks ago and then got obsessed enough to start offing people and leaving me notes.”

“Well, it would have had to have been an existing condition,” said Wren. “And we don’t know if it’s people plural. Maybe this will be the only one.”

Reilly drank some more coffee. “Maybe.”

“That would be good,” said Wren. “But if we don’t get a couple more crime scenes, we’ll never catch the guy.”

“It would be too much for these assholes to throw us a bone and leave behind a stray hair or some sweat or saliva, wouldn’t it?” said Reilly. “How do you put a guy on rebar and not leave behind some sweat?”

“He probably had a drop cloth down or something,” said Wren. 

“Yeah, there wasn’t nearly enough blood,” said Reilly. 

“So, let’s go over what we know,” said Wren. “He drugged Shields, some sort of paralytic that would have left him awake to see what was happening to him, but unable to fight back.”

“Horrible way to die,” said Reilly, grimacing.

Wren flinched. “Yeah.”

He arched an eyebrow. “You never think of it from the point of view of the victim, do you?”

She became very interested in her donut.

“Hey, it’s not a judgment,” he said. “It’s good, actually. It’s why you’re brilliant. You get all bogged down in identifying with the corpse, you can’t solve the crime.”

Wren drank more coffee.

“I don’t know why I said anything,” he said. “Keep going.” 

She looked up at him. He really did understand her, and he really didn’t judge. And on top of that, he was good. Not like Hawk, who was always telling her she had some dark side that was going to swallow the world.

She licked her lips, smiling at him. “Uh… well, so, the coroner said that he probably didn’t die until the removal of the heart, but that he had probably lost consciousness from pain and shock before that. Anyway, the murderer wanted the victim to suffer. He tortured him and that seems to have been part of it.”

“Gross,” said Reilly.

She nodded. “Very gross.”

“And he then wrote me a note,” said Reilly. “Why me?”

“Not sure,” said Wren. “And what does the note mean? It’s obviously some kind of riddle.”

“He misspelled ‘for.’ He spelled it like the number. I guess he did that on purpose.”

“Right, but why?”

“There are four seasons,” said Reilly. “Four horsemen of the apocalypse. Four cardinal directions.”

“Four Beatles,” said Wren.

“What?” He gave her a funny look.

“‘Let me take you down’?” 

“Oh, that’s a line from a song,” said Reilly.

“‘Strawberry Fields Forever,’” said Wren. “Believe me when I say that we listened to a lot of classic rock in the FCL when I was growing up.”

“But he didn’t write down, he wrote ‘D-down,’” said Reilly. “What’s that all about?”

“I don’t know,” said Wren. “A stutter? Did you ever know anyone who stuttered?”

“No,” said Reilly, and then his eyes widened in horror. “What if it’s a reference to Timmy?”

“Timmy doesn’t stutter,” said Wren.

“No, but he’s got language deficiencies,” said Reilly. “If this guy is coming after my kid—”

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” said Wren. “I can assure you that killers tend not to vary the age of their victims too much. This guy killed a grown man. He’s going to keep killing grown men. Timmy’s not even on his radar.”

“You can’t know that,” said Reilly, but he did look relieved.

“I can be fairly sure,” said Wren.

Reilly stuffed a big chunk of donut in his mouth and chewed.

Wren drank some coffee.

“Then, there’s the way he signed the note,” said Reilly.

“The Illuminator,” said Wren. 

“Why would he call himself that? It means to bring light,” said Reilly. “Does that mean literal light? Or the light of knowledge?”

“Well,” said Wren, “his first victim was in the closet, and this death brought all the man’s secrets to light.”

“Shit,” said Reilly. “Is that what motivates him? Can serial killers even be motivated for that sort of a reason?”

“It seems overly complicated,” said Wren, shrugging. “But maybe he’s not a typical serial killer for whatever reason.”

“Yeah, after all, he doesn’t seem to have had sex with the victim, right?”

“Well, there’s no sign of anal penetration,” said Wren. “But that doesn’t mean anything, because if you’re just picking up a guy at a bar, you might not be cool with getting ass fucked.”

Reilly cleared his throat. “Thank you for being graphic, Wren.”

“Sorry.” She shrugged. “Everyone’s so puritanical about sex.”

“But, um, that is why he picked the guy up at the bar,” said Reilly.

“Not necessarily.”

“You mean, like, maybe the killer was the bottom?”

“I mean, just because when heterosexual people get it on, it’s penetrative in the pelvic area doesn’t mean that homosexual sex is always that way. There are lots of other ways for gay men to have sex. There’s blow jobs, frottage, hand jobs—”

“Okay, again with the graphic,” said Reilly. “What’s frottage?”

“It’s like, you put your hand around both your dick and the other guy’s at the same time. And then you—”

“Okay, never mind.” Reilly shook his head, shutting his eyes. He opened them. “How do you even know this?”

“My dad is gay.”

“And he talks to you about—”

“No!” She sighed. “It’s just, you know, been around a lot of gay men, a lot. Everyone thinks all gays are having a lot of anal sex, but anal sex is kind of a big deal, and it can be uncomfortable, and not everyone wants to do it, or they don’t want to do it all the time, so…” She spread her hands. “There’s your PSA for the day. Gay sex is more creative than straight sex.”

Reilly’s lips parted. 

For a minute, the two locked eyes, and something passed between them, something electric, and she flushed, her face hot, because she had a strange certainty that if she and Reilly had a chance to be creative—

He cleared his throat. “Uh… we’re getting off track.”

“Yeah.” The bottom had gone out of her voice. “Uh, so, it’s possible that the victim and the killer were intimate in some way, but there’s no evidence of that.”

“Right, because we never get semen,” said Reilly. “Never. We’re just really unlucky.” He furrowed his brow. “It occurs to me this conversation we’re having…” He looked around the Dunkin Donuts.

She giggled. “Yeah.”

They both drank some coffee.

* * *

By the time Wren got back home, it was late. She wasn’t relishing the idea of having to jaunt all the way down into Virginia every day. Maybe the next victim would be somewhere close.

Then she felt ill for thinking it was a foregone conclusion that someone else was going to die.

She made herself a quick dinner of a microwave dinner and ate it at the table, scrolling through things on her laptop.

She checked her email and nearly choked on a bite of chicken.

What the hell?

How did she have an email from David Song?

She clicked on it. “Come on, Wren,” she whispered to herself, “anyone can open an email account and give it any name they want. Some psycho is screwing with you.”

Greetings, children of the Lord, read the email.

Her stomach turned over. That was the way David used to always begin his speeches to the community. 

She wanted to close the computer. She still lived on the compound, but it was practically a ghost town here these days. There hadn’t been a lot of members of the FCL left, but many of them had been evacuated a few weeks ago when Louis Bitner was terrorizing the compound. Once evacuated, two-thirds of them hadn’t come back. 

There were very few people who even lived here anymore. Most of the cabins were empty. The murder tours were being taken over by a third-party company who Kimora had gotten in touch with. Kimora used to run them herself, but she was staying in Boonsboro now and she had a job as the manager of a clothing store. Kimora was Wren’s best friend.

Okay, only friend if you didn’t count Reilly.

Who shouldn’t count. Because he was like her co-worker and because they had weird sexual tension. All of that made him not a friend.

The email went on.

Long have I waited to return to the children, and my time has come around again. We have been scattered far by the storm winds of time and circumstance, but the Lord bids me to come back to you now. We will march into the bright light of a new day. We will pick up the pieces and start again.

Please wait for word from me.

I come to you in the spirit of our Lord, the Crimson Ram.

Your humble servant,

David Song

Wren drew back, the sick feeling in her stomach stealing up into her chest. What the hell was this? Whoever had written it had the rhetoric of David Song down. It sounded just like he used to sound. 

But David Song was dead.

Wasn’t he?

She had to admit that she didn’t know, and she had pondered and wondered this for a long time now. She’d asked her mother Vivian, but Vivian lied about everything.

No, Vivian had tried to have Wren killed by Louis Bitner, so Wren wasn’t going to see her anymore. 

Screw Vivian Delacroix. She didn’t deserve anymore of Wren’s attention.

Of course, Vivian had also said—at one point—that David Song was Wren’s father. But she’d also implicated others as well. 

The truth was that Vivian had been pretty promiscuous, so anyone could have been Wren’s biological father. Unless she got DNA tests of all those men, she’d never know.

She was at peace with that. She didn’t care about any of it, not anymore.

Wren poked around in the email and discovered that it had been CC-ed to a huge list of emails, most of which seemed to belong to members of the
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