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Prologue

This one is different. This one I let kiss you.

It’s because of the mouth. Lips thick and red and parted in a way that’s trustful and innocent, like only the young can be. I keep staring at them. Even more so when they widen into a smile and a low tuneful laugh comes from somewhere deep in the throat. It’s a face I want to emulate. Smile when it smiles, darken when it does, cry when the eyes turn serious and the mask drops just for a second. It’s the face of someone honest. Someone you can trust. The look of someone you could never hurt.

He and I have been talking for hours, and had a few drinks. Somehow it’s easier than before, either because he’s not the first, or just because of who he is and what he’s like. He’s only seventeen and me an old man in comparison. In body, at least. More than twice his age in body, but he knows that. I won’t be one of those creeps who pretends to be something he isn’t; it’s a facade and it can’t last. Behind a computer screen, sure, but you can’t hide time when faced with it in the flesh. Anyway, I tell him, in spirit I’m only twenty-one and I always will be.

I didn’t really think he’d come tonight, what with it being New Year’s Eve and him a young kid. Didn’t he have anywhere better to go, I’d asked him in those awkward moments earlier at the edge of town when we finally met for the first time. Nowhere I’d rather be, had been his reply, caramel eyes darting away while those full lips fought against the impossible smile tweaking the corners of his mouth. And when the breeze cut across the field to flutter the curls above his forehead, I’d known immediately then… This was the sort of boy you could have fallen in love with.

Three brandies down and the shy smile is still there, as is the bobbing of the Adam’s apple in that long pale throat with every swallow, skin smooth as untouched cream. But the drink, the kiss, and the music he insisted he put on – getting down on the floor to connect the playlist on his phone to the TV that’s barely used – have all helped make things easier. He stays there on the floor, cross-legged on the rug, says it’s more comfortable that way, and I can’t help but smile. He belongs there.

He asks for another drink, waving his empty glass mid-air, smile curving and eyes two pools of melted toffee.

Time’s getting on, we’ve talked longer than I meant to, but I wish it wouldn’t end yet. It’s been nicer this time, and I know how much this means to you. My eyes lose focus for a second and he must notice because his arm drops to the floor, the weighted bottom of the glass meeting the rug with a soft thud, and his serious face is back.

What is it, he asks.

So I tell him it’s New Year, something about New Year.

I get it, he says.

And young as he is, I think somehow he does.

Tell me about your family and then I’ll get us more drinks, I say, crouching to the rug.

He mirrors the way I sit, pulling up his legs and clasping his arms around his shins, bare feet crossed below dark denims. I’d rather not, he says, they get enough attention as it is.

We don’t talk about how I know whose son he is, because that means little to me. Why should it? There are much more important things at stake here than that. So just to put the smile back on his face, I say, Then tell me something amazing. About you or about anything.

I feel your heart swell to see color and light spread across the boy’s features, like a cold, hard shadow wiped away by the glowing embers of the evening sun.

Okay, he says, accepting the challenge. His lips twist one way and the other, then he looks to the ceiling for inspiration, pushing back the spiked hair above his forehead, which springs back to the same place when he takes his fingers away again. I see the moment when the answer hits. Eyes awash with the brandy concoction come back my way and he can’t fight the grin that becomes a laugh, accompanied by an exaggerated nod of the head. And then… And I’m not sure what I’d been expecting but I laugh with him anyway because it’s hard not to… And then he says, I’m gonna live forever.

For a second I’m afraid.

Or maybe you are.

But then he goes on to say that he’s planting his footprint so deep into the digi-sphere that when his body dies, his digital self will live on. I tell him it sounds like a great idea for a book but he just laughs. He says he has it all planned, has taught himself a lot already, and by the time he’s ready to depart this world he’ll have entrenched his identity in the system to such a degree that no one will know how to get to his source to eradicate him.

He falls back onto the rug with a pantomime evil laugh. But I, of all people, know it’s not an impossible idea. And because of that, it only makes me like him more.

I ask him why he wants to cheat death in this way and he says something you’d like – he says, Just because. But then he sits up again, smile teetering, and leans closer to add, Because then they’d have to see me – they couldn’t get rid of me.

Your heart and his are so heavy I want to tear them free. His smile is gone and I know what he’s saying. I also know that right now, with his face so close and eager for connection, you would say something like, I see you. But all I say is, I’ll get us another drink.

The moment is gone and he smiles so I know he’s okay again. More than okay, his expression says, as he leans back to lie on the rug, tucking his hands behind his head. He’s here, doing something he wouldn’t normally do, and it feels right, it makes him happy. I don’t want him to ever feel unhappy again.

I tell him I need the bathroom and get up from the floor. When I’m there I turn on the water so it spills into the tub. Then I take the velvet pouch from the cabinet, its contents gently clinking together as I lay it ready to one side. After that I go to the kitchen to mix up more drinks. A glance at the clock says it’s eleven-fifty already. And as if he’s in harmony with my thoughts, he calls from the living room, voice a little thick, Hurry up. It’s almost midnight.

When I take our drinks in, he adds, What shall we do on the chimes?

He takes the glass as I say, What everyone does.

Even after three brandies, he blushes as he takes the fourth from me. In that case, he says, I’ll have to resist until then. But it won’t be easy.

This time I sit on the edge of the sofa, reach out my glass to tap against his, then watch as he takes two large mouthfuls, never taking his eyes from mine. Dutch courage, that’s what he’s doing. But he needn’t have worried; doesn’t he realize he’s enough just as he is? I knock back my own drink to stop my mind wandering and to remind myself to stay calm even while I’m thinking they don’t deserve him – the ones who put that look in his eyes. The same look I last saw in yours.

When I put my empty glass on the floor, I see him sway out the corner of my eye, and only then do I notice that he’s copied me in downing the rest of his drink. I slip from the sofa to the floor, take the glass from his hand, my other arm reaching around his back, fingers resting on his left shoulder. He turns to me in this embrace, eyes fighting to stay straight but almost already gone. And for just one last time he gives that smile – a beautiful smile – so that right then he looks like an angel. Your angel. I’m giving him to you.

I take his full weight and lower him to the floor when his eyes slip closed. And as fireworks erupt outside the window, filtering through the curtains to light the sparse white room in a red, green and gold kaleidoscope, for you I press my lips to his.

You feel them soft and warm and sweet with brandy.

After sliding my arm from beneath him I reach for a cushion from the sofa and place it under his head, running my hand with a light, slow touch over his forehead, his hair. Then when I’m sure he’s sleeping soundly, I get up from the floor and go into the bathroom. By now the bath should be ready.

 

 




Chapter 1

The knees of Detective Lawrence ‘Hoss’ Hoskins both creaked as he crouched to the ground to get a better look at what he was dealing with.

“Dear god, that doesn’t sound good, Detective. Young man like you shouldn’t be making noises like that.”

Hoss peered over his shoulder at Doctor Faith Hollington. The medical examiner was dressed head to foot in a paper overall and her voice was muffled by the mask.

“Nothing to do with my age,” he said, his warm breath coming back to hit him behind his own mouth covering. “It’s these damn grasshopper legs.”

“Yes. Not exactly a small boy, are you?”

Hoss grinned, though she wouldn’t see it. “Mind if we get that on tape, Doctor?”

She patted at her sides and tutted. “I’ve forgotten my glasses. Back in a minute.”

She walked away down the path toward the church gates and Hoss turned back to the body laid out on the concrete step at the side entrance to St Matthews’ Church. A throb pulsed between his eyes and he pressed a gloved finger there. He hadn’t had much to drink last night so didn’t think it was a delayed hangover kicking in. More likely it was something else. Like what this meant for him now.

He carefully pulled back the heavy black sheeting. He couldn’t touch the body until Faith and the crime scene techs had done their part, but he didn’t need to. He already knew he’d seen this before.

The boy was young, maybe seventeen or eighteen, and he was positioned the same way Benjamin Curtis had been, lying on his back with his arms folded neatly across his chest. Laid to rest in more ways than one. Hoss drew closer, thought he could see a thin cut at the boy’s right wrist just below the sleeve of his black hoody, but it was difficult to see properly yet. Not as bad as Ben’s wrists, he guessed, which brought some relief. Ben’s hands had been hanging from their exposed bones.

Hoss held the sheet up over the boy as if sheltering him from the cold air. The sun was out and sky clear, but that only added to the bitterness on day one of this new year. He had been first in line to get the call this afternoon, probably because he held his drink better than the others so they expected his to be the clearest head of them all. Or maybe they just knew he’d be the idiot who wouldn’t argue about it. The newbie on the crew, only two years in, and a single man to boot, no one at home to spend the holiday with. No one permanent, at least.

None of that mattered now anyway, not when it was clear this was related to his open case from two months ago. In another minute he’d call it in with his lieutenant just to keep him informed, then he’d get to work on sketching the scene until Faith and the CS techs were done. But first he looked to the boy’s face, his serene features and porcelain skin tinged gray. Thick eyebrows matched hair of dark brown and two full lips were almost completely paled. It was early enough in the post-mortem stages that Hoss could still imagine how the boy had looked before all this, when his face was still full of color and movement.

“What the hell you doing here, pal?” he asked him, in a softly admonishing tone. “There are easier ways to get into religion, you know?”

Hoss heard the voices behind him, Faith’s and another he recognized, one of the techs. Before they could reach him, he lowered his voice to tell the boy, “I can’t do this on my own. But you and me, we’ll figure this out together, okay? We’re gonna sort this out, buddy, don’t you worry.”

Carefully he laid the sheeting back as he’d found it and got to his feet as the others caught up. He nodded to the two techs and backed up to give them room. He’d get his chance again when they were done.

He walked back as far as the perimeter tape Deputy John Maddison had set up on his arrival and unzipped the paper suit enough to take out his cell phone from his shirt pocket. He pulled down his mask and yanked the left glove from the wrist so it came off inside out. There were three missed calls on his phone, all from the same number. He hit reconnect and it answered on the second ring: “Matherton.”

“Happy New Year, Lieutenant,” Hoss said.

“Likewise, Detective. I’ve been trying to call you.”

“So I see. You’ve already heard?”

“Heard what?”

Hoss looked up the path toward the neat white security camera he’d noticed earlier above the front door of the church, then over to the right and the side entrance where Faith was pointing out the areas she wanted photographed.

“Same MO as Benjamin Curtis,” he said, his gaze going even farther right, to the grassy area and low wall about half his height that ran around the border of the churchyard.

“Shit. I’m on my way,” the lieutenant said.

Hoss was about to tell him that wasn’t necessary when Matherton added, “But first I need you to give me a description of the decedent right away.”

“Sure. Any reason why?”

There was a beat’s pause, a breath of a sigh. “Because the mayor has been on the phone this morning. His son didn’t come home last night.”

 

 




Chapter 2

Hoss sat across from his senior colleagues at the Sykes County Sheriff’s Office wishing he hadn’t had the third muffin before stepping into the captain’s office. It was playing havoc with his gut, which had grouched about it loud enough more than once, but only Lieutenant Adrian Matherton raised an eyebrow. The captain was either deaf, polite, or couldn’t give a shit.

Hoss suspected the latter; Clive Leonard would look unfazed being raised up into the eye of a hurricane. Like now, for instance. He should have been stressed to hell, because the truth was they had two bodies with an identical MO but no solid lead. And that this most recent was the city mayor’s son only spiked the pressure dial a little higher. C-Lo might look like this was all under control, but there was no disputing the facts. Whoever they were dealing with hadn’t come to this lightly. He was clever. He was careful. He was a spineless fucker who had drugged two innocent teenagers and slashed their wrists.

“So how long does Mayor Burgman intend spinning this line that his son’s death was suicide?” Matherton asked, right ankle hooked over the left knee, but not in a way that suggested he was anywhere near as laid back as his superior. On the contrary, the lieutenant’s left heel bounced against the floor so it looked like he had a bad case of the shakes. “Because I’m just waiting for some halfway educated prick to come right out and make the connection.”

“Then deny it,” Hoss said. “Isn’t that what PIOs do? Easiest job of us all.”

He winked at his colleague and got a cool glare in response. They both knew the task of handling the press was no thrill ride. Public Information Officer was one job Hoss was more than comfortable leaving to someone else. And the more bodies they had, the harder it would get. There was no one wanted this case solved more than Matherton.

Captain Leonard leaned back in his chair after dropping Doctor Faith Hollington’s preliminary report of Jason Burgman’s death onto the table. His thick, black eyebrows drew together until they became one and he clicked at the pen he held close to his mouth.

“Well if one of them gets their hands on this report, it’ll be game over,” he muttered. “A third body will also be game over. We’d have to go public then. So come on, Hoss. What you got for us?”

Hoss shuffled upright in his seat, the reinforced leather belt digging into his gut. If he were anywhere else but in the captain’s office, he’d have loosened it a notch by now.

“Well, sir, waiting on Forensics to confirm if the black polyethylene sheeting Jason was wrapped in matches that used for the same purpose on Ben. Assuming it is, we’ve already established it’s standard sheeting, used in home or garden maintenance. List of suppliers is huge just in Pinefort alone. It brought up nothing of consequence with Ben, but we’re revisiting for purchases made in recent months.”

“Okay. What else?”

“Forensics are also analyzing white fibers found trapped beneath a stud on the seat of Jason’s jeans and checking areas of his clothing for fingerprints as standard. And I’ve been downtown again to try to jog the memories of those who might have sold our guy the Roofies. Do you really need me to tell you how that went?”

“Didn’t you use your natural charm, Detective?”

“Seems they’re immune to it, sir. Asked if they could just tell me if anyone new had been scoring in the last six months, or a regular changing brand or buying in larger quantities than normal. But all I got in return is that they’d keep a look out.”

“Speak to Narco. Perhaps some of their lot have seen something.”

“Already done, sir. They’re informing their UCs.”

Lieutenant Henry in Narcotics had promised to pass on the message to their undercover deputies, but Hoss knew it would have to go via their handlers first. And there was no knowing how many staff were operating undercover across the county at any one time – that would be known only to Henry and his team.

“What about the Burgman kid’s devices?”

Hoss nodded. “What we’re really after. We’re keen to know if he accessed the same chatrooms as Benjamin and where that might take us. But for now, still waiting on Digital Forensics analyzing the three hard drives recovered from his home.”

“Any chance of a timescale?”

“The boy was a whizzkid, sir. One of those who could hack NASA over his Coco Pops before school. Who knows, maybe that’s what we’ll find. But the point is, he hasn’t made it easy for anyone to get access. And yeah, they’ve got cases coming out the wazoo.”

Leonard threw his pen on the desk. “A department as big as Belwall and they can’t hire enough staff to keep up with the workload.”

Matherton eased his foot back to the floor and leaned forward in his chair. “To be fair, Captain, DFL do serve the whole state. The team’s growing, but the bodies-to-workload ratio is still way out of sync.”

Adrian Matherton was a geek when it came to this stuff. But more than that, he’d been a Belwall PD guy himself before taking his promotion here at the sheriff’s office in the south of the state. He never spoke a lot about his time there, but he always backed his old department when he thought they were getting a bum rap.

“Wouldn’t surprise me if they overtake Narcotics some day soon,” he added.

“No way,” Hoss said on a half-laugh. “Come on, that’ll never happen. They’re just damn nerds. Drugs and gangs are way bigger and cooler than that, they always will be.”

“Powerful nerds, Detective,” Matherton said, with a smart-assed grin that deepened the dimple in his chin. “A hacker can infiltrate any system any where. Do you realize how much damage that could do? How much control that gives them? If major systems get taken down – the internet, the airlines, the stock market, hospital equipment… Chaos the world over. Not to mention the damage ransomware does, fraud, cyber-terrorism, the Darknet. Drugs, trafficking, pedophilia – name any crime, Hoss, it’s rooted in the digital landscape. How do you think they’re all doing business these days?”

Hoss got that the lieutenant was right, but stroking the guy’s ego wouldn’t do anyone any good; he was enough of a poser without that. So instead he said, “You hankering after a return ticket to the DFL in the BPD, LT?”

His colleague smiled, but the tongue running over his teeth suggested he was getting riled. Sometimes it didn’t take much.

“They could take down your favorite porn channels tomorrow, Hoss, then where’d you be? Single guy like you, living alone. Can’t imagine how that would make you feel. Kind of empty, I guess.”

“Look, do you think you could have this fascinating discussion later?” Leonard butted in. “Like maybe on your own fucking time? We’ve got enough problems without worrying about the DFL’s too. What about CCTV, Hoss?”

“Nothing surrounding the church, sir. Access was via a lane running alongside, from which indentations in the grass suggest he climbed over the wall to leave the body at the side entrance, avoiding the camera around the front. We’ll be hitting the streets to see what else we can find today.”

“Cheeky son of a bitch to choose a venue with a camera. Like showing off.” Leonard’s chest puffed up on a silent heavy breath, and he pulled the report across the desk toward him again. “So why different this time? Victim one had his wrists sawn through so deep the hands were almost amputated. But not this one.” He brought the report up in front of him. “Cuts to the left and right wrists at a depth of five millimeters. Clean, single cuts.”

“He was already dead, sir,” Hoss said. “Cause of death was respiratory depression. It wasn’t necessary to sever the arteries in the way he’d done with Benjamin. Jason weighed only forty-six kilos, there was nothing to him. If the reason he’s giving his victims Rohypnol and alcohol is for the purpose of sedation before the wrist wounds are made – and that’s probable given there are no signs of struggle in either case – then Jason’s heart gave out before phase two was required.”

“So why cut at all?” Matherton asked. But it was Leonard who answered.

“That’s his thing. We got any kind of profile on him, Hoss?”

“With the bodies dumped within five miles of each other, and the HITS database not returning any similar MOs throughout the Pacific Northwest, it’s possible he’s local to Pinefort City, certainly to Sykes County. Clean, methodical approach and lack of forensic trail suggests someone who’s intelligent and in control.”

“The worst kind,” Leonard said under his breath. Then added, “Tried ViCAP, for what it’s worth?”

“Yes sir, both murders have been input into the system, but again no similar crimes returned. Talking of computers, our guy has a good working knowledge of IT systems and what he needs to do to have an online presence that runs below the radar. We’re almost certain he first spoke with Benjamin via the chatrooms, but as yet we’ve not been able to ID him or even pin down with any firm evidence which username belongs to him. We spoke to those users we could get hold of, but there are no ID checks on sites like these. You can pretend to be just about anyone, and most do. Fake name, fake date of birth.”

“That’s because most are either creeps or married,” Matherton interjected.

“Or both,” Hoss added, raising one eyebrow at his lieutenant. He might have taken the quip further, but the sight of C-Lo’s deadpan expression out the corner of his eye was enough to return him to the profiling instead.

“In terms of his methods, maybe the wrist markings are just his signature as, like you say, why do it this time otherwise. Initially we’d thought that Benjamin’s killer had attempted and failed to amputate the hands, either because he ran out of time, or just couldn’t manage it. Couldn’t cut it, you might say.”

Matherton’s weary sigh would have been heard out in the hall, while Leonard got up from his chair and walked over to the window where he opened the blinds. It was shaping up to be a miserable, gray morning and this action did little to brighten the room or lighten the mood.

“I’m gonna ignore that, Detective Hoskins,” Leonard said, turning back their way. “But two suggestions. We need to be chasing up Digital Forensics every day. If we don’t they’ll get complacent and drop us to the bottom of the list. I don’t care if they complain. Do what you do best, Detective, and make yourself a pain in the ass. And two, you’ve got a good team out there, make sure you’re putting them to work. Plus, Adrian and myself. Our doors are open if you want to run something by us. In the meantime, two families need answers. They need whoever did this strung from the light fixture by his tiny ball sack. So don’t leave anything undone.”

Clive Leonard thrust his hands into the pockets of his pressed slacks, dark eyes hard as coal. And as the light from the overhead strip light glinted off the badge on his neatly pressed black uniform shirt, the message he passed on with his cool exterior may not have been spoken aloud but it was deafening to Hoss all the same.

So get a move on, dipshit. And don’t fuck it up this time.

 

 




Chapter 3

“That’s it, right there. Back up.”

Clifford Robertson rewound the footage on Hoss’s request and paused it over the blurred image of an individual leaving Pilton Street in the north-east district of the city center at twelve minutes past eight two nights ago. But it wasn’t so blurred that Hoss couldn’t make out the dark hoody pulled up over the boy’s head, hands jammed into denim pockets, and sneakers with the telltale white lines of the Adidas motif. The boy walked with his head dipped toward the ground and shoulders pulled up around his ears, as if he were either cold or anxious or both. Hoss got up from his chair to lean closer to the bank of monitors.

“That’s him,” he said.

“Thank fuck for that.” Clifford copied a segment of the footage into a separate folder that he would later transfer to Hoss’s USB drive. “Does that mean we’re done?”

Hoss didn’t reply, not when Clifford would already know the answer. They’d done this enough times before. The central control room housed within the old civic building monitored over one hundred cameras located throughout the streets and other public spaces of Pinefort City Center, making it a crucial part of many of their investigations. So much so that Hoss had named it his second office.

The first time he had paid Clifford and the rest of the security team a visit, he had thought he was being conscientious by bringing a street map of the city for reference. It had drawn some amusement from his new allies and at the time he wasn’t sure why. These days it wasn’t necessary to be so conscientious; he had gotten to know the streets and their camera positions about as well as they did. And anyway Clifford was always one step ahead. Like now. He clicked another button which brought up Central Avenue and scrolled through the footage to pinpoint the time, just before ten past eight.

“Shit.” Hoss leaned over to get a better view, his eyes pinned open and scanning each face and piece of clothing. Central Avenue was the pedestrianized main street running down the center of one of the city’s main bar and restaurant districts. And on the screen it was New Year’s Eve. The place was packed.

The seconds and minutes of the footage ticked by until it reached twenty minutes past the hour.

“Go back. Play it again.”

“Jeez,” Clifford said on a sigh.

Hoss ignored him. He had a bottle of Jack Daniels in his bag that would appease the crew later, so he wasn’t worried about making them work too hard to earn it. But a second and then a third view of the same piece of footage brought up nothing concrete, so they moved on to the next camera and then the next.

“Maybe he went for something to eat,” Clifford said, over a wide yawn that lent a suggestion of pickled onion to the air in the booth.

“Maybe… Wait. There. Go back.”

It was the last camera on the route before the street gave way to the road and then the wide expanse of green space that was Castleton Park beyond.

Clifford rewound and they watched the partygoers’ movements again. “That your boy there?” he said, pausing when a lone pedestrian came back into view.

“Yeah, that’s him.”

Hoss got out of his seat so he could get a better look. Jason was in frame for a whole eight seconds this time. Clifford didn’t need to be asked to keep rewinding and playing it again, he just did it. Because he had noticed what Hoss would be looking at too. Jason had stopped and his head had come up as if he were talking to someone.

Clifford hit a button on the console and the camera zoomed in. At the very edge of the shot was a second pair of sneakers, with the same Adidas stripes as Jason’s. The wearer of that second pair came closer into shot, beginning with the outline of the legs, a hand. But just as Hoss felt sure he was about to get a look at him, a group of girls in fancy dress outfits, fairy wings strapped to their backs and waving inflatable wands, came jumping and dancing across the screen, blocking out all other view. By the time they’d gone, so had Jason.

 

 




Chapter 4

It was dark by the time Hoss got back to the apartment and flicked on the lights. His eyes stung and neck throbbed from the tension he hadn’t realized he was carrying there. And for all that, the day had yielded little result. They had tracked Jason’s movements through the city, at least, but after that last lost opportunity there’d been nothing. He just disappeared. And on a night when the city was flooded with people, witnesses were few and far between. It seemed the more faces there were, the less notice people took of them.

Replaying in his head too were the conversations he’d had with Benjamin’s mother and then Jason’s father. The calls to them would only get harder the longer this went on, and at what point he should taper them off was difficult to say; some of these things weren’t taught in training but came down to logic or instinct. A fresh case was urgent, sometimes fast moving, and keeping in touch with the families was useful for all parties concerned. But as a case ran dry, there was a tipping point beyond which the relationship could turn sour, the families exhausted and needing to find a way to move forward one way or another without the constant reminders. Hoss would have to trust he’d know when that time came.

Although it had been almost three months since Ben’s death, this second murder by the hands of the presumed same killer brought fresh hope to his family that perhaps he still might be caught. For them it was like going back to the beginning again, and Hoss had to treat it as such.

Ben’s mother, Lisa, was a woman in her late fifties who had already lost one son before this one had been conceived. She knew grief like a possessive friend. She knew not to fight it and never hid it or held it back. It wasn’t comfort from others she sought, Hoss had come to learn about her, just that she saw no reason why she should be made to pretend it wasn’t there, hurting her every minute of the day like it was. She’d told him once how seventeen years after her first son’s death she could almost believe she was coming to terms with it, but now the loss of Ben reminded her the death of a child can never be come to terms with. She had given him an ironic smile as she said it, as if how could he possibly understand what she meant, a thirty-year-old man with no children. He’d wanted to say he did understand; that loss is like love – each time its circumstances are different, but the feelings are the same.

Speaking with Lisa, whose emotions were close to the surface and fate so cruel, should have been the most uncomfortable of the two calls he made. Somehow it wasn’t. Because then there was Mayor Thomas Burgman.

For a man who, like Lisa, was undoubtedly lost to his own grief, the mayor’s mind was at the moment still razor sharp and emotions controlled. Maybe it was his position of authority that set Hoss on edge, or something about the man that reminded him of his own father. But the questions that came from him were already the most difficult to answer, and would be more so as the weeks passed if there were no answers to give.

Hoss relieved himself of the duty belt and its equipment, and in the kitchen dragged the bottle of Moët & Chandon across the counter toward him. It had been delivered by Fed-Ex to his door first thing before he’d left for work, along with a box of Belgian truffles wrapped up in an elaborate red bow. He ripped the foil from the bottle and loosened the wire caging. Then hitching the bottle against his hip, he shimmied the cork until the pressure from inside took it the rest of the way and it released with a loud pop. He brought the bottle to his nose and sniffed, then put it back on the counter to unwrap and open the box.

Three rows of five dome-shaped chocolates were uniformly laid out, certainly expensive and no doubt delicious. He flipped open the trash can lid and emptied them in. Slinging the empty box in the recycling can, he picked up the bottle next and tipped the fizzing contents down the drain. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble and expense to impress him. But failed to leave a genuine return address for him to thank them. A secret admirer playing a little too hard to get.

He reached into the fridge for a beer. As he twisted the bottle cap off, it slipped from his grip and spun over the varnished wooden floor. Too tired to pick it up, he crossed the room to his cream leather armchair and fell down heavily on it. The Scandinavian-style bent wooden frame rocked beneath his weight and a splash of beer landed in his lap.

The chair was angled toward the view from the five-foot-wide window that began at the floor and rose up to within only inches of the ceiling. Originally it had been meant as a patio door that would slide open onto the tiny twenty-inch-wide balcony barely big enough to stand on, but something had gone wrong with the design and so they blocked it up with a window that didn’t open instead. It was for that reason that Hoss managed to find the place six years ago when he’d transferred from the Westerlyn State PD to the sheriff’s office. He’d used it to his advantage and negotiated a reduced price. But in truth he didn’t mind the architectural fuck-up, not with a view like this one.

 The sky was black in contrast to the glow emanating from below.

 Staring down ten stories at the speckled lights of Pinefort City, Hoss swigged from the bottle, watching the trail of cars trickle like a slow-moving river through the valley of high-rises straight down the center of York Street. Flashes of blue and red interrupted the flow in the distance, but from up here, and with no open window, the emergency was silent.

The beer went down cold and easy and far too welcoming. It would be a joy to get wasted, but brain-dead would have to wait. He had grabbed at Ben’s case with both hands, now he had to see it through. Would he have been less keen if he’d known that one body would become two? And how many more? What might be the chances that whoever it was had satisfied their peculiar desire and would stop now?

He took another long swig from the bottle, annoyed at his own wishful thinking. His phone buzzed and he jammed the bottle between his thighs to pull it from his pocket. The name on the screen was like a breath of cool air after a humid night.

Hey, asshole, get your cute butt down to CeeJays. It’s babe night and the stool next to mine is empty. Need your backup, buddy, or I’ll have to fend this lot off alone.

Hoss drank again before wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. He tapped out a reply with one thumb.

Tempting offer, Hitch, but no can do tonight. Working.

It was only half a lie. In his head, he was still working.

Don’t think you understand, Hossman. I said it’s BABE NIGHT. Hang up the badge next to mine and get down here. Place is jumping. Besides, if Sarah knows I’m here alone I’ll be sleeping in the crapper tonight.

The clock on the phone told him it was almost ten thirty already. It was a nice idea, to kick back with Sam for a while. But the energy it would take to get ready and get down there, then make small talk with strangers for half the night in the vain hope of finding someone to connect with, was just about more than he had left in him. He kicked off his boots and peeled away his socks, pressed his bare feet into the wood to cool them as he typed.

Sorry to bail, but not this time, buddy. CeeJays is your oyster. Leave no trace, pal.

Sam’s reply came soon after. I give up. But go easy, my man. All work and no play turns the Hossman into a grouchy old bore. No chick wants that!

Hoss knocked back the rest of the beer in scant compensation for letting his social life fall by the wayside, and tapped his heels so the armchair rocked his exhausted body. It wasn’t healthy to let a case take him over, he knew that. Knew too that it was necessary sometimes to take a step back, to unwind and wipe the hard drive, come back fresh. A stale head led nowhere, while a fresh one might be all it took. Still, something about taking his foot off the gas made him uneasy, and it was way too early for that yet.

 

*

 

He’s in the medical examiner’s office with Faith. One body is laid out before him on the slab, its torso cut open in a Y-shape, starting at the shoulders and ending at the pelvis. The skin is peeled back and the inside is empty of organs. Faith moves around the body and talks but he doesn’t hear what she says even though she looks up at him often. Whatever it is, it’s important and he should be taking notes; she won’t say it a second time and will only bawl him out if he asks. But it’s as if someone has turned down her volume, put her on mute. He looks behind him over the counter filled with instruments and vials for some kind of controller that might do the trick. But he gives up when something else grabs his focus. It’s a stench that’s worse than all the others in the room.

He’s been an officer for ten years and smelled the worst of human decay by now, even grown immune to it, but this is something else. Faith is still talking as he crosses the room to the slab behind her, so she doesn’t pay attention when he stops in front of the body wrapped up in black sheeting. He doesn’t know what he expects to see, but some sick sixth sense or his over-curious mind tells him he needs to look.

His fingers grip the sheet, tug it back, and the smell hits hard. It’s the stench of putrefaction, bacteria going to work, rotting the corpse, eating it from the inside out. The back of his gloved hand goes to his mouth and nose, for all the good it does; the fumes of decomposition snake down his throat into his lungs and his gut protests against it. It confirms what he thinks. This isn’t one of the boys. It can’t be – they were found within twelve hours of their deaths, meaning none of them had been forced to see their youthful bodies disintegrated so cruelly and undignified. Like this one.

The swollen face on the table is unrecognizable: skin an urban roadmap of green-black vessels, eyes bulbous and fixed, thick tongue too big for the mouth and sticking out from between shrunken lips. Blood and other fluids have seeped from the nose and mouth and half dried to a sticky stain against one cheek. Whoever this is has been dead at least a few days, if not weeks. He turns to Faith to ask, but she’s finished talking now and is returning organs to the body before her with all the tender care and concentration of a female Doctor Frankenstein who hopes to return her corpse to life.

Hoss covers the face and shifts to the bottom of the slab. Under the sheet, the toes of the dead are that poisonous combination of black and green, and the toenails are gone. But he finds the tag, a cardboard slip looped with string around the big toe. A man’s toe. He pinches the card between his gloved fingers and turns it over to read the name there. It’s written in large black letters with a thick marker, but he doesn’t understand. Behind him Faith drops something that falls with a crash to the floor and his eyes fly open.

A dull pain shoots through his lower back as his body jolts in the armchair, and another pierces the sole of his right foot. The second is more jarring. It pulls him awake and he reaches for his foot, hooking it over his left knee. Protruding from the flesh below his big toe is a shard of glass two inches long, pooling with blood. He pinches it with thumb and finger, wincing as he pulls it free and throws it to the floor with the other scattered glass pieces of the beer bottle that had slipped from his fingers as he slept.

 




Chapter 5

Done right, the thick homemade wooden club would come down hard and fast on the back of the skull with enough force to induce unconsciousness. A knife across the jugular would follow so that the victim’s body bleeds out, ending life swiftly and without foreknowledge or pain.

Done wrong, the opposite was true. The pain would be excruciating, undignified, and death in all its fear-seeping horror would be seen coming from down a dark empty tunnel. How long it would take to get there was unknown. Could be seconds. Minutes. Hours. It might take another blow to the head. Or in a panic, a thrusting of the knife through the flesh to the heart. Either of which would be intolerable for the victim.

Clamped beneath Cass Fletcher’s left arm, with her fingers pinched around the throat, the warm body barely moved. It couldn’t see what she held in her right hand from this angle and even if it could it wouldn’t know. It trusted her. She hadn’t harmed it before, but had allowed it to roam free and unhindered, a wild, free spirit just as she herself was, a native of these forests, an essential part of its ecosystem. She had fed it scraps of vegetables, inadvertently caring for it, providing and nurturing, until it depended on her for its survival.

“For fuck’s sake, just do it,” she berated herself, and brought the club down with everything she had.

The thump was so on point it echoed around the tree canopies, sending a throng of hummingbirds and sparrows and wrens fleeing for freedom in this otherwise still and undisturbed natural nirvana. Clasping her hand around the back feet, she released the rabbit from beneath her arm, swinging it up and onto the wooden bench ready for phase two. This next bit she should have found more unsavory, but somehow the creature being motionless was enough for her to imagine it as already dead.

Throwing the anesthetizing weapon to the grass under the bench, she reached around to unhook the cleaver from the ties on her apron. Not makeshift this one, but a real meat cleaver, with wooden handle and a gleaming steel blade she diligently kept sharpened, as her grandfather had done before her. To have the right tools, ones that wouldn’t make this more nightmarish than it needed to be, was one thing to be thankful for. Not that she was squeamish. Not after everything she’d seen the past seventeen years. But all the same…

Just as with the club, she lined up the spot she was aiming for first. Then she raised the cleaver in her right hand and brought it down in a swift chop that hit its target so cleanly the bunny’s head skittered off the bench and came to land in a rolling tumble over the pine forest floor. It finally stopped the right way up and glared at her with eyes of onyx marble.

“Sorry, Bugs. Might have overdone that.”

The decapitated body on the table leapt and jumped for a few seconds as the nerve endings went on with their job before realizing there was no need. These erratic movements didn’t bring her to tears the way they’d done the first time all those months ago. She knew now that it would soon settle to a serene stillness, as it did. Blood emptied from its neck, the final thing to go, and she dragged it over the table, lifting it by its feet again and reaching for the twine wrapped around a low-hanging tree branch.

“Time of death, one forty PM,” she announced, securing the rabbit’s feet so that it hung upside down, its lifeblood draining into the bucket below in a steady stream.

“Cause of death…”

She clicked her teeth with her tongue, tilting her head one way and then the other, studying the victim.

“Hard to say, Lieutenant. Might need an expert witness to back this up in court. But I’d suggest a strong probability that it’s… Well, it’s lack of a head, sir.”

Above, a bird cried as it returned to its family in the shelter of the tree. The movement sent a branch quivering and a brief shower of pine needles spiraled down like nature’s own confetti. Cass craned her neck to look up at the towering trees above, indulging in how they dwarfed her, how their pungent wood and earth scent filled her senses to overpower the rusty stench of the rabbit’s blood. Their dominance was a constant reminder of how much they belonged to this place. More so than humans. The forest had been here first and would be here long after. She closed her eyes and inhaled the forest’s potency that had been like a drug to her ever since this place had been her playground as a kid, riding her grandad’s shoulders to touch the highest branches she could reach. She took another hit just as her hip bone silently vibrated.

Turning back toward the wooden bench, Cass wiped her bloody hands on the leather apron. And when the vibrating eventually stopped, she wriggled the phone from the pocket of her cotton shorts. A message box popped up, but she swiped it away and pocketed the phone again. She took a cloth from the pouch of her apron and slapped it over the butchered mess on the table.

“Mierda,” she cursed. The sunshine above the trees and the light breeze were drying the blood quicker than normal. She was only making it worse, smearing it into the wood rather than rubbing it off.

She dropped the cloth on the table and headed back to the cabin. Her grandad’s boots, two sizes too large on her feet but stuffed with paper, dragged over the pine needles and sawdust as she crossed the clearing. Down the side of the cabin, she righted the bucket that some raccoon or other creature had overturned. Her fingers gripped the cold metal faucet fixed to a pipe that came up from the ground and split two ways, one to the outside faucet, the other running on up into her bathroom. She was just about to turn it when her head shot left to where the old truck was parked and beyond that to the only road in and out of this place. She let go of the faucet and walked around back, tucking her thick curls behind her ears to be better able to hear, but now there was nothing. She couldn’t even say what had caught her attention. An engine maybe. But there was no main road for a mile, no reason for someone to have made a wrong turn down a one-lane dust track. Not even maps or GPS knew about the cabin.

To be sure, she did a full three-sixty, coming back to the faucet. By then she was thinking it must have been an animal, another one of those opossums stuck in the narrow space under the foundations again. She’d finish up with the cleaning and then take a look later. She turned the faucet on full and filled the bucket.

A minute later, as she walked across the clearing back toward the bench, she heard it again. Except it wasn’t an engine. She stopped, some of the water going on without her, sloshing over the edge of the bucket and slapping to the ground. The forest was a cacophony of sound most days, and nights too if she listened hard enough, she was used to that. But it also meant she knew when something wasn’t right. Eighteen months out here was more than enough to know the difference between what belonged and what didn’t.

She lowered the bucket to the ground and turned, eyes scanning either side of the cabin and beyond. Still nothing obvious. Which meant whatever, or whoever, was out there wasn’t coming pre-announced. And there it was again. A shuffling, a cracking. Movement from somewhere beyond the back of her home and from something bigger than the small creatures she was used to contending with. A bear maybe.

Slipping her feet out of the boots, she trod barefoot toward the bench where she untied the apron, taking it off to be better able to move, and picked up the bloodied cleaver. Ducking aside the headless rabbit swaying just enough to make the thin branch creak an eerie warning, she slipped into the protection of the forest and behind the wide trunk of a pine. And she might have stayed there, if not for the pitiful squeal that tore through the quiet stillness and echoed around the clearing soon after. She knew the sound well and gasped to hear it. Not because it confirmed there really was someone there, but that whoever it was had their filthy hands all over her grandad’s truck and had just opened
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