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For Jen, my moon and my stars



‘I didn’t mean to kill her, Sarah. It just –’

‘Happened. I know,’ she says in that quiet, soothing voice that made me fall in love with her all those years ago. She swallows and forces a smile. ‘I understand. You don’t have to explain yourself.’

We’ve done this dance before – too many times, I’m ashamed to admit. And, while I’m genuinely sorry each and every time, I also genuinely believe Sarah does, in fact, understand. This isn’t wishful thinking on my part. We’ve been together a long time, Sarah and I; there are no secrets between us. Besides, Sarah couldn’t keep something from me even if she wanted to. She’s not a good actor, for one, but the reality is that she’s not capable of deceit. Doesn’t have it in her. She’s too meek, still wears her heart on her sleeve. One look at her face and I know what she’s feeling. Thinking.

We’re sitting together on the living-room couch, the place, it seems, where we always end up having this conversation. I knock back the rest of my bourbon – my third – and stare into the fire, wondering, again, if there is such a place as hell.

‘It just got away from me. Again.’

‘I know,’ she says quietly. ‘Still, maybe you should have –’

My glare stops her cold. The firewood snaps and hisses.

‘Should’ve what?’ I prompt, aware of the heat climbing into my voice. Sarah knows better than to beat a dead horse. I’ve already apologized. The subject is closed. Done.

She takes another delicate sip of her white wine and stares down into her glass, like there’s an escape hatch hiding somewhere at the bottom. I see how I’ve hurt her, and I take our glasses and place them on the coffee-table. Then I snuggle up next to her and take her hands in mine. Her smile is tight – not out of fear but because even now, after all this time together, she’s still embarrassed about her crooked teeth.

‘You’re beautiful,’ I say.

She reddens and stares down at my hands. The skin is still pink and sore from the hot water and the vigorous scrubbing with the brush. It took a good twenty minutes to remove the blood – especially the blood caked underneath my fingernails. I was so angry, so consumed by rage, that I forgot to put on the gloves. I need to be more careful next time.

And there will be a next time. We both know it.

Sarah clears her throat. ‘A walk,’ she says timidly.

‘What?’

‘We should take a walk. The fresh air will do us both some good.’

‘Honey, it’s the middle of the night. And it’s freezing out.’

‘I don’t care.’ The tentative smile on her face is as fragile as an eggshell.

My heart sinks when I break it. ‘I’m exhausted,’ I say gently. ‘Maybe tomorrow night.’

She puts on a brave face. ‘Whatever you want.’

‘Thanks for understanding.’

She nods, keeps nodding.

I cup her face in my hands, fighting back tears. She swallows, nervous.

‘You mean the world to me. I love you. You know that, right?’

‘I do,’ she says.

And I believe her.

I kiss her forehead. ‘Everything’s going to be okay.’

I smile. Kiss her gently on the lips. She crinkles her nose, like she’s caught a whiff of a bad odour.

‘What is it now?’ I ask sharply.

‘It’s nothing.’

‘No, go on. Say what’s on your mind.’ I feel the anger, how it’s already moved past the point of no return. I can’t help it – can’t stop it. ‘Say it.’

‘Shower.’ Her voice is barely above a whisper. ‘You should take a long, hot shower.’

‘Because I stink? That what you’re trying to tell me?’

‘No. It’ll relax you.’

‘I’m too tired.’

‘I know, baby,’ she says, and my anger retreats like dirty water swirling down a drain. She knows I love it when she calls me baby. ‘It’s just that you’ve got blood in your hair again.’
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DAY ONE
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Darby McCormick felt her muscles relax and her stomach unclench when the helicopter’s landing skids touched down. She was so happy – so damn relieved – she wanted to kiss Ricky the Pilot and his ridiculous Magnum P. I.

Ricky had fought major crosswinds since taking off from Denver. An hour later, when he began the descent to the helipad belonging to the Colorado State Trooper’s station in Castle Rock, there had been several tense minutes when she was sure the chopper was going to spin out of control and crash into the nearby trees.

Darby thanked him and took off her headset. He didn’t cut the engine; he had to fly back to Denver. She opened the side door to a blast of cold, grabbed her suitcase and rolling forensics kit, and stepped outside, ducking underneath the spinning blades. Hair blowing wildly across her face and shoulders, she made her way to a forest-green Jeep Wrangler, the only civilian vehicle parked in the back of the station.

Coop came out of the driver’s door and made his way around to the front of the Jeep to greet her. His camel-hair overcoat and navy-blue suit jacket were unbuttoned, and, as the copter took off and the rotor wash blasted against his clothes, she saw the Glock 23, one of the standard side-arms issued to federal agents, tucked inside his black leather shoulder holster.

Coop had been working for the feds for a little over a year now. When his job at the private forensics company in London had been ‘made redundant’ – polite and fancy British speak for we’ve just laid your ass off – the Bureau had swooped in and hired him. No big surprise there. Coop was considered one of the best fingerprint experts in the country.

What did take her by surprise was the thought that popped into her head: this was the first time she’d seen Coop in well over a year. He still looked the same – hard and fit – but his blond hair was now cut shorter around the ears and neck to conform to federal regulations. As she drew closer, it amazed her how little he seemed to have aged since she’d met him nearly fifteen years ago. Not only had Coop won the genetic lottery (he was often mistaken for the blond-haired Tom Brady, the New England Patriots quarterback), but he had also been blessed with what she called the Dorian Gray gene – he was the kind of man who, like George Clooney, only got better looking with each passing year.

Coop took her suitcase as the helicopter climbed into the air. ‘Didn’t think you were going to make it,’ he yelled over the roar of its engine.

‘Didn’t think I was going to either. That storm hitting Ohio screwed up flights all over the country. I got out of Florida just in time.’ She pushed the aviator sunglasses back up her nose and brushed the hair away from her face as she followed him to the back of the Jeep. ‘Why’d you book me a copter?’

‘Quicker than driving to Denver to pick you up.’ He opened the hatchback and placed her suitcase inside, then her forensics kit beside it.

Coop shut the door. The bright afternoon sunlight highlighted the intensely deep colour of his heterochromatic eyes: one was green, the other blue.

‘You’re looking a little green around the gills,’ he said. ‘Bumpy ride?’

‘There were definitely a few moments when I was sure I was going to toss my airport breakfast burrito. Try not to hit any potholes along the way.’

He flashed his winning smile. ‘It’s great to see you.’

‘You too. It’s been way too long.’

Coop embraced her. She kissed his grainy cheek and hugged him back, surprised at how fiercely she still missed him. She pulled away before it went any further.

‘How far to Red Hill?’ Darby asked after he’d climbed behind the wheel.

‘About an hour.’ He slipped on a pair of Oakley sunglasses, put the car in gear and started making his way out of the station’s back lot. ‘We arrived yesterday, around noontime. Been to Colorado before?’

Darby shook her head. ‘First time.’

‘Air here’s real thin, and it’s even thinner in Red Hill. Town has the highest altitude in the state: 9,700 feet above sea level. It’ll take a few days for our lungs to adjust, so we’ve been told to drink plenty of water or we’ll suffer from altitude sickness.’

‘Noted. Speaking of Red Hill, I couldn’t find much on the internet, just that it was an old mining town.’

Coop pulled on to the road. ‘The place is like … You see The Shining? The movie, not the TV mini-series thing.’

‘I saw the movie when I was thirteen and didn’t sleep for a week. Why?’

‘You remember the scene that opened the movie? That aerial shot of Jack Nicholson’s shitty VW chugging its way across a road that snakes through an immense forest, tall pines stretching for miles in every direction? That’s what Red Hill reminds me of. Nothing there except woods and snow – lots of snow.’

‘And a psychopath who’s killed four families in a year.’

‘And that.’ Coop rolled his head to her, smiled. ‘You’re looking good. Nice and tan.’

‘Florida sun will do that, even to a pale Irish girl like me. And look at you, dressed in your big boy clothes.’ She chuckled. ‘Never thought I’d see the day.’

‘We’ve come a long way together, haven’t we?’

‘We certainly have, Special Agent Cooper.’

He took the exit for the highway. It was half past twelve, and the January sun was hard and bright in a cloudless sky. Everywhere she looked she saw flat lands covered in snow.

‘You think you’re going to stay there? In Sarasota?’

Darby shrugged.

‘Don’t care for all that sand and sunshine?’

‘I don’t like to be tied down anywhere,’ Darby said, and then changed the subject. ‘I read over the case files you sent. Not much there. Same pattern every time. Guy binds the family with plastic zip ties to the dining-room or kitchen chairs set up in one of the bedrooms. Covers their mouths with duct tape. Strangles the women and suffocates the men with a plastic garbage bag.’

‘He uses a glass-cutter on a downstairs window or on a sliding glass door to let himself in.’

‘What about evidence?’

‘Smooth glove prints. No DNA or fibre evidence.’

‘I’d like to read the evidence and lab reports.’

‘Copies are being made as we speak.’

‘Who handled the evidence?’

‘State lab in Denver. Our lab says they’re pretty good.’

‘And, what, you disagree?’

‘Not a question of agreeing or disagreeing. Lab is only as good as its equipment and its people, you know that. Since I haven’t seen these techs in action, who knows what they might’ve missed?

‘The evidence from the previous crime scenes – the duct tape, garbage bags and zip ties – was sent out FedEx to our lab yesterday. Toolmarks section asked to examine one of the windowpanes he cut through. That was sent out this morning.’

‘One thing jumped out at me,’ Darby said.

‘The thing with the beds.’

Darby nodded. ‘Each attack happened at night, and the vics were found dressed in their bedclothes. When the police arrived, all the beds were made.’

‘Could be we’re dealing with a new strain of pervert, some guy with severe OCD issues who feels compelled to make the bed, maybe even does a little light housekeeping before he leaves.’

Darby laughed. ‘Still, the whole making-the-bed-before-he-leaves thing? I don’t know what the hell to make of that.’

‘Neither does Hoder.’

Darby straightened up in her seat.
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Darby turned to him and said, ‘Hoder as in Terry Hoder, the head of Investigative Support?’

‘Do I detect a note of excitement in your voice?’ Coop asked.

‘He’s very well respected.’

‘And a tabloid staple. What’s the name they gave him again? “Hoder the Hunter”?’

‘They just call him “The Monster Hunter” now.’

‘How incredibly original,’ Coop said drily. ‘If you’re nice to me, I’ll get you his autograph for your scrapbook.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me Hoder was going to be here?’

‘You’ve met him?’

‘A handful of times, years ago. I took some of his courses at Quantico as part of my doctorate.’

‘What did you think of him?’

‘For a fed, he didn’t strike me as a total asshole.’

‘He isn’t. A total asshole, I mean.’ Coop grinned. ‘Actually, he strikes me as a straight shooter, no BS.’

‘If Hoder’s working on this, why am I here?’

‘Because he specifically asked for you. He was impressed with the work you and I did in Boston, so he thought it would be a good idea to get the Wonder Twins back together.’

‘Worst superheroes ever.’

‘I know, right? Guy can transform into anything he wants, and each and every time he chooses to turn into water or an ice cube. Then again, what else can you expect from a guy who wears purple tights?’

Darby laughed.

Coop said, ‘In the back you’ll find an envelope holding your ID and some forms you’ll need to sign – your consulting fee, per diem, all that fun stuff. You also have to sign a non-disclosure agreement. It’s standard. FBI don’t want you spilling any of our top-secret detective methods should you give an interview or be inclined to write a book.’

‘Hoder’s got everyone in ISU at his disposal. Why hire me as an outside contractor?’

‘Because you’re smoking hot?’

‘Besides that.’

‘Well, it might have something to do with the fact that you cracked both of the two serial cases you worked on – one of which, I may add, eluded my new employer for three decades.’

‘Both those cases didn’t exactly put your new employer in the best light.’

‘Sure as hell didn’t. And yet the Bureau hired me, and now they want to hire you. Hoder is a superstitious guy; he’s hoping you can work your particular voodoo in Red Hill. Course, it didn’t hurt when I told him you’re the smartest chick I know.’

Darby shot him a look.

‘Sorry, I know how much you hate that word,’ he said. ‘I meant to say “broad”.’

‘Much better.’

Coop was joking the way he always did – his expression and tone dancing along the edge of a smirk, using sarcasm to cover up his true feelings.

The last time they’d worked together was well over two years ago: the Soul Collectors case. In the aftermath, words were exchanged. Promises made. She returned to Boston, and Coop flew back to London to break it off with his live-in girlfriend.

When days turned into weeks, Coop waiting for his girlfriend to return home from a business trip, Coop waiting for the right moment to drop the bomb, Darby realized that there was nothing to keep her in Boston any more. Her job at the Crime Lab was gone, her parents were dead, and Coop … she loved him but she didn’t want to own him. She decided to sell her condo and all its furnishings, and then, using a small portion of her considerable savings, purchased the best motorcycle ever made: a Triumph Bonneville T100 Special Edition, inspired by the one Steve McQueen drove in the movie The Great Escape. The Triumph was the only thing she owned now, her life condensed into whatever she could fit inside the bike’s small rear trunk and pair of hard-shell saddlebags. She lived her life out of motels and hotels.

Darby remembered the cloudless autumn day she drove out of the city. She could go anywhere and do anything. She was bound to nothing and to no one. She had the power to choose.

‘You know,’ Coop said, ‘I find it very, very sad that the only way I can get to see you in person is for me to dangle a sexual sadist in front of you.’

‘A very organized sexual sadist. I come out only for the best. Coop, when we spoke yesterday, you didn’t mention anything about ViCAP.’ The FBI’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program was the largest database of violent crimes in existence; it held and analysed information about homicides – especially unsolved sexual assaults.

‘That’s because we didn’t find anything about a killer who ties up families, murders them and makes the bed before leaving,’ Coop said. ‘Sure, we found some unsolved cases in the state where a family was tied up and/or killed, either shot or stabbed to death. Those, though, were all burglaries – or staged to look like burglaries. No sexual elements.’

‘I read the articles posted on Colorado news websites and didn’t see anything mentioned about the killer making the beds.’

‘The locals kept that detail to themselves to weed out the copycats.’

Good, Darby thought. ‘What else did they keep out of the papers?’

‘Guy doesn’t leave the rope behind. Lab’s taking a look at the ligature marks and trying to see if they can ID the type of knot he uses. The locals are calling him the Red Hill Ripper.’

‘Your guy strangles his victims,’ Darby said. ‘He doesn’t mutilate them with a knife or a similar weapon.’

‘Reporter who broke the first story thought “Red Hill Ripper” would play and sound better than the “Red Hill Strangler”.’

‘Ah … How’d Red Hill PD react to you guys being brought in?’ The police chief, Coop had told her, had called Investigative Support. But that didn’t mean the chief’s people would roll out the welcome wagon for the detectives assigned to the case.

‘They practically threw us a parade,’ Coop said. ‘These guys want us here, which isn’t surprising, given the incorporation.’

‘The what?’

‘Red Hill’s an un-incorporated town. Means it doesn’t have a self-ruling government.’

‘No mayor or city council.’

Coop nodded. ‘It also means that the town doesn’t have any money for schools and other services. Real-estate market didn’t recover from the crash, which is great news for the developers, who are itching to come in and buy a whole bunch of properties and level them to the ground to make way for strip malls. I’m not for gentrification, but this town needs something, because it’s practically in rigor mortis. No one’s moving in because there aren’t any jobs – they all went to China or India or whatever – and manufacturing’s dead. With no one moving in and without Red Hill having the money to attract doctors and teachers –’

‘The town’s in a terminal spiral,’ Darby finished.

‘Which is the reason why the state wants to incorporate Red Hill with the neighbouring town of Brewster. Sheriff’s office is located there.’ Coop turned to her and added, ‘And it’s not going anywhere.’

‘So once the incorporation goes through, Red Hill PD will be no more.’

‘Exactly. It’s a skeleton crew as it is. The police chief called us because he’s hoping we can help his people catch the Ripper. You know how it goes with a serial case – whoever catches the bogey man wins the prize. Brewster sheriff’s office is staffed with better talent, but if Williams – that’s the detective spearheading the task force, Ray Williams – if he and his people net this douchebag first, chances are good they’ll have a place in the new regime.’

Darby had worked her fair share of high-pressure cases where the usual assortment of assholes – administrators, bureaucrats and politicians seeking re-election – demanded a case be closed in days instead of weeks, if not months. Oh, and bad news, kids: we haven’t budgeted any funds for overtime, so go on out there and catch the bad guy on your own time – and pronto. But she had never worked a case with the Sword of Damocles hanging over her head.

A cell phone rang. Not hers; it was coming from a BlackBerry tucked away in a dashboard cubbyhole.

Coop picked it up and glanced at the screen. ‘It’s Hoder,’ he said, and then answered the call. ‘I’m on my way back with the good doctor.’

Darby couldn’t hear what Hoder was saying on the other end of the line, but Coop’s face had gone slack. You didn’t have to read page one of Detective Work for Dummies to know some piece of bad news had just been delivered.

‘You’re breaking up again,’ Coop said, and gave the Jeep a little more gas. ‘What? Yeah, I got the address, we’ll meet you there in forty.’

Darby watched the speedometer’s needle ease its way past eighty-five.

‘Can you hear me, Terry? Terry? Goddamnit.’ Coop hung up, sighing heavily.

‘What’s up?’ Darby asked.

‘They’ve just found another dead family.’
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Multiple homicides in Boston were almost always three-ring-circus affairs. Caravans of patrol cars with their flashing blue-and-whites would block off the main and surrounding streets while patrolmen worked crowd control near the crime scene; a couple of blues would shout orders over bullhorns; and everyone would scramble to keep the herds of reporters, TV cameramen and curious neighbours corralled behind sawhorses.

When Coop turned right on to Salem End Road, the address of the crime scene, Darby saw yet another street that resembled all the others she’d passed on the way here: quiet and ordinary, a long stretch of pavement that looked like it had been carved through the middle of the forest, the modest single-family homes sprinkled along a string of big plots, all of which were set far back from the street and were slightly obscured by trees, as if trying to hide.

Darby didn’t hear any bullhorns and she didn’t see any flashing police or emergency lights. As they drew closer, the GPS, with its mechanical female voice speaking in a slight British accent for some reason, announced that their destination was coming up on the right, a mere 400 feet away. There wasn’t a single person, cop or otherwise, out on the sidewalk.

‘I don’t know, Coop. All this chaos, I’m not going to be able to think clearly.’

‘Welcome to Hicksville,’ Coop said, as he pulled up against the kerb and parked behind a white Chevy pickup with an extended cab and mudguards. He killed the engine and pocketed the keys.

Darby, stepping out of the Jeep and on to the sidewalk, saw a black Honda Accord with tinted windows parked in front of the truck. The driver’s door swung open.

Terry Hoder was as tall and slim as Darby remembered, but his hair, once jet-black, had gone entirely grey, and he wore the full weight of his fifty-six years in his face. In his ill-fitting suit and bland tie, he looked like a tired professor who had been coerced out of retirement to give one last, important lecture.

But his appearance was disarming. Behind his rumpled façade – his drowsy eyes and soft voice that still carried traces of his Texas accent – lurked one of the brightest and fiercest minds the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit had ever produced.

Hoder leaned on a cane, and he saw her staring at it as she drew closer to him. ‘Had my knee replaced the week before Thanksgiving,’ he said. ‘Still on the mend, and the cold makes it throb like a mad bastard, to use one of my father’s old sayings. Pleasure to meet you, Dr McCormick.’

‘Darby.’ She shook his hand. ‘We’ve met before, actually. Long time ago, I don’t expect you to remember.’

‘Where?’

‘Quantico. I took your course “The Motivational Models of Sexual Homicide”.’

‘Well, I hope it comes in handy here, since our man likes rope.’ Hoder smiled wryly. ‘Thank you for joining us. It’ll be good to have another pair of eyes on this.’

Then his brow furrowed, his gaze narrowing slightly. ‘There’s nothing wrong with the people in Investigative Support. They’re all fine men and women.’

Darby was surprised to hear her thought spoken out loud.

‘The problem is that, at the core, they’re all academics,’ Hoder said. ‘I don’t mean that disparagingly; I include myself in that group. Over the past two decades, ISU has, unfortunately, been denigrated to an advisory role. Law enforcement either visit us or they send us their case files, and then I sit around a big conference table with my people, studying files and crime scene photos, tossing theories back and forth about what kind of offender we’re looking for.

‘Have our profiles helped? Yes, absolutely. But it’s mostly after the fact. Nothing can replace working an actual case. Or field experience.’

Is this a lecture or a sales pitch? Darby wondered. Maybe it was a little bit of both.

‘This is my rather long-winded way of explaining that I’m hoping to get ISU to change its ways before I retire – to get more seasoned investigators like yourself into the fold, and to have them actively involved in working serial and mass murder investigations on the ground.’

‘So the Red Hill Ripper is, what, some sort of test case?’ Darby asked.

‘More like a trial run for what I hope will be a new approach to multiple homicide investigations. By giving law enforcement agencies direct lab access and the country’s best and brightest people, I believe we can shorten the duration of a serial investigation and, hopefully, save lives.’ Then, with a frown, he glanced at his watch and added, ‘Speaking of which, the MoFo should’ve arrived by now.’

‘MoFo? Who’s that?’

‘What they called the MFU, the Mobile Forensics Unit,’ Hoder said. ‘Denver office is loaning us theirs, along with two forensics agents. It’s a complete working lab, everything we can possibly need. We’ll have satellite access to all our databases as well as anything we need at our main lab. I should go back to the hotel and call, see what the holdup is. Coop tell you about the problem with cell signals out here?’

Darby nodded. ‘FBI’s really pulling out all the stops with this one.’

Hoder picked up on the slight edge in her voice. ‘I understand your past experiences with the Bureau have been, shall we say, less than ideal.’

Don’t say it, Darby thought. Then she did.

‘I was thinking more along the lines of gross negligence.’

Hoder chuckled, his smile wide and bright. It erased a good decade from his face. ‘Please don’t hold back on my account,’ he said.

‘Have you been inside?’

‘No. Detective Williams wanted the scene secured. He’s the only one who’s been in there.’

‘Good.’

‘I know you’re anxious to get to it, but before you go …’ Hoder shifted his weight on his cane and looked over his car roof at the murder house. The front porch lights were on, and the Christmas decorations were still up – a big wreath on the door and tiny white lights wrapped around the stair railing and porch columns.

The afternoon sun warm against her face, Darby took in the windows facing the street. All the shades were drawn. She wondered if the killer had done that.

Hoder said, ‘You caught two serials on your own, with no help from ISU – one of which, I’m embarrassed to say, was right under my nose.’

His gaze settled on the faint hairline scar on her left cheek. It was two inches long and it never tanned.

An axe had done that. It had smashed through a door while she’d been protecting a young woman inside a dungeon of horrors. The surgeons had replaced her shattered cheekbone with an implant. She was damn lucky she hadn’t lost an eye.

Hoder cleared his throat. When he spoke, he sounded contrite. ‘I’m the one who was responsible for coming up with the profile on that particular … person.’ His tone and voice remained soft, but his eyes had hardened. ‘Clearly, I was wrong. In fact, everything I pontificated about in that profile turned out to be, well, complete bullshit.’

Darby found herself being seduced by the man’s easy Southern charm. He had used it when interviewing serial killers, getting them to open up and discuss the dark impulses that drove them. In some cases he got the killers to disclose where they had buried certain bodies.

‘What I’m saying is, don’t be afraid to challenge me.’

Darby smiled. ‘Believe me, you got nothing to worry about on that front.’
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Darby joined Coop at the back of the Jeep as Hoder drove off. He had been unloading their forensics gear while she’d been talking.

‘Why didn’t you join us?’

Coop pulled out the bulky Alternative Light Source unit. ‘I wanted him to experience the full measure of your glowing personality.’

‘Mission accomplished.’

‘Judging by what I heard, I’d say so.’ Coop shut the hatchback, the sound echoing for a beat. ‘Never give an inch, do you?’

‘Why live a life of half-measures? Come on, let’s boogie.’

Having grown up and worked in a city where sirens and traffic and people yelling at one another were nothing more than background noises, as common as birds tweeting, Darby was struck by just how unbelievably quiet this place was. The wind picked up, shaking the towering pines, but after it died she could hear the ticking of the SUV’s engine; the melting snow from the home’s roof pinging its way down the gutters, which were packed with ice; and the click and scrape of her boots and the suitcase’s rolling wheels as she walked with Coop, who was dragging their equipment.

The air here … she had never smelled anything so wonderfully clean. Invigorating. She felt like someone who had experienced the world’s best night of sleep and woken up clear-headed and energized.

Or maybe it all had to do with her adrenalin – not from nerves. The adrenalin was psychologically induced from something only another cop would understand: the odd, palpable excitement of being on the hunt.

‘What’re you smiling at?’ Coop asked.

‘Just thinking about how much I miss this.’

‘Working together?’

‘Yeah.’ She did miss working with him. But that hadn’t been her first thought.

‘I know it’s going to be difficult, but please try not to jump my bones in there. It would be weird, not to mention unprofessional.’

‘I’ll try to control myself.’

Coop eased open the door. A white tarp covered the blond-wood foyer floor. Bright sunlight flooded through the windows in the surrounding rooms, and the cool air was fragrant with coffee and a tinge of wood smoke.

Hanging on the white-paned wall on her left were five artfully arranged framed pictures of a young brunette woman with a strong jaw and full lips. High school and college graduation photos, one of her as a baby and another as a toddler, the camera capturing her mid-jump on a bed and in a state of pure bliss.

The daughter, Darby thought, removing her sunglasses. Please don’t let her be in here.

Darby looked to the archway on her left. The walnut dining-table seated six. The pair of head-of-the-table carver chairs were gone as well as one of the side chairs.

A man in a navy-blue suit appeared at the end of the short hall leading into the kitchen. He wore white booties over his shoes and his hands were covered in latex. He also held a clipboard.

‘Darby,’ Coop said, placing his gear on the floor, ‘meet Ray Williams. Ray is lead detective on the Ripper investigations. Ray, this is Darby McCormick, the forensics consultant I was telling you about.’

Williams was an inch or two shy of six feet and had dark brown eyes and thick black hair that was parted razor sharp on the side. He was also ruggedly handsome – the kind of man, Darby suspected, who chopped his own firewood, was comfortable with tools and drank good Scotch. She felt her pulse quicken.

Even better, he wasn’t a sloppy hick cop who didn’t know his way around a crime scene. Wary of disturbing any potential footwear evidence the killer may have left in the hallway, Williams hugged a wall as he moved towards them, avoiding the main area of foot traffic along the floor.

He looked her up and down – not in an overtly sexual way, but more with a look of a surprise, as if he’d been expecting someone entirely different. Then she realized that she looked like she’d just climbed off a Harley – snug black leather motorcycle jacket, jeans and chestnut-brown harness boots. All I’m missing is a helmet and some tats.

Coop had picked up on it. ‘This is how PhDs from Harvard dress these days.’

‘Ray Williams,’ he said, his voice a deep, smooth purr. He had a firm handshake and rough, callused palms. He also had about a day’s worth of stubble; Ray Williams was in that category of men who always had a permanent case of five o’clock shadow no matter how many times a day they shaved. ‘Thanks for coming, glad to have you here.’

Williams sounded genuine. That wasn’t always the case with detectives. They were, by nature, as territorial as a junkyard dog, and about as friendly.

Darby nodded to the stairs. ‘How many we got?’

‘Hoder didn’t fill you in?’ Williams asked.

Coop answered the question. ‘He tried, but the signal dropped out. Again.’

Williams nodded. Looking at Darby, he said, ‘Cell phones don’t work too well here. Not enough towers.’ He flipped open his pad. ‘Vics are David and Laura Downes, and their daughter, Samantha. That’s her right there.’ Williams pointed to the photos hanging on the wall and Darby felt something inside her tear. ‘Samantha’s twenty-two. Moved back in with her parents last year after graduating from college, works at the one and only bar that’s still open downtown – Wagon Wheel Saloon, across from the place where you guys are staying. David’s forty-seven. Lawyer, specializes in real-estate law. Laura’s forty-eight. Former schoolteacher.’

‘Same as the previous four families?’ Darby asked.

‘Same plastic bindings, duct tape, all of it.’

‘Beds?’

‘Both of ’em look as though they were made by Martha Stewart herself. Daughter’s bedroom is on the first floor, off the kitchen.’

Coop said, ‘Who found them?’

‘I did,’ Williams said. ‘Downes’s secretary, a woman named Sally Kelly, called the station this morning. Downes didn’t show up for work yesterday, didn’t call her or send an email. When she still hadn’t heard back from him this morning, she asked if we could send someone over. Said she tried calling Downes at home and on his cell – even tried the wife’s cell. I was at the station there when the call came in, so I decided to swing by to check it out. Found both cars parked in the garage and the front door unlocked. No tool marks or forced entry, but there’s a hole cut in the sliding glass door off the living-room.

‘I got about halfway up the stairs when I smelled them. They’re all in the main bedroom. Go to the top of the stairs and hook a left. I didn’t enter either bedroom and I stayed away from the main traffic areas – not that I think we’re going to find any footwear impressions. This guy is too slick. My notes are here if you want ’em, underneath the sign-in sheet.’ Williams held up his clipboard and then placed it by the door. ‘Until this place has been worked over, I don’t want anyone in here besides the three of us.’

Darby said, ‘I noticed there aren’t any patrol cars here.’

‘A couple of units are on their way here to secure the perimeter, but I doubt this place is gonna turn into a sideshow.’

‘What I meant was, why don’t you have people doing door to door, talking to the neighbours?’

‘There aren’t any. You’re standing in the only house on the street that’s currently occupied. Rest of ’em are vacant – have been for quite a while.’

Coop said, ‘Brewster’s sheriff’s office getting involved?’

‘I haven’t notified them. Don’t plan to either.’ Williams let his words linger in the air for a moment. ‘Hoder told me he’s sending up some sort of mobile lab. Said you guys could handle the forensics stuff, which is what I’d prefer anyway. State lab’s backed up like a toilet. We wouldn’t get test results for weeks.’

Then Williams turned to Darby and said, ‘Coop tell you about the incorporation?’

Darby nodded.

‘The guy in charge of Brewster’s sheriff office, Teddy Lancaster, is of the belief that me and my people, what few of ’em I’ve got left, are incapable of finding the Red Hill Ripper ourselves – if we had any talent, he said, we would’ve found the son of a bitch by now. Ted’s been heavily lobbying the pencil-pushers with a view to getting the cases pulled from us.’

‘Is he conducting his own investigation?’

‘Oh, I’m sure he is. He’s got access to all the case files – I’m required to forward copies of everything to him. But I’m not required to call him about what happened here, and since this is still my case there’s no reason for him to participate. I want to keep it that way as long as possible. I don’t know if Coop told you, but if Lancaster finds the Ripper before me and my people do, it’ll pretty much seal the argument that none of us Red Hill folk will be needed in the new regime. And the state will jump on it because it’ll save them a good chuck of dough. They’ll pass some of the savings Teddy’s way, so he can promote his people, maybe build a new deck on his house, or whatever.’

‘How many homicide detectives does your department have?’ Darby asked.

‘You’re looking at him. I’ve got to call the ME. Anything you guys need, ask. I could really use a win here.’

Williams left, shutting the door softly behind him.

‘No pressure or anything,’ Coop said, slipping out of his coat.

Darby pulled her hair behind her hand and secured it with a rubber band as she looked up the stairs. She didn’t want to meet the wide-eyed dead just yet. First, she wanted to get a sense of how the family had lived.
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Dressed head to toe in a white Tyvek ‘bunny’ suit and wearing a facemask and clear goggles, Darby gripped a clipboard in one hand, the ALS unit in the other, and moved across the hall and into a small kitchen with a cream-coloured tiled floor and white appliances set against cherry cabinets. Clean dishes and glasses were stacked in a plastic drying rack on a black-and-brown-speckled granite countertop, and a glass coffeepot was full.

It must have been set to an automatic timer the night before, Darby thought, her gaze cutting to the edge of the kitchen counter, where she found a prepaid Netflix envelope with an empty DVD sleeve on top of it. It was for the first season of Game of Thrones. The disk was probably still in the player. The mother probably left the sleeve here so it would be in her line of sight when she came into the kitchen in the morning. So she wouldn’t forget to collect the disk from the player and then mail it back.

Three hardwood steps led down into a family-room with soft, buttery-yellow walls adorned with framed oil pictures of seascapes. A soapstone fireplace took up the far wall, the charred remains of a fire still visible in the hearth.

Pictures of the family were scattered around the kitchen and family-room. David Downes was a thin, bald man with a slight overbite and nerdy appearance – a man who probably wore socks with his sandals. His wife, Laura, was a homely woman with curly brown hair and a bright smile. She tried to hide her ample figure with oversized tees and sweaters, all of which gave her a tent-like appearance. Samantha seemed to be their sole child, as she was the only one who featured prominently in the photos.

A big, L-shaped couch faced a flat-screen TV. Darby imagined the family on the brown sofa with its soft, deep cushions, everyone watching TV as a fire popped and hissed, the trio oblivious to the horror that awaited them one night after they went to bed.

Located ten or so feet behind the sofa was a sliding glass door. Wind blew through a rectangular-shaped hole that had been cut into the glass.

In her mind’s eye Darby saw a gloved hand reaching through the hole and clicking back the lock. Pictured the faceless intruder carefully sliding open the door and then stepping into the living-room … and then what? What did you do first?

We know you brought a glass-cutter, zip ties, duct tape and bags. You wouldn’t have carried those things in your pockets – at least not in the beginning. You would have stored them in something, wouldn’t you?

Darby imagined him setting a backpack on the floor, then pulling out the items he needed and sticking them in his pockets. After that, he would head to Samantha’s room: grab the daughter and the parents would co-operate.

Darby was sure the killer had a gun. Even a small revolver would enforce immediate group compliance. People played hero all the time with knives. They took risks. That wasn’t the case with guns.

Darby moved back to the kitchen and down a short hall that led to a dark bedroom. The door was open. Samantha’s bedroom. It had a hardwood floor, and the blinds were drawn so there was no need to turn off any lights.

Coop moved next to her, a DSLR camera gripped in his hands, as she knelt and plugged the ALS unit into a socket. She turned on the unit, its fan whirring and a small motor throbbing, and picked up the attached wand. She held the wand at a very sharp, low angle just above the threshold, turning the beam of intensely bright white light to the right side of the neatly made bed.

Visible in the dust were several footwear impressions.

Coop carefully entered the bedroom, evidence markers in his hand. ‘No tread marks,’ he said. ‘He must’ve been wearing cloth booties over his sneakers or whatever was on his feet.’

‘He was wearing something with a soft sole. He wouldn’t want to make any noise.’

Darby shut off the unit. Disappointment growling in her stomach, she used her pen to flick the bedroom light switch.
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Underneath a ceiling light that, oddly, resembled a large breast with a big metallic nipple, Darby saw a framed Les Misérables print hanging on a wall above a poster bed adorned with bright cushions to bring out the colours in the old Americana quilt.

The bed was neatly made. Everything in her line of vision appeared orderly and clean, as though Samantha had tidied up before leaving for the day.

Darby entered the bedroom. The corner shelving installed between the closet and the window held stuffed animals, makeup and back issues of Vogue and Cosmo, and an iPad with one of those foldable covers that doubled as a stand. Darby saw her reflection in the screen.

While Coop took general photos – used to give an idea of the overall condition and layout of the scene – Darby sketched and mapped the area, taking detailed notes. She noticed that there weren’t any personal pictures on the walls, bureau or desk. She didn’t find any inside the desk either – which wasn’t necessarily odd, as Samantha Downes had been raised in the digital age, when every movement and thought, no matter how inane, was documented and captured by a smartphone or tablet and posted on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, tumblr. – the list of social media sites was endless.

Darby finished her notes and sketch. ‘I’m going to check the area in front of the sliding glass door,’ she said, unplugging the ALS unit.

Past the glass door she saw a deck made of pressure-treated wood, the floor damp from the melting blocks of ice clogging the gutters. There was more snow in the backyard. Had the killer walked through there and left footprints, or had he simply walked up the driveway and up the back porch?

There was no question he had stood on the back deck while he worked on cutting the glass. If the wood were wet or damp that night, when he stepped inside the house he would have left a footwear impression on the living-room’s hardwood floor.

The words meticulous and careful echoed in the back of her mind as she turned on the unit, holding the wand at different angles against the floor, hoping the oblique lighting source would find an impression.

There weren’t any. And there wasn’t any dust.

Coop entered the living-room. ‘Anything?’

‘No. He definitely wiped down this area here before leaving.’

‘Told you we’re dealing with a new strain of pervert.’

Darby pictured the killer kneeling on the deck, the upper half of his body leaning inside as his gloved hand rubbed a cloth or towel over the hardwood. Did he bring his own cloth or towel with him? Or had he used one from inside the house? And where did you dump the cloth or towel and the cut section of glass? She made a note on her clipboard to check the trash cans.

Darby removed her facemask and leaned her face close to the floor.

‘Don’t smell bleach or any other cleaning product,’ she said.

‘We’ll check later just to be sure,’ Coop replied, placing an evidence marker on the floor. They’d use luminol or, more preferably, BlueStar, a more chemically potent reagent, to check for blood and bleach, both of which reacted to the chemical. Smart killers – and there was no question in her mind the Red Hill Ripper belonged in this category – used bleach to destroy DNA evidence. She wondered what else he might’ve cleaned up in here as she stood and moved to the window above the kitchen sink.

The rolling hills of backyard snow were pristine. Undisturbed.

Darby returned to the living-room, where Coop was busy taking general photographs.

‘Don’t see any footprints out back,’ she said.

Coop spoke as he angled the camera lens. ‘He probably parked at one of the nearby vacant houses. Walked straight up the driveway and right up the back deck. I didn’t see any sensor lights on the garage or along the side of the house.’

‘I wonder if that’s part of his selection methodology – choosing victims who live in remote areas in order to decrease his chances of being spotted by a witness. The other families – did they live in remote or secluded areas?’

‘Everyone here lives in a remote and secluded area. This isn’t like where we grew up, with houses practically sitting next to each other. A town like this is a perfect hunting ground.’

Then Coop moved the camera away from his face and walked to the right of the sliding glass door. ‘Check this out,’ he said, pointing to the cut, square-shaped hole.

Darby moved in front of Coop and looked at the exterior glass. It was covered in dirt and grime – except for the area around the hole, which had clearly been wiped down. There was also some sort of film on the glass.

‘What do you think it is?’ Coop asked.

‘Might be kerosene.’

‘Kerosene?’

‘It ensures a smoother, crack-free cut.’ Darby left the room and came back with a pair of orange goggles. She slipped them on and then she moved the handheld forensic light-source device that had been tucked in her pocket around and around the film.

‘It’s not kerosene,’ she said. ‘If it was, it would fluoresce a light blue.’

‘What do you think it is – some sort of cleaner?’

‘Maybe. The film, though, looks like it has an oily residue. Could be cutting oil. If you can isolate the chemical components in your lab, we might be able to pin down a particular brand. Cutting oils are usually specialty items sold in stained-glass stores.’

Darby made a note on her clipboard.

When they finished taking pictures and making notes and sketches and measurements, they moved upstairs to meet the dead.
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Darby entered the bedroom and stood stock still, an almost electric charge humming through her blood. She ignored the carnage at the foot of the bed and took in the cold, square-shaped room of white walls and blond-hardwood flooring.

Three windows in here: the one next to an ivory leather armchair was cracked wide open and none of the shades were drawn. She could see and hear the trees swaying and rustling in the wind.

To her left was the door to a small walk-in closet. A silver-framed charcoal-pencil drawing of the daughter, Samantha, done when she was a toddler, hung on the wall next to a built-in bookcase, the white-painted shelves stocked with books on art and on country decorating. She also found popular mystery and thriller novels by Dan Brown, Michael Connelly and Gregg Hurwitz.

The nightstand on the left side of the queen-sized bed held an alarm clock and a pile of cooking magazines, the top one an old copy of Gourmet. Everything – the white ruffled comforter and blood-red decorative throw pillows – like the daughter’s bedroom downstairs, was perfectly in place.

Was it possible the killer suffered from some sort of obsessive-compulsive disorder, or that the act of making the beds was a bizarre ritual that he felt compelled to perform? Sure. But she didn’t put much stock in it: Darby believed the act of making the beds contained no significance other than that the killer wanted to screw with their heads, maybe to throw them off the scent.

On the right side of the bed and set against the wall was a bureau made of dark cherrywood. On top, three more framed pictures: Samantha as a toddler, wearing a diaper and standing in a paddling pool; Samantha on a swing, her bony kneecaps covered in Band-Aids; Samantha standing on the grass and looking in surprise at something out of shot. The nightstand on the right – the husband’s – held a first-generation Kindle and an iPad, the latter’s smartcover, which doubled as a stand, holding the device upright.

Darby made detailed notes, sketched the crime scene and took preliminary measurements, while Coop began the laborious process of taking establishing photographs of the bedroom.

Finished, she moved to the foot of the bed and met the Downes family.

Daughter, mother and father were bound to the dining-room chairs with plastic zip ties. Samantha, barefoot and wearing a pair of old blue sweatpants and a white baby doll T-shirt, was seated across from her parents. The tee had been pulled down to expose her breasts.

The parents were also dressed in their nightclothes – Laura in a heavy red and black flannel nightgown, David in boxers and a dingy white undershirt with perspiration stains under the arms.

Both the mother and daughter had been strangled; their faces had a bluish pallor from oxygenated blood. Darby couldn’t see the father’s face; it was hidden behind a black garbage bag that was tied around his neck.

Like her father, Samantha had been bound to one of the dining-table’s carver chairs, their forearms secured against the wood of the armrests. The zip ties, three pairs used on each arm, had cut through the skin, the result of the victims’ violent struggle against their restraints. The zip ties used to secure their ankles to the chair-legs had also cut through their skin. One thing was clear: David Downes had struggled rabidly against his restraints. The zip ties along his forearms and ankles had cut deeply through skin and muscle, with drops and tiny pools of blood collecting around his limp hands and bare feet.

At one point during the struggle the chair had toppled backwards. On the carpet she found a clear pair of smeared, bloody handprints. They overlapped each other, and between them was a crusted, amœba-shaped smear, which suggested the killer had lifted the chair back up rather quickly. Why? Why not leave the husband thrashing about on the floor?

The mother was tied down to a side chair: because it lacked armrests, her wrists had been bound behind her back and secured to the chair’s rear legs with zip ties. As with her daughter, a strip of duct tape had been strapped across her mouth. But there was a difference: here, the tape hadn’t been removed during the course of the torture. Darby had seen slight abrasion marks on Samantha’s cheeks, a clear result of the tape having been yanked off. The killer had replaced the tape crookedly, all of which suggested that he had wanted the parents to hear their child screaming for help, screaming for the pain to stop. Then, most likely after Samantha was dead, the killer had replaced the tape over her mouth.

Darby thought about the order of the murders.

Sexual sadists usually focused their attention on their female victims. Darby suspected the killer tied the bag around David Downes first and then went to work on Samantha and Laura, most likely saving the daughter for last. Samantha was younger. Prettier.

Darby glanced to her left. On the wall near the doorway to the master bathroom was a dual digital thermostat. The heat for the second floor was on, set at 70°F. The second temperature, the actual one for the room, read 58°. The parents must’ve forgotten to shut the heat off before they turned in for the night, she thought, and poked her head into the master bathroom. It had white tiles and white walls and two windows set over a small jacuzzi. Everything in there looked neat and orderly and clean.

Had the killer cleaned up in the bathroom after the family was dead?

Darby moved behind Samantha’s chair and examined the young woman.

‘Coop.’
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Darby pointed to a pair of burn marks along the side of the woman’s scalp.

‘Look like Taser marks,’ Coop said.

‘I agree.’

‘So the guy sneaks into Samantha’s bedroom, and while she’s sleeping he hits her with the Taser. During those few seconds when she’s incapacitated, he binds her wrists and tapes her mouth shut.’

‘Then he goes upstairs and subdues the parents.’

‘To get everyone to co-operate, he had to have had a gun.’

Darby nodded. ‘Binds and gags everyone in the bedroom, then goes downstairs and brings up the chairs.’

Coop pointed to the red dots covering the right side of Samantha Downes’s face. ‘We’ve got numerous petechial haemorrhages, which are consistent with strangulation.’

‘Face is cyanotic above the noose imprint,’ Darby added.

‘Could you explain that?’ Not Coop – Detective Williams. He had entered the bedroom, wearing booties, latex gloves and a paper facemask.

Darby said, ‘Cyanotic refers to the blueness you’re seeing in the face – lividness caused by imperfectly oxygenated blood.’

Darby studied the furrows the rope had left on the young woman’s neck. As was most often the case with strangulations, the rope had left its weave imprinted on the skin.

‘Weave looks like a braided pattern.’

‘My money’s on a nylon rope. Look under the chin.’

Darby did. ‘Figure-eight pattern.’

‘That’s probably from whatever knot he used. But here’s where it gets weird. Look at the back of the neck.’

Darby studied the mark. ‘It’s a single, braided twist,’ she said.

‘And those same figure-eight patterns are underneath each ear.’

‘Definitely not your standard noose.’

Darby moved to the mother. Laura Downes had exactly the same rope imprints on her skin, in exactly the same locations.

‘For a knot like this,’ Darby said, ‘our guy had to have used two strands of rope.’

Coop nodded. ‘You notice anything else about the furrows?’

‘Yeah. I’m not seeing the typical abrasion patterns.’

Williams spoke up. ‘You guys mind explaining that?’

Coop put down his camera. ‘When you strangle someone,’ he said, moving behind Samantha Downes’s chair, ‘generally you’re using a single piece of rope. You stand behind them and twist. Maybe you even go so far as to loop one end of the rope underneath the other – like you do when you tie a shoe – and then you give it a sharp tug to maintain more pressure around the neck.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’re holding on to the rope, tightening it, and the victim’s struggling. Doesn’t matter if the vic is bound to the chair, he or she is still going to struggle. She’s twisting her head this way and that, you’re pulling the rope, tightening it – maybe even pulling the rope up towards you, depending on your height. Either way you’re going to see abrasions around the furrows – the result of the rope slipping and sliding around during the struggle. With the daughter and the mother, there are barely any abrasions.’

‘Meaning our guy wasn’t holding on to the rope while she struggled,’ Williams said.

‘Correct. This knot our guy used, I think it was already in place – meaning the rope was already tied around her throat.’ He placed his hands near Samantha’s ears. ‘Then he grabbed each end of rope and gave it a hard yank.’ He jerked his hands sideways and outwards. ‘The knot did the rest.’

Williams looked at Darby and said, ‘Guys who are into this shit, my understanding is it’s the rope that gets them off. They prolong the strangling, wait until the vic passes out and then revive her so he can do it all over again.’

‘That’s true. Watching them suffocate, though, could be what gets our guy off. You find semen at any of the scenes?’

Williams shook his head. ‘Forensics did a thorough job. They checked the floors, the vics and their clothing, nothing.’

‘What about the bed-sheets?’

‘Sent them to the state lab, figuring he, I dunno, rolled around in them or something. They found dried semen stains but they all belonged either to the husband or to the daughter’s boyfriend. If our guy’s getting his rocks off in the homes, he’s real careful about it.’

Darby moved into the bathroom. The vanity had his-and-hers sinks. She removed her facemask, leaned close to the sink and sniffed. Williams watched her from the doorway.

‘What’re you looking for?’

‘Bleach
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