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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
She was aware that it was a bit of a cliché that her daily coffee order had six words in it, but Sara didn’t care. It was the one bright spot in her day, and she would allow herself the cliché of it. Drinking it in her car during the twelve minutes between the Starbucks drive-thru window and parking her car in the parking lot of Crossway Hospice Care was the one bit of peace she’d been getting these days.
Most days, she loved her job. She’d gotten into hospice work not too long after her grandmother had died in a nursing home with a questionable reputation. Caring for older people that often didn’t have family around to be there for them brought Sara joy. But lately, there was one man in particular that had been making her life a living hell.
She thought of him as she parked in her usual spot and took another long sip of her butterscotch latte with two pumps of caramel with almond milk and an espresso shot. The man, ninety-two-year-old Roland Young, was in the final stages of lung cancer and also had a touch of dementia. He’d outlived his son, and there was no other next of kin anywhere nearby. So, Roland would be living out his final days in a bed on the first floor of Crossway Hospice.
And though he was on death’s door, the man was a jerk. Sara hated to think such a thing about a man that might have less than three weeks left to live, but it was true. The past ten days that she’d been his nurse had been the most difficult days in her three-and-a-half years as a hospice nurse. And she was dreading walking into the building.
She took one more sip of her drink and sighed. “Oh, deal with it,” she told herself. “Put your big-girl panties on and get in there.” Then, snickering, she muttered, “A little extra oomph in his daily meds might help him sleep through the day, huh?”
But by the time she was halfway across the parking lot, she felt awful for thinking such a thing. Bastard or not, it wasn’t Roland Young’s fault that the only immediate family in the area didn’t seem to care enough to show up or inquire about him. 
Or … well, maybe it was. Maybe he’d driven them all away.
She stepped inside, scanned her card at the front desk, and nodded to the receptionist. She then made her way back onto the first-floor hallway and checked in at the nurse’s station. There were two others on duty today. She knew one of them had a light load, as one of the patients she’d been caring for had passed away four days ago. Sara wondered if that nurse might be willing to take Roland off her hands.
No, she thought to herself. Stop being so mean. That man is here to be as comfortable as possible while he’s passing away. He has no family to see him off, so the least you can do is try to be a little more compassionate.
She knew this was true, but it was difficult when a ninety-two-year-old man was pretending to sleep just so he could pinch your backside “on accident.” It was just as hard to keep that compassion up and running when he went on and on about the myriad of women he’d bedded when he’d been working as a chef’s assistant in New York City in the seventies.
One of the other nurses came to the station carrying a mug of coffee fresh from the break room. She smiled at Sara and said, “Good morning. Have you checked in on your boyfriend yet?”
“No. I just got in. Why? Has he already been causing trouble?”
“No. As far as I know, he hasn’t made a peep.”
“Well, he does like to pretend to sleep so he can get handsy. Also … he’s not my boyfriend. He hasn’t actually come out and asked. Checking out my rack and pinching my butt doesn’t really qualify.”
“Oh, honey, you need to get with the times.”
They both laughed at this, and it did improve Sara’s mood. By the time she had her smart pad and was logged in for the day, she actually wasn’t dreading her visit to Roland’s room. She was actually humming a song she’d heard on the radio that morning by the time she started making her way to his room.
She had two other patients in addition to Roland, but she wanted to start the day off by visiting him. She’d read somewhere that if you got the hardest part of your day over with as early as possible, the remainder of the day was supposed to go more smoothly. 
When she got to his door, she saw that it was partially opened—something he insisted on because he liked the ambient light from the hallway at night. She gave a light tap on the door and then pushed it the remainder of the way open. She stepped inside and saw that he was indeed still asleep. On the mornings when he woke up early, he was usually doing a crossword puzzle from one of the older newspapers the facility kept on hand.
One of her duties was to make sure he was awake and mostly coherent by eight in the morning. This gave him time to get acclimated to the day before attempting to eat a light breakfast and take his meds. Though, the longer he’d been staying at Crossway, he’d been eating less and less. He’d actually been staying awake less and less, giving Sara the inclination that he may only last another week or so—yet another reason to not be quite as negative about caring for him.
“Good morning, Mr. Young,” she said. “It’s time to rise and shine.”
She barely even looked at his bed as she made her way to the window on the far side of the room. She opened the curtains with a bit of dramatic flair. The morning sunshine came in nice and bright, the window giving a perfect view of the western rim of the gardens out back.
“Look at that, Mr. Young,” she said, turning to finally greet him. “A nice, beautiful morning waiting for y—”
The final word froze in her throat when she finally set eyes on him.
Actually, Roland Young wasn’t the first thing she saw. The first thing she saw was blood. So much blood, bright and crimson, staining the light blue sheets.
As a scream rose up in her throat, her eyes continued to survey the scene. The sheets were pulled back a bit, the upper right side of his body exposed. She couldn’t be sure, but it looked as if he’d been stabbed, not just once but several times. She saw a clear wound just below his shoulder and another in his side. And all around those slashes, there was blood. There was more blood than she had ever seen—and that was saying something for a hospice nurse.
The scream finally came, and when it did, it seemed to catapult her toward the door. And as she ran, she glanced in Roland Young’s direction one more time. The blood seemed to glisten in the bright, morning sunlight—in direct opposition to the scream that continued to pour out of her mouth.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Rachel had taken down more than twenty killers during her time with the bureau. She’d also had her family targeted by an infamous killer that escaped from jail to kill her ex-husband and attack her father. And she’d also secretly battled cancer for several months during all of it. She knew all of these moments had defined her and crafted her character. It made her feel strong … confident, even.
But all of that seemed to falter in the face of her latest project. She looked at the keyhole garden she’d been tinkering with over the last three weeks and was tempted to just kick the stupid thing over and give up.
She’d put it there three weeks ago, right in the middle of the mandatory break Director Anderson had forced her to take. It had been Grandma Tate’s idea, claiming that some time spent growing veggies and messing around with dirt and potting soil was a great way to redirect one’s mind. It had helped for a few days, but now that she was quite certain these damned bell peppers weren’t going to grow, she was sort of done with it.
After killing Alex Lynch and spending three days in the hospital to mend her injuries, Rachel had come home to take a few days off. This had been just two days after a few bureau interns had helped her family relocate out of the safehouse Alex Lynch had driven them into and back into their home. Since then, she realized there was a part of her that still feared Lynch—that she almost expected a call from him, or for a fellow FBI agent to come by to tell her that they had all been wrong, that Lynch wasn’t dead after all, and he was, in fact, somewhere in the neighborhood.
It was freeing but odd to know that Lynch was gone. It was a sense of security that felt almost gloomy. Maybe, she supposed, it was because of just how violent that final confrontation had been. Whatever the case, she knew she was free of him but still felt the dread of what he’d done and what else he’d had planned before she’d taken him out.
That had then resulted in a FaceTime call from Anderson. He’d insisted that she take a six-week leave of absence with pay. He’d been concerned about all she’d gone through with Lynch and insisted on it. She could only wonder what else he might have insisted on if he’d known about her cancer. As it stood, Director Anderson was the only one close to her that she hadn’t told about the tumor. And now, almost eight whole weeks into taking her meds and with a very positive update from her last check-up ten days ago, she didn’t see any reason to tell him anything about it.
She was due back to work in two days and was rather ashamed of how a part of her wasn’t looking forward to it. The six weeks at home had done wonders for not only her, but Paige as well. She wasn’t sure she and her daughter had ever been this close before. The six weeks had done wonders for Grandma Tate as well. Once Rachel’s injuries had mostly healed, Grandma Tate had taken a trip back to South Carolina, where she still technically owned a house, and spent three days at the beach with some friends of hers. She’d come back well rested and properly tanned.
So while Rachel had plenty of intangible improvements, the one physical thing she’d spent time on—the keyhole garden that was supposed to grow cucumbers and bell peppers like magic—was a complete failure. She frowned at it in the waning afternoon heat, trying to figure out what she’d done wrong.
As she stood down by the side of the back patio, glaring at the wooden boxes and wasted dirt, she heard the back door open above her. She figured it would be Paige or Grandma Tate. When she’d come out, the two of them had been trying to decide on what they wanted for dinner; Grandma Tate was going to supervise as Paige attempted to make a chicken-based dish.
“Anybody out here?” someone called from the patio. It was a man’s voice—a familiar and charming one.
She looked up and saw Jack walking across the patio. There was a plastic bag in his hand and a wide smile on his face.
“Yeah, I’m here,” she said.
“Paige said you were out here trying to get your peppers to grow. But I see you aren’t having much luck.”
“That’s an understatement.”
“Eh, maybe another rain will help.”
“Or another gardener,” she said.
He came down to the grass and looked the little boxed garden over. With a shrug, he then handed her the bag he’d brought. She took it and looked inside. She chuckled and looked at him with a bit of confusion.
“Beer?”
“That is indeed what it is.” He reached into the bag, plucked out a bottle, and twisted off the cap. “You go back to work in two days. I figured we could have a little celebration this evening. I wouldn’t want you drinking on the night before you go back to work.”
Rachel shrugged and sat down on the bottom patio stair. She also took a beer and uncapped it. “Well, I guess I do deserve a drink for all this farming I’ve been doing.”
They clinked their bottles together and both took a drink at the same time. They sat quietly for a moment—a moment that allowed Rachel to appreciate what they’d become over the past two months. Jack had stayed in the hospital following Lynch’s attack for a few days longer than Rachel but had recovered wonderfully. Director Anderson had made him take some time off as well, and when he had gone back to work just ten days ago, he’d been saddled with simple desk work. It was a chore that was scheduled to end in two days—exactly when Rachel was due back at work.
During their shared time off, they’d spent several evenings together. Sometimes, they’d just sit over dinner, usually at Rachel’s house with Paige and, when she was there, Grandma Tate. But they’d also met for coffee a few times after Rachel had dropped Paige off at school. She could feel something growing between them, something she’d first glimpsed when she’d impulsively kissed him nearly three months ago. And while the status of whatever was going on between them had been hinted at and joked about here and there since then, they’d never actually had the conversation.
“Are you excited to get back to work?” he asked.
“Yeah, I think I am. I have no delusions about what Anderson will have me doing, though. Probably desk work until he sees I’m perfectly fine.”
“Is there a single part of you that’s going to miss being around here all the time?”
She thought about it for a moment, taking another sip of beer. She’d noticed right away that it was one of the few kinds she liked, which meant it was something he’d remembered. It was a small detail but one she appreciated.
“Yeah, I think there’s a part of me that will always miss it. This time spent just being with Paige and talking through the last few months … it’s been amazing. But between you and me, I think she’s about ready for me to get back to work.”
“Well, I am, too,” he said. “These infrequent evenings and occasional coffee are great, but … I miss you at work.”
“It’s good to be missed, I suppose.”
The silence fell between them again, and she was pretty sure she knew where the conversation was headed. Seconds later, Jack proved her right.
“How’s everything else? The meds …your head?”
“Nothing different from the check-up ten days ago. I feel perfectly fine and haven’t even had the smallest of headaches. I think there will be scans in my future—maybe the next visit—to see what sort of progress the medicine has done.”
He reached out and took her hand. He did it smoothly, as if it were something they did all the time.
“There’s something else we need to talk about, too,” he said.
She looked to him curiously. It almost seemed as if he’d used a mention of her cancer as a sneak-up tactic for whatever else he had to say.
“There is?”
“Yeah. And I want to get it hashed out before we get back to working together. I need to know if ...” He stopped, sighed, and seemed to force the rest out, “… if there’s something between us. Something outside of work … something attached to that kiss you planted on me a few cases back out of nowhere.”
She smiled but found it hard to look at him. She knew it wasn’t easy for him to speak so openly and to be so vulnerable. So, she knew it meant a lot to him. If she had to guess, he may have even had this conversation at the ready for a few weeks now but choked it down during coffees and dinners.
“Do you feel like there is?” she asked. And God, did she hate that she said that. It sounded like she was avoiding the question. It sounded very middle school of her.
“I do, yeah. And if you don’t … well, that’s cool. Either way, I just wanted to get in front of it.”
“So, you want to talk it out?” she asked, carefully setting her beer down on the grass.
“Yeah,” he said. He let go of her hand, as if he’d forgotten he’d ever taken it.
“I’m sorry, Jack, but I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Oh. Okay. So, then can—”
She took him softly by the arm and pulled him close. As their faces drew nearer to one another, he looked into her eyes in a way he never had before. There was something soft there, something studying her own eyes, something … happy.
When their lips met, it felt natural. It felt familiar. And she was glad she was still feeling rather middle school-ish because it actually helped her to understand the flutter in her stomach and the wave of pleasant heat that passed through her. Within three seconds, they’d both melted into one another, Jack’s hands at her side, her hand cupping him along the jaw.
And then Rachel got lost in it. It became more vigorous, and she was aware that she was breathing heavily. She had no idea how long the kiss had lasted, but what she did know was that when their tongues stopped being hesitant and there was true contact for the first time, she had to pull away.
Still smiling and with a tight, hitching breath, she said, “Okay … yeah, wow.”
“Exactly what I was going to say,” Jack said.
“I’d accuse you of getting me drunk and taking advantage of me, but I’ve only had two sips.”
“Well, that, and you started it,” Jack pointed out.
“Yeah, I guess I did.”
She took his hand in the same way he’d taken hers a moments ago and met his eyes again. “You still want to talk about it?”
“I think I’d rather just kiss some more.”
“Yeah,” she said, already leaning closer. “Same here.”
So they did. They kissed one another in the soft afternoon light, and Rachel felt it all coming together, as if kissing Jack was the final piece to a puzzle that had gone missing under the table or between couch cushions. It snapped together and felt like a new beginning.
And that was something she thought she’d more than earned, given how the past several months had treated her.
 
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
That night, she had a nightmare about Alex Lynch. Again.
In the days that had followed the final confrontation between them, it had been more than just nightmares. She couldn’t walk into an empty room without fearing that Lynch would be there, waiting for her, waiting to get his revenge. And once her mind had managed to accept the idea that he was truly dead and would not be coming back, the nightmares had started.
It was almost always the same, with slight variations here and there. In the nightmare, she was standing in her father's house. It was pretty much the same setup as when lynch had broken into her dad's house and nearly killed him. She knew that Paige was in the back room, asleep. And in the nightmare, her father was in his bedroom. She had no idea if he'd already been killed or if Lynch hadn't yet made it to him.
She and Lynch simply stared at one another. They spoke telepathically. Able to stare each other down without breaking concentration verbally. And as they shared thoughts inside the mind of the other, Rachel could feel a warming sort of darkness making its way into her mind. She could feel his innermost thoughts. She could sense just how evil and depraved he was.
You may have killed me, but look how much of my legacy lives on, Lynch said.
You have no legacy. You’ve made no difference, was her retort.
Is that right? Tell me … how’s the hubby?
He then lifted up a knife, an absurdly large knife that seemed to shimmer even though there was very little light in the room. Come a little closer, Agent Gift. Let me pluck that tumor right out of your pretty little head.
And in the nightmare, it was too good of an opportunity to pass up. Lynch knew her well, after all. He knew her better than most. So, in the distorted logic that rests behind the walls of sleep, it seemed like a good idea to let Lynch cure her. She walked to him willingly, and he smiled. He took her by the hand and led her to her father's couch.
Close your eyes, he said. I won't lie ... this is going to hurt.
And then he raised the knife, and everything went dark.
When Rachel woke up, she wasn't even scared. She'd had the nightmare so often that it was almost just like another feature of sleep. She sat in bed for a moment and looked around the dark bedroom. On a few occasions after the nightmare, she had the surreal feeling that she could actually sense the tumor in her head. It was there, a physical thing buried in her brain. It was a part of her, and she could feel it just like she could feel her fingers and toes and the breath coming in and out of her lungs.
But it was a dark part of her that she was, even now, beating. And if things continued to go the way they were, she hoped it would no longer be there after another year or so. The meds were working, the symptoms were few and far between, and she felt … healthy.
She lay back down and closed her eyes. And though sleep came back quickly, she hated the fact that final image in her mind’s eye before she went under was Alex Lynch, reaching out for her in the darkness of her father’s living room.
 
***
 
Paige was looking at her like she’d lost her mind. Rachel was pulling into the school drop-off line, and she’d turned up the volume on the radio, blaring Paige’s current favorite song. Rachel couldn’t stomach the bubblegum pop her daughter listened to, but it was a song she’d heard enough to know the words to the chorus. Se belted it out, looking over to Paige who was grinning uncertainty.
“Mommmm!”
“What? Afraid I’m going to embarrass you?”
But Paige smiled and shook her head. To Rachel’s delight, she started to sing along. Rachel soaked it in, knowing she only had another few years before something like this would indeed embarrass Paige. Fortunately, it was an easy mood to tap into this morning. She wasn’t sure how to feel about it, but she’d been overcome with a very uncharacteristic joy ever since she and Jack had kissed on her back steps.
They’d come to the door, and Paige leaned over to plant a kiss on Rachel’s cheek. “Have a good day, kiddo,” Rachel said.
“You, too, Mom.” Even as she got out of the car, she was still admiring her mother in a strange sort of way—maybe wondering where this version of her mother had been for so long.
Rachel, of course, knew the answer. This feel-good part of her had started to fade when she’d gotten the cancer diagnosis nearly six months ago. It had started to crumble and break when Peter had walked out on her in the midst of it all, then started to completely come untethered when Alex Lynch had escaped from prison and started to torment her family.
Now, though, life seemed to be better. No, not seemed to be … it was better. The last doctor’s visit had been nothing but good news; the meds were working better than anyone could have hoped, and she was feeling better than she’d had in a very long time—even before the tumor. Lynch had been compromised, and she was about to head back to work under normal conditions, though she was sure Anderson would take it a little too easy on her at first.
The loss of Peter along the way certainly hurt. She wasn’t fooling herself in thinking she’d fully processed it. It was truly the only reason she had for being hesitant with Jack … well, that and how Paige might take an eventual long-term relationship with another man. But that was getting far too ahead of things. For all she knew, there was nothing but a physical connection between them right now. And if they ever got the chance to test that out, they could see if there was anything beyond it.
She sensed there was, though. The physical connection was one thing, but the fact that they routinely worked on cases where they had to put their safety and well-being in the hands of the other spoke volumes. She couldn’t speak for Jack, but she was quite sure there was something deeper to what she was feeling.
She did her best to reorient her mind as she pulled into the agent parking spaces and made her way into the building. She was feeling so good that she did sort of a mental check of herself as she took the elevator up to the second floor. Her head was not aching at all. She felt well-rested and energized. If anything, she thought she could use a run. She was feeling energetic, almost euphoric.
Yeah, she was good to go. She’d just have to remind herself to be a team player when Anderson saddled her with desk work for a few days. Maybe even a few weeks. However long it took him to realize that she was perfectly fine—not only healed and mended from the final altercation with Lynch, but in peak shape and mindset overall.
She made her way to her cubicle and did her best to bite back the smile that instantly came to her face when she saw Jack sitting in her seat.
Rachel jokingly checked her watch. “I’m not late … so you’re not here to reprimand me, right?”
“That’s right. I’m just here to greet you on your first day back.”
They stared at one another for a tense yet delightful moment. They hadn’t seen one another since he’d left her house on the evening they’d kissed. He’d stayed another half an hour or so and then made his exit, making a big deal about how delicious Paige’s chicken dinner was smelling.
“Well, it’s a good way to start the day, for sure,” she said. “Have you already organized all my paperwork and scheduled my phone calls?”
“No need,” he said. “And you can forget about those thrilling wire-tap audio sessions too. It turns out you’re going to be fortunate enough to skip all that.”
“Is that right?”
“It is,” he said. And good Lord, the way he was smiling at her had her thinking things that she feared might make her blush. “You see,” he went on, “it turns out that our branch is a bit short staffed this week … as is the primary DC branch. In DC, they’ve got dual teams working on the bust of that crypto-bank owner and his little Ponzi group. Lots of background checks and manhunts and personnel hours. Some of that got sent down to us—the phone traces, text conversations, financial records, things like that.”
“This all sounds very boring.”
“It does. So, I guess it’s a good thing we aren’t going to have to deal with any of it.”
She wasn’t sure if he was simply luring her along for some sort of joke or if he was telling the truth. “Okay, Rivers … get to the point already.”
“Anderson also got a call this morning for an assist in Charlottesville. He was thinking of sending us.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. But I asked if I could be the one to tell you. He didn’t give me a ton of details on it. He wanted to brief us both.”
“It feels sort of like a set-up, going right back and all,” she said. “But if it keeps us away from this bank case and paperwork, then by all means … let’s go see Anderson.”
They left her cubicle together and walked down to the elevator. They got in, Jack pressed the button for the third floor, and the doors slid closed.
“There are cameras on these elevators,” Jack said as if he were hard pressed for a conversation starter.
“Um … yeah. I know.”
“I just figured I’d point it out. And to also let you know it’s the only reason I didn’t start kissing you the moment the doors were closed.”
She wasn’t sure what to say to that, but she once again felt that warm rush of happiness … and, if she was going to be honest with herself, something with a bit of a naughty edge to it as well. Even if she had a response at the ready, she wouldn’t have had a chance to share it. The elevator stopped, dinged, and the doors slid open.
She had no idea why, but she felt the need to take the lead. After a comment like that, she didn’t want him to think he’d left her flabbergasted, the little puppy that was ready to eat right out of his hand. This backfired a bit, as she couldn’t help but wonder if he was watching her closely as she walked ahead of him.
God, I hate this, she thought. And it was true. She’d never been the girl that went crazy over a guy or even really cared much what men thought of her. It wasn’t new to her, but it did feel rather alien.
She entered the small waiting alcove outside of Anderson’s office. The receptionist wasn’t in yet, and Anderson’s door was open. She was taken aback when Anderson got out of his seat upon seeing her and walked over to shake her hand.
“Rachel, it’s so good to see you in the building again.”
“It’s good to be back,” she said, still a bit taken off her game. She supposed it made sense that Anderson would be so favorable and friendly, though. He’d gone above and beyond to check in with her during the Alex Lynch saga, and even more so when she’d been healing up at home.
“Please, have a seat,” he said, nodding to the chairs in front of his desk—chairs she and Jack had spent a lot of time in, side by side, over the years.
Anderson looked to be in decent spirits. His brown eyes sparkled a bit as he regarded them. He was freshly shaved, and his greying hair was styled in a way that made him look at least ten years younger than his true age of fifty-five. Maybe it was something about the day itself, Rachel thought. Maybe everyone was just in a great mood today.
“I take it Agent Rivers has told you that I’ve decided to get you back out into the field right away, yes?”
“He did. And while I’m grateful, I’m also very surprised.”
“Well, the case that came in this morning isn’t anything that looks to be too involved. There’s always going to be an element of danger to homicide cases but this one seems … guarded, let’s just say.”
“So, what’s the case?”
“We’ve got two murders, both in a hospice care facility just outside of Charlottesville. The metrics on it seem to have the local and state PD a little confused. The call came from DC, and they seemed to make it clear it’s not an immediate priority. But I know you and Rivers have to be itching to get back out in the field. I knew you’d see a few weeks behind a desk as a punishment of sorts.”
“You know me too well, sir.” It amazed her just how much the last few weeks had opened things up between her and Anderson. He’d always been friendly with his agents, but she now sensed another kind of bond between them. It was almost enough to make her regret never coming clean with him about her cancer.
“The case down in Charlottesville seems pretty cut and dry. Simple, but a little sad, and I doubt it will require too much strenuous activity. As I said, there were two murders in a hospice facility. Two patients brutally stabbed in their beds. Everything about it points to mercy killings by someone that works at the facility, but there are no leads, clues, or obvious links between the victims or their families. Because the targeted victims are all coming from one place, we’re hoping it’ll be a quick case. Hell, if you two get out of here in the next hour or so and pull off some of that magic that seems to exist between you, I don’t see why you couldn’t be back home tonight or sometime tomorrow at the latest.”
Rachel did think it seemed like a softball, but she was thrilled to be taking that over a desk.
“Is there a liaison on this?” she asked.
“Not officially. The police chief knows we’re sending someone, and they’ll be contacting the folks that own the facility. I don’t know if your most likely connection is going to be the people running the facility or the ones that own it.”
“Sounds good enough for me,” Jack said.
“Very well, then,” Anderson said, sliding the thin folder in the center of his desk over to them. “Here’s everything we have on the two murders and the facility so far. Digital copies will be in your inboxes within the hour.” Smiling, he looked directly at Rachel and said, “Welcome back, by the way. You were missed around here.”
“Yeah, she was,” Jack said as he took the folder and got to his feet. He gave her a little smirk as she stood up with him, an inside joke between the two of them.
Oddly enough, Rachel almost felt like she was on a weird vacation when she and Jack left Anderson’s office—like a kid about to leave school for a field trip. She’d been back to work for less than half an hour and was already heading out on a case that, she had to admit, did seem pretty tame. It was almost as if it had been designed to fit the needs of an agent coming back after six weeks off for recovery.
Of course, she had to keep the victims at the forefront of her thoughts. Even when she felt the stirring of excitement in terms of being alone with Jack, she could easily put the case first and was already drawing up conclusions about the killer. Because softball case or not, something about a killer that was taking the lives of hospice patients did seem quite dark, even if they were doing it out of pity or so-called mercy.
And with that thought growing more and more prominent in her head, she’d already started to wonder if the case might be a bit more involved than Anderson or Jack had originally assumed.
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
The drive to Charlottesville was right at two hours, and though many things had changed since Lynch had been killed and her health had improved, Rachel noticed right away that Jack assumed he’d be the one to drive. She didn’t argue it at all because she assumed it was just sort of a chivalrous thing. Neither of them totally disliked driving so it had never been an argument. And she couldn’t help but wonder if this was a part of their partnership that might change a bit if they continued to explore what else might exist beyond their professional relationship.
They spent the first half an hour or so going over the scant information in the file Anderson had given them. The first victim had been found two mornings ago. Roland Young had pretty much been on death’s door when a morning nurse found him dead, stabbed several times. The blood and wounds were fresh and early coroner assumptions placed the death no more than two hours before his body had been discovered.
“And no one saw anything on the security footage?” Jack said. “Nothing at all?”
“Not according to what I’m seeing here. There is a note that states there are several areas within Crossway Hospice Care that have blind spots when it comes to their security cameras. Which I guess makes sense. It’s not really the sort of place that necessitates a high security profile.”
They continued on, discussing the second victim—a woman that had been killed just after being prepped for patient transfer from the hospital to the hospice facility yesterday morning. Every single person involved in that process had been questioned and deeply investigated. The result had been absolutely nothing. Even after looking over security footage from the hospital, there was nothing. The victim—a woman by the name of Marie Brooks—had simply been alive during one set of nurse’s rounds and dead the next. She’d been stabbed three times, once directly in the throat.
“I find it hard to believe no one on staff there or with the hospital and transport raised no red flags. Someone has their hands dirty on this.”
“For sure,” Rachel said. “I think if we buckle down and zone in on—”
The words froze in her mouth as a sweeping, dizzy sensation flashed through her body. She smiled at first because it was so sudden and, honestly, not entirely unpleasant at first. It was very close to having a bit too much to drink in one sitting and then standing up all of a sudden. However, when she recalled the last time she’d felt the sensation, the smile quickly vanished from her face.
This feeling of sudden, brief vertigo had often come in tandem with the headaches. They were usually a precursor, a—
“Are you okay?” Jack asked.
“Yeah,” she said, the answer coming quickly. She wasn’t about to worry Jack about what may or may not be a serious issue. Maybe it was simply her body processing the excitement and adrenaline of being on another case after six weeks away. Or maybe it was just plain old vertigo.
But Jack seemed to be hung up on her speechless moment. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, Jack,” she said, putting on her best teasing tone. “I’m fine. I’m just sort of confused about the simple nature of the case, given that there are no answers to be had yet. It seemed strange to assume this is an easy, shoe-in case for us if no one has managed to get any sort of leads or information at all.”
She could tell right away that he’d bought the diversion, his head nodding and his eyes widening a bit. “It’s a good point,” he said. “There’s definitely more to the story than it seems up front.”
They carried on a bit longer, Rachel reading some of the notes on the interrogations as they continued to discuss the case. She found it hard to focus, though; she was still reeling from the quick wash of vertigo, scared of what it might really mean.
On the one hand, she absolutely felt that she was rushing back into work. Small case or not, she was a bit surprised that Director Anderson was okay with this. Maybe he was far too convinced of the simple nature of the case or the knowledge that she and Jack working together was pretty much a guaranteed win. She liked to think that maybe he truly was trying to help her get back into the flow of things with a case he thought would be a softball pitch, but she was already sensing that this case might have more bends and ups and downs than it seemed.
It was a fear that grew larger, festering while hidden away, as Rachel began to also recognize the beginning stages of a headache creeping in as well.
 
***
 
They arrived at Crossway Hospice Care just after eleven o’clock in the morning. It was a quaint-looking building located just off of a secondary road. It was the only building on a well-maintained property. The grass along the entryway road was trimmed and bright green, and a series of elm trees lined the parking lot. Rachel noticed the police car right away, parked right at the front sidewalk.
When they stepped inside, the place was pretty much exactly how Rachel assumed it would be. The front area looked like a combination lobby-living room and smelled of strong anti-bacterial with a very slight undercurrent of body odor. There were two people waiting behind the large check-in counter, which was U-shaped and came off of the back wall in an arc to greet visitors. One was a rotund woman in a monogramed polo shirt that read Crossway Hospice Care across the breast. The other was a tall, middle-aged policeman. He apparently picked Rachel and Jack out as police officers right away because he hurried around the counter to give them a proper greeting.
“Agents?” he asked, already offering his hand. “I’m Deputy Derick Hall. I’ve been stationed here as sort of a guard until you arrived.”
“A guard?” Jack asked.
“Anxious family members and even the media,” Hall said. “Just smaller, local perps so far. No TV.”
“Well, that’s good, at least,” Jack said. “I’m Agent Jack Rivers,” he added, shaking Hall’s hand.
“And I’m Agent Rachel Gift. Would you be up to showing us the points of interest?”
“Of course,” he said, already leading them toward a large, single door along the wall just beside the counter. “I assume you’ve seen the reports?”
“We have,” Rachel said. “And we’re finding them just a bit too hard to believe. Two elderly people killed in confined spaces, both linked to the same hospice center, and there’s not a single lead or clue?”
“Yeah, it’s got us stumped too. We’ve had to really grill into some of the staff here, and I hated every minute of it. Made a few ladies sort of buckle and cry. It’s been awful.”
As he led them back through the main hallway, Rachel saw that each of the patient doors was opened wide. They passed by a nurse as she came out of one of the rooms. She nodded at them with a tired and slightly nervous expression on her face. Another woman behind what Rachel assumed was the nurse’s station on the left glanced at them with some steel in her eyes and then looked away—the look of a woman that did not appreciate the police or the FBI walking the halls.
They stopped at a doorway on the right, the only door along the hallway that was closed. Rachel could see small, sticky marks along the frame where crime scene tape had recently been applied. Deputy Hall opened the door and led them inside.
“As far as we can tell, this is the only area of the entire facility worth checking out. There’s the computer monitors behind the front desk and the nurse’s station, but as the report said, those proved pretty much useless. The blind spots for those damned cameras in this place are beyond reason. Whoever had them installed needs to lose their job if you ask me.”
Rachel and Jack studied the room, Hall stepping back into the doorway to give them their space. The bed had been stripped down, and everything looked to have been cleaned. It essentially did them no good, but she also understood the need to have the room sanitized. Victim one had been killed a little over three days ago, so it was a bit unreasonable to expect the place to be left alone.
“Do you know where we can get the lab reports from the blood spill and any forensics evidence found on the sheets?” Rachel asked.
“Local PD has all of that,” Hall said. “I’ll happily send you copies. The forensics report was just finalized early this morning, and it shows nothing but a whole lot of reinforcement that the blood on the sheets and the floor was indeed Roland Young’s.”
“Any idea if anything had been taken from the room?” Jack asked.
“According to the nurse that found him, a young lady by the name of Sara Brighton, everything looked the same. A checklist of his personal belongings was gone through once the body was removed, and two different nurses and the manager confirmed that everything was present and accounted for.”
Rachel looked all around the room, her eyes finally landing on the single window against the far wall. It was located just shy of the foot of the bed. She walked over to it and saw that there was a rather complicated latch keeping it closed. She assumed it would only be opened on special occasions; the last thing a hospice care facility needed was windows the clients could open and attempt to crawl through if they weren’t necessarily sound of mind.
“And how about the latest victim?” Jack asked. “Where exactly was she murdered?”
“Baker-Hopkins Hospital, just a bit down the road. As of right now, that room is still in the same shape it was when the body was discovered. We knew you guys were headed this way, so we also had the hospital request that the nurse who discovered the body would be available.”
Rachel nodded, taking one last look around Roland Young’s room. She was quite sure there was nothing of interest there. Any clues or hints regarding what happened to him would be found in the forensics and coroner’s reports.
“If you want,” Hall said, “you can follow me over. I’ve got some last-minute admin stuff to take care of.”
“Sounds good,” Jack said. He, too, was taking one last look around the room, trying to get a feel for the place.
Hall stepped out of the doorway and back into the hall. Jack followed, with Rachel bringing up the rear. She reached back to close the door behind her, taking one last look at the stripped bed. And when the very slight, barely painful thrumming sensation began in her head, she swallowed down her worry for the moment and did her best to pretend it wasn’t there.
 
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Jack was just as surprised as Rachel that Director Anderson had decided to send them out on a case the first day Rachel had come back. Deep down, he worried that it might be some sort of test. But even if that were the case, he had no doubt that Rachel would completely obliterate whatever expectations Anderson had. Also, he was starting to get the feeling that Anderson was doing everything he could to make sure Rachel succeeded.
In other words, everything seemed like smooth sailing as they left Crossway Hospice Care and followed Deputy Hall to the hospital. The case did seem like it might wrap itself up pretty quickly, though he was slightly uncertain about how the state police hadn’t yet found even the slightest of leads. And beyond that … well, there was the fact that Rachel didn’t seem at all weirded out about how things were progressing with them. He’d even noticed her getting slightly red in the cheeks back at the field office when he’d made the comment about the security cameras and wanting to kiss her.
While Jack had always felt mostly confident when it came to dating and wooing women, he’d always felt a little thrown off by Rachel. He’d recognized how beautiful she was right away, the first day they’d met nearly six years ago. He couldn’t recall a time when he’d not been attracted to her. But for Jack, a relationship had to be more than just attraction. And as he’d gotten to know Rachel—both in a professional and friendship capacity—he started to become attracted to more than just her looks.
If he was fully honest with himself, he’d had a crush on her for the better part of two years. It wasn’t until the tumor scare that he realized it was actually much more than a crush. The idea of not having her by his side, in work and life, was just too much to bear.
He’d only started thinking about her in an expressly romantic sort of way when he’d referred her to a doctor several month ago. He supposed it was the idea of her death—of living a life without Rachel in it—that had been so painful that it seemed to have opened up an entire reservoir of feelings for her that he’d assumed he’d simply pushed as deep down as he could. But now that they were out, he was almost frightened by the intensity of his feelings for her.
“Did you notice the latch on the window in Roland Young’s room?” she asked as Hall turned into the hospital’s visitor lot up ahead.
“I did,” he said, glad to be pulled from such thoughts. “Do you think that’s normal?”
“It could easily be just a safety measure, I guess. Sort of like baby-proofing a house. I’d assume the nurses are the only ones that know how to open them. Maybe for some fresh air from time to time.”
“Are you thinking someone might have been able to come into it from the outside?” Jack asked.
She shrugged and said, “It’s a thought. Maybe something to ask about when we’re done here.”
They parked alongside Hall in the parking lot and made their way inside through a side entrance. A security guard nodded politely and waved them inside. A small corridor led them directly to a single elevator. Hall pushed the only button beside it, and the doors opened up. They rode up to the third floor together, the elevator humming mechanically around them.
“The nurse that found Mrs. Brooks was a bit of a mess when we originally spoke to her,” Hall said. “She’s incredibly sweet, though, and wants to be as helpful as possible. I was told she was quite enthusiastic to be speaking to federal agents.”
“Had she gotten close to Mrs. Brooks?” Jack asked as the elevator stopped, and the doors slid open.
“She didn’t come out and say as much, but … yeah, that’s the feeling I got.”
They stepped out into a much longer hallway—a hallway that smelled very similar to the lobby at Crossway Hospice. Hall led them to a nurse’s station that was a bit active with the back and forth of employees preparing for lunch breaks and shift changes. Hall homed in on a Hispanic woman tying notes into a laptop. She looked up, saw Hall, and smiled.
“Can I help you, Deputy?”
“We’re here to see Brittany. She should be here, right?”
“Yeah. I think you’re probably going to find her in the lounge. She’s not working today but knew the police and maybe even the FBI would be by to ask questions.”
“Super. Thanks.” Hall then stepped away from the station and nodded down the hall. “All the way down the hall and take a left. The lounge is going to be on your left about halfway down—clearly marked.”
They followed these directions as Hall turned and headed off the other way, presumably to tackle the errands he had on his list. As they made their way down the corridor, Jack noticed a few employees giving them quick, glancing looks. He assumed such a brutal murder on the hall had them all on high alert, so the presence of FBI agents may only make matters worse.
They came to the lounge and entered to find it empty with the exception of one woman. She was sitting at a small table, her hands wrapped around a mug of coffee. Jack assumed this was Brittany, and it seemed the other employees had chosen to give her privacy as she made her way through what was likely going to be a difficult day.
“Are you Brittany?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, that’s me.”
Being that they were now speaking with an emotionally drained, younger woman, Jack watched Rachel take the lead. He was perfectly fine speaking with women in this state, but Rachel seemed to have a knack for it. Over the last few months, he’d even noticed that she seemed to have gotten better since her cancer diagnosis.
“Brittany, I’m Special Agent Rachel Gift, and this is Special Agent Jack Rivers. You were the nurse that discovered the body of Mrs. Brooks, correct?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“Can you please walk us through what happened that morning and what the discovery looked like?”
“Sure. She was in surprisingly good spirits about being moved. Most elderly people understand why they’re being moved, and they sort of get into this depressive state—particularly when there aren’t any family members to take part. But I think Mrs. Brooks was maybe looking forward to it. She was sick of fighting, sick of just waiting. She was very much ready to go—not just to Crossway, but out of this life, you know?”
Jack nodded as she spoke. He had indeed heard of this mentality. His own grandmother had died very much looking forward to passing away. Of course, she’d had a very strong faith and had no doubt Heaven and all of her deceased loved ones were waiting for her.
“So, when I came in early that morning, I was sure she was going to be in good spirits. But when I came in, I saw that she’d been stabbed. It was so bad that I stood there for a few seconds, trying to make sense of it. And then I ran and called for help. I didn’t hear all of the grisly details until afterwards.”
“What brought her to the hospital in the first place?” Jack asked.
“She had a heart attack and a stroke three weeks ago. Here in the hospital, she had another stroke a few days later. She was ninety-four years old, and her body just couldn’t take it all. It fought to recover, and as it did, it all started shutting down. Her kidneys first, then her liver started going. And then her heart just got weaker and weaker.”
“We’ve seen the police reports and spoken to the local PD,” Rachel said. “So we know there’s nothing that really stands out in the security footage. But what about you? Did you see anyone sort of lurking around the halls in the days leading up to her murder? Anyone that sort of stood out?”
“No. The cops asked me the same thing, but I just can’t think of anything. I even asked some of the other nurses, and they couldn’t come up with anything, either.”
“What time was it when you discovered the body?”
“Just after six in the morning.”
“And you’re certain you were the first one to see her?”
“Almost one hundred percent certain. I know for a fact I’m the first one that reported it.”
“Was anyone sick that day?” Jack asked. “Was there anyone that was scheduled to work that shift that never came in?”
“No. Everyone was accounted for.”
“And do you recall what time she was supposed to be picked up for the transfer?”
“Seven thirty. I’d offered to ride with her, and she’d accepted. So I came in a little early just to make sure she was doing well.”
Jack knew the well was just about empty in terms of questioning Brittany. Everything she had to say was already in the police reports. He figured they needed to speak with any existing family for the patients. He knew Mrs. Brooks hadn’t had any surviving family in the area, but he wasn’t so sure about Mr. Roland Young.
They wrapped up their conversation with Brittany and slowly made their way out of the lounge. It wasn’t until they were in the elevator, headed down, that Rachel made a comment Jack felt stupid for not yet considering.
“Roland Young was stabbed four times,” she said. “Mrs. Brooks was stabbed five times, including one right in her throat. I think the brutality of it all allows us to safely rule out mercy killings. A mercy killing would be quick and to the point. A slit throat. Maybe a bullet to the head, with a silencer or otherwise muffled.”
“So, if it’s not a mercy killer, what do you think we’re looking at?” Jack asked.
The elevator stopped, and they stepped off, heading across the lobby “I don’t know. Someone sick, that’s for sure. But I think I want to have another look at the security footage from Mrs. Brooks’s floor. The police reports say they should have access to it soon.”
“In the meantime, I want to look into Roland Young’s next of kin,” Jack said. “I know Mrs. Brooks didn’t have surviving family that cared enough to be here for her. But I don’t think we know that about Mr. Young.”
“And I don’t think there’s anything speaking to that in the police report.”
Jack dug his phone out of his pocket, scrolling to his go-to contact at the bureau. He figured if they could find a next of kin within a reasonable distance and then get their hands on the security footage by the end of the day, this case might turn out to be just as quick and simple as Anderson had believed.
On the other hand, Rachel was absolutely right. If this was not a case of mercy killing, it pointed to something much darker—so dark that he found it hard to even fathom.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
As it turned out, Roland Young did indeed have a daughter that lived within an hour’s drive of Charlottesville, in the much smaller town of Boonesdale. Rachel again made no comment or expression of annoyance when Jack assumed the driver’s seat. It was even easier to allow it now that she was starting to get scared about the faint, yet somewhat persistent ache in her head.
Doing her best to not dwell on it, she focused on the new information they’d found thanks to Jack’s friend at the main offices in DC. Roland Young’s daughter was Lizzie Young, now named Lizzie Adams. She’d worked as a nurse herself for a while before retiring at the age of sixty-two. The parallels had not escaped them as they discussed what it must be like to have a father you detest so much that you refuse to show up when you know he’s about to die.
They’d seen strained family relationships in many cases in the past. The root cause was almost always some type of abuse or neglect. Based on the small amount they knew about Roland Young, Rachel was fully expecting more of the same.
“It’s got to hurt, you’d think,” Jack said from behind the wheel. “I mean, I know I can be a jerk sometimes, but to imagine no one giving a damn if I was about to kick the bucket … ouch.”
“Well, take it from me … strained father-daughter relationships can be pretty rough.”
“Yeah, but still … if you and your dad hadn’t reconciled recently and life had gone on the way it had, would you have gone to his bedside twenty years or so down the road if you knew he was going to die?”
“Probably. It would have been hard, but yeah. I think I would have.”
It was such a sour topic that it left the car in silence until they started passing through Boonesdale. Not so much a town as it was a four-lane highway with cow pastures on one side and struggling rural businesses on the other, Boonesdale was a two-stoplight town that mirrored so many other small towns scattered along the rural stretch between Charlottesville and DC.
They found Lizzie Adams’s home easily enough. It sat about four miles off the highway, a quaint, little cabin tucked away in a cover of elms and spruces. Even before making their way to the porch, they caught sight of a woman off to the side of the yard. She was working carefully to get out of small but very well-designed chicken coop. As she brought her right leg out of the coop, she spotted them and froze for a moment. She was carrying a few cartons of eggs and, noticing the agents standing in her driveway, managed to quickly close the door to the pen so the chickens would not get out.
She made her way quickly across the yard with a strange look on her face—one that seemed to tell them that she knew how silly she looked walking across the yard with an armful of eggs.
“Who might you be?” she asked.
“We’re FBI agents,” Rachel said. “Agents Gift and Rivers. Are you Lizzie Adams?”
The woman nodded and came over to the car. She nodded to the trunk, then to her stack of egg cartons. “You mind?”
“Help yourself,” Jack said.
With a slight grunt, Lizzie placed the stack of filled cartons on the trunk. Watching her, Lizzie had to remind herself that this older woman just had a mother pass away. Lizzie herself looked to be nearing seventy. And there was also a subtle expression in her eyes that made Rachel think Lizzie already knew why they were there.
“You know why we’re here?” Rachel asked.
“Is it about my father?”
“It is.”
“Do you know what happened?” Jack asked.
Lizzie folded her arms and leaned against the car. When she nodded, Rachel wasn’t quite sure if she was angry or sad.
“I do. The hospital called me first, then the police.”
“And … have you been out to the hospital?”
Lizzie shook her head and looked back out to the chicken coops. “I had a very hard and strained relationship with my father. We’ve lived two hours apart for about fifteen years, and I’ve only seen him three times. We both preferred it that way. There was no love lost, you know?”
“Do you mind if we ask w—” Rachel started.
“My mother died when I was three, and Dad remarried five years later. So that made me eight years old at the time. I was nine when my mother-in-law got custody of a son from a previous marriage. I was ten when he started molesting me. I was eleven when he graduated to full-on rape. It went on for about a year before I told Dad. And though there was plenty of evidence and he believed it was going on, he chose to do nothing. He didn’t want to cause any trouble in his marriage. He spoke with the stepson a single time, and afterwards, he was convinced he could change, convinced we could all make it work. But it went on for another three years. That’s when I finally ran away from home. I was fifteen, and I didn’t see him again until he was forty—after the stepson died.” She looked to both of the agents with a little grimace and said, “And that’s all I’m going to say about that.”
“And we can respect that,” Rachel said. This was true. She’d seen time and time again just how difficult it was for women to speak about sexual abuse at the hands of family members. Those that it didn’t seem to affect were usually even more deeply damaged. “Do you mind if we ask you some questions about his final days?”
“Not at all. But I don’t know that I’m going to be much help, honestly.”
“Do you know how long he’d been in the hospital?” Rachel asked. She knew the answer herself thanks to the case files but wanted to see just how bad the disconnect between daughter and father had been.
“This time? I think about three weeks. Maybe a little less. He was there because he had cancer but refused to get treatment. He wanted to live his last days without dealing with chemo.”
Rachel was unable to suppress the chill that raced through her at this. It was a state of mind she completely understood … maybe a bit too well. “And I take it they moved him to hospice when it was clear there was just no hope?”
“Yes.”
“Forgive me for asking,” Jack said, “but how do you know all of this if you weren’t keeping in touch?”
“Well, I was keeping in touch with the hospital. When he was admitted the last time, one of the doctors called me. He wasn’t pushy or anything but told me that he had a good feeling this might be his last chance … that if I needed to see him to make peace, it might be the time. And while I wasn’t ready for that, I did call every few days to check on his condition.”
“During these calls,” Rachel said, “did the doctors or nurses ever mention someone coming to visit him? Or maybe have conversation with him that seemed a little off?”
Lizzie thought about it for a moment but then shook her head. “No, not that I can recall. But really, I’m all the family he had left around here. He had a sister that cut him off after everything went down when I was a kid, but she killed herself not too long after that. It was just me, and I wasn’t …” She shook her head and smiled in spite of herself.
“You okay?” Rachel asked.
“No, I don’t think I am. And with all due respect, I’d like to get inside now. I don’t have the capacity to deal with this today.”
Rachel nodded in response. She was pretty sure how Lizzie was going to finish the final statement before cutting herself off. Something along the lines of: It was just me, and I wasn’t there for him at the end … 
“Thank you for your time,” Rachel said. The look on Jack’s face told her that he didn’t think it was quite time to go just yet. But she remained steady, unwavering.
As Lizzie started to pick her egg cartons back up, Jack stepped forward. “Can I give you a hand with those?”
“No, thank you,” she said, scooping them up with the practice skill of a woman that had been carrying them around for years and years. And as she started for her porch, she paused for a moment and turned back to them. “If you have more questions later on, you can call. Right now … well, it seems I wasn’t quite as ready for Dad to pass as I thought I was. I hope you can understand and respect that. I worked as a nurse for most of my life, so I thought I’d be fine getting on. I’ve seen so much death, and … this one is just strange for me.”
Without waiting for a response, Lizzie walked up her porch steps for her front door. Slowly, Rachel and Jack got back into the car. 
As soon as Jack started backing the car out, he said, “Did you catch that final comment?”
“About her working as a nurse most of her life?”
“Yeah, that. And I can’t remember exactly, but what did her father do for a living?”
Rachel recalled it easily enough without having to resort to reaching for the folder in the back or pulling out her phone. “He was a lawyer for a while before getting into real estate.” But even as she said it, she knew where he was going with it. “And there were some clients on his list when he was a lawyer that were doctors or at least related to hospitals. Malpractice and things like that.”
“Could be a link.”
Rachel wasn’t sure how Roland Young working in an off-handed way with doctors while his daughter grew up to be a nurse could be a link, but there might be something there for sure. What, she didn’t know.
But she figured it was worth finding out. She got on the phone, the wheels starting to churn away in her head, as she started making calls to get her hands on a precise, detailed list of the doctors Roland Young had worked with. It was a shaky lead, for sure, but it was those uncertain, shaky leads that often led to the most surprising clues. 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Rachel could sense something different in Jack as they made the drive back to the precinct. Jack had always been perfectly fine with extended silences. In the past, they’d endured car rides of nearly three hours with less than fifteen minutes of conversation. And whenever he did feel the need to break one of those silences, it was usually with sarcasm or some sort of comedy.
But now, Jack was trying his hand at small talk. She found it endearing and was pretty sure it was the result of their relationship evolving to a romantic stage.
“So, how’s your grandmother doing? Does it look like her cancer is gone for good?”
The personal question shocked her, but she also loved that he seemed genuinely interested. If this was going to be a new part of their relationship from this point on, she was all in for it.
“Seems that way,” she said. “Her last check-up was three weeks ago, and all the numbers and blood tests were great.”
“That’s awesome. It’s pretty cool that you guys are experiencing this together. I mean, it sucks that you had to experience it at all, but you know what I mean.”
“I do.”
“And how about Paige? How’s she doing? Forgive me for saying so, but you’ve never really spoken about how she’s dealing with Peter’s death. Not since a few days after the funeral, anyway.”
“Well, it’s not exactly cheerful or work related.” What she thought but did not say was that, given her growing feeling toward him, talking about Peter just felt weird, honestly. “But she seems to be doing good. I’ve spoken to her about maybe seeing a therapist, and she seemed okay with the idea. So, we may start that in a few weeks.”
Jack nodded as he came to an intersection, took a right, and headed to the police department.
“Thanks for asking,” Rachel said.
“Of course. Sorry I don’t ask about that sort of stuff more often. I just …” He shrugged, and she could tell he was wrestling with the right words. She didn’t press him, and when the car fell silent again, she was fine with it.
A little less than twenty minutes later, they arrived at the police station. It was located in a refined-looking part of the downtown district. They met with a liaison that led them down the central hallway of the well-polished and almost minimalist-designed precinct. She and Jack followed behind a young woman in police blues, coming to a stop when she stepped aside and opened a door on the right.
“You’re welcome to use this room for as long as you need,” she said. “The laptops on the tables are already logged into the database. My name is Michelle, so just give me a buzz if you need anything.”
Rachel wasn’t sure if she’d ever get used to borrowing rooms at police stations to do background work. It was sort of like staying in a motel room, only slightly less private. She felt this a bit more than usual as she settled in behind an older-looking laptop, multi-tasking as she was also checking her phone as a new notification came through.
“I got a partial list from DC,” she said. “A few of the doctors Roland Young once worked with. And I must stress the word partial.”
“You want to dig into that? I’ll pull all the names from the police reports in terms of employees at Crossway, the hospital, and whoever was scheduled to transport Mrs. Brooks.”
“Sounds good.”
And really, it did. Sitting down behind a desk and going through background checks and histories was not Rachel’s idea of an exciting time. But this time, it allowed her a moment to fully process not only the case, but the fact that she was back at work. It had happened so quickly, and she had been so overjoyed to get back without the obstacles or hurdles of riding a desk that she hadn’t bothered to question the speed of it all. But now that she was starting to experience the subtle pains in her head again, the reality she’d been trying to avoid was once again staring her right in the face.
Maybe the stress of her job was the absolute worst thing for her. When she’d been at home, resting, taking her medicine, and participating in light exercise only, she’d had no symptoms at all. In fact, her last doctor’s appointment had been incredibly promising. And now here she was, less than a full day back at the bureau, and the damned headaches were popping up again.
They were mild, sure, but she knew it could be an indicator that something was wrong. As she started sifting through the information on the doctors Roland Young had once worked with, she glanced over to Jack. She should tell him. She knew this without a doubt but at the same time, he was so excited that they were working together again. Throw in the new and exciting romance they’d finally decided to address, and admitting to worries about the tumor was the absolute last thing she wanted to do.
So, for now, she decided to focus solely on the case. She had the names and information of four doctors that had worked with Young. All of the cases were standard, and Roland had managed to win the cases for two of them. The most recent case was twenty-one years old, and quick records and research work showed her that three of the four were deceased. She thought she had a trail worth following for a moment on the fourth doctor. His son had been accused of physically abusing patients when he’d gone into hospitals and doctor’s offices to check on the status of certain clinical trials, but he was now in prison; he’d been convicted fourteen years ago, was pushed through about a year or so courtroom drama, then was finally sentenced. He was sentenced to twenty years in prison. At the current age of sixty-nine, he had nine years remaining.
In other words, he was a non-factor in their case.
“Well, I’m at a dead end already,” she said, gently tossing her phone down. “You got anything?”
“Sure,” Jack said without looking up from the records he was reading over on the borrowed laptop. “About a dozen names for you to look into.”
“Okay. Who am I looking into?”
“There’s a copy of the visitor’s logs in this newest update for the case files. I figure it’s worth checking out.”
Rachel shrugged, knowing it was an item that needed to be crossed off, but also fully aware that a killer was not going to check-in at the front desk or sign any sort of visitor’s log if they could help it. But it kept her mind sharp, kept her focused on the case, and she was happy to tackle such a mundane task for the moment.
She’d eliminated all but one of the thirteen names on the list for the night Mrs. Brooks had been killed when Jack made a deep hmmm noise next to her.
“You got something?”
“I think I just might.” He scooted his chair over closer to hers and tilted the laptop in her direction so they could both see it. 
Rachel looked to the screen and saw a scanned copy of a police report. As she read it over, Jack summed it all up for her based on everything he’d read.
“This is Brittany Lowe,” he said. “Thirty-six years of age, divorced with no kids. She works as a travel nurse with a company called Best Days In-Home Care. I’ve got a bit of her work history right here, and you can clearly see where she worked for a Mr. Ronald Young several months ago.”
He tapped at the screen, and Rachel followed along. She also saw that one other in-home nurse had assisted Mr. Young, and that the care had been passed off to Brittany Lowe. The reason given was: the patient does not seem wholly interested in recovery.
“There’s no mention of her working for Mrs. Brooks,” he said, “but right here …”
He pointed to a note near the bottom of the form, what looked like a standard work-log or schedule of some kind, typed out on Best Days In-Home Care letterhead. Rachel read the note and saw that Brittany Lowe had been scheduled to assist with a transport from the hospital to a hospice facility two days ago but had been removed from it.
“I know it doesn’t seem all that strange at first,” Jack said. “I’m sure there are schedule changes and alterations all the time. But if we find that Mrs. Marie Brooks was the only patient scheduled for transfer to a hospice center two days ago …”
Rachel nodded, already grabbing her phone to call the hospital. It took a few different pass-offs and connections to different departments, but she finally had the woman she needed to speak with on the line. The whole process took less than five minutes. While she waited, Jack continued to scroll through the list of people who could potentially be connected to both Marie Brooks and Roland Young—a list that had turned out to be much longer than either of them had truly expected.
“Is this Agent Gift on the line?” the woman on the other end said.
“It is. Thank you for your time.”
“Sure. I’m in charge of the transfer of patients to other facilities and to in-home care. I was told you had a question for me about Mrs. Brooks.”
“I do. I need to know how many other patients were scheduled to be moved to a hospice care facility in the past week or so.”
“Just two. Mrs. Brooks was one, of course, and the other was a gentleman that ended up going back home with his son.”
“In the case of the other one, do you know if the plans to move to a hospice facility were ever actually started?”
“They weren’t. In terms of plans being made and transport being scheduled to go, Mrs. Brooks was the only one we had.”
“And do you happen to know the name of the company that had planned on providing a nurse for the hand-off from the hospital to Crossway?”
“That would be Best Days In-Home Care. The hospital has had an ongoing contract with them for at least eight years—as long as I’ve been here.”
That was exactly what Rachel needed to hear. She swatted at Jack and gave him a nod and a thumbs up when he looked at her. He understood what this meant at once, going back to Brittany Lowe’s records right away. Rachel thanked the woman for her help and looked over Jack’s shoulder as he pulled up Lowe’s information.
She wasted no time, still feeling the urgency and push from Anderson’s suggestion that this case could be wrapped up quickly. She dialed the number listed for Best Days In-Home Care while Jack clicked and scrolled around for more information about her in the database.
“Best Days In-Home Care, how can I help you?” a cheerful voice asked.
“I need to speak with Brittany Lowe, please.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Brittany is out with a client right now.”
“May I ask where?”
There was a brief pause before the woman on the other end said, “Who’s calling?”
“This is Special Agent Rachel Gift.” She gave her badge number as further evidence, though she knew it was rarely needed.
“Oh, of course, yes.” As the woman on the other end stammered a bit, Rachel looked back to Jack and noticed the look of confusion on his face as he read intently over a section of Brittany Lowe’s file. “Brittany is on the schedule to meet with two patients at Grayson Personal Care.”
Confused, she asked, “Is that hospice care?”
“No, it’s an assisted living residence. Do you need the address?”
Rachel said she did and committed it to memory as the woman recited it. She ended the call, tapped the address into her maps app, and then looked back to Jack. “You look puzzled,” she said.  
“Nice of you to notice. And yes, I am … well, I mean I was. I wanted to dig further back into her history, so I checked her out under her married name, which was Brittany Laine. However, that was harder than I assumed because as it turns out, Lowe isn’t her original last name.”
“How’s that?”
“Well, it looks like after the divorce, she not only got rid of her ex-husband’s last name, but she completely changed her name. She kept the Brittany but got a new last name. Her maiden name was Brittany Covington … married name was Brittany Laine. But her new name …”
“Lowe. So, she legally had her name changed?” Rachel asked.
“Seems like it. I wonder why.”
Rachel shrugged and then showed him the address she’d gotten from Best Days In-Home Care. “I don’t know. Maybe we should go ask her.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Rachel felt both sad and guilty when she found the mere sight of Grayson Personal Care depressing. Sure, it was a newer building, and the signs of renovation were evident in the large glass walls and modern aesthetic as they made their way to the front door. But to her, it was, to coin a phrase, like putting lipstick on a pig. The people that came here knew why they were here. It was one thing to make them feel comfortable and at peace with their final days, however many they might have. It was another thing completely to make the place look like something it wasn’t.
When she and Jack walked in through the door, she thought the place looked almost like a sort of get-away resort for couples. Right down to the smiling woman at the welcome desk, the place had a very welcoming yet plastic feel to it.
They approached the desk quickly, and Rachel was already showing the woman her badge before she could make niceties.
“We’re Agents Gift and Rivers with the FBI. I need you to please find out where Brittany Lowe, of Best Days In-Home Care, is right now.”
The woman looked absolutely terrified that there were FBI agents standing in front of her, and it took her a moment to unfreeze herself. “Yes, um, I believe she’s meeting with Mrs. Stanley and Ms. Roberts today. I don’t know who she was going to meet with first. But they are in Rooms 106 and 111.”
“Do you know for a fact she’s here?” Jack asked.
“Yes. I saw her come in about an hour and a half ago.”
“Quickly, can you tell us what the overall opinion of her is around here?” Jack asked. “Among the staff and your clients?”
“As far as I know, everyone likes her quite a bit. She’s always in a good mood. And I don’t think she coddles the clients. I know for a fact that Ms. Roberts likes the fact that Brittany doesn’t treat her like a helpless child.”
Jack nodded as she and Rachel headed for a set of double doors to the right.
“Hold on a second,” the woman at the desk said. She got up from her chair and showed them the lanyard around her neck. Her ID card was in a clear, plastic sleeve. “I have to buzz you in.”
She ran her card through a small device by the doors. Rachel could hear the locks unclasp, and the doors gave a little creak. She and Jack walked through, entering into a wide hall. The hallway was no different than the front of the building. The style reminded her more of a conference center than anything else; generic but beautiful pictures hung on the walls, and there was either a fancy chair or ornamental decoration of some kind just past every door they passed. And they hadn’t even gotten to the patient rooms yet.
These didn’t come until they reached the end of the hall, coming to a T-intersection. But the hallway that held the patient rooms was just as nice. The started by heading to the right in search of Room 106 and were halted right away by a tall nurse in what Rachel assumed were scrubs of some kind, but somehow looked almost professional.
“Are you visiting?” the woman said, confused.
“Somewhat,” Rachel said and showed her badge.
“Oh … oh, is there anything you need help with?”
“We’re looking for Brittany Lowe,” Jack said. “Have you seen her?”
“I have,” the woman said, her eyes growing bright as she realized she was able to help. “She was in Room 106 with Mrs. Stanley a while ago. Maybe as recently as fifteen minutes, I’d say.”
“Thank you.”
They made their way to Room 106 and found the door standing open. Not sure what the proper protocol for such a situation might be, Rachel knocked on the door. Right away, the voice of an older woman spoke up.
“Come on in! Who is it?”
Rachel entered first, and Jack hesitated a moment before following her in. A woman who looked to be in her early eighties or so was sitting in a plush armchair, holding a large iPad. She looked at both of them like they were flies, buzzing around only to bother her.
“Who’re you?” she demanded in a voice that, had it not been so demanding, may have been rather sweet.
“We’re friends of Brittany’s,” Rachel lied. “We were hoping to catch her here.”
“Brittany? She left about five minutes ago. She had to help me with this damned crossword puzzle,” she said, showing them her iPad screen. “Too many clues about the sorry excuses for movies these days. How many damned superhero and horror movies are they going to make?”
Rachel couldn’t help but smile. “I agree with you one hundred percent. But, if you don’t mind, I was wondering … do you know if Brittany had anyone else to see today?”
“No clue. I know she sees at least one other person. That Roberts woman down the hall, I think. The one with the gimpy leg.”
“Thank you,” Rachel said, having to bite back a smile at the woman’s biting nature.
They made their exit and hurried down to Room 111. Rachel noticed right away that the few employees and nurses they passed were giving them curious looks. Apparently, most everyone in the building knew who they were. And if the woman at the desk happened to be a gossip, there was a good chance they all knew why they were here.
When they got to Room 111, they found the room empty. The bed was made, and the TV was on, showing an afternoon soap opera. A small nametag by the doorframe confirmed that it was indeed the room of Mrs. S. Roberts. There was no sign a nurse had been in recently.
There was an adjoined bathroom to the right side of the room, but the door was closed. 
“Hello?” Jack called out, directing his voice to the restroom door.
There was no answer. Rachel moved farther into the room, slightly embarrassed but fully prepared to knock on the restroom door. Just before she had to, though, a voice came from behind them. Somehow, it managed to sound even angrier and more bitter than the voice of Mrs. Stanley.
“Hey, what the hell are you doing in my room?”
They both turned, and Rachel was again embarrassed—this time by just how far into her throat her heart seemed to have jumped. The woman standing in the doorway was little more than skin and bones, but there was fire in her eyes. She was African American, very short, and scowling at them.
Jack was quick to show his badge, speaking to her in apologetic tones. “So sorry to intrude, ma’am. We’re with the FBI and—”
“FBI?” the woman hollered, almost cackling. “Lord have mercy, the FBI has come for me!” She still seemed irritated as she came inside, but there was some humor in the thick, raspy laughter that she let out.
“Not you,” Rachel clarified. “We’re looking for Brittany Lowe. We’re told she was supposed to come visit you.”
“Oh yeah, it is Wednesday. Yeah, she’s due to come. But I haven’t seen her yet.”
“Do you mind if I ask where you were just now when we came to your room?” Jack asked.
Ms. Roberts hitched a thumb behind her bony shoulder. “Trying to talk those girls into letting me get a good cup of coffee from that machine they have in their little lounge—not the flavorless swill they bring me in the morning.”
Rachel again found herself having to remain composed, wondering if she would have this much spunk and fire when she was this old. “Sorry to have bothered you, Ms. Roberts. We’ll look for Brittany elsewhere.”
“Okay, then. And you let her know she’s due for a whooping in Rummy the next time I see her.”
They exited the room as Ms. Roberts made her way in. Back out in the hallway, Rachel and Jack huddled up just outside of Room 111. “So, she’s here somewhere, scheduled to meet two patients,” Jack said. “But she’s only seen one so far.”
“And we know at least two other people outside of Mrs. Stanley that have seen her.”
Rachel thought it through. It wasn’t enough of a situation to call for a complete lockdown of the place, but she did think they needed to take some precautions. If Brittany Lowe did happen to be their killer and somehow caught wind that the FBI was on the premises, maybe she made a run for it.
“You start looking around here for her,” Jack said, already starting to walk away. “I’ll head back up to the front and let them know that we need to be notified at once if Lowe tries leaving the building.”
Rachel nodded, noticing two nurses eyeballing them from a small station midway down the east wing of the hallway. She figured she might as well make use of their nosiness and marched down to them. She figured by now there was no point in showing her ID. It was obvious everyone knew who they were. 
“Have either of you seen Brittany Lowe?”
One of them nodded her head. “I saw her when she first came in. She updated some notes at the central workstation at the end of the hallway and then checked in on Mrs. Stanley.”
“Any idea how long she was with Mrs. Stanley?”
“Sorry, no.”
“Is there anywhere around here to maybe hide out? Sort of to take an extra break or just to get away from everything for a while?”
“There’s the lounge, down the hall you came in,” the other nurse said. “Maybe check there?”
“Thanks. And do me a favor, please. If you see her before I do, keep her occupied. It’s vital that I speak with her.”
Rachel then turned on her heel and not quite sprinted back down the hallway toward the lounge. While she knew this could all just be a coincidence, it was starting to feel a little off. Everyone had seen this woman very recently, but all of a sudden, just as she and Jack showed up, she just seemed to have vanished.
Rachel made her way to the lounge and found it just as decked out as the rest of the building. A flat-screen TV was tuned to a talk show, and it smelled of very strong coffee. A gorgeous oak table sat in the center, and there was only a single nurse sitting there.
“Would you happen to be Brittany Lowe?” Rachel asked.
“No,” the woman said, “but she’s here somewhere. I saw her not even ten or fifteen minutes ago.”
Rachel racked her brain, trying to boil the situation down to a point of normalcy. There were plenty of reasons Lowe could be missing that didn’t include her escaping in a panic when she found out the FBI was in the building.
Rachel showed her badge and ID and asked, “Where is the staff restroom?”
“The next door down on your left,” the nurse said.
Rachel exited out into the hall and tried the door to the restroom. It opened easily, revealing a small room with two stalls and three sinks. She looked down to the floor and saw that both were unoccupied.
Okay, so what about vacant rooms? she wondered. Maybe she’s just weird about using the bathroom. Maybe she’s in the toilet in an unoccupied room.
It felt like a bit of a stretch, but she was running out of ideas. The place was beautiful but not very big; there weren’t very many places she could be. She hurried back to the patient hallway and revisited the woman that had told her where the lounge was located.
“How many patient rooms do you have here?”
“Twenty-two.”
“How many are unoccupied?”
“Right now? Just four.”
“Which ones?”
The nurse seemed to understand her urgency, so she started walking briskly by Rachel. “Follow me, I’ll show you.”
They came to the first one right away, just three doors down. The door was partially opened, and the nurse stood aside to let Rachel enter. The room was empty, and when she tried the bathroom door, it opened without issue. She exited the room, and the nurse didn’t hesitate in leading her to next room. This one was on the other end on the hall on the left side.
Again, Rachel entered and found the room empty, the bed stripped and awaiting its next patient. She then tried the bathroom door and found it locked. More than that, as she tried turning it and it rattled slightly, she heard something on the other side. A very faint voice, maybe one of urgency; it was hard to tell through the door.
Rachel pounded on the door. “Who’s in there? Can you unlock the door?”
Again, she could hear the faintest of movements behind the door. She didn’t want to try kicking it down (based on the build of the frame and the thickness of the door, she wasn’t even sure she’d be able to) and wondered how much longer it would be before Jack showed up.
“Hello? Brittany Lowe?”
This time when there was a voice from behind the door, she heard the single word quite clearly, “Shit.”
She heard the door unlocking from the other side and then it opened slowly. A woman was standing there, her face slightly red. A man stood behind her, also red in the face. He also looked very embarrassed and was quickly pulling at the waist of his pants.
It was the last thing Rachel had expected to find, and it took her a moment to collect her wits. She ignored the man completely, only sizing him up long enough to notice that while he wasn’t wearing scrubs, he was wearing an outfit that seemed to fall in the same color and branding as the nurse’s outfits. He was an employee here for certain.
“Brittany Lowe?” Rachel asked the woman.
“Yeah. Christ, who are you?”
Rachel showed her badge and said, “Agent Rachel Gift, FBI. And I need to have a word with you.”
Lowe’s eyes widened and, if possible, her face seemed to grow even redder as she stepped out of the bathroom to accept her fate.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
She’d been sitting in the waiting room chair so long that her backside was falling asleep. Her first instinct was to get up and walk around a bit to stretch the pins and needles sensation away. But she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. There was a mother with her noisy, irritating toddler a few seats away, and the kid had been eyeballing her for the past fifteen minutes or so.
Not that the kid would rat her out.
Hell, if the idiot women at the check-in counters hadn’t noticed her and how long she’d been sitting in the waiting room, she didn’t think a three-year-old kid who was giggling at a board book was going to cause trouble.
She knew that with the way most hospitals and doctor’s offices were run these days that it wasn't all that uncommon to see someone sitting in the same room, in the same uncomfortable chair, for hours on end. In other words, she felt that she fit right in. If questions were asked later during interviews or interrogations, she doubted anyone would be able to recall the thin, sad- looking woman from the waiting room.
She honestly wasn’t too sure what she was waiting for. She knew who she needed to see and wasn’t even certain he would come out this way. Her alternative had been to sit around and wait in the employee parking lot, in the little garage behind the hospital. But she would have really stood out then.
She knew the man she was looking for worked here. She’d spotted his name on one of the plaques by the front desk, listing off all the names of the doctors that worked here. Matt Henderson, attending physician for Emergency Medicine. She’d seen his name yesterday and had nearly staked the place out then. Instead, she’d gone back home to confirm the information on the Internet. She’d found what she needed quickly, a confirmation that Matt Henderson was indeed the attending physician for Emergency Medicine at Lower East Hospital and Urgent Care. She’d been looking for him for a while, knowing he would have a part to play in what she was doing, that she would—
Her thoughts came to a grinding halt as she saw him come through a doorway near the back of the room. It was behind the check-in counters, barely visible behind a false wall that held binders and file folders.
Other than the pictures online, she’d not seen him recently. She had expected to feel an all-encompassing rage when she saw him, but it simply wasn’t there. It had been nearly thirty years since their last interaction, and she supposed some of that hatred had burned away. He was handsome in his own way, a simple look that increased a bit when he smiled at a passing nurse. His black hair had either not yet gone grey at all, or he colored it.
She smiled thinly when she realized she could see him, but he had no idea she was there. Actually, even if he saw her, he’d probably have no idea who she was.
She watched him as he handed a folder to one of the women at the front counters. They chatted for a few seconds and then he made his way right back to the doorway and disappeared.
She’d seen him for perhaps fifteen or thirty seconds. It hardly made the five hours she’d spent sitting in the waiting room worth it.
Oddly enough, once he was gone, she did feel a rising anger. Because she knew she was right. The bastard probably had no idea who she was. He’d probably forgotten about all of it.
She continued to sit in the uncomfortable chair, the pins and needles sensation now creeping down into her legs. She took a deep breath and weighed her options, planning out her next day or so. And then, with that thin smile still on her face, she finally got up. The sizzling sort of pain that raced through her legs made her gasp slightly, but she made her way to the doors anyway. The toddler looked at her, and when they locked eyes, she stuck her tongue out at him.
The little kid giggled and went right back to his book. Meanwhile, she made her exit through the automatic doors and stepped out into the parking lot without anyone other than that toddler paying her the slightest bit of attention.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Rachel did her best to get a proper read on Brittany Lowe. The woman looked terrified and embarrassed, which were usually two emotions that didn’t bode well when there was an interrogation on the way. For now, though, it seemed she was more bothered by how she’d been discovered. Rachel thought the woman seemed mostly oblivious to the fact that they might want to speak to her about something else … something much more important than a workplace affair.
The three or so minutes following Rachel’s discovery of Brittany Lowe in the restroom was quite hectic. There was an overwhelming awkwardness to it all that no one could deny; some of the other employees seemed appalled while others were doing their best not to make jokes and laugh. One of the few things Rachel picked up without needing to ask was that the man Brittany had been in the restroom with was Cameron Boyer. He was a part-time IT specialist that came in a few times a week to check the system, database, security feeds, and things of that nature. Whatever he and Lowe had going on had been well hidden because from what Rachel could tell, no one had a clue it had been going on.
After requesting the use of the employee lounge, Rachel and Jack, fresh from the front of the building, escorted Lowe inside. Lowe looked equal parts embarrassed and worried. From the woman’s stature and emotional range alone, Rachel was starting to assume she was not the killer. Rachel didn’t think a killer would still be so worked up about being caught fooling around in a bathroom. More than that, it didn’t seem like behavior a murderer would partake in if they were trying to remain hidden. But even if that were the case, she was still linked to both victims and Rachel assumed that she could be a valuable source of information.
“Mrs. Lowe, do you have any idea why we’re here?” Rachel asked.
She was a pretty woman, in her late thirties, with her blonde hair hanging flawlessly over her shoulders, her blue eyes sparkling with tears. She considered her answer for a moment, as if she were worried some sort of trap might have been set for her. In her mind, the answer was clear—yet she obviously seemed to have no idea why they were really here.
Rachel decided to help her out. If they could get over the in-your-face issue that they had no interested in, it might open up the conversation faster and more efficiently.
“We’re not here for whatever it was you were doing in the restroom with Mr. Boyer,” Rachel said. “So, once you can get over the embarrassment of that, we’d like to speak with you about more important things.
“Okay …”
“We’re in town looking into the deaths of two hospice patients. The patients themselves had nothing in common other than their old age. But the one sturdy link between both of them is—”
“Wait … two of them? I’d heard about Mr. Young. I got that call yesterday. Are you telling me another patient has been killed?”
“We are,” Jack said. “And it’s another patient we think you’ve seen lately. Mrs. Marie Brooks.”
The shock in Lowe’s eyes was far too authentic to be anything other than genuine. For a moment, she looked to them like she was fully expecting it to be a joke or for there to be some other piece to the conversation that would somehow contradict the facts.
“Mrs. Brooks was killed?”
“Yes,” Rachel said. “Yesterday morning, in the same way Roland Young was murdered.”
“Oh my God. Are you … I mean, what can I do?”
“Well, as we said, so far, you’re the only link between the two. And based on your name change, we had to look at you as a suspect for—”
Lowe looked nearly swimmy headed as she processed this and interrupted at the same time. “Me? You thought I killed them?”
“Based on your history and the fact that you are so far the only proven link between the two, yes, we viewed you as a suspect.”
There were about two or three seconds when Lowe looked absolutely outraged. But then that was overtaken by sadness, which then morphed into confusion. “Whatever you need from me, I can prove it’s not me. I … Jesus, I can’t even imagine …”
“You said you’d received a call about Roland Young, right?” Jack asked.
“That’s right. It was one of the nurses at Crossway, an acquaintance of mine. I would call and check in on him from time to time, so they were just doing me a favor.”
“And why would you check in on him?”
“Well, when he decided that he was going to give it a try at home, he went through several different in-home care services. I’m not certain, but I think I was three of four total.”
“So, he hired you, then fired you?” Rachel asked.
Lowe took a moment to gather herself, wiping a tear away and taking a deep, shuddering breath. “Yes. There wasn’t even much of an interview. He hired me five minutes after I met him. But I requested my release just a week later.”
“Why?”
“Mr. Young was … well, he was a bit much. Very offensive, not at all bashful about speaking about women like he was in a gentlemen’s club back in the fifties or sixties, you know? Loved to talk about sex and not in a way that … I don’t even know he realized he was being offensive. Like he grew up in an era when it was okay to treat women like that, and he just never grew out of it. I just couldn’t handle it. He tried groping me a few times too.”
Rachel hung on this for a moment, wondering if it could be seen as motive. Had Young harassed her so much that she’d snapped and killed him? It seemed unlikely, but certainly something to put a pin in for later.
“Was he angry when you quit?”
“A bit, at first. But we had a nice, long conversation, and I even requested he go to a hospice facility. I was delighted when he decided to go and that’s how I found out—that same woman called me and said they had a new patient. That he said I’d mentioned them to him.”
“So, you ended on good terms?”
“Decent terms. He was mad at first, like I said, but by the time I left his house that same day, it was like it had never even happened.”
“And he had no family coming in and out?”
“No. And whenever I tried asking him about his family, he would quickly—and rudely—change the subject.”
“Okay, so what about Mrs. Brooks? She never even made it to a hospice facility. She’d been prepped to leave, had been given the go ahead, and the paperwork was all filled out. In what capacity did you work with her?”
“Barely at all, actually. There’s a set of guidelines that have to be handled when a patient makes the switch from a hospital stay or long-term care to a hospice facility. I had been assigned to her when she was accepted into Crossway. I visited her twice in the hospital just to get a clear picture of her temperament. Neither of those visits were for more than half an hour.”
“How long has it been since you saw either of them?”
“For Mr. Young … about three weeks, give or take a few days. But Mrs. Brooks, I just saw her four days ago.” She seemed to process this information as she spoke it aloud, and Rachel was sure she was going to start weeping at any moment.
“A few moments ago,” Jack said, “you said you’d do anything you could do help prove you’re innocent. We’re going to need you to make good on that. Can you provide alibis for your whereabouts over the past few days?”
“Yes. I’ve actually been out of town. I was down in Lynchburg with my sister for two days. She’s getting married in a few weeks, and I was helping her with some last-minute things. I just got back yesterday evening, around three. I checked in at the office when I got back.”
“And when you were in Lynchburg, you stayed with your sister?”
“Yes.”
“Can anyone other than your sister confirm this?”
“Yes. I can give you some numbers, but I don’t have all of them. All of her bridesmaids, my parents, and a few of my old college friends were there. Night before last, about a dozen of us went out for dinner.”
Rachel nodded, feeling the final nail hammered in the coffin. With so much confidence in her alibi, and lots of names and numbers to back it up, it had just become abundantly clear that Brittany Lowe was not their killer. And with no updates from hospital security footage and no immediate family of the deceased to speak with, another thing was also becoming certain: this was not going to be the quick-wrap, slam dunk case that Director Anderson was hoping for.
 
***
 
With a rock-solid alibi that was going to be incredibly easy to confirm, they allowed Brittany Lowe to leave and go about her day. Rachel thought the woman was quite traumatized and assumed she’d likely take the rest of the afternoon off. This, of course, left them without a lead, but Rachel did her best to spin their current situation to the positive. They were currently at one of only two hospice centers in the city; they had nurses and doctors that could potentially point them toward answers. The trick, though, was figuring out what questions to ask. Because if none of them were overly familiar with either Marie Brooks or Roland Young, it might all be fruitless.
All the same, Rachel asked to see the manager of Grayson Personal Care. They met in the same room where Brittany Lowe had been interrogated, and when the manager entered, there was an older nurse with her. The nurse was a strange sight in Rachel’s eyes because she looked to be nearly sixty. Rachel thought this was odd mainly because at that age, she figured it would be a bit haunting to work among people near the end of their life, as if she were getting a glimpse of a future that wasn’t very far away.
The little nametag pinned to the nurse’s shirt read: KATHY. She smiled warmly at Rachel and Jack as she came in behind the manager.
The manager was a woman of roughly forty or so if Rachel had to guess. She looked fit and had a face radiated with a smile that rivaled Kathy’s. Her short-cut, blonde hair hung just below the base of her neck, and she regarded them both warmly.
“Agents,” she said, offering her hand to both as introductions were made, “I’m Mandy Hearst, the manager here at Grayson. And my goodness, I feel like I need to apologize about Ms. Lowe. You understand that she isn’t an actual employee here, right? The man she was caught with is, though, and he’ll be receiving a—”
“With all due respect,” Rachel said, “we didn’t want to speak with you about that. We were here to question Ms. Lowe about two recent murders in the area, both victims being rather elderly.”
“I heard about Roland Young over at Crossway,” Mandy said. “So, there’s been another one?”
“There has,” Jack said. “A woman named Marie Brooks. She was less than six hours away from being transferred out of the hospital to be moved to Crossway when she was found dead in her hospital bed.”
Kathy seemed to be immediately affected by this news, while Mandy simply sat motionless and took it in. Finally, she said, “And you have no idea who did it?”
“Not at the moment, no,” Rachel said. “We were hoping you might know of some strange method a killer could use to slip in and out of hospice centers of hospital wings like a phantom. We have a team scrutinizing security footage, of course, but there’s not very much of it. And in a specialty business like this, insider knowledge is usually better than anything else.”
“Well, speaking of the hospital at night, if the killer simply knew the layout of the hospital well, it would be easy. There would be doors that are electronically locked, but enough are left open for staff and crew.”
Rachel knew this, and she also suspected that if their killer was crafty enough, they may have also gotten their hands on a hospital ID badge to come and go as they pleased. Thinking this, she made a mental note to have someone check the logs of every entry into a locked door via ID or badge on the night Mrs. Brooks was killed.
“And I assume neither of you knew Mrs. Brooks or Mr. Young?” Jack asked.
“Oh, I’d heard of Mr. Young,” Kathy said. “I don’t recall how. The nurses in both hospice facilities have a strange bit of comradery. I forget who I heard it from, but I do know he was a bit much. Flirtatious, a bit dirty.”
Hearing this, Rachel understood why Mandy had brought Kathy along. She was a seasoned nurse that likely not only knew the industry well but had her finger on the pulse of how these patients lived out the last sliver of their lives in these places. And in understanding this, Rachel turned her full attention to Kathy.
“Do you mind if I ask how long you’ve been doing this?”
Kathy hesitated for a moment, giving Rachel a small but unsettling look. “Forty-one years.”
“And let’s say you’d only heard about all of this through second-hand conversation—that two hospice patients had been murdered in their beds and no one saw anyone or anything suspicious leading up to it. Based on your years of experience, what would your first thought be? Who would you think did it?”
She smiled in a sad sort of way and said, “You know, back in the early nineties, I was doing this in Nashville, Tennessee. There was the son of a patient that was due to get a large sum of money when his mother finally passed. She was only given about two weeks to live but that, apparently, wasn’t fast enough. I walked in to check on her one morning and found the son at her bedside, strangling her. We managed to stop him, and she survived but only for three more days. But I also know there are stories of nurses and doctors abusing these people. So really, your pool is endless. It’s …”
She trailed off, seeming to get slightly angry. She looked to Mandy and then to the table.
“It’s okay,” Jack said. “What is it?”
“It just makes me angry, how these people are treated. It’s why I’ve remained a nurse in this line of work for so long. It’s not just the families … it’s this culture we live in. No one wants to be inconvenienced by the sight of death. If you are fortunate enough to live a long life, no one dies at home anymore. Loved ones send them to places like these to die so they don’t have to deal with it at home in their posh neighborhoods …”
It was a haunting thought that sent a chill down Rachel’s spine. It was even more depressing than her conclusion of having an endless pool to choose from.
Rachel and Jack asked a few more questions about local policies and even specific safety guidelines and measures in Grayson, but the brief conversation presented nothing worthwhile. As the impromptu meeting broke up, Mandy leaving through the doorway first, Kathy placed her hand on Rachel’s shoulder.
“Dear, are you okay?”
The sudden contact and question startled her. She turned and saw Kathy looking at her inquisitively. But there was a softness in her eyes, something akin to sadness. By this point, both Mandy and Jack had left the room. It seemed that Kathy had almost planned this moment.
“Yes,” Rachel said, not liking the way the woman was looking at her. “Why do you ask?”
As Kathy continued to look at her in that strange way, Rachel knew what was happening. It took her back to a moment nearly nine months ago when she’d been sitting down directly across from Alex Lynch in a prison meeting room. He’d taken a look at her and known she was sick—that something in her life had drastically changed.
“Are you sure?” Kathy asked. “I’ve seen this on patients, and—”
“I’m fine,” Rachel said rather rudely. And then, nearly on the brink of tears and wanting no one to see, she hurried out of the door.
The headaches had returned, after all. And deep down, yes, she was worried. She felt that if she went to the doctor right now, she knew what she was going to hear. Because even now, as she followed after Jack toward the front of the Grayson building, she couldn’t deny that she felt off somehow—and that she was getting very scared.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
As they left Grayson Personal Care, Rachel became aware of two things: first, dusk was beginning to darken the sky, and this case was going to keep them in Charlottesville much longer than Director Anderson had anticipated. Second, if she truly feared her tumor was beginning to, once again, wreak havoc rather than continuing to shrink away, she needed to face it right away. She needed to tell Jack and maybe even head home tonight in order to see her doctor tomorrow.
She would not make the same mistakes she’d made the first time. To ignore it completely would waste all the lessons she’d learned before. And now that Alex Lynch was gone—no longer the monster in the closet of her life—she felt she could face this new and now familiar monster head on. It wouldn’t be easy, but she knew it was the right move.
As she wrestled with this while Jack drove back to the police station, her phone rang. Rachel was secretly happy for the distraction, as it gave her a reason to reconsider the heaviness of what she’d been on the verge of doing.
“This is Agent Gift,” she answered.
“Gift, it’s Deputy Hall. One of my men got a hit on the security footage from the hospital. It may be nothing, but—”
“Is it someone that had no business there?”
“Not exactly. I don’t have all of the details—you’ll need to speak with the hospital for that—but we’re looking at a woman by the name of Chloe Stenson. She’s a doctor, but in the footage, we see her trying to get into three different doors.”
“Did she have a badge?”
“She did. We called the hospital to ask about her, and they seemed very concerned about what we’d found. It seems Chloe Stenson is a doctor, but she shouldn’t have been there at that time. And she certainly shouldn’t have had trouble with those doors if she knew what she was doing.”
“Who did you speak with at the hospital?” she asked.
“A guy with the last name of Roberts.”
“Deputy, I need you to put me on hold and get someone to patch me through to him.”
“Yeah, I figured you’d ask that. I’ve got someone waiting to do it right now. Hold one second.”
“Thanks.”
Rachel heard the click of the line being transferred and then set the call to speaker mode so Jack could listen in. She quickly filled him in on everything Hall had just told her and had just come to the end of it when a woman’s voice came on the line. “Agent Gift?”
“I’m here.”
“Transferring you over to Dr. Roberts right now.”
There was another click, a slight hiss, and then a man’s deep, confident voice. “Hello? Is this Agent Rachel Gift?”
“Yes, I’m here. You’re on speaker with me and my partner, Agent Jack Rivers. I need you to tell me everything you know about this Dr. Chloe Stenson that popped up on the security feeds. We know about her issue with the doors and that she shouldn’t have been there at that time, so you can skip all that. Why is she of concern to you?”
“Well, several of the department heads here at the hospital have worked fairly closely with Dr. Stenson in the past. No one really admits to it these days though because right now, there’s a pending lawsuit against Stenson for dispensing drugs to several patients as a form of MAID.”
“What’s MAID?”
“Oh, sorry. That’s Medical Assistance in Dying.”
“Was she arrested?”
“No, nothing like that. The last I heard, she’s on paid leave. However, there’s apparently some very specific legal language in whatever that lawsuit entails that allows her to still see some of her patients. This is mainly because the families requested it; the alternative to those families is relocating their loved ones to other, more expensive hospitals or specialists.”
“So, she’s still coming to the hospital?”
“She is. But she can only come between the hours of ten in the morning and six in the afternoon. And even then, she has to schedule it days in advance and log the hours specifically.”
“Have you interacted with her since all of this went down?”
“I haven’t, no, but I have a few doctors that work under me that have. I asked them about it, and they claim there’s nothing suspicious. She’s just following up with patients, giving updates to other doctors, and things like that.”
“Agent Rivers here,” Jack spoke up, “is Dr. Stenson working specifically with elderly patients? Ones that are eyeing hospice solutions?”
“There are a few,” Roberts said, “but no, it’s not a specialty or a specific area. She has patients of all ages.”
“But what we do know is that she was at the hospital very late on the night in question, correct?” Rachel said.
“Yes, that’s correct. I believe it was a little after three in the morning.”
Rachel considered it all, looking over to Jack and seeing the look of understanding come across his face as well. Chloe Stenson had been having issues getting into the hospital right in the perfect window of time the killer would have struck.
“Dr. Roberts, do you have an address on file for her?”
“I do. I have it right here.”
Dr. Roberts gave them the address, and they said their goodbyes. Rachel instantly typed the address into her phone and pulled up the map. “Her home address is just nine minutes away,” Rachel said.
“Just tell me where to go,” Jack replied, sitting straighter in his seat.
Rachel did just that, directing Jack to what she hoped might bring them much closer to the end of this case. As for coming clean with what was starting to seem like a relapse, she supposed that could wait a bit longer.
 
***
 
The Stenson residence sat on an elegant street lined with beautiful homes. It was, Rachel thought, the sort of street located not too far away from a hospital, mostly inhabited by doctors or department heads. The large, brick homes had a refined and almost scholarly look, and it seemed to Rachel that every fourth or fifth one they passed had a pool and pool house in the wide-sweeping back yards.
The Stenson home was nearly at the end of the street. There was no pool in the back yard, but there was a well-maintained garden of mostly flowers and exotic-looking trees. They parked in the driveway, and Rachel hoped the two cars parked in the driveway was a good indication that Chloe Stenson was home.
They got out of the car and walked toward the door. Rachel was glad for the warm evening sunshine overhead, as she was still slightly chilled from her interaction with Kathy. Though dusk was tugging the sun light down, the comfortable heat still radiated across the yard. Right now, Rachel wasn’t suffering from her mild headaches, and there was no dizziness or disorientation, but she knew it was there—it was all there, and it could come on at any moment. And she also knew that the next time it came, it could be infinitely worse.
Perhaps it was these burdensome thoughts that caused her to slow her pace, giving Jack the lead as they came to Stenson’s front porch. He rang the doorbell and used the knocker as well, the noise of it carrying out like little waves of thunder across the front yard. It took a while before they heard any sort of response. First there were hurried footfalls, then the sound of the lock disengaging. 
When the door was opened, a handsome, middle-aged man was standing on the other side of the door. While he was very good-looking, his attire seemed a bit off. He was wearing a pair of baggy basketball shorts, a t-shirt, and a thin, zip-up hoodie. His hair was in disarray, almost as if he were trying to look ten or twenty years younger.
“Yeah?” he said. “Can I help you?”
“We’re looking for Chloe Stenson,” Jack said, showing his badge and ID. “Agents Rivers and Gift, with the FBI.”
“FBI? Jesus, you people don’t stop, do you?”
“Usually not,” Jack said, apparently unable to bite the remark back. “And just so you’re informed, we should let you know that we’re not here about the lawsuit. This is a separate matter entirely.”
The man—apparently Mr. Stenson—gave the same sarcastic tone Jack had given. “Well, just so you’re informed, Chloe isn’t here.”
“Where is she?” Rachel asked.
“She went out about an hour or so ago to check in on a patient.” It was clear he wasn’t happy to give the information, but he also seemed rather pleased that he’d given them news that made their job no easier.
“Where?” Rachel asked. “The hospital?”
“No, she—you know what? No. I don’t think I need to tell you. She’s gone through enough with this MAID lawsuit bullshit. So, you do your own legwork and figure out where she is.”
“Or,” Rachel said, “we can put you in the system for stalling a case. And then when you close the door on us and head back inside, we can just sit in the car and then contact the local PD and have them check all the hospitals and doctor’s offices in town. Sure, it will take forever, but we’ll just sit in our car, in your driveway, and wait. And at the end of it all, you’ll still be arrested for interfering in the case.”
Rachel, of course, knew only about half of this was plausible. But the widening eyes of the man in the doorway told her that he had no idea. “You people are deplorable,” he hissed.
“Believe me, we’ve been called much worse,” Jack said.
After a moment’s pause, Mr. Stenson answered, “It’s a small, private place just outside of town. Tanner Assisted Living, I think it’s called. And you can’t—”
But that was all they needed to hear. Rachel was the first down the stairs, with Jack hurrying behind. He eventually passed by her and took his place in the driver’s seat. The urgency he’d put into the run made her think it was something he was definitely doing on purpose. Even though he had no idea she was starting to feel symptoms again, Jack still wasn’t comfortable with her driving.
And right now, she was fine with that. In fact, it might even be a blessing in disguise.
She made no comment on this as she once again pulled up another name and location on her map and directed them to yet another promising lead. She thought Jack felt some of the new urgency, too, as he was speeding more than usual, honking as he came to stoplights.
“How much longer?” he asked five minutes into the drive.
“Sixteen minutes.”
She quickly dialed the number for Tanner Assisted Living, mentally slapping herself for not doing it the moment they’d gotten into the car. If they had some form of security at this place, they could make sure Chloe Stenson didn’t get to her patient.
But after a single ring, Rachel got a recorded message: “Thank you for calling Tanner Assisted Living. All of our staff are tending to the needs of—”
Rachel cursed and hung up, again looking to the map. “No answer. Straight to voicemail.”
“He did say it was a small, private place,” Jack said, tearing down the street toward the interstate exit. “Maybe they don’t even answer the phone.”
“Maybe,” she said, not liking the idea at all.
Though they were closing the distance quickly, Rachel recalled the husband stating that Chloe had left about an hour or so ago. And if that was the case, she knew there was a very good chance that even if they got there in record time, Chloe would have had plenty of time to claim her next victim.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
Rachel was almost surprised by just how sudden their arrival at Tanner Assisted Living seemed. One moment they were getting off the interstate, dumped into the small town of Overtree, and the next, Jack was pulling their car into the small driveway. She supposed it may have been because her mind had once again cycled back to the symptoms she’d been experiencing. She was battling it out, trying to decide if she needed to give them her utmost attention or if it was just her body trying to reacclimate itself to work.
She knew she needed to take any symptoms serious, but she also didn’t want to bring the case to a screeching halt over what could very well be absolutely nothing.
Tanner Assisted Living was located about a quarter of a mile off the main road, on a paved stretch with green lawns to all sides. From the outside, it looked like nothing more than a house—a large one, but still, just a house. The only thing that truly made it stand out was the sign out front. A beautifully decorated piece just off the front lawn read: TANNER ASSISTED LIVING.
They wasted no time with knocking on the front door. In Rachel’s estimation, she’d tried calling the place five times during the drive and had even left two messages. Neither had been returned. Jack got to the door first, and Rachel was relieved to find that it opened freely. They’d busted down many doors together, but she wasn’t sure how she’d feel about knocking down the door to a hospice facility.
When they entered the building, it made perfect sense that the phone had not been answered; there was not a single person stationed at the small lobby in the front. The lobby consisted of just two chairs positioned around a small coffee table. To the right of this, a large, oak desk sat empty.
“What the hell?” Rachel said.
“Yeah, not gonna lie,” Jack said, “this is actually sort of creepy. A well-cleaned but abandoned assisted living home? Yikes.”
Together, with Jack in the lead and Rachel following close behind, they made their way across the lobby and past the desk. The phone that had never been answered sat there, a little red light flickering on the cradle. Probably the messages I left, Rachel thought as they passed.
There was a small hallway to the left, which Jack started down. Rachel trailed closely behind, and as she did, she was forced to stop.
A wave of dizziness came over her, absolutely out of nowhere. It was so bad that she had to reach out to the wall to keep herself from pitching over. She closed her eyes not only to try to refocus herself, but to take a quick moment to pray that Jack wouldn’t notice. Not yet, not—
The sound of crying came from just up ahead. It was soft and garbled … a sound of sorrow.
It was a strange sound to hear as she opened her eyes. The world had settled back into place, but the inside of her head still felt rather swimmy. Jack’s back was still to her, but a bit farther away. So, he hadn’t seen her … thank goodness.
He’d slowed a bit at the sound, though. It sounded odd to Rachel because based on what they suspected of Chloe Stenson, the sounds would have likely been those of a struggle or of someone choking or trying to scream. It made no sense to her at all … until they came to the end of the hallway.
Halfway down the hall, a door on the right stood open. A woman stood just inside the doorway, looking in. A voice could be heard from inside the room, soft and murmuring, on the heels of the sound of that soft weeping again. Jack moved in slowly and quietly, trying to get a peek inside without blatantly disrupting things. 
Rachel did the same and got a good sense of what was going on right away—and she felt incredibly guilty.
She caught only a brief glimpse before she backed away. But from what she could tell, several people were gathered around a bed. A frail-looking woman lay in the bed, a weary look on her old, tired face. To the woman’s right, sitting in a chair, a much younger woman was holding her hand. Another person, unseen from where Rachel stood, was praying very quietly.
Rachel stepped away, heading back the way they’d come from. She gently took Jack by the arm and in doing so, the motion caught the attention of the woman at the door. She turned to face them and looked frightened at first. But the fright then turned into something that looked very much like anger. She walked in their direction, her face red and her eyes narrowed.
She nodded to the end of the hall near the lobby, and the three of them hurried in that direction. The woman from the room didn’t speak until they were positioned by the desk.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
Rachel showed her badge quickly, trying to help the woman understand that they hadn’t intentionally interrupted that poor, old woman’s dying moments. “We’re Agents Gift and Rivers,” she said. “We were told Chloe Stenson is here.”
“She is. She’s back there with a patient. As I’m sure you saw, that patient just happens to be in the final moments of her life. Chloe rushed over when we called her so she could be by her patient’s side.”
Rachel and Jack were both momentarily speechless. On the one hand, it was a relief that Chloe hadn’t come to kill her patient. On the other hand, Rachel couldn’t recall the last time she’d felt so entirely guilty about something. And as she saw slight movement from behind the woman’s shoulder, she knew it was only going to get worse.
Two other women came out of the room and started walking slowly toward them. One of them was dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. The other was walking a bit slower, her eyes locked on Rachel and Jack.
“She’s gone,” the woman with the tissue said. And then, as if just noticing them for the first time, she looked at the FBI agents standing in their midst. “Who are they?”
“Probably here for me, right?” the slow-walking woman said. “Are you insurance people? Some kind of detectives?”
“Are you Chloe Stenson?”
“Yeah. Come on.”
And without saying anything else, she led them back across the lobby and outside. As soon as they stepped out into the yard, Chloe wheeled around at them with sorrow and fury in her eyes.
“I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care, honestly. But your timing sucks.”
“FBI,” Jack said, showing is badge. “And we’re incredibly sorry. But you have to understand there’s no way we could have known.”
“What do you want, anyway? Is this about the lawsuit?”
“No, actually,” Rachel said. She still felt slightly swimmy headed, but it was little more than a nuisance at this point. “Two nights ago, a woman named Marie Brooks was brutally killed in her hospital bed. Did you hear about this?”
She nodded but very little of the anger went out of her eyes. “I did.”
“We had a team looking over every inch of the security footage from that night,” Rachel said. “And you were on it, as I’m sure you know. And it seems you had a lot of trouble getting in … as if you were trying to find a quick way in but didn’t have the credentials.”
“Oh, I have the credentials. My ID card has access to every door on that level of the hospital. But the restrictions placed on me because of the lawsuit altered some of my access.”
“And what were you doing at the hospital at that time of night, anyway?” Jack asked.
“The lady inside … her name is Pamela Hudson. She’s been on her way out for about a week now, and it’s hit me very hard. I felt the need to just get out of the house, to go see some of my patients at the hospital. It’s not too uncommon for me … you can ask around. I used to show up at two or three every morning. It’s when the halls are quiet and it’s … I don’t know. Peaceful? But now that’s just one other thing that damned lawsuit has taken from me.”
This did line up with the timelines … and being up at all hours and sort of wandering around the hospital to check on patients was pretty much a golden opportunity if you were a killer trying to take out your victims in the early morning hours. It was interesting and worth considering deeper, to say the least.
“So, were you ever actually able to see your patients that night?”
“No. I was never able to get to the hallway I needed to access. All of my privileges have apparently been revoked between the hours of six p.m. and nine a.m.”
“Okay, so back up a bit and tell us about how this whole lawsuit started. We know about the medically assisted—”
“Look. I’ve already been arrested and seen in front of a court about that. It’s been enough … and as you can see, it’s affected my life in more ways that I care to admit. But for right now … no, you can’t ask me about it. Because right now, I’d like to go in and mourn one of the sweetest old ladies I’ve ever met.”
She then marched right back to the front door. Jack started to go after her, but Rachel reached out and took his hand. She shook her head and said, “No, it’s okay. This one is on us. We should have asked for more details about that footage. And just … well, let’s face the facts Jack, do you really think that woman is the killer?”
He shook his head, and Rachel could see some of that guilt on his face as well. “No, I don’t. I’d still like to take a look at that footage myself, though.”
They walked back to their car in silence, the reality of what they’d just done weighing on Rachel. They’d basically ruined the last moments of a woman’s life for a few of the mourners. And as a woman that had been forced to consider her own mortality a lot as of late, it nearly broke Rachel’s heart.
Once again, the urge to tell Jack about her recent symptoms was strong—including the episode in the hallway of Tanner Assisted Living—but she kept it to herself. The moment was already somber enough, and she felt that mentioning her issues would not only derail their focus from the case, but it would also make things even more cumbersome and awkward. There was no sense in making things worse. Besides, as evening slowly gave way to night, they had another question to confront—whether or not to stay in Charlottesville or head back to Richmond.
Because whether they wanted to come out and admit it or not, there was no way this case was going to be wrapped up by the end of the day. And that not only meant a longer case, but more of a chance that there could be another victim at any moment.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Because it seemed that the murders were taking place very early in the morning, they elected to stay the night in Charlottesville. This was a harder decision than Rachel thought it would be. After all, she’d spent every afternoon and night of the past two months with Paige. She feared that this disruption to that schedule would make Paige fear things were going to go back to the way they used to be.
So, while Jack was in the office of a hotel to arrange for rooms just after 7:30 p.m., Rachel sat on the trunk of their car, placing a FaceTime call to Paige and Grandma Tate. Paige answered it right away, which made Rachel believe she’d been playing one of her puzzle games on the iPad when the call came through. She was eating carrot sticks and ranch, which had become her go-to snack just before it was time to get ready for bed.
“Hey, Mommy!”
“Hey, kiddo. How was your day?”
“Pretty good. We had a substitute, and she let us play outside for recess for a really long time.”
“Ooh, that does sound good!”
“And Grandma Tate made her homemade tacos for dinner.”
“Yum!”
She could hear Grandma Tate’s voice in the background, cheerful and beaming. “You’re darned tooting, yum!”
Paige giggled and then, as if it was nothing new, said, “So, are you not coming home tonight?”
The normal tone to Paige’s voice and the matter-of-fact way in which she asked the question gutted Rachel. “Sorry, but no. This is going to be a harder case than we thought. But how did you know?”
“Well, you went back to work today. And usually whenever you call at this time, it’s to tell me you won’t be home.”
There wasn’t a single shred of malice to the explanation, but Rachel felt roughly one inch tall in that moment. “Well, hopefully, it won’t be much longer.”
“And Jack is with you, right?”
“Yes, he’s here, too.”
“Good. He’ll keep you safe if you get hurt again.”
Man, she’s really hitting all the sore spots, Rachel thought. “Do you think you can put Grandma Tate on the phone for a second?”
Before Paige could respond, she heard her grandmother respond from elsewhere in the house. “Can’t! Cleaning up these dishes! But I’ve heard every word. You’re fine, Rachel! We’re good here!”
“Yeah,” Paige said. “We’re good here!”
Rachel paused for a moment, having to choke down the unexpected lump in her throat. Were things really just going to go back to normal back at home? Had Paige become so desensitized to her mother not being around that this wasn’t going to bother her even after nearly two whole months together?
She knew in that moment that she needed to get off the call, or she was going to lose it. She felt the tears stinging her eyes, the lump of emotion once again rising up in her throat. 
“Well, you be good for Grandma Tate. Hopefully, I’ll be back soon. I’m in Charlottesville, so I’m less than two hours away.”
“Okay. Good night, Mom.”
“Good night, sweetie. I love you.”
“Love you too!”
Paige ended the call from her end, her little frozen face filling Rachel’s screen for one more second. Rachel set the phone beside her on the trunk and did her best to keep control. She allowed a few tears out, then a shuddering whimper. But perhaps because she’d become far too good at pushing down her emotions, she shut it all down as she saw Jack coming out of the main office door. He stepped out into the entryway, where cars pulled in and out to drop off passengers and waved her on.
She walked across the parking lot to him, and they walked inside through the sliding glass doors together. The hotel lobby was mostly empty. He handed her a room key and said, “We’re on the same floor, a few rooms apart.” He then gazed at her and said, “Are you okay?”
She knew better than to lie about everything, so she told some of the truth. “It stung to leave Paige more than I thought. After so much time at home with her …”
“Oh, I didn’t even consider that,” he said. “Sorry about that. I can’t even imagine.”
They took the elevator to the second floor and walked in the direction of their rooms. A very large part of her wanted to tell him to come to her room—to just go ahead and cross the very tense line that had existed between them for a while now. A line that had grown even more fragile after he’d kissed her in her back yard. But of course, she said nothing. She couldn’t right now and keep her mind in one piece.
They came to her room first. He gave her a smile and a wave, hesitating for just a moment as she placed the keycard to the scanning lock. She opened it but before she stepped in, Jack stopped her.
“Rachel, are you sure you’re okay?”
She looked him in the eyes and saw real concern there. Tell him, dammit, she thought. Have you learned absolutely nothing?
But it was so hard to say it out loud—to admit that this thing she was sure she’d already started to beat had come back.
“Yes,” she managed, hating the feel of the lie. “I’m okay.”
“Good,” he said.
He closed the five or so feet between them quickly and kissed her. It started very slow and tender but somehow, in the space of about three seconds, it became something more. There was an urgency to it, a pressure and a heat. Before she was fully aware of what she was doing, Rachel found her hands on his waist, as his did the same. Her back pressed against the opened door, and she pushed it open even more. The door flew open, and they stumbled together through it, their mouths never parting.
Rachel felt like someone else had taken control of her—or, rather, that a part of her that she’d kept contained for far too long had come to the surface. Lightly, she urged him against the wall. She found the waist of his pants and freed his tucked in shirt, sliding her hand up it and across his chest. When he sighed against the kiss and her touch, it urged her on even more. But he had sensed her urgency, and this time, he was the one that took control. He spun her playfully, and—for the first time in about twenty seconds—their mouths came apart. His lips went to her neck, and this time, it was her that was sighing. She grabbed him by the lower back, pulling him closer.
Everything was a whirlwind. His hands were in her hair, on her shoulders, finding the buttons on her shirt. His lips were on her neck, her collarbone, her jaw, then back to her mouth. And somehow, they were lying on the bed. He was on top of her, and in that position, she sensed that he was being very cautious.
She wanted to urge him on. No need to be cautious. She wanted this. Hell, there was a part of her that needed this. But maybe he was being cautious for his own reasons. And in that moment, she didn’t want to ruin things. This was not a time for overthinking. Besides, every time their tongues touched, a spark of joy and pleasure so intense spiraled through her that it was hard to think of anything else.
She wasn’t sure how long they kissed. She wasn’t even quite sure at what point both of their shirts had come unbuttoned and when her hand had started fumbling with the button on his pants. What she did know was that she was finding it hard to breathe or even think straight.
She pulled away from the kiss, hating that she knew she had to do it. Jack wasn’t persistent or over-eager at all. When he sensed her hesitation, he stopped and even slid slightly off her.
He looked her in the eyes, and she studied his gaze carefully. He was concerned but also overjoyed. And when he smiled at her, he nodded and said, “Too much too soon?”
She kissed him softly, lingering. When she pulled away, she said, “Too much? God, no. I’d even say not enough. But too soon? Yeah, probably.”
He kissed her back and then sat on the edge of the bed. “If I’m being honest,” he said, “I thought so too. When this happens—and I really hope it does—I don’t want it to be this hurried, frantic event. Especially not while you’re missing Paige. And probably not on a case, either,” he added with a smile.
“Fair enough.” She sighed deeply, not realizing how badly she wanted him until she knew they were putting things on hold.
He took her hand in his and kissed it. “However, if at any point during the night you think you can manage to do only what we just did for a bit more, I’m in Room 223.”
She laughed and leaned forward to kiss him again but then stopped herself. If she started again, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stop. They both got up from the bed, and he started to button up his shirt. Rachel left hers open … mainly because she planned to take a shower when he was gone but also, if she was being honest with herself, as a bit of a flirty tease.
“Barring a late-night phone call with a case update,” Rachel said, “want to plan to meet in the lobby at seven in the morning?”
“Sounds good,” he said. 
It was clear that he was still slightly flustered as he headed for the door. When he opened it, he looked back at her, and there was still some fire in his eyes. This time, Rachel felt a flush of heat and a bit off-kilter, but it had nothing to do with what was going on in her head.
“This was nice,” she said. “Just don’t … don’t change your mind.”
He shook his at her and said, “No way in hell.” 
Then, with a smile, he closed the door and left her by herself. Right away, Rachel fell to the bed and smiled widely, in spite of everything else taking place in her life.
 
***
 
The Alex Lynch nightmare broke into her sleep again.
And though the tone of the dream was the same as all the ones before, the set up was entirely different. In this nightmare, Lynch was sitting with her at her dining room table. They were alone in her house, impossibly bright rays of sun falling through the kitchen windows. In that light, an aging Alex Lynch looked almost handsome in a way. But the charm of this realization was broken by the fact that there was a dead squirrel sitting in the center of the dining room table. Rachel identified it at once as the squirrel that had been placed in Paige’s room when this entire final act with Alex Lynch had begun.
Why are you here? Rachel asked.
Because you invited me in.
I never invited you in.
Maybe not, but you needed me. Near the end, you needed me. Didn’t your pursuit of me make you feel whole?
No. Go to hell.
Didn’t it give you something to obsess over other than the tumor? Say … how’s that going, by the way? Starting to feel it again, huh?
On the table, the previously dead squirrel began to twitch and make a mewling sound. It spasmed, and its tiny cries started to fill the kitchen. At the same time, the front door opened, and she heard Paige’s little footfalls rushing toward the kitchen. From across the table, Lynch smiled at her and raised that same ridiculously large knife.
Let’s have some fun, what do you say? he said.
Rachel jerked awake just as Lynch got to his feet. She lay in the hotel bed, staring up at the ceiling, still hearing the phantom cries of the squirrel. She lay perfectly still, thinking of the tumor and what it might mean if it was indeed regaining its strength.
Rachel supposed there were a variety of reasons she was unable to go back to sleep—the nightmare chief among them. By the time one in the morning rolled around, she’d managed to grab about one single hour of sleep, broken with tossing, turning, and a barrage of thoughts: What was going on with the tumor? Was she being a terrible mother for being right back in this situation? If the cancer was strengthening, what did that mean? What would be involved? How much would it take from her? If Jack had stayed over, would they be in bed together now, naked and fast asleep, worn out from every single thing she wanted to do with him?
At 1:27 a.m., she knew she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. She’d had enough sleepless night in the past year or so to know when it simply wasn’t going to happen. She switched on the bedside lamp and opened up all the case files they had on the murders. 
She saw that Deputy Hall had also sent them a link to the hospital footage with Chloe Stenson on it. She went to the footage and reviewed it several times. On the third viewing, she zoomed in and slowed it down (as best as she was able on her phone, anyway) and was quite sure Chloe had simply given up and made her exit. Besides that, when she went to the section of records from the hospital and looked at the notes from the nurse’s station on the night Marie Brooks was killed, there was no note of anyone out of the ordinary on the hall. And if Chloe was indeed under so many restrictions, surely someone would have taken note of her appearance on the hall.
She then opened up the notes on Roland Young. She was almost certain there was no mention of a controversial doctor with limits and restrictions placed on her, she checked anyway. Somehow, in their hurry for answers, she and Jack had both neglected to realize that Chloe Stenson had a target on her back. If she’d been directly involved with either of the patients that had been killed, her name would have been instantly brought up in the records and reports.
When she was once again sure there were no new answers to be found in the collected files, she put her phone down. But then she looked at it for a moment, feeling the strong urge to make a call.
It was 3:07. She was tired, and she wasn’t thinking straight. But she wanted to make the call. She needed to make the call. Not sure how to feel about it, she picked her phone back up, scrolled to the number, and placed the call.
She knew no one would answer, which was one of the reasons she’d decided to go ahead and do it. This was going to be so much easier not having to speak to an actual human being. She listened to the recorded message and then, when prompted, left a message.
“This is Rachel Gift, calling for Dr. Emerson. I’m currently out on a case, but I need to have a visit scheduled with him as soon as possible when I get back. I already have a visit scheduled for three weeks from now, but I believe I need to see him much sooner. If someone could call me to confirm the earliest appointment available, I’d appreciate it. Thanks.”
She ended the call and could feel a surge of fear right away. It was done. She couldn’t take it back. And one way or the other, she’d find out what the new, familiar pains meant.
She lay back down, curled into a semi-fetal position, and began to cry. She cried hard, letting out everything she’d felt while speaking with Paige, as well as the fear of what the next few days could hold after Dr. Emerson called her back.
Then, somewhere among the tears and worry, sleep did finally, miraculously, take her. And it was really no surprise to her that one of the final things she saw as she drifted off was the room back at Tanner Assisted Living. Only, rather than some unnamed, old woman in the bed, surrounded by loved ones, it was her. And the loved ones were Paige, Grandma Tate, and Jack. Even Peter was there, back from the dead to see her off.
And worst of all, no one was crying. Everyone looked at her with pity, as if she may have very well brought this on herself.
 
 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Matt Henderson made a direct line to the refrigerator when he got home. He’d just finished a twelve-hour shift and knew that in four hours, starting at midnight, he’d be on call until eight in the morning. After that, he had a full two days off. But for now, he had to dread that damned night shift.
And he was going to have a glass of wine while he readied himself for it. Just the one, though. Matt had never been much of a drinker and only drank wine because of his ex-wife. He drank it white and cold, straight from the fridge but not in one of those pretentious wine refrigerators like his ex had owned. It was strange because he had come to enjoy the taste of white wine, and it calmed him, but it also reminded him of her, which he hated.
Two years ago, when she’d found the texts from his lover, she’d done her best to forgive him. But it just hadn’t worked. He didn’t blame her. He’d been forty-eight at the time, and the woman he was having the affair with had only been twenty-six. A nursing student with a rocky past that had explained in the texts his ex had read that she enjoyed a little pain in the bedroom.
So, his wife had left, taking their thirteen-year-old son with her. Matt saw his son twice a month, driving to Baltimore to spend a tense Saturday and Sunday with a kid that resented him. The glass of wine he enjoyed every other day or so did bring some of this back most of the time.
Tonight, those thoughts were far away as he sipped the chilled, white wine. And so were the memories of the twenty-six-year-old nursing student. After the divorce, she’d said he was too much drama. She left, too, and was now working at a hospital somewhere in Ohio. Tonight, he was wishing he’d have an on-call shift without any calls. It was very rare that it happened, but it did happen from time to time. After the on-coming, on-call shift, he was going to sleep for as long as he wanted and then take a quick trip to the beach—maybe Sandbridge, the little stretch he’d often gone during his residency to get away from it all.
He drank his wine and spent some time trying to decide between reading a bit from the new Stephen King novel or watching a “stranded in the wilderness” show on Netflix. As he settled on the show and realized the absolute absurdity of it, he rather wished he’d just stayed at the hospital. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d slept in one of the on-call rooms. But ever since the affair, he’d hated the way those rooms made him feel. That is, after all, where he and the nursing student had often hooked up—not at the hospital he currently worked at, of course, but not too far away. And besides, all of those rooms looked the same.
He was ten minutes into the show when his phone rang. He checked the time. 11:41 p.m. and already getting calls—before his shift was even set to begin. It was apparently going to be one of those shifts.
“Henderson, here,” he answered.
The voice of one of the on-call nurses greeted him, and he listened for the tone in her voice right away. He could usually tell just by the tone of the nurse’s voice if there was something serious waiting for him at the hospital, or if it was something totally stupid that really didn’t need the attention of a doctor. He thought this nurse’s voice sounded somewhere in between.
“We’ve got a man here that was out for a run and happened to come across a dog that had gotten off its leash. When he reached out for its collar to get an owner’s name, it took a bite at him. Tore his right hand up pretty good.”
He made no attempt to hide his irritation when he sighed. “Okay. I’ll be there in ten. He’s an emergency?”
“Yes, sir.”
And just like that, any hope of a quiet and uneventful on-call shift went right out the window. He grabbed a stick of gum from the pack he kept in his coat pocket on his way back out, in order to mask the smell of wine on his breath. He drove back to the hospital, the streets basically empty during the six-minute drive. As he made his way around to employee emergency parking, he took note of an ambulance tearing out of the lot, lights and sirens blazing.
He went into the hospital and found himself in a sort of daze. His mind was already on break, really. Still, he did his best to tend to the man with the dog bite. Turns out, it was very much worthy of an ER visit. By the time Matt had handed the man off to the surgeons, he was pretty sure the man was going to lose at least his pinky.
By the time the surgery was completed, and he was washed up, it was 12:10 in the morning, and he gave up on any hope of going back home to finish out the shift. He caught a shower in one of the doctors’ changing rooms and then retreated to an on-call room on the third floor with his at-work backpack, in which he always kept at least two changes of clothes. He was surprised to find one of the other on-calls occupied, wondering what other doctor was taking on an on-call shift. But he was too tired to care, really. The halls on the third floor were quiet, almost peaceful, as he opened the door and stepped inside, and he was suddenly very tired.
He closed the door behind him, already thinking about sleep. He made a single step toward the door when he noticed the woman sitting on the edge of the bed. He opened his mouth to apologize for bothering her, but he didn’t get the chance.
He didn’t realize she was holding a knife in her hands until it was plunged into his stomach and then his chest, twice in rapid succession. He hit the floor, trying to cry out in pain but finding it hard to draw in a breath. This made no sense, no …
Matt gasped for breath, trying to summon the strength to fight back. But his body was in shock, the pain too much. The last thing he saw before darkness came crashing down on him was a woman’s face—pleasant, almost pretty. And then she brought the knife down again, this time directly across his throat.
The face above him faded, and just before he took his last breath and could see nothing else, he saw a streak of blonde hair, pulled into a ponytail, and a sharp, delicate face peering down at him.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Rachel’s fitful and restless sleep was torn apart by the sound of her phone ringing. She was almost glad to be pulled from the sorry excuse for sleep. It would put an end to the frustration of waking every several minutes and of the little stream of odd dream fragments that punctuated it. It was perhaps because of this that she didn’t even feel that tired when she sat up and grabbed her phone from the bedside table.
“This is Agent Gift.”
“Gift, it’s Hall. Sorry to call so late, but we’ve got another death. Not a hospice patient this time, though. It’s a doctor. I know it doesn’t seem linked to your case, but … well, the doctor was killed at the same hospital Mrs. Brooks was killed in.”
He was right. It didn’t seem solidly linked, but it was also too much of a coincidence to ignore. “We’ll be there in twenty minutes,” she said. “Are you there right now?”
“No. I’m about five minutes out. Hospital security called me. They’re sitting with the nurse that discovered the body.”
“How long ago was it discovered?” she asked as she got out of bed and started to get dressed.
“About forty minutes ago.”
“Got it. See you soon.”
She immediately called Jack as she slipped into her pants. Adrenaline had started to course through her, and sleep was suddenly a very far away concept. It wasn’t until he answered the phone in a sleepy, slightly hopeful tone of voice, that he might be expecting something totally different out of her based on the time of the call—particularly after the way they’d parted ways earlier.
“Hey …” he said. The way he asked it was almost like a question.
“Get ready as quickly as you can,” she said. “I just got a call from Hall. There’s been another murder.”
“Give me three minutes,” he said and then ended the call.
She didn’t doubt it. Jack’s ability to transition from sleep to a presentable-looking and mostly awake handsome man was almost like magic. She’d seen it far too many times. She finished getting ready herself, barely even looking in the mirror to make sure her hair didn’t look like a feral cat had slept in it, and then headed down to the lobby. She wasn’t at all surprised when she heard Jack’s footfalls directly behind her.
And yes, he did look as if he’d spent about half an hour getting ready. He did look a bit tired, but he wore it well.
“You good?” she asked.
“Yeah. What are we looking at?”
She filled him in on the brief conversation with Deputy Hall as they made their way out to the car and pulled out of the hotel parking lot. Jack, behind the wheel like always, didn’t say anything until she was done. When she’d finished, he thought it over for a moment and finally gave his opinion.
“The location alone gives it a strong connection. But if we’re looking at someone that took out two hospice patients and then a doctor, this whole case is going to get a lot more complicated.”
“Or maybe simpler,” Rachel countered. “If we can find a link between this doctor and either Brooks or Young, it might narrow things down a bit.”
Jack nodded and shrugged, his way of saying You’re right without actually having to say it. “Always the optimist,” he joked.
But when Rachel recalled the phone call she’d made just after one in the morning, she didn’t find the comment very funny.
They arrived at the hospital at 3:05 a.m. Hall had apparently told hospital security they were coming because there was a young, African American security guard standing at the emergency entrance, waiting for them. He led them quickly through the completely dead and silent waiting area and then to an employee’s only elevator. He scanned his card along the wall, and the doors slid open.
“Deputy Hall and a few others are waiting for you on the third floor,” he said as Rachel and Jack stepped onto the elevator.
As the elevator rose up, Rachel was surprised to find that she needed to keep herself in check. She nearly reached out and took Jack’s hand, even if only for a quick and comforting squeeze. She hated feeling like this at all, especially on a case, and she wasn’t quite sure how to process it.
When the doors opened on the third floor, there were sounds of a soft sort of commotion at the end of the hallway. Roughly fifty feet from the elevators, the rest of the hallway had crudely been blocked off by a wheeled wall divider. Someone had also slid several blankets along the bottoms of the divider so that no one could get a peek at anything on the other side. 
Only a single nurse stood at the small station just by the elevator. She looked mortified and pale, but nodded urgently as Jack flashed his badge. They hurried over to the divider, and Rachel gave a courteous little knock along the side. It was pulled gently aside at once. A police officer saw them, then Rachel’s badge, and pulled the divider aside more to let them in.
“Careful,” he said. “Watch your step.”
Rachel looked down as she waked beyond the room divider. There was blood on the hallway floor—not much, but a stream that bent slightly toward her. It was coming from inside the room to her right. The door was open, revealing an on-call room with a dead man on the floor.
“Thanks for getting here so fast,” another man said. Hall stepped forward, his hat in his hands. “Forensics is about five minutes out.”
Rachel nodded as she and Jack carefully stepped around the little stream of blood and into the room. Another officer was inside, angling himself in such a way so that he could snap pictures of the scene. Before taking a good look at the body, Rachel looked around the room for any sign of a struggle. She saw nothing obvious, nothing bumped askew or out of place.
“Do we know his name?” Jack asked.
“Matt Henderson,” Hall answered, standing in the doorway. “Attending physician for Emergency Medicine. He was on-call tonight. The lady at the nurse’s station tells me he had two days off after this.”
Rachel leaned down slightly to get a better look. She counted eight stab wounds in all; most were to his stomach and chest, but there was also a particularly grisly one just below his throat.
“And the hospital wasn’t locked down when the body was discovered?” Rachel asked.
“No. The woman that found him passed out right away. She’s being treated for a head wound on the second floor. By the time she reported the body, at least ten minutes had passed. From what I’m told, there were calls being made about the decision to lock everything down, but they were afraid it might affect a surgery that was being conducted.”
It sounded like a bullshit reason, but Rachel honestly didn’t think it mattered. If the killer was smart, they’d be out of the hospital within three to five minutes of committing the murder. And if the body went undiscovered for a while and then there was ten minutes between the discovery and the reporting, she doubted a lockdown would have trapped the killer anyway.
“We do have officers creating a sort of invisible roadblock,” Hall said. “All cars that pass through four prominent intersections within a mile of the hospital are being stopped and searched. A pretty easy thing to pull off at three in the morning.”
Rachel nodded, her last glance at the body telling her that until forensics arrived, the dead man wasn’t going to reveal much. “You said the woman that discovered him is downstairs?”
“Yeah, second floor. Room 212.”
Rachel and Jack left the room. She hated to leave so soon after seeing the body, but she knew there was nothing there. Call it instinct or just work experience, but she knew they’d need to wait on forensics.
“We’ll be back up in a moment,” she said. “Hopefully, forensics will turn something up.”
Hall nodded, his hands on his hips. His eyes seemed to be trying to decide if they wanted to take in the sight of the dead man or the agents making a quick route to the stairwell.
Rachel and Jack entered through the stairwell doors and started down. “Two patients and a doctor,” Jack said from behind her. “This doesn’t make sense. He wasn’t even a doctor related to hospice. Emergency Medicine … it doesn’t really fit, does it?”
Rachel said nothing, but she did agree. And she also knew that a story like this wouldn’t stay under the radar for long. Something like this was bound to end up on the news and if that happened, it was going to make their case much harder.
She now felt more than ever that they were racing against the clock—that if they didn’t find the killer soon, this case was going to get much messier.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
Rachel had seen different variations of shock in witnesses and those that happened upon dead bodies in her decade or so as an agent. One that she’d seen several times and always found vaguely interesting (if not a bit strange) was excitement. She saw this in the nurse that was sitting in the lounge. She sat with another, older woman at a small table against the wall. Her eyes were wide and alert, and she was nervously playing with the peels from an orange that she’d segmented and sat on a small napkin beside her. She looked to be full of energy, the adrenaline of the discovery rocketing through her body as she tried to process the sight.
It was this behavior that made it easy for Rachel to determine which of the two women had discovered Dr. Henderson’s body. Both women looked to Rachel and Jack when they entered the room. The wired one eyed them with particular interest, likely already having figured out who they were and why they were there.
Still, Rachel followed protocols and showed her badge. As she neared the table, she saw that the older woman looked pale and rather sad. She supposed this woman had been accompanying the other one for emotional support.
“Agents Gift and Rivers with the FBI,” Rachel said. Looking to the excited woman, she said, “You found Dr. Henderson’s body, correct?”
“I did,” she said.
“Your name?”
“Molly Hatcher. I’m a nurse, usually just working the night shift.”
“How did you come to find the body?” Jack asked.
“I was walking down the hall and saw something sort of glistening right along the bottom of the door. At first, I thought maybe whoever was inside the on-call room had spilled a coffee or a soda or something. I almost knocked on the door right away but then when I got closer to the door, I saw that it was … sort of red. Dark red. And like syrup.”
Molly was speaking fast, her fingers still picking at the orange peel. She looked back and forth between the agents, then to the woman she was sitting with, as if she wasn’t sure where to take the conversation from there.
“And once you realized it was blood …?” Rachel asked.
“Well, I wish I would have thought harder about it, but I opened the door. I think my first thought was that if someone was hurt, maybe I could help them. But I could tell pretty quickly he was already dead.”
“And what did you do after you realized he was dead?” Rachel asked.
“I’m pretty sure I screamed,” Molly said, with an embarrassed smile. “I went running to the nurse’s station, yelling for the security guard on the floor and for a doctor—which I know is stupid because I’m a nurse. I just wasn’t thinking …”
The other woman spoke up, her voice soft and measured. “I was the second person that saw the body. Molly came down screaming, and I was just stepping away from the nurse’s station. Another woman tried to calm her while she paged security. I nearly turned him over to see if I could help, but she’s right; there was just so much blood, and I could see one of the stab marks just at his neck … deep and gaping, and I … I started to think I shouldn’t touch him because it was obvious that some sort of crime had been committed. The security guard agreed with me. He said we shouldn’t touch the body because we could contaminate the scene.”
“That was good thinking on both your parts,” Jack said.
Rachel agreed with this and figured that for two nurses, it must have been difficult to not handle an obviously injured patient. But, having seen the body and the amount of blood lost, she understood how one would quickly assume Henderson was already dead.
“While all of this was going on, was there anyone else on the hall?” Rachel asked.
The older woman shook her head. “No. The first cops on the scene asked the same thing. All us nurses and the single doctor on the hall at the time all agreed that we saw no one at that time. It was actually a pretty quiet night.”
Rachel nodded, figuring there was going to be quite a bit of footage viewing in the coming hours. Someone had been on this hall at some point during the night. And for these late-shift workers to have not seen anything, Rachel wondered if the person had come in much earlier in the day and somehow figured out a way to hide out in the on-call room.
“What are your plans for the remainder of the morning?” Rachel asked Molly.
“Well, the police asked that I stay here for a while … at least until the body was moved.”
“We may see you again, then,” Rachel said, heading for the door. Jack followed, the rush in his step making it clear that he, too, didn’t think they’d be getting anything useful out of Molly. “Thanks for your time.”
As soon as they were back out into the hallway, Jack looked to Rachel and said, “Security footage?”
“Yeah, I think it’s the only option we have at this point.”
“If you want to talk to hospital staff to get us access, I’ll send off a text to Anderson. We clearly won’t be back from this case as soon as he thought.”
With that said, Rachel made her way back to the stairway. As Jack started to type out a text along the way, Rachel found herself almost relieved at the thought of having to sift through security footage. Sitting still, she figured there was less of a chance she’d overstress herself and bring on whatever little spikes of pain and worry had been sneaking up on her. It felt a bit defeatist, but she was able to cope with it as she made her way back up to the third floor in search of someone who could get them quick access to the hospital’s security footage.
 
***
 
Two security guards escorted Rachel and Jack to the first floor almost immediately after Rachel had asked about security footage. One of them, she learned, was the security guard that had first responded to Molly Hatcher’s call. They led them to a corridor along the western edge of the first floor, lined with staff offices and what Rachel though might be the hub for the accounting department.
The room they were taken to was located all the way in the back. It was dimly lit and adorned with a long desk that held three different computer stations. Several desktop screens were positioned strategically around the desk, offering up the hospital’s entire security camera footage. Rachel counted fifteen different windows, showing different levels, corners, and vistas all around the hospital.
“Can you help us out with narrowing down our search?” Rachel asked the guard to her right.
“Yeah, that’s easy enough,” he said. He walked to the desk and pulled out a chair for her. As she sat down with Jack standing behind her, the guard hit a few commands on the keyboard, and two different windows were enlarged, sitting over the other, now smaller ones. “These are the only two shots you’re going to get of the third floor. And in terms of where you need to see, they aren’t going to do you much good.”
“Why’s that?”
“Well, this one,” he said, pointing to the window on the right, “is coming off the elevator. You can see most of the nurse’s station, most of the hall to the right of the station, but that’s it. Then this other one is the opposing hall, showing the entire stretch down to the stairwell. Because of this set-up, there are two complete sections of the third-floor hall that are completely missing—one of which is where the third-floor on-call rooms are located.”
“Yeah, I suppose that really doesn’t help at all.”
Rachel was familiar with the software, having viewed footage on the system in various other cases, so there wasn’t much of a learning curve. Within just a few minutes, she and Jack were studying the footage closely without the help of the guards. Rachel was going over footage from the third-floor elevator and stairwell entrance from the last twelve hours. She figured if someone had snuck into the on-call room, they could have easily hidden themselves away in the flow of traffic during regular visiting hours. Also, though, she started to wonder if the killer may have had a key to the on-call room. And if so, that raised an entire new batch of questions.
While she checked the two windows showing third-floor footage, Jack looked over the cameras from the first-floor elevators; he had chosen the daunting task of trying to determine if anyone had taken the elevator up in the past twelve hours and had never come back down. He was making little notes on a ratty-looking pad left by the guard.
About twenty minutes into their search, there was a knock at the workstation door. Rachel turned around and saw Hall opening the door, stepping into the room.
“I thought you might want to know that forensics is at work right now. But so far, there’s nothing promising.”
“Thanks,” Jack said, barely looking away from his screen.
“Anything else we can do on the PD end?”
“Maybe,” Rachel said. “It might not hurt to check with the folks out in the parking garage ticketing shack. If this person parked out there to avoid the bright security lights of the parking lot, there might be something there.”
“Great minds think alike,” Hall said. “I’ve got an officer over there right now looking at security footage and speaking with the attendant.” He gave them a nod and left, leaving them once again to the security footage.
In the interest of saving time, Rachel decided to work backwards. At the end of the day, she supposed it didn’t matter how or when the killer had entered the hospital or even how they’d entered the on-call room. The spilled blood had been fresh, meaning that the killer had to have passed by one of those cameras—either the elevator or stairwell—on their way out.
So, she decided to start at the end. The fact that the hospital had not been locked down upon discovery of the body made this harder than it should have been, but it was too late to gripe about that now. It was strange to watch things in reverse, especially knowing she was observing hospital hallways. There was something especially haunting about it as she watched a few nurses go walking by, then a doctor, and then Matt Henderson.
She sat forward, watching closely, waiting. The room was quiet except for Jack’s occasional writing, the pen scratching along the paper. And then Rachel spotted something. An hour and twenty-five minutes before Henderson arrived, a man wearing a denim coat and jeans went walking quickly by the camera, heading for the stairwell door. He kept his head down and walked quickly, the absolute portrait of someone trying to keep their face hidden and to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible.
“Jack. Right here, look at this.”
She rewound the footage and started over from when the man first entered the frame. Jack watched along with her as the man quickly made his way down the hallway and to the stairwell. Jack pointed to the bottom right-hand side of the screen.
“This is at 10:42 p.m. Way after visiting hours.”
“And this footage sucks,” Rachel said. “I can’t get a clear view of his face at all.”
“Well, let me see if I can find him downstairs,” Jack said, going back to his screen. He cycled through the time and came to 10:42 p.m. on the screen that showed the large lobby where the stairway door was positioned. Sure enough, the man came walking out of the doors. His head wasn’t quite as low as it had been on the third floor, but they still couldn’t get a clear picture of it.
“Okay, then we’ll see if Hall can relocate some men to going over the parking lot footage around that time, maybe the parking garage too. If we can catch him getting in a car, we’ll have his license plate number. Meanwhile, we can check with the nurses on duty to see if they recognize him.”
With a new suspect at their fingertips, Rachel forgot about how she’d felt relieved to have the duty just an hour or so beforehand. The excitement of pursuit was quickly flooding her as she flagged the section of footage and headed out to speak with the nurses again. She took one last look back at the paused screen, got a good look at the shape and posture of their suspect, and committed it to memory. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was enough to push her.
It was nearing four in the morning, but she was suddenly wide awake and feeling as if she’d nestled right back into the groove of things. They were right on the killer’s heels now, and it was time to do what she did best. This motivation pushed her back through the hospital and back to the nurse’s station where she got right to work on figuring out who the man in the footage might be.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
An impromptu workstation had been set up in the third-floor nurse’s lounge. In the two hours since Rachel and Jack had arrived at the hospital, forensics had come and gone, and now, as Rachel and Jack spoke with nurses and hospital security, the coroner was finally removing the body of Matt Henderson from the on-call room where he’d been stabbed.
Once his body was moved from lying on its face, it was discovered that he’d been stabbed seven times. Two of the wounds had been less than an inch apart, high in the chest. The shape and size of the wounds indicated it was the same weapon that had killed the other two victims.
This was one of many new nuggets of information that came trickling into their makeshift hub of operations. The details of his death were confirmed just as Rachel and Jack began speaking to the last staff member on the list—not a nurse, but a part-time intern that helped with patients’ needs that weren’t quite medical, things like getting new sheets, helping with the bed’s power controls, or the televisions. She was as helpful as she could be, but it was clear almost right from the start that she wasn’t going to provide anything useful.
“When did you get in for your shift?” Jack asked.
“Eleven,” the woman said. She was young—no more than twenty-two—and of Asian descent. She didn’t look worried but just sad and slightly off her game. Rachel understood it. A police presence and a partially blocked off hallway in the middle of the night was probably the last thing she’d been expecting when she got to work.
Rachel turned the laptop in front of her toward the woman. “At any point during the night did you see this man?”
The young woman studied the picture closely. Working with the chief security guard, Rachel had managed to get the best angle of the man from both the third floor and main level elevator footage. It still wasn’t much, but she had to work with what she had.
“Sorry, I don’t think I ever saw him,” the woman said. “In fact, I think the only person I saw that wasn’t a nurse or a doctor was the janitor down on the first floor when I came in.”
“Does he look familiar at all?” Rachel asked. “Maybe someone you’ve seen around the floor before?”
“No, I’m sorry. I mean … there’s not really much to see, is there?”
Rachel nodded, and the woman gave an apologetic shrug as she was dismissed. Rachel turned the laptop back toward her, noticing that Deputy Hall and one of his officers were coming into the lounge as the woman made her exit.
“Good news and bad news on the parking lot cameras,” Hall said. “The good news is that we got a very good shot of the car itself. It’s a 2020 Honda Civic, dark grey in color. The bad news is that there’s no view where the license plate is clear. There’s one single shot as he’s turning out onto the exit road, but we have to zoom in so much that it’s grainy. We have the first two characters, and that’s it.”
“Make, model, and the beginning of the license plate number,” Jack said. “That should be more than enough to get started on a search.”
“Oh, it is. I’ve got some guys at the department on it right now. I just hate that we’re going to have to wait about an hour or so rather than just having the information right away.”
Rachel nodded and began to habitually rub at her head. She realized what she was doing right away and stopped, fearing that Jack may read it all wrong. Truth be told, her head wasn’t bothering her at all in that moment; she was simply starting to feel the effects of the lack of sleep and the slow crash as the adrenaline of thinking they had a guy in their grasp started to fade.
“So, while they’re getting results on the car,” Jack said, “we need to see what sort of links we can develop between the victims. It’s a bit harder now that we can’t just limit it to hospice patients.”
Rachel nodded at first but as she managed to mentally zoom out to find a bigger picture, she couldn’t help but wonder if the inclusion of a doctor as a victim might actually make things a bit easier.
“Here’s what I’m thinking,” she said, looking over to Jack and, out of nowhere, recalling their heated moment in her room earlier in the day. As tired as she felt, she wondered how nice it might feel to just curl up in bed with him and fall asleep—clothing optional. “These killings aren’t random. The hospital setting makes that clear. And if there’s a story hiding somewhere among these victims, I think one of them being a doctor might help.”
“You think Dr. Henderson may have been connected to the other two victims? Even as a guy that specialized in Emergency Medicine?”
“Could be. Might be worth looking into. She looked to one of the two officers that remained in the room, currently typing something into his phone. “Excuse me,” she said, “would you mind speaking to the hospital director and telling him we need access to as many of Dr. Henderson’s records as possible?”
“The director?” the officer said.
“Yes. He’s upstairs on the third floor, I believe.”
The officer nodded and hurried out, and she was glad to see that he looked eager to help. Oftentimes, police officers seemed irritated that they were taking orders from the feds. It was something she’d long ago gotten used to.
“Okay,” Jack said. “So, both victims were very old, near the end of their life. We’d originally speculated that it could be a sort of mercy killer. But I’d say that the murder of a fifty-year-old doctor cancels that theory out.”
“Agreed.” She started to toy with an idea, wondering just how much time it would take for the bureau to run a check on the murdered victims. She could call and request remote access to the bureau database, but she’d long come to understand that there was a massive lag in such work.
“How about your Records connection?” she asked Jack.
“What about him?”
“Call him up. Have him run a background check on our victims.”
“I can,” he said, checking his watch. “I mean, it’s four in the morning, and I don’t see any link between two ninety-some-year-old hospice patients and this doctor.”
“All the more reason to call.”
Jack nodded and took out his phone. He pulled up a number, placed the call, and then set the phone in the center of their small, shared table. He set the call to speaker mode, and they both waited as it started to ring.
It was answered on the third ring by a man that was making no attempt at all to mask the fact that he’d been yanked out of sleep. “What the hell, Rivers?”
“Good morning to you, too, Clint,” Jack said. “Look, I’m on a case with Agent Gift, and I need a background check run on three people—all recently deceased. Sorry to wake you, but I couldn’t wait until operating hours, and I know how quickly you work.”
“Flattery? Really?”
“You know it. You still have database connectivity from your house?”
“I do.”
“Want to do us a favor?”
Clint sighed from the other end and said, “Sure. Wait a second …”
They could hear Clint moving around on the other end, grunting and letting out small just-woke-up noises as he made his way through the house. Rachel was pretty sure she’d met Clint on one or two occasions within the field office but had never worked directly with him. She knew that he and Jack had a bit of work history, hence Clint’s willingness to help.
“Okay,” he said after another thirty seconds or so. He sounded much more awake now, almost glad to have the task. “What are the names?”
“Ronald Young, Marie Brooks, and Matt Henderson. Young and Brooks were quite old, just north of ninety. Henderson was a doctor in his early fifties.”
“And you want what? Links?”
“If there are any to be had, sure,” Jack said. “If you can, you could just email us whatever you find, and we’ll do the heavy lifting.”
“I can send you the files for sure,” Clint said. “But you’ve already woken me up really early, so I may as well so what I can too. Give me … I don’t know maybe twenty or thirty minutes. Sound good?”
“Perfect. Thanks, Clint.”
As the call came to an end, Rachel was relieved to know that they had someone digging into the information for them. But she also couldn't simply sit around and wait for things to happen. Slowly, she stood up from her chair and began to pace the length of the small room. She was craving a cup of coffee but wasn't sure if that was the best idea, given how tired she was feeling. She began to think about the condition of each of the victims and how brutal the attacks had seemed. Not only that, but in the cases of Marie and Roland, it also seemed to be a vicious attack on vulnerability. It spoke of more than just a need to kill someone. There seemed to be an almost vengeful approach to the entire thing. It made her start to wonder if there was some sort of message being carried out or maybe it was the act of someone holding a grudge.
Jack also got to his feet, giving her a caring look. “I think I'm going to go hunt down a cup of coffee he said. Do you want one?”
Rachel shook her head politely. She was still hung up on the idea that this killer held a grudge between these three seemingly very different victims. There was a very obvious puzzle to be solved in it all, but she was having a problem even finding the shapes of the pieces. As Jack stepped out of the room, she realized she was now alone. She looked back to the laptop, once again studying the shape and image of the man in the security footage. To her, it made no sense that no one had seen this man all night. She didn't necessarily think anyone was purposefully hiding information, but she did think it might point toward sloppy work or negligence on the part of the nurses on the third floor.
Alone in the lounge, she once again thought back to the phone call she made before receiving the phone call from Deputy Hall. She didn't regret leaving the message to set up a doctor's appointment, but she did all of a sudden feel that the coming appointment and the hassle that would go along with it was just another thing she had to do. Another distraction. Another reminder that she had not quite beaten her terrible diagnosis after all.
She was so zoned out in her own thoughts that she jumped a bit when Jack re-entered the room. He set a coffee down in front of her and gave her a wry smile. “I know you said you didn't want one, but it looks like you need one, if not now then in a little while.”
As he moved to take a seat beside her, he paused for a moment before leaning down and giving her a soft kiss on her cheek. It sent a flutter of excitement through her stomach that was both pleasing and a little alarming. Her still-developing feelings for Jack were very much needed during this particular stage of her life, but there was a looming shadow of doubt on how it might affect their working relationship in the future.
It took less than three minutes before she picked up the cup of coffee that Jack brought her. While waiting for Clint to call back, Rachel resorted to looking back through the case files on Roland Young and Marie Brooks. She was very doubtful she'd missed anything the countless other times she'd gone through them, but she simply couldn't sit still and do nothing.
When Jack's phone rang several minutes later, they both sat rigid in their seats in a dulled sort of expectation. Jack answered the call, set it to speaker mode, and set it right back in the middle of the table.
“That was just about half an hour on the dot,” Jack said. “Did you find anything worthwhile?”
“Yeah, I think so,” Clint said. “It's not like a smoking gun or anything, but it does link two of your victims—Roland Young and Dr. Matt Henderson.”
“Connected how, exactly?” Rachel asked.
“Well, from what I can see here, they were both loosely involved in a case of medical negligence that resulted in a woman’s death. This was twenty-six years ago.”
“How loosely are we talking about?” Jack asked.
“Well, the patient’s name was Delores Callahan. She was admitted to the hospital for what was thought to be a simple surgery to remove gallstones. And I know all of this because I’m reading it off the court records from what looks to be a pretty simple court case. The doctor that performed the surgery was a Dr. Nguyen. But the doctor that was assisting and performing check-ups and follow-ups with Mrs. Callahan was your Dr. Henderson.”
“So, where does Roland Young come into this?” Jack asked.
Even before Clint answered, Rachel was quite sure she already knew. She thought of Roland’s history and some of the things his daughter had revealed to them.
“He was on a small list of lawyers that assisted Nguyen. The case was pretty much a non-starter. It was more or less just thrown out, and Callahan’s family saw nothing. They got their day in court, but the entire case went in favor of the doctors and the hospitals.”
“So, it seems like this Dr. Nguyen should be found, right?” Rachel said. “He’s clearly going to be a target for the killer if this is indeed the link.”
“Ah, if only it were that easy,” Clint said. “Nguyen died of a heart attack four years ago.”
“Clint, this is all very helpful,” Jack said. “Thanks, man.”
“Sure thing. I’ll email you copies of these records as soon as we’re off the phone.”
As they ended the call, Jack and Rachel looked at one another, letting all of this new information sink in. While the killer was still a mystery—aside from a useless security camera image and an only slightly more promising picture from the parking lot cameras—the case now seemed to have more of a shape to it.
And for now, it seemed to be centered around a dead woman named Delores Callahan.
“Okay,” Jack said. “The email from Clint just came through.”
Rachel leaned in closer to him and, once again grabbing the cup of coffee, they started to dig into the facts of a death from twenty-six years ago that could very well be the nexus of their current case.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Jack noticed that Rachel’s hair had a faint apple aroma to it. Or maybe it was pear … or some other fragrance he was too simple to identify. The scent of it came in small, gentle wafts as he directed Clint’s emails and files to the laptop the hospital had loaned them. Whatever the scent was, it certainly wasn't what he should have been focused on in that moment. He felt rather juvenile being so easily distracted by the woman he was working with ... a remarkable, beautiful woman that showed similar interest in him, but a distraction all the same.
There was plenty of information to study. There was so much of it that they separated the search between two different laptops. Rachel elected to take the hospital end of things, looking at the medical records. That left Jack to look at the court records. He didn't mind this because he'd always found court records interesting. It was almost like looking at baseball scores in a newspaper, an entire game boiled down precisely to just a series of numbers.
As it turned out, Clint had done an admirable job of boiling it all down. Following the death of Mrs. Callahan, the family had lodged several complaints against the hospital until, about two years later, the case was finally taken to court. As he looked over all of this, one thing in particular seemed particularly strange. 
“Rachel, check this out,” he said. “The case was finally sent to court when the family complained that the medical records were tampered with. They’d tried before just because they’d suspected negligence, but it was the accusation of records tampering that got it front of a judge.”
“What kind of tampering?”
“It’s not specific, really. The only thing I’ve seen so far on the records is that Callahan was being seen because of severe gallstone issues. But the family apparently disagreed. They say there was some other reason she was there, but I can’t find what that reason might be in the records.”
“Was the negligence here at this hospital?”
“Yeah, looks like it.”
“It shouldn’t be too hard to figure out the tampering aspect, then,” Rachel said, “If we—”
A knock at the door interrupted her. When Jack turned and found Hall standing there, the man had a peculiar expression on his face. He looked triumphant but also tentative. It made for a weird look.
“We found the man from the security footage,” he said. “He’s in the back of a cruiser and on the way to the precinct right now.”
“Oh … okay, wow,” Jack said. “Good job, I guess. Did he cause any problems?”
“None. But the officer that cuffed him and put him in the back of the car said he seemed to get very confused when he was told he was under arrest for suspicion of multiple murders. The story he gave was that he’d been in the hospital to visit his brother. He fell asleep in the room in the chair by his brother’s bed. When he woke up and realized how late it was, he figured he should get out quickly because the nurses had warned him about how visiting hours were nearly over a few times earlier in the night.”
“That sounds flimsy,” Rachel said. 
“Yeah, I thought so, too,” Hall said. “But the officer called me and told me what was going on. We checked the name of the patient he was supposedly here to see. It was his brother, and I’ve got one nurse that confirms this patient did indeed have a brother that came by almost every day.”
“On the third floor?” Jack asked.
“Yep. Third floor. I sort of got pissy with the nurse … I feel bad about it. You guys showed her the footage and questioned her already. But even when she looked back at the picture, she said there’s no way she would have put two and two together.”
“Has anyone asked about alibis yet?” Rachel asked.
“Yeah. Like I said, he’s been here, at the hospital, every afternoon until eight when visiting hours are over. Two nurses have already confirmed it.”
“And after that?”
“He says he’s gone straight home and then to work. Says he wakes up at four to catch a morning shift at a grocery store, and then washes dishes at a diner during the lunch rush. We’re looking into that right now.”
Jack considered all of it but felt deep down that this was not their man. With two jobs and a sick brother in the hospital, there were just too many solid alibis. Besides, with the story of Delores Callahan and Dr. Nguyen in front of her, it seemed like a much more likely arena for answers. Jack could tell from the slack expression on Rachel’s face that she wasn’t so sure, either.
“I suppose you can hold him at the precinct for a bit,” Rachel said. “I doubt he’s our guy, but we should speak to him, anyway. But, hey … Hall? How well do you know this hospital?”
“Pretty good, I guess,” he said, suppressing a yawn. “I was born in it, and my mother nearly died in it a few years back.”
“You ever hear about some sort of new story about records fraud? Maybe about a guy named Dr. Nguyen?”
“No, nothing like that,” Hall said. “No fraud. But I do know that about three-and-a-half years of records went missing when they made the jump from paper records to all-digital. Something about a fire in one of the old wings that got converted into a new physical therapy center run by the college. That made a pretty big news story, especially back when everyone was crying out about the world going completely digital and paperless.”
Jack thought it certainly would account for the missing records where the Callahan family had claimed medical negligence and maybe even a misdiagnosis.
“Any idea when that was?” Jack asked.
“No, sorry. But I’m sure someone down in admin could tell you. If there’s anyone down there at this time of the night … or morning.”
“I’ll hop on that,” Rachel said, getting to her feet. “I could use some stretching of the legs.” She looked back to Jack with a tired smile and said, “You good here?”
“Yeah. I’m good. Maybe grab me another coffee if you happen to pass a lounge or machine?”
She nodded and made her exit. Hall followed after her, leaving Jack to continue reading through the Callahan files and reports. His eyes were bleary and aching, but he soldiered on because he felt there was something worth finding in these records—something more than the clues they’d already found.
It was absolutely puzzling and convenient that three-and-a-half years of records were simply not there anymore. He knew things like that happened from time to time, but in this case, it seemed almost predetermined or preplanned in some way. He didn't let this unfortunate setback slow him down, though. He continued digging and found yet another interesting tidbit concerning the Callahan case. It came in the form of a hand-scrawled note at the bottom of one of the forms that had been intended for court submission. The note read: Jameson Teller not allowed near case. RE: verbal threats and stalking of Dr. Nguyen.
Jack hadn’t seen the name Jameson Teller anywhere in the records from the hospital or the scant court forms or reports. And being in the hospital with no clear connection to a criminal database was going to make getting answers tricky. Unless …
Grinning, he dialed Clint’s number again. It was answered after the second ring, and this time, Clint sounded much more awake and coherent. “You suck, Rivers. You know that, right?”
“I’ve been told. Sorry … I’m sort of holed up in a hospital lounge right now and don’t have immediate access to a database. You still at home?”
“Yeah. Getting dressed to start my day early because I was woken up at such an unreasonable hour.”
“Sorry … but look, this should be a bit faster, I think. In fact, I think I’ll just stay on the phone with you.”
“Okay, what have you got?”
“I need you to search for any police reports involving a man named Jameson Teller. Specifically, from twenty-six years ago. It would be in Charlottesville, Virginia, and be related to a court case involving the death of Delores Callahan.”
“Yeah, that is a lot to go on,” Clint said. 
Jack could hear him already typing something into his computer. Clint was softly humming to himself as the search was conducted—a bit of humming that lasted less than twenty seconds as Clint came back on the line.
“Yeah, here we go. Um … yeah, okay, we’ve got a police report filed by James Nguyen against Jameson Teller. The report says Teller accosted Nguyen in the hospital and even tracked the man down at his house. Looks like it was just verbal threats, though Nguyen states that one of the threats suggested Teller would kill him. Another doctor, Matt Henderson, backed this up and stated that Teller also threatened him at the hospital. Looks like it was all over the passing of the woman you’d mentioned—Delores Callahan. But hold on …”
“There’s more?”
“Maybe … there’s another report …oh. Get this. It seems that about a year before her passing, Delores Callahan was Delores Teller.”
“They were married?” Jack asked, feeling the many different pieces of the case start to slip and slide together into a more concrete shape.
“Yes. And were is the key here. It seems that before all of the mess with the doctors, there was another police report filed concerning Jameson Teller. This one was filed by Delores Teller herself. And it looks like she’d reported abuse on two different occasions. I’m assuming that’s why she was no longer Delores Teller when she went to the hospital.”
That was it...the final piece to the puzzle, as far as Jack was concerned. “Clint, thanks, man. Can you send me those files as well?”
“Absolutely.”
“Really quickly, though … can you get me a current address for Jameson Teller?”
Clint chuckled and said, “Already ahead of you. I’ll shoot it over to you. It just so happens he’s still in Charlottesville.”
Jack closed out of all the records he’d been looking at, certain that this newest batch of information was exactly what they needed. He left the room, still holding his phone and waiting for Clint’s emails to come through, anxious to catch up with Rachel to tell her that they were one very large step closer to catching their killer.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
Rachel’s head was swirling with everything Jack had told her. It was a stark reminder that sometimes leads were buried deep—and if enough digging wasn’t done, those leads would be lost forever. She scanned through the records Clint had sent over, rereading over everything. It was crazy to her to think that the nexus of this case had started twenty-six years ago … when Dr. Matt Henderson would have been only twenty-six years old, just beginning his medical career. And as she looked through those old records, another thought occurred to her.
“Oh!” she exclaimed, embarrassed by how loud and how sudden it was. “The records! Yes … as it happens, this is the same period of time that went missing during the file transition. From what the woman in administration told me, this entire time period was right in the middle of the window of time that went missing.”
“Seems convenient,” Jack said from behind the wheel as he directed the car toward the address of Jameson Teller.
“Well, that’s the thing. I was told that there are actually two people that have been working on recovering the physical files for those missing years. It’s apparently a whole big deal. But I guess none of that really matters anymore with this lead you found.”
“Yeah, let’s hope so.”
Though Teller lived just outside of the city limits, the roads were still empty; dawn had come, but the traffic of people heading to school or work was still an hour and a half away. Jack drove them almost to the interstate before turning off onto a non-descript, two-lane road. As the directions from the GPS led them closer to the address, Rachel did her best to verbally process all they’d learned in the last forty-five minutes or so.
“Everything fits perfectly,” she said. “With the exception of Marie Brooks. She’s not linked to this anywhere.”
“Not that we know of,” Jack corrected. “For all we know, her name could be in those missing records, linked somehow.”
“Maybe. And even so … the link between Teller, Roland Young, and Dr. Henderson is as solid as it comes. I do wonder, though, why he waited twenty-six years.”
“That’ll be one of the first questions we ask him,” Jack said, his eyes cast forward to the road, brightening in the rising sun.
They arrived at Teller’s house ten minutes later. His house sat just off the road, situated perfectly in a small lot in a cute, quiet neighborhood. The nearest neighbor was about one hundred yards away, their properties separated by a decorative black fence and a thin grove of trees that then expanded far behind the houses. The driveway held a modest pickup truck, which Jack parked beside. They then walked up the porch steps in the quiet of the morning all around them.
“Any chance we’ve got a ‘most recent employer’ listing in the information Clint sent over?” Rachel asked as they climbed the stairs. No car in the driveway, no lights on from what she could see through the windows … there was a very good chance Jameson Teller wasn’t home.
“I believe so, actually,” Jack answered.
For the sake of covering their bases, Rachel knocked on the door. Neither of them was surprised when no one answered. Rachel knocked again, but Jack was already pulling the number from Teller’s current employer from the material Clint had sent over. Rachel looked at the front door while listening to Jack as he started speaking into the phone.
“Good morning,” he said to someone on the other end. “I need to speak with Jameson Teller about an urgent matter, please… yes, okay …”
By this point, Rachel had given up and walked down the stairs. Jack nodded, waving her back to the car as he continued to speak into the phone “Yes … yes, okay. And what’s the address there?”
They were back in the car, Jack getting off his phone as he slid back behind the wheel. He started the engine and said, “Teller works with a construction company out of Charlottesville. I just spoke to the owner … he said Teller and a few other men got an early start at a worksite this morning, framing an add-on to a library in town. Can you plug this address into your phone?”
He gave her the address, she typed it into her phone, and they headed directly back the way they had come. As they made their way back into the city, Rachel started to note some of the traffic starting to pick up as the morning wore on. The route her maps app gave her led them around most of the growing congestion, though, and they arrived at the library in question within twenty minutes.
There were three work trucks already at the site. When Jack pulled his car in, four different men were working to divvy out pules of lumber around a newly poured concrete platform. When Rachel and Jack got out of the car and closed their doors, the sound of it got the attention of the four men. A fifth, standing over by a small forklift and chatting on his phone, also looked in their direction.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” Jack said. “Are any of you Jameson Teller, by any chance?”
One of the men that had been carrying and sorting the lumber nodded and stepped forward. “Yeah, that’s me. Who are you?”
“Can we talk to you for a moment?”
Teller thought about it for a moment, and Rachel knew exactly what was going through his mind. He was wondering if he should ask who these people were. But then when they answered some of Teller’s business would be vocalized in front of men he worked with. So after several seconds, he simply nodded. He turned back to the other three and said, “Give me a second, I’ll be right back.”
When Teller came walking over to them, Rachel saw an angry sort of suspicion in his eyes. She supposed he’d had enough run-ins with the law back when his ex-wife had reported him for abuse, so the idea of being questioned by the authorities wasn’t exactly jarring to him.
When they were standing back by the bureau car, Teller took a bit of a defensive stance, crossing his arms over his chest. “So, who are you two?” he asked.
Rachel showed her badge and ID in a slow, subtle way that wouldn’t attract the attention of the other workers. “Agents Gift and Rivers, FBI.”
She noted the look of shock that came to his face, but he did his best to play it cool, trying to seem unaffected by it.
“Any idea why we might want to speak with you?” Jack asked.
“None. What’s going on?”
“Well, we’re in town looking into a series of murders, the most recent of which occurred late last night. As we’ve been digging into the pasts of the victims, it came to our attention that two of them are linked to a very unfortunate event that occurred twenty-six years ago—an event that led us to you.”
“Twenty-six years?” Teller said, genuinely baffled. “That’s … that would have been … that’s when Delores died.”
“It was,” Rachel said.
“Do you recall a doctor named Matt Henderson?” Jack asked.
“Yeah. He was one of the assistants that was helping Nguyen when they screwed up and caused Delores to die.”
“When was the last time you saw Dr. Henderson?”
“Well, you said it yourself. It was twenty-six years ago.” As he answered the question, Rachel could see his expression hardening and could hear the increasing tone of anger in his voice. “It was just as they were about to get the thing to court … right before I found out that Delores had requested that I shouldn’t be allowed to be involved.”
“When was the last time you saw Dr. Nguyen?”
“It was the same day. And that day, I should add, ended with me being escorted out of the hospital. It was the day before Delores’s funeral.” He eyed them with a resigned sort of anger, and Rachel instantly didn’t trust this man. She didn’t think he’d play nice if it came down to it just because they were federal agents. “You’re here to ask if I killed Henderson?”
“As well as an older man named Roland Young. He was—”
“He was one of the lawyers for the hospital. Some sort of wizard when it came to malpractice and things like that. I remember. And you say he’s dead too?”
“Yes,” Rachel said. Slowly, she took a step back and rested her hip against the side of the car. She was starting to get dizzy, and her vision was blurring a bit—nothing huge or substantial but just enough to notice.
“Mr. Teller, we’re going to need to know where you’ve been during the nights and early mornings over the course of the past week or so,” Jack said.
“So, you think I’ve done this?” Teller asked, his eyes narrowing as he took a step toward them. “You think I’ve held onto a grudge for this long and now, twenty-six years later, decided to kill a doctor and an old man?”
He was in Jack’s face now, and Jack was slowly bringing his right hand to his holstered Glock.
“Mr. Teller,” Rachel said, trying to diffuse the situation, “your reaction to even being questioned about it isn’t helping matters.”
“I don’t give a damn! I’ve been living under the shadow of being a so-called abuser of women. And now, this long after it’s all over, I’m expected to just roll over like a good little boy and answer questions about two dead people … people you think I killed?”
He’d stepped even closer now, and Jack didn’t move an inch. “It’s going to be in your best interest to back up right now, Mr. Teller,” he said.
“Why?” Teller asked, now nearly shouting. Rachel got the impression that he hadn’t intended to get so emotional or to get in Jack’s face. But something had come over him; Rachel had watched it evolve, now to the point where his cheeks were getting red, and there were the beginnings of tears in the corner of his eyes. “Why? So you can slap some cuffs on me, take me to a room somewhere, and talk about the ways I used to beat my wife? How I used to correct her when she … when she …”
In the two seconds that followed, far too much happened for Rachel to keep up with. First, she saw Teller’s arms both coming back a bit, his shoulder flexing back. He was a split second away from shoving Jack, which would then cause Jack to retaliate and result in an unnecessary skirmish. When she saw this, she stepped forward in an attempt to prevent the initial attack, but as she moved away from the side of the car, a dizzy spell struck her. It was without a doubt the worst one she experienced since the symptoms had come back. She wasn't able to even take that one single step; even before her foot touched the ground, she felt as if she was going to pitch forward onto the ground.
Jack saw this before he noticed Teller’s movements. He turned toward Rachel quickly and started to reach out for her just as Teller finished with his shoving motion. Both hands struck Jack on the chest as he was half turned toward Rachel. The shove wasn't very hard at all because it seemed that Teller realized what he was doing in the last moment and drew back some of the strength. Still, Jack took a single stumbling step back into the hood of the car. Meanwhile, Rachel was once again forced to lean against the car to keep from falling over. She lowered her head, closed her eyes, and took a deep, steadying breath.
Through her closed eyes, she heard Teller make a single little noise ... what sounded like an “Oh” of surprise. She then heard a flurry of movement and then a slight rustling noise. The next thing she heard, she felt as well. She glanced up and saw that Jack had essentially manhandled Teller, whirling him around, bringing an arm up behind his back, and slamming him down on the hood of the car. Yet when Rachel looked, she saw that Jack’s eyes were locked on her. He cuffed Jameson Teller as if he were on autopilot. He was arresting a suspect that had laid hands on him, but his full attention was on her.
“What is it, Rachel?” he asked as he sinched Teller’s cuffs. “Are you okay?”
She couldn’t bring herself to actually speak the truth, so she just shook her head. And when she felt tears coming, she turned away from him, her back still resting against the car as she looked out onto the construction site.
She wiped a tear away as it rolled down her cheek. Behind her, Jack spat out a shaky curse as he loaded Teller into the back of the car. And when he closed the back door, he slammed it hard enough to make Rachel jump.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
The ride to the nearest police station was tense and silent. Even Teller seemed to understand that something other than his arrest was the larger issue within the car; he remained silent, too, as Jack drove. Rachel glanced over to Jack several times, trying to gauge his mood. It was difficult to tell if he was angry with her or worried. She supposed he had a right to be angry if that was the case. After all they’d been through these past few months and given the physical and romantic nature of what was blooming between them, he deserved the truth.
It wasn't until they reached the parking lot of the nearest precinct that he bothered turning to look at her at all. He'd reached for this door handle and stopped suddenly, as if a thought had just occurred to him.
“How long have you been feeling it?” he asked.
“Not long. Just a day or so.”
“Ever since the case started?”
She nodded her head and said, “Pretty much.”
After this, Jack went quiet again. She attempted to walk on Teller’s left side as Jack escorted him on the right. But Jack quickened his pace when she tried to assist making it clear to her without saying a word that he didn't want her exerting any force that wasn't absolutely necessary. His face was slack and mostly emotionless as they reached the front door. Without Rachel's help, Jack opened the door to the precinct and gave Teller a small shove through the doorway. Rachel followed and found herself standing in a small, clean lobby. A few chairs were sitting out in a waiting area in the corner. 
A woman sitting at the front desk, sipping on coffee and chatting to someone on the other side of the desk looked up at them with surprise. Jack showed his badge and said, “We need an interrogation room, please.”
“Of course … right this way,” the woman said. 
She hopped up from the desk and stepped around into the lobby. Taking the lead in an uncertain sort of gait, the woman led them through a main door just off the lobby and into a carpeted hallway. To the left, a large open space contained several desks and then, along the far-left wall, a series of offices. Noticing the unexpected visitors, a young-looking officer hurried over, his eyes flickering from both agents and then to Teller.
“Feds?” the officer asked.
“Yes,” Rachel said, showing her ID. “We need an interrogation room to question this man.”
“Yeah, sure thing.”
“Is this the precinct Deputy Hall works out of?” Jack asked.
“It is, yes, sir.”
“Great. Please, Officer … could you do me a favor? Please escort this man, Jameson Teller, into an interrogation room, and then call Deputy Hall to let him know that Agents Rivers and Gift have a suspect in custody.”
The officer asked no questions, stepping over to help instantly. He took Teller off Jack’s hands and marched him farther down the hallway, taking a left at the end of it. Jack then took Rachel by the arm gently and led her down the hall as well. He looked at every room they passed, walking quickly and leading her along.
“Jack, what are you d—”
He stopped at the third room they came to. It was a small office, clearly occupied, but Jack pulled her into it. The owner, though, was nowhere to be seen. A cup of steaming coffee was on the desk and several stacks of notes and files sat in the center, just in front of a laptop. Jack closed the door and then looked directly at Rachel.
“Jack, what the hell are you d—”
Quickly but gently, he cupper her chin in his hand and pulled her close. He kissed her, soft and briefly (but not lacking in heat), and then pulled away, his eyes never leaving hers.
“So, is it happening again? The symptoms?”
“Yes.” She saw no need to lie about it. He’d seen her hunched against the side of the car, nearly falling on the ground. Also, he’d seen her suffering from the symptoms before. He knew—and she was just going to have to accept that.
“What’s this mean?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I’ve already called Dr. Emerson, though. I left a message and expressed interest in speaking to him and setting up an appointment.”
“Why didn’t you tell me right away?”
She heard pain in his voice. He was hurt—he felt that she had kept something from him, something that would impact him.
“Because it makes it more real,” she answered. “To actually give it voice is bad enough. But to speak it out loud to someone else … it becomes this whole, different thing. This ugly monster I have to face.”
He nodded, frowning. “And what about the case? Do you think—”
“I think we’ve got a suspect in custody and have taken over some poor, unsuspecting officer’s office,” she said. “One thing at a time, Jack.”
He glared at her for a moment, and she could tell he was trying to decide if he should keep pressing the matter. She made it easy for him, though. She reached out and opened the door back up. When she gestured for him to go out first, she tried to add a bit of comical flair, but he wasn’t biting. He walked out, his face once again blank and expressionless, and followed the same path as the officer that had taken Jameson Teller off their hands. 
She didn't think he was mad at her but was simply trying to process through his own emotions regarding her condition. A small part of her almost appreciated the stiffness to his attitude. It showed that he really did care ... that he was truly and genuinely worried about her.
They took the left at the end of the hallway and saw the officer waiting by a doorway about halfway down the hall.
“Thanks, officer,” Jack said. “Any luck getting Deputy Hall?”
“Yeah, I just got off the phone with him. I think he’d just settled down for some sleep. I hear he was over at the hospital until four or five this morning, dealing with that dead doctor. But he’ll be here soon.”
“We appreciate it.”
“Need anything else?”
“No, I believe we’re good for now. Thanks.”
The officer gave a little nod, smiled at them both, and headed back the way he'd come. When Jack opened the interrogation room door, he didn't even look back at Rachel at all. She once again found herself trying to understand how he must be feeling. But at the same time, there was a part of her that was rather annoyed at how he was behaving. It almost made her feel like she had done something wrong.
Jack wasted no time when he stepped into the interrogation room, instantly diving into a series of questions. Rachel wasn’t sure if it was because he simply wanted to be done with the morning so he could take some time to himself to figure out his response to her, or if he was trying to make sure she didn’t overdo it. 
Teller was sitting at a small table that looked like pretty much every other table in every other interrogation room she’d ever stepped into.
“I’ll start with where we were on the construction site,” Jack said. “You know, before you thought it would be a great idea to shove an FBI agent.”
“I was pissed off, man. This stuff has been following me ar—”
“Can you provide hard proof of where you’ve been every night and during the early morning hours over the past week?” Jack interrupted, his tone short and curt.
Rachel simply stood back, letting Jack run the show. She’d never seen him so on edge, so irritated. If he wanted to run the show from here on out, she’d let him. She didn’t have a problem with that. Besides, maybe taking a firm back seat on this case would help to keep the symptoms from rearing their ugly head.
“Is my wife proof enough?” Teller asked.
“You re-married?” Jack asked.
“Yeah. About six years after Delores passed.”
“She wasn’t at your house when we knocked on the door.”
“She’s on a two-week stretch of night shifts over at the airport. Just started yesterday.”
“What’s she do there?”
“She drives one of those little transport buggies. The ones that cart luggage around inside the airport.”
“So, what’re the hours like at your house? When she would have seen you to verify that you were at home?”
Teller kept that cold look in his eyes as he stared both of them down. But he also seemed to sense that as long as he could provide suitable answers, this entire situation could be resolved fairly quickly.
“I get home most days around four or five in the afternoon—depends on the job and the weather. But yeah, I’d say five over the last few weeks would be a safe average. On the weeks she’s not working late shifts, we’re a normal married couple. Dinner, some talk and TV, then bed.”
“But you said she’d been working late shifts lately, right?”
“She has. She usually gets up around eleven or so and is out the door by midnight to start her shift at one. But, like I said, yesterday was the first day of a two-week stint. So, if you need proof that I was at home all week—with the exception of last night—she can still give it to you.”
“And when would you say you leave home to get to work?” Jack said.
“Usually around seven. Today was a special occasion because we needed to get the framing done as soon as possible.”
“When did you leave your house this morning?” Jack asked.
“I don’t know for sure. Maybe four thirty. And I met with Jimmy just after five.”
Rachel did the math in her head. It would have been possible for Teller to get from the hospital to meet up with Jimmy—another construction worker, she supposed—but it would have required expert skill. More than that, there was one very large obstruction in their path if they truly wanted to start viewing Jameson Teller as a suspect: he was nowhere to be seen on the security footage. She looked to Jack and saw that he was deep in thought. She knew him well enough to know that this meant he was about to change the direction of questioning. And more times than not, that meant he was starting to feel that the suspect may not be the person they were looking for at all.
“When Delores asked for a divorce, did the abuse stop?”
Rachel saw the fury come directly into Teller’s face from his place behind the small table. His lips tightened, and he went so rigid that a bystander may have thought he was having some sort of attack.
“What does that have to do with anything?” Teller sneered.
“Well, we’re assuming she specifically asked for you to not be involved in the trial that never really happened.”
“She hated me at that point.”
“So, you had no dealings with the people that tried to get Delores’s case pushed to the courts?”
“No. Why?”
“Because we have two of three victims that are directly related to the death of your ex-wife’s death. And if you didn’t kill these people, there’s a very good chance someone else closely connected to that event did.”
“Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I had nothing to do with that end of it.”
“Did the two of you have any kids together?”
“A son. He was sixteen or seventeen when she passed.”
“So, was he involved in trying to get it to court?”
“I think so. But he’s … well, he’s too kind to really push something that hard. But I haven’t spoken to him since … since his mother accused me of abuse.”
“Does he live around here?”
“As of two years ago, no. I’m pretty sure he lives in South Carolina. Charleston, I think.”
Rachel could see Jack start to mentally shift gears again. Based on what Teller had told them, they had enough alibis (plus the security footage for the hospital not showing him anywhere near an entrance) to where Rachel felt quite certain that Jameson Teller wasn’t their killer. She did think they needed to look into the son, but they were done with the man sitting in front of her.
“Mr. Teller,” she said, “we’re going to need you to stick around here for a bit longer. There are some things we need to check and then we probably will need to speak to your wife.”
He sighed deeply and made a dramatic movement of putting his still-cuffed hands on the table. He was trying to look mad, but Rachel could tell that he was relieved.
Rachel opened the door and stepped out, not yet sure where she was heading. All she knew was that standing in the interrogation room and taking a back seat while worrying that her symptoms might show up again had left her feeling trapped. And though it made her feel slightly unprofessional and irresponsible, the moment she started to feel that Jameson Teller wasn’t their guy, she had essentially checked out. 
If she was on borrowed time with this case, she didn’t see the point in wasting it on someone who would most likely be proven innocent on the strength of his alibis. That, of course, meant she needed to find a new direction … another approach.
She hurried down the hall, wanting to find some place to hide out for a bit before Jack could see her. She knew if he found her, the conversation would revolve around whatever was happening to her. And right now, she couldn’t be bothered by that. If she wanted to get home and take care of herself, she had to knock this case out. There was no way in hell she could go home with the ending of this thing still up in the air.
She wandered the adjacent hallway and was fortunate enough to find a small conference room. It looked like a forgotten little corner of the building; a bookcase sat in the right corner, the bottom shelf filled with old, empty, three-ring binders.
She closed the door and sat down in one of the three random office chairs pushed against the far wall. She didn’t know if she wanted to give herself a moment to cry, or if she wanted to jump right into the case files, scrolling through them on her phone.
After a few seconds, she decided to do neither. She simply sat in that rogue chair, swiveling lazily back and forth, allowing herself a moment to zone out. She had no headache, no sense of dizziness, and felt fine.
For now, she figured that would have to be enough. Focusing on that, she pulled out her phone and, in the quiet of that little, forgotten room, went to work.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
 
The neighborhood was disgustingly quaint. The lawns were perfect and almost too green. Nearly each porch was perfectly polished and adorned with a porch swing. Sprinklers were at work on the lawns, fit forty-something housewives walked their dogs in tiny sports bras, and all the mailboxes matched perfectly.
She knew why she hated it all so much. She wasn't naive. And she was far beyond trying to convince herself that what she was doing was normal. She hated the sight of this neighborhood because it was the sort of place that she would never feel comfortable in. The sort of place she’d never even had the chance to work toward.
There were lots of things that she'd never gotten a fair chance at. A normal family, a normal educational experience, or any sort of normal love life. She figured finding a man would be easy enough; she knew she was something of a looker, and at twenty-six years of age, she still had plenty of good years ahead of her. But even if she did find a fitting man, she knew that she would never be the type of woman that could nurture children. A typical family life just wasn't in the cards for her. She knew this, and she was fine with it. Honestly, she didn't really even want it.
So maybe she really just hated this neighborhood because she knew who lived here. More specifically, she knew the man who lived in the perfect two-story house across the street.
Looking at the house, she couldn't help but wonder if the man who lived inside remembered the woman who had died in a hospital bed all alone twenty-six years ago. And if he did remember her, did he even give a damn? Unlike her, this man had grown up to be mostly normal. He married, divorced, and then remarried. He had four children between those two wives, and she was quite sure they had moved on to do their own thing—going to college, getting jobs, falling in love.
It didn't seem fair to her. It angered and annoyed her that people could move on so easily. Looking at the house, she wondered how much it had cost. She wondered what kind of job he had that allowed him to live in such luxury in such a picturesque neighborhood.
Perhaps beyond that, she wondered if she would be able to kill him in that house. She'd been staking him out for a while now but had never gotten quite brave enough to go traipsing around the edges of his house looking for a way in. At this point, she supposed she’d killed enough of them that she could allow herself to be bold. Hell, she'd been pretty damn bold when she had killed Dr. Matt Henderson in the hospital on-call room. She'd been fully prepared to kill Henderson in his home but had been forced to alter her plans when he'd received the call to head back to the hospital. Even after killing him, after watching him drop dead to the floor, she'd fully expected to be caught on her way out of the hospital. If it had been daytime, she probably would have. As she prepared to kill Henderson, she then realized she really didn't care if she got caught or not. Sure, she'd love to take out a few more people involved in the death of her mother, but she'd be fine if her bloody journey came to an end at any moment. She knew what she was doing wouldn't change anything ... that it wouldn't bring her mother back or give her any solid answers. But the court systems had failed, the doctors had failed, the lawyers and hospitals had failed, so someone had to make sure vengeance was served.
And why not her?
It really was a gorgeous day, and the neighborhood seemed to soak it all in. She knew he was home. She also knew that his wife wasn't. She had no idea where his wife was, and she really didn't care. All she knew was that he was alone. If she wanted to kill him right now, there was nothing stopping her. With this thought in mind, she reached for her door handle.
She was quite surprised that there was a small part of her that wasn't too sure about killing this one. Technically, he was related to her. There was something more intimate about the idea of killing someone related to her. With the others, the two old geezers and Dr. Henderson, she'd been able to completely remove herself from the situation. But killing a relative, even though she’d never met him, seemed different somehow. It seemed like she was crossing a line she'd never quite considered before.
“To hell with it,” she muttered as she opened the door and stepped out onto the street.
As she crossed the road, she could hear a lawn mower buzzing somewhere in the distance. A kid laughed boisterously even farther off, and a small, statured dog was yipping near the end of the block.
She walked up his sidewalk, eyeing his perfect front door. She wondered if he would know who she was. Not from just seeing her, she knew that wouldn't be the case. But if she told him who she was and why she was there and how they were connected, she wondered how he would react. For all she knew, it might be a strange yet happy little reunion of sorts. Although, could it be a reunion if they'd never met?
Really, though, none of that mattered. All that mattered was the feeling of the knife. The knife that was sheathed and hidden in the waist of her pants. The knife that had already taken the lives of three people. She knew it well. She knew how long the blade was and what it felt like to puncture a breastbone and slide it into a neck.
She was smiling as she raised her hand to knock on his front door. She stood there for several moments before she knocked again. This was met by even more silence, and she started to wonder if maybe he wasn’t home after all. That made no sense because his truck was in the small driveway.
Unless …
She wondered if something had happened, something unpredictable that might put a kink in her plans. She’d wondered if this might happen—if the murders she was committing would be pinned on someone else.
She honestly didn’t care, but she did care that she wouldn’t get to finish what she’d started, that the man who lived here would be taken out of her reach. Frowning, she left the porch and headed back to her car. She was very good at thinking on the fly. She could simply re-adjust her plans if it came down to it. But first, she needed to get a better understanding of what was going on.
So, she’d have one more stop to make and hope her plans hadn’t been blown apart. She drove toward the downtown area without much urgency. After all, she had all the time in the world and nowhere to go.
She could do this for weeks, for months, even—or until she was caught.
And based on how easy it had been so far, she didn’t think that was going to happen.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
If Rachel was being honest with herself, she was starting to feel a bit like a stubborn child. She knew Jack did not deserve to be treated the way she was treating him. He was simply concerned about her, now worried that coming back to work so soon could have potentially been the worst thing for her. She understood it because she was starting to wonder the exact same thing. And for her to go off on him the way she had made no sense. This was easy to see after the fact as she closed herself up in a small, unused conference room on the backside of the police station. But it was never easy to see just how cruel and stubborn she was being in the moment—because in the moment, there was usually only fear and a strange sort of embarrassment.
She supposed she was starting to feel naive too. Here she was thinking that she was following in the footsteps of Grandma Tate … that she was so easily going to beat this cancer. But it was more than just suspicion now. She was quite sure that whatever had been working—be it the medicine, the rest, the time away from work, or all of it combined—was starting to taper off. Not only was she not out of the woods as she had assumed, but she was once again faced with the harsh reality that she could die long before what she felt should be her time to go.
The uncertainty of her condition was pretty much a mirror image of how she felt about the current case. She had no idea where to go, no idea where to look, no idea what their next steps should be. Anderson had expected the thing to be closed within a day, but now she had more than just that expectation hanging over her head. Now, she had the weight of responsibility crushing down on her because she knew the right thing to do would be to focus on treating the cancer. But just like before, the idea of refocusing her life on that stupid tumor made her feel weak and angry.
As she sat alone in the conference room, she gave some serious thought to finding Jack and telling him just how scared she was. Perhaps she was romanticizing the few moments they shared in her hotel room yesterday, but she felt that it had created a stronger connection between them. She knew he'd always cared for her and was always looking out for her best interests, but now, there was something more. Did he love her? She had no idea and thought it was silly to assume he did. They had worked together for what felt like forever and had gone through some very tense moments. So, it only made sense that there would be a strong chemistry between them. But did that mean she had the privilege of running to him whenever she felt scared or that her life was falling apart?
She didn't know. And not only was she afraid to ask him, but she was afraid to think about putting that much weight on someone.
“Get it together, girl,” she told herself as she continued to try to keep her focus on the case. She figured if she was going to run away from her problems and pout, she may as well do her best to continue contributing to the case while she did so. 
She started going back through all of the reports and files they had on the case. This included the twenty-six-year-old reports regarding Dolores Teller. Though Jameson Teller had turned out to be a dead end, she'd still felt that such an expanse of time gave this case more depth. It made her feel that whatever answer would lead them to their killer probably was buried somewhere in that time frame rather than fresh and new, waiting for them in the present.
Rachel was reading up on the complaints filed against Dr. Nguyen, hoping to find the name of Delores’s son, when her phone rang. She observed both the time and the number. Somehow, it had come to be 9:45 in the morning, and the call was from Dr. Emerson’s office. Her heart dropped in her chest at the thought of what Emerson may have to say about her recent complaints. Would he think she was stupid for coming back to work so quickly? She supposed there was really only one way to find out.
With a sigh and a slightly trembling hand, Rachel answered the call.
“Hello?”
“Rachel, hello. This is Dr. Emerson, returning your call. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine right now. I just … I wanted to tell you about those symptoms before I chose to decide they really weren’t that big of a deal.”
“A smart decision, for sure. So, take it slow and tell me. What’s been going on?”
It was actually easier than she thought it would be. Telling Emerson about the pains and the dizziness and the overall feeling of slight discombobulation actually seemed to relieve her a bit. It was almost as if she was investigating a case of her own, vocally analyzing each symptom as if it were a clue. And while this did help her to view the entire situation from a different angle, she knew where it was leading. That was the scary part for sure, but she knew she had to face it. And when she came to the end of it and waited to hear what Emerson had to say, she couldn't ignore the fact that she wished more than anything that Jack was in the room with her.
“So, you went back to work just as soon as you could?” he asked. She knew he was just trying to get some answers from her, but it sounded like an accusation.
“Yes.”
“Has there been much physical exertion on this case?”
“A bit, but nothing out of hand.”
“Rachel, you’re not going to like what I’m about to say.”
“Yeah, I figured as much.”
“Looking at my schedule, the soonest I can get you in is next Tuesday. I’m not even going to ask if I should make the appointment. I’m going to make it, and I think you should really come.”
“I will.” She felt tears springing to her eyes but did her best to stay in control. She didn’t want to return to Jack with red, bleary eyes. There was no way she’d convince him she was fine after that.
“One more thing,” Emerson said. “I strongly advise that you do what you can to get back home. I understand there are countless pressures with your job, but I really think you made a mistake going back so soon. Maybe even going back at all.”
“Okay,” she said, though she knew there was no way in hell she could leave right in the middle of this case. “I’ll see you next Tuesday.”
She ended the call, feeling numb. It was almost as if hearing Emerson confirm her worst fears somehow made it more real. Maybe she had made a mistake by returning to work so quickly. Not just returning to work but jumping headfirst into a case. Even if Anderson had been right, and this thing had only turned out to be a day-long endeavor, there was no way in hell she was ready for it. Deep down, she’d known this when the case had been assigned. But she'd been so excited about potentially putting the cancer behind her and resuming what had once felt like a normal life that she'd completely overlooked it.
What a mess. What an absolute mess.
She was very close to pitying herself when there was a knock at the door. She made the decision to stay quiet, to not let anyone know she had retreated into the old, unused room. Not that it mattered because two seconds after the knock, the door opened. She was both elated and annoyed to see Jack step through the doorway.
He slowly stepped into the room and partially closed the door behind him. She appreciated this, as she saw it as his way of letting her know that he didn't intend to trap her in here to have another unwanted talk.
“I know that you don't want to talk about it,” he said. “I don't agree with it, and I'm afraid for your safety. But for right now, I have to respect your decision. We're sort of trapped on this case right now, and I know that no matter how much I argue it, you won't just abandon a case. Does that sound about right?”
She nodded. “Yeah, that about sums it up.”
“Okay, then. Are you good to go? Do you think you can finish this case without causing yourself any harm?”
She opened her mouth to answer, but it was a tricker question than it seemed. She thought it out for a moment before finally answering, “I want to finish the case, of course. But you know I can’t promise you that nothing will happen.”
“Well, we have a big development that just came in. And if you expect me to work alongside you, I need you to give me permission to bench you if I think it’s too much for you.”
“Bench me?”
“Yes.” He stepped closer and dropped to his knees in front of her so he could meet her eyes. “This isn’t just about being your partner anymore, Rachel. I don’t mind admitting that for me, our relationship now goes far beyond that. So, now I feel like I’m concerned about your safety on two different levels.”
It felt a bit cheesy, but that was okay. She knew Jack wasn’t the best at verbally expressing emotion. But she did understand what he was saying, though she didn’t completely agree with it.
“How’s this? I won’t give you the authority to bench me. But I swear to you that I’ll play it smart. If I get dizzy or out of sorts, I will tell you, and I won’t push it.”
He took her hands and said, “I have your word on that?”
“Yes. You have my word. Because you’re right … it’s about more than just being work partners right now. And no offense, but it goes beyond you and me. I have Paige to think of. I have …”
She wanted to finish with my future with her. But if these symptoms were indeed a sign that she wasn’t beating the cancer as well as she’d assumed, she knew there were no guarantees about that future.
“So,” she said, taking a deep breath and reorienting her mind, “what’s the big development?”
“Someone on Hall’s team was able to get the name of the son. Brent Teller. And Jameson was right; he does live in South Carolina. Hall himself made the call down there to have a chat with him. But the thing is that his wife answered the phone and said Brent wasn’t home. She said Brent has been out of town for about a week on business.” He grinned devilishly and added, “And do you want to guess where he’s visiting?”
Rachel got to her feet slowly, somewhat afraid that the excitement of the revelation would trigger a headache or wave of dizziness. “Here? Charlottesville?”
“Yeah, exactly.”
“Do we know where, exactly?”
“No, not yet. But it should be pretty easy to find out. Just a few calls and permissions. So, as I asked you a few seconds ago, are you ready for this?”
She nodded, and in that moment, she felt the need to kiss him. But for now, she knew she had to keep the case at the forefront of her mind—not be distracted by other emotions or even the fear of what might be going on with her cancer.
So instead of kissing him, she headed straight for the door and opened it, gesturing for him to go out first. There was still an obvious tension between them, but now, at least they had the same goal in mind once again. They had a very strong suspect under their thumb, and if they played their cards right, they may be able to capture him before he even knew what hit him.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
 
Rachel could feel the thrum of electricity in the air. Word was getting out now. People knew what was going on, and it made the surroundings at the precinct slightly tense.
Even though they tried to keep things quiet in the wake of the most recent bit of news, the precinct slowly started to throw with energy and expectation. All of the officers of course knew about the murders that had been happening; the fact that two elderly people had been killed in their beds—one even in a hospice facility—had been the talk of the force for several says. Those same officers also knew that there were feds in the building currently trying to put an end to the murders. But Hall began to assemble his team to help Rachel and Jack in any way they could as news of the new development started to leak.
Usually, this would annoy Rachel. But honestly, it wasn't that bad this time around. If anything, it even provided her with an extra bit of encouragement. And that wasn't something she realized she needed until she found herself surrounded by it.
She could hear the thrum of excitement through the closed door of Deputy Hall’s office. The sheriff and Chief of Police were also outside, working to make sure the department was ready to do whatever was needed to assist. She and Jack sat on the front end of Hall’s desk, with Hall standing behind it. Rachel’s phone was in the center of the desk with Director Anderson’s voice coming through it.
“How sure are you about this?” Anderson asked. “I don’t have to tell you the sensitive nature of tracking someone’s phone.”
“Well, there’s no guarantee, of course,” Jack said. “But for right now, it’s looking like a very strong likelihood that Brent Teller is our guy.”
“We’ll run it, then. I’ve got the name and number you gave me. I’ll pass it on down the ladder. Hopefully, we’ll have a lock on this in the next fifteen minutes or so. Hang tight.”
Anderson ended the call, and Rachel grabbed it up from the center of the desk and placed it in her pocket.
“So, when this comes in,” Hall said, “what do you need from us?”
“Hopefully, nothing big,” Rachel said. “When we get the location, maybe it’ll be a good idea to set patrol cars at all points within about a quarter-mile radius—set up a perimeter where he can’t get out if it comes down to that.”
“We can do that. Just keep us posted.”
With that, Hall stood up from his desk and left, headed off to dole out assignments to his officers. He made no comment about Rachel and Jack remaining in his office. Jack made to get out of his seat but before he could move, Rachel reached over and took his hand. He sat back down, and when he looked at her, Rachel once again saw the kindness and compassion toward her. For him, the outcome of the case was second priority; he was more concerned about her.
“Jack … thank you for fighting this with me. For … putting up with me.”
“Of course. I just want to make sure you’re not pushing yourself too much. I know you … I know how much you care about this job. But I also know how much you love your daughter, and how much your life has changed over the past eight or nine months. I don’t want you to walk the line between job and family so strategically that the line begins to blur. If I am overstepping my bounds here, I don’t care … your family and health should come first.”
“I know. And please believe me when I said that if I didn’t think I could handle it, I’d admit it. I’d sit here at the precinct and watch from the sidelines.”
“Forgive me for asking, but are you sure that’s not what you should be doing anyway?”
It was something she’d wondered herself. How bad would it be, really, if she just sat the end of this case out? Jack was fully capable of handling it, and Hall seemed extremely passionate about helping any way he could. If it came down to it—if she got any more dizzy spells, headaches, or blurred visions—she would have to stay here. And if it came to that, she knew the case would still close, and that their killer would still be caught.
But for now, she felt fine. Maybe it was the adrenaline or the certainty that they almost certainly had the right suspect this time.
“I’m good for now,” she said. “I swear it.”
He smiled at her, gave her hand a squeeze, and leaned forward to kiss her forehead. “Then I’m more than happy to wrap this case up with you. And when it’s over, I’m not going anywhere.”
She nodded, unsure of what else she could say. Not that she would have had time, anyway. In that moment, her phone rang. The number for Director Anderson’s office filled the caller display screen.
“This is Agent Gift,” she answered.
“We have a location on the cellphone,” Anderson said. “He’s at a hotel in the downtown district. You guys ready?”
“Yes, sir,” Rachel said as she and Jack were already on their feet and moving toward the door.
 
***
 
“Room 303,” Rachel said as Jack barreled the car through an intersection. She’d just gotten off the phone with Anderson again to confirm the room. Prior to that, as soon as they’d gotten the name of the hotel, Deputy Hall and the sheriff had worked together to make sure two unmarked patrol cars would be in the parking lots—one in the front, and another in the rear—manned by plainclothes cops.
They had two police escorts, lights flashing, but no sirens blaring. Right now, the key was to try to get to Brent Teller undetected. As they came to within a block of the hotel, the police escorts followed the instructions that had been given by Hall. They backed off, making sure that the somewhat inconspicuous black sedan looked as normal as possible when Jack pulled it into the parking lot.
Jack parked a row away from the entrance, and when they got out, they did so as if they weren’t in any particular hurry. Rachel took note of the red Subaru to the right of their car. The plainclothes cop that had been assigned the duty nodded to her from behind the steering wheel. She then checked her phone one more time to make sure Anderson hadn’t tried to contact her. What they’d agreed to on the second call was to assume that Teller was still in his room unless Anderson or one of the tech-heads at the bureau contacted her to say otherwise—that the signal for his phone was on the move. 
Without anything new, Rachel and Jack headed inside. They skipped the front desk, walking across the lobby and to the elevators. They said nothing on the way up, simply sharing a glance as if they were checking in on one another. Rachel felt a strange emotional pull as she looked at him. It made sense, given the things they’d shared and done over the past day or so, but it was stronger than she’d expected. She had to look away from him before her eyes started to get watery.
The elevators opened onto the third floor, and they made their way to Room 303. Given the nature of the conversation they’d had back at the precinct and her promise to him, Jack took the lead. He wasted no time, knocking on the door right away. It wasn’t until Jack knocked that Rachel noticed the DO NOT DISTURB sign hanging from the door handle.
They got a response right away—and not a very nice one.
“That sign is on the door for a reason!” a man’s irritated voice yelled out.
“Mr. Brent Teller?” Jack called out.
“Yes, it is. Now, obey the sign right now, or there’s going to be a lot of trouble.”
Jack gestured to Rachel to take a step back. She did, not quite sure which approach Jack was going to take. Squaring himself up, Jack knocked on the door again. This time, he used the side of his closed fist, hammering on the door.
Rachel heard the hurried footfalls coming across the floor and braced herself for whatever might come next. She was surprised to see Jack’s hand go toward his Glock. But then, almost as good sense prevailed at the last moment, he instead removed his badge and ID from his inner jacket pocket. He held it up at chest height as they waited for Brent Teller to answer the door.
There was the clattering of two different locks and then the door opened quickly, as if sucked inside by a great wind. Brent Teller was a tall man, the lower half of his face covered by a well-groomed beard. The anger in his eyes was apparent at the first moment he glared out at them, but then softened when he saw the ID in Jack’s hands.
“I’ll ask you again,” Jack said. “Are you Brent Teller?”
“Yes. What are—”
“We’re Agents River and Gift with the FBI.”
“What the hell for?”
“We need to have a word with you, Mr. Teller.”
“Yeah, I don’t have time for that right now.”
Rachel couldn’t tell if the arrogance was legitimate or if Teller really was as bold as he seemed. In her opinion, this made him slightly more dangerous than their average suspect—especially considering the fact that he seemed to fit every single parameter for their killer.
“Well, I need you to make time,” Jack said.
“I don’t believe so,” Teller said.
He moved to shut the door, but Jack threw his shoulder into it. Teller had clearly not been expecting this; the blow threw the door back, slamming into Teller’s right arm and shoulder. The man went stumbling backward to the floor, letting out a yell of anger and frustration.
Jack advanced on him, pushing the door open with his foot as he drew his Glock. He did not point it at Teller but held it out in front of him just to make sure Teller understood the severity of the situation.
“Let’s not make this harder than it has to be,” Jack said. He glanced over to Rachel, giving her a little nod.
She also pulled her Glock and, like Jack, didn’t hold it on Teller. They had him flanked, and the only place he had to go for retreat was either through both of them or out of a third-floor window.
“What … what the hell is this about?” Teller asked. The boldness in his voice was gone. He didn’t sound scared, exactly, but very uncertain.
“Well, we’ll tell you all about that in just a minute. As for now, you’re under arrest for the suspected murders of Roland Young, Marie Brooks, and Matt Henderson.”
Brent Teller looked incredibly confused. His mouth started to open and close as if trying to think of the right question to ask. But as Rachel held her gun out while Jack cuffed him, the man apparently never found anything to say. He remained quiet throughout the entire ordeal, even as they moved him out of the room and out toward the elevators. And what truly made Rachel uneasy was that she couldn’t tell if his silence was from genuine shock and confusion or because he was worried about revealing a big secret of some kind.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
 
“You’re making a mistake.”
It was the first thing Brent Teller had said since they’d taken him from his hotel room. That was almost ten minutes ago; they were now driving toward the station, and Rachel found that she still couldn’t quite read him. If he was the killer, he was doing a very good job of feigning innocence—or there was some sort of mental instability to be considered.
“What mistake is that?” Rachel asked. She looked at him through the rearview mirror, hoping to see something in his expression that might be a giveaway.
“Pulling a gun on an innocent man, for starters.”
“In our defense,” Jack said, “you were being exceptionally difficult.”
“I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Did you recognize any of the names I listed off when we put the cuffs on you?” Jack asked.
“I did. Roland Young … he’s a lawyer, I think. Something to do with hospitals or doctors.”
“And the others?” Rachel asked.
“I don’t think so.” Teller’s tone was calm and almost rational. She could see in his eyes that he was angry, but she thought he was being as careful and as calculated as possible. He understood the danger here—whether he was guilty or not. From what she could tell, he was simply trying to be as helpful as he could without being totally subservient.
The conversation halted there, the car once again falling into silence. Rachel took the time to wonder if Brent had taken the time to even look into what had happened to his mother and how she’d died. One of the things she’d learned during her years as an agent was that kids born into dark and mysterious circumstances didn’t always let those circumstances define them. In fact, some often did their very best to distance themselves from it.
Still, why would Brent admit to being at least vaguely familiar with the name of Roland Young—and even know his occupation—but then claim not to know the name of the doctor that had been seen as partially responsible for his mother’s death? Something about it didn’t feel right. But she decided to say nothing about it, wanting to wait to get into the weeds of everything once they were in an interrogation room.
Brent remained quiet until that moment arrived, not arguing or even putting up any sort of a fight or resistance when Jack took him out of the car and led him into the precinct. When they had him sitting behind a typical, white-topped table in a precinct interrogation room, Rachel did notice that he seemed to get uncomfortable.
“Where do you live, Mr. Teller?” Rachel asked.
“Aiken, South Carolina.”
“And what brings you to Charlottesville?”
A slight frown touched the left corner of his mouth. “I was asked to come out here to meet someone.”
“Who?” Jack pressed.
Brent sighed, shrugged, and looked back and forth between them as if he knew trying to keep whatever secrets he had would be useless now. “A woman called me four days ago. She wouldn’t tell me how she got my number or even who she was. Not at first. She wanted me to meet her here in town. She said she was related to me … that she’d known my mother. She didn’t tell me that bit until I told her there was no way I was meeting with a stranger unless they told me why they wanted to meet.”
“What was her name?”
“She said her name was Alice, but I really didn’t believe it.”
“But you still decided to come?”
Brent nodded, and now, the slight frown grew larger. “I did. I’ve never really had much family, you know? My mother died when I was young—I was fifteen. From what I understand, she died in the hospital … some sort of routine procedure that went wrong. And my dad sort of bounced out when I was young too.”
“So, who raised you?” Jack asked.
Brent shifted uncomfortably at this question and, for the first time since they’d stormed into his hotel room, he seemed angry. “A reluctant aunt for a while … then a sick grandmother that gave me just enough money to get a bus ticket to live with a great-uncle I’d never met. I left his house when I was seventeen. Lied about my age on an application for an apartment and worked my ass off for a few years to pay rent.”
Rachel ran all of this through her mind. There were lots of open-ended avenues to explore there. So many people, so many different places he could have been. He’d mentioned a grandmother, and Rachel found herself instantly thinking of Marie Brooks. 
“Mr. Teller,” she said, “when Agent Rivers asked you who invited you out here, you frowned a bit, and you seemed to get visibly uncomfortable. Why is that?”
“She didn’t want anyone to know what she was doing. She said she was looking into her family tree … that my name came up. But she seemed very secretive about it.”
Rachel saw Jack straighten up a bit as he looked quickly over to her. A sudden thought occurred to her, and she was quite certain it was the same thought that suddenly had Jack shifting gears as he asked Brent his next question.
“Where, exactly, did she ask you to meet?”
“Well, that’s just it. She knew where I was going to stay. She said she’d come by or call for me, but she never did.”
“And how long have you been in town, waiting?” Jack asked.
“Not long. I just got in last night.”
“You’ll understand if we assign someone to check into that, right?” Jack asked.
“Of course,” Teller said. His tone was sarcastic, and he showed them a biting sort of smile.
Rachel now thought she knew what was really going on here as the full picture snapped into view. She had a few more very important questions to ask, but she was almost afraid to ask them; if the answers didn’t pan out the way she thought, then she knew it meant she and Jack would have to approach this case from a whole new standpoint. They’d essentially have to start from scratch.
“Mr. Teller, the routine procedure you mother died from … was it gallstones?”
The surprise on his face was all the answer she needed. Still, Brent’s mouth hung open slightly, and he said, “How did you know?”
“And her name was Delores Callahan … formerly Delores Teller, right?”
He nodded and looked at them as if they were the ones keeping the secrets now. “What is this? What’s going on?”
“We arrested you for the murders of Marie Brooks, Matt Henderson, and Roland Young,” Rachel said. “They’ve all been killed in the past four days—Brooks and Young in hospital beds. We are able to link two of them to your mother’s death.”
This seemed to shock him, though Rachel still wasn’t entirely convinced he wasn’t their killer.
“Young,” he said. “Roland Young … he got the case thrown out … the case some other members of my family tried to really push to the courts. But Henderson?”
“He was the doctor in charge of your mother,” Jack said. “He was the one everyone was trying to blame.”
“This grandmother you stayed with for a while,” Rachel said. “It wasn’t Marie Brooks?”
“No. It was Frances Myers. But Mom had two sisters. One … one was named Marie. I never met her, so I have no idea what her married name would have been.”
It was almost enough for Rachel to draw a definitive connection between all three victims. She figured a quick family background search on Delores Callahan could quickly fetch the answer they needed. If it turned out that the Marie that Brent was recalling was indeed Marie Brooks, it firmly connected the victims.
Still, though, it did not rule Brent out as the killer. However, the more she thought about it, the more another idea struck her—an idea that would further enforce the idea that Brent Teller was very much not their killer.
“Mr. Teller, would you please excuse us for a moment?” Rachel asked.
She nudged Jack as she turned and headed for the door. They both stepped out into the hallway, Rachel closing it behind them. They took a few steps away from the interrogation room door, standing near a small intersection in the halls where a few passing officers looked at them with muted interest.
“We need to run a check on Delores Callahan’s sisters,” Rachel said. “If the Marie he’s talking about is Marie Brooks, then that’s our link.”
“Absolutely.”
“And another thing.”
Jack smiled at her and said, “You don’t think he did it, do you?”
“I’m leaning very heavily that way. Think about it this way … if the Marie in question does turn out to be Marie Brooks, that means three people directly linked to Delores Callahan have all been killed right here in Charlottesville in the space of a week. And now, according to Brent’s story, we have a fourth that is linked to Delores that has been invited to Charlottesville to meet with a complete stranger.”
The realization of where she was heading with her theory dawned in Jack’s eyes. Rachel saw excitement and a bit of awe in his expression. “You don’t think he’s the killer,” he said. “You think he’s the next victim. You think the killer reached out to him, so he’d come to them ... to keep it all local and easy.”
“I think there’s a very good chance of it, yes. But until we get confirmation that his Marie is our Marie, we can’t really operate under that assumption. I will say that it doesn’t explain why he was so pissy when we knocked on his door.”
Jack shrugged. “Could be that he was just rattled and filled with nerves about meeting this mysterious person that claimed to be part of his family.”
“Maybe,” Rachel said. She made a mental note to ask Brent about this if she spoke to him again.
“Then let’s get on that right now,” Jack said, pulling out his phone. “If it turns out Brent Teller is the next planned victim, then maybe we can use the killer’s tactics on them … maybe we can make them to come to us.”
“Also,” Rachel said as Jack scrolled to Clint’s number on his phone, “if this woman claiming to be Brent’s family really is family, there might be something in the family records there too.”
Feeling that the case was on the verge of breaking wide open, they hurried to the next interrogation room over for privacy. She was so focused on the endgame in their sights that in all of the excitement, Rachel just barely noticed the little flickers of light at the edges of her vision.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
 
Rachel retrieved the laptop they’d been loaned the first time they’d come to the building, and by the time she had it back in their vacant interrogation room, Jack had already formally made the request for an extended family search based on Delores Callahan. As for Rachel, she’d come up with multiple other avenues to search based on the information they’d retrieved from Brent Teller. There were a lot of things to look into—all of which seemed small on the surface but could lead to a potentially huge twist in the case.
As she once again pulled up the records from long ago—the ones with the big, blank space in them as a result, Jack looked over his shoulder while waiting for his results.
“What are you looking into?”
“Well, if you remember, the woman at the administration office at the hospital told me that there was a small team working to fill in the holes left by that section of missing time from when all the records went missing. Rather than assume we’re out of luck, I’m wondering if there’s a hierarchy to it all. We’re talking about a woman’s death from what should have been a simple surgery, right? So, I wonder if that might take priority when it comes to recovering everything—if it can be recovered. It’s sort of like doing a search with hashtags.”
“Good thinking. Deaths, birth records … you’d think all of that would be backed up and sought out first in a case like that.”
“I’ll look over all of this if you want to go over and prod at Teller to see if he can remember anything else. We need to get his alibis for the last few nights too.”
“Yeah, I’m on it. But I’m coming right back over here whenever Clint gets back to me with those family records.”
He surprised her by kissing her on the cheek on his way out. She smiled as she scanned over the material, no longer able to ignore the small, occasional, flickering lights at the edges of her vision. There was no pain, and it really wasn’t hindering her eyesight, but she thought it was safe to assume it had something to do with the tumor.
She allowed the creeping fear of this to remain as she looked through the records. The dates in question—the dates Delores Callahan had been in the hospital leading up to her death—were scant. And some cases, though, it was evident that the files had been replaced. Some were photocopies of handwritten notes in an effort to get some sort of record down, and others were basic typed up reports, all in different formats and styles. So, while it was easy to locate the inserted files, there was still a bit of searching to do.
However, when she ran a search for gallstones, she was surprised to find a direct hit. She didn’t think gallstone surgery would have come up as high priority, but there it was. There was only one single report from the time period in question, and she wasn’t surprised to see that the name attached to it was Delores Callahan. She supposed that made sense, seeing as how the gallstone surgery had allegedly been the cause of her death.
However, as she looked over the records, the entire case tilted. She could feel the trajectory of it change completely.
The time of the surgery was listed as having gotten underway at 11:10 in the morning. The surgery had ended at 12:20 and, according to the records, was a success. Three gallstones had been removed, the largest of which had been 1.75 millimeters. At the end of the report, there was even a note that indicated Delores Callahan had been returned to her room.
She continued to read, and line by line, more revelations were uncovered. As her eyes fell over the following line, her heart seemed to freeze. She barely had time to process what she was reading before Jack came in.
He was staring at his phone when he walked through the door, a tight smile on his face. “Clint came through again,” he said, barely looking up at her. “I’ve got a set of family records right here.”
Rachel looked up to him, anxious to share what she’d found, feeling that it was going to blow the case apart. But she also sensed that Clint had delivered something worth sharing, something that had Jack lighting up as he sat down across from her.
“Right here,” he said, putting his phone on the table and spinning it around so that she could read it. “Delores Callahan, daughter of Ruth and Barney, had five siblings: Charles, Bob, Nick, Frances, and … Marie. Marie married a man by the name of Robbie Brooks at the age of twenty. And that’s our link.”
A spark of excitement passed through her, made all the more powerful by the weight of the detail she’d just read.
“Well, hold on to that link … and hold on tight,” she said. “Because according to records I just found, it turns out that it wasn’t the gallstone surgery that killed Delores, though it might have been a contributing factor.”
“What killed her, then?”
This time, it was Rachel who turned a screen. She set the laptop screen in front of Jack and watched his face light up seconds later. “Holy shit,” he said. “Do you think Brent knows?”
“No clue. Let’s go ask.”
She took the laptop with her as she and Jack left the room and returned to Brent Teller’s interrogation room. Rachel noted that he still looked worried, but she was now almost positive they were looking at the killer’s potential fourth victim rather than the actual killer.
“Brent, you were told your mother died as the result of her gallstone surgery, right?” Rachel asked.
“Yeah, that’s the story.”
“And how old were you?”
“I was fifteen years old.”
“And at that age … do you recall anything about your mother being pregnant?”
He looked at them with confused, alarmed eyes. It was the look of a man that thought someone was playing a prank on him, but he couldn’t quite be sure. He cocked his head thoughtfully and then shook it slowly.
“No … no, I don’t recall that. I think … I think maybe Mom thought she might want another one, but her and Dad … they never got along, so I don’t think it went anywhere, you know? I mean, if she did get pregnant, I never knew. But ... wait … wait, does that mean …?”
He seemed legitimately confused and shocked. Rachel could tell that he wasn’t sure what to say, so she thought she’d fill in the blanks for him. She sat down in the single chair on their side of the table and set the laptop down, the screen facing him.
“In the last fifteen minutes, I’ve come across these previously missing records, concerning your mother’s hospital stay. Initially, we were told that she’d died as the result of a surgery to remove gallstones. But the records indicate the surgery went perfectly fine. But if you keep reading, there were other complications once she was returned to her room. These records aren’t exactly complete because of issues with file transfer from physical to digital and an untimely fire, but the story is easy to follow. Your mother—”
But Brent picked it up from there, leaning forward slightly and reading from the records on the screen. “She went to the hospital because she was pregnant and complaining of severe stomach pains. They found gallstones and had surgery to remove them, but … but, during recovery, something happened with the baby, and they had to deliver early—Jesus, seven weeks early. A C-section was performed … the baby was taken care of and placed in NICU and then she …”
He trailed off here, and Rachel knew why. The record indicated even after the gallstone surgery had been considered successful, that she’d died of the procedure, rather than childbirth. There was also no record of a baby born that day with the last name Callahan or Teller. There, was however, a recorded birth for a Jane Doe. The birth record was filed just three minutes before the death of Delores Callahan.
“She … she didn’t want my dad to know,” Brent said. “She must have known she was going to die … the doctors must have told her.”
“That’s what I’m assuming. But I also know there are rules and laws about that sort of thing. For a doctor to lie about that … to mess with records and paperwork … it would be messy. And because the doctor and his assistant are both dead, we can’t ask. The fact that the records themselves are sort of a mess doesn’t help, either.”
And even as she spoke it aloud, she began to get a better shape for not just the case, but perhaps the killer’s motives as well. Perhaps the killer knew about the way the records were handled. Perhaps they knew that there was some sort of devious plan to create such trickery. And based on what they knew so far, she assumed the killer had to be one of two people. The first, of course, was the jilted husband—the husband who may have found out about what had truly happened to his child after Delores had died. And because the courts had never picked up the case, it might have given him that extra push.
But that didn’t quite make sense based on what Brent had told them.
Also, what about the records? She knew full well that, sometimes, coincidences did indeed happen. And though the window of time that was affected by the missing records was a few years and not just the week or month they were interested in, something did feel a bit too convenient there. She wondered if there was manipulation from the hospital’s end for some reason. It seemed almost a bit too conspiratorial, but she knew it had to be considered.
“Mr. Teller,” Rachel said, “can you tell us anything about this woman that called you?”
“Not really. She was just … she sounded very sad when she told me she was trying to find information on her family.”
“Did she sound young or old?” Jack asked.
“On the younger side, I believe. Surely no older than forty or so.”
“And she was going to meet you today?”
“Yes.”
Rachel thought things over. She knew what she wanted to do, what they needed to do. But without certain permissions, they’d be breaking a few laws. In the moment, though, she didn’t care.
She looked to Jack and said, “How are your acting skills?”
He apparently knew where she was headed with this. He looked to Brent and gave a tiny shrug. “Good enough to play Mr. Teller, I think.”
“What?” Brent said. “No, I don’t … you really think she intends to kill me?”
“I think there’s a good chance of that, yes,” Rachel said.
“Well, she knows what I look like because of Facebook.” He seemed to think very long and hard about something and then took turns looking each of them in the eyes. “If you really think this woman is a killer and … and if she’s coming to look for me … I think it should be me. I think I have to be the one to lure her. If we throw it off with you,” he said, nodding to Jack, “it could screw it all up, right?”
Jack sighed and crossed his arms. “He’s right. I mean, I don’t like the idea, but he’s right.”
Rachel nodded and said, “You’ll have to sign some forms and a waiver,” Rachel said. She didn’t like the idea at all, either. But she also knew it would be the smartest move. Not the safest by any means, but the smartest.
“Mr. Teller, I need you to come with us. We’ll have you sign some papers and then we’re going to have you meet with this woman after all. But we’ll be waiting too.”
“Why are there papers to sign? I just said I’m okay with it.”
“Because you’re putting your life in danger. And you’ll also be accompanying agents on an active case.”
“I just can’t see anyone wanting to kill me,” he said. “I know it sounds conceited, but I just don’t get it.”
Rachel said nothing in response to this as Jack helped Brent out of his chair, but she couldn’t help but wonder how different Brent’s reaction would be if he knew that the woman that was planning to kill him might very well be his biological sister. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
 
She felt a delicious sense of danger as she walked right by the police station. After everything she’d done, after the way the last five days had played out, walking by the building felt very much like tempting fate.
Today had been interesting, though. Jane was quite sure her next victim was inside. She’d seen him go in but had not yet seen him come out. It was ironic, she thought, that they had taken him in, thinking he was the killer. It wasn’t something she’d intended to do when she’d set out to do her work, but it was entertaining. Yes, it slowed down her overall plan, and she found herself simply biding her time, but there was a thrilling sort of irony to it.
Careful not to take her attention off the police station, she crossed the street and made her way to the northern rim of it. The station was located in a mostly municipal part of town, meaning that there wasn’t much to do to occupy her time while she waited for her next victim to be released. She had no idea how long it would take for the police to figure out they had the wrong person. Truly, she had no idea how those things typically progressed. Would they need to check his alibi? Maybe check his records, maybe take some DNA samples?
She didn’t know.
What she did know was that she’d look very suspicious just lurking around the police station. People came in and out of it, but she had yet to see anyone just sort of sulking by and checking the place out as if it were some sort of landmark or monument.
Because of this, Jane was quite excited to see that there was a small café at the end of the block on the other side of the street. As she drew closer, she saw that it wasn’t a café at all, but a strange sort of Asian fusion dive. She went in, taking a quick glance out at the police station as she did so, making sure not to miss him if he came out.
Wanting to fully play the part, she hurried to the counter by the front, a small space set-up off to the side of the rest of the diner where a thin, beautiful, Asian woman took drink orders—mainly for tea and coffee. There was only one other person in line. She hid her impatience as she waited, and when it was her turn, she ordered a coconut boba tea and a spring roll. The service was quick; once she had her order in hand, she walked back outside and looked to the police station. A single cop and an older woman were coming out of the front door. Neither was the man she was looking for, and the cop wasn’t either of the pair that had taken her next victim in.
She assumed they were some sort of federal agents or something. They certainly didn’t dress like plain old cops.
Jane had seen enough cops in her day to know the difference. She’d seen cops, administrators of the state, social workers, therapists … you name it.
She’d seen a lot in her twenty-six years, and now, she was looking for answers to all of it. And all of the answers she wanted revolved around her mother—a woman who had died shortly after giving birth to her. Not even birth—not really. No, she’d been cut out of her mother’s stomach … a fact she’d only discovered a few months ago.
She felt as if she’d spent the past six years consistently learning new things—not just about how the world worked but about her past. She started to sort through it all as she found a spot on a small bench in front of the Asian fusion place. Jane sipped on her tea, kept her eyes on the police station, and allowed not only the last six years, but every stinking day before that roll through her head like a reel of old, over-exposed film.
She remembered little of it, but she knew she’d been passed around between three different homes in her first four years of life. When she was five, Jane had settled into a foster home that had seemed, at first, safe and secure. She’d liked the mother, the father had been fun and adventurous, and their older kid—a fifteen-year-old boy—had adored her. But when their son had died from a drug overdose at the age of sixteen, the family fell apart, and she was sent back into the system.
The next family had seemed perfectly fine at first. But then, four months in, the father thought it was perfectly fine for him to bathe their then eight-year-old foster daughter. His sexual advances never turned into abuse or actual sex, but his hands seemed to have a mind of their own. More than that, both he and his wife seemed to have decided around the time Jane was ten years of age that they were more interested in having a servant than a child. And when she wasn’t serving them well enough, the mother would slap her. The husband had punched her twice: once when she’d backtalked about how clean the dishes needed to be, and again when she’d discovered him peeking through the door when she’d been changing clothes at the age of thirteen. When she’d confronted him, she’d received a stiff punch right to the ribs.
She’d reported this to social services, and after five years with that family, she was once again bounced around from foster home to foster home. She’d spent most of her seventeenth year with an older family that had treated her nice—had treated her like they’d actually cared for her. They’d even tried to convince her to get a name change, thinking it sad that she’d simply asked to keep Jane from the Jane Doe listed on her birth certificate.
But by then, she’d been too jilted and jaded by the system. And she’d also made a plan to go off on her own at the age of eighteen. She’d saved up more than eleven thousand dollars from part-time jobs, plus another three she’d stolen from the abusive couple, so getting a small apartment in the city of Farmville, Virginia, wasn’t all that hard.
While working two part-time jobs, she started searching for her mother. She knew, of course, that her mother had died, but she needed to know more. It had taken some digging, but she soon learned that her mother’s death had caused something of a stir. There had been lawyers, an attempted case of negligence by the man that she assumed was her father, and some fuss from her mother’s siblings—people she had never met nor really cared to. Because where the hell had they been when she’d needed someone safe … somewhere to call home?
She still didn’t fully understand what had happened. But based on what she’d been able to find, Jane knew her mother had given her up rather than to her father. This seemed the oddest part of the story of all and had never quite felt right to her.
Would her mother have simply given her away if she knew what absolute hell her life would become?
Jane was fueled by anger and a skewed sort of joy in that she understood what it was to take a life, and she rather enjoyed it. But even beyond that anger and bloodlust, she understood that these were answers she would never get. And somehow, she’d have to live with that.
But while so many answers would never be revealed to her, she could make it so that those who had turned a blind eye to her would realize the error in their ways. A grandmother, the doctor that had never been placed in front of a court, the lawyer that had worked to get the case thrown out. If there had been a case, maybe then her father would have taken her. Just because he’d beaten her mother didn’t mean he’d beat her, right?
And that was another answer she would never have.
Her mother had died at the hands of doctors—a doctor that, as far as she could tell, had undergone a few devious practices to make sure she wasn’t able to go home with her father. Someone had to pay. She still wasn’t quite sure who had been wholly responsible (other than her dead mother, of course) so she wasn’t going to take any chances.
And now, one of the few that could have changed her life was inside that police station, being questioned, she supposed. Jane stared the building down through the whirlwind of her thoughts, waiting patiently.
She’d waited twenty-six years to have her say.
What was a few more hours?
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
To Rachel, it was torture to not be the one behind the wheel as they made their way back to the hotel. She could feel the trajectory of the case behind them, a strange feeling seeing as how they still had Brent Teller with them. The plan was essentially to make sure all their bases were covered. If they did happen to run into the killer while re-visiting the hotel room, it was going to be crucial to have Brent there. Rachel thought of this as dangling Brent out like bait, but she understandably didn’t say such a thing.
It was just after two in the afternoon when they arrived back at the hotel. They parked in roughly the same spot as before, Jack killing the engine as they all looked to the hotel.
“I think the two of you need to stay here in the car,” Rachel said. “That way, you can keep an eye out for anyone going inside while I’m in there checking the room. If the room looks to be undisturbed, I can also ask the front desk if anyone came in today, maybe checking to see if the person staying in Room 303 was had any messages.”
“You sure about that?” Jack asked.
She knew exactly what he was thinking. He was trying to determine which of those duties was going to be the most dangerous. It was one of those moments she would have found sweet and dashing if she wasn’t so wrapped up in the case.
“Yes, I’m sure. And if I do see that the room has been tampered with or even if there’s someone in there, I’ll text you. For now, though, I don’t think it’s wise to send Brent in alone.”
Jack thought it over for a moment before nodding. “Fine. But if you’re not back out in five minutes, I’m coming in.”
“Fair enough.”
“Here,” Brent said from the back, digging into his front pants pocket. He took out his room keycard and handed it over. “You’ll probably need this.”
 She took the card, pocketed it, and then stepped out into the parking lot. Just like the last time she’d come into this hotel, she completely bypassed the front desk and made her way to the elevators. When it opened, two women from the cleaning crew stepped off with a rolling cart. Rachel stepped on and took the elevator up to the third floor.
She could smell the lingering scent of glass cleaner and disinfectant in the air; apparently, the cleaning crew had already come through. However, when she reached the door to Room 303, the DO NOT DISTURB sign was still hanging from the door handle. It hadn’t been removed when she and Jack had made their original visit. She assumed this meant the cleaners had not touched the room.
She slid Brent’s keycard into the slot on the door, waited for the green light to flash, and then entered. When she stepped inside, she found the room empty and pretty much exactly the same as how they’d left it. She took a quick scan of the place just for the sake of being thorough. There were no signs that anyone had been here, no indication the door had been broken in any way. In terms of coming to conclusions, it was rather anti-climactic. No one had forced their way in, and the room showed no signs of having been ransacked.
If the killer had asked Brent to be here, maybe they’d wanted him to sweat a bit first, to soak in the uncertainty of having come this far just to meet a stranger that might be related to him. But if that were the case, what did that say about the killer? It didn’t fit the MO based on the other three victims.
Victims, Rachel thought. Roland Young and Marie Brooks had been in their nineties. Matt Henderson had been in his fifties. On the other hand, if Brent Teller really was the brother of the killer, he would have only been fifteen years old when she was born, based on the hospital records concerning the birth of Delores Teller’s Jane Doe. Surely the killer wouldn’t blame a teenager for what had happened to her, right?
Maybe she truly did want to get to know her brother. Maybe it would be a sordid little reunion when she was done with her killing.
Maybe she was done. Maybe she’d closed up her little circle, and …
“No,” Rachel said, standing in the middle of the room. “No, there’s at least one more.”
She hurried out of the room, certain she knew who else the killer might go after—the killer that she was all but certain was the Jane Doe mentioned in the hospital records. What made it even worse was that they already knew about this person—had spoken to them and even had them in custody at one point.
She ran back down the hall, skipping the elevator because she was in too much of a hurry to wait for it. She took the stairs, practically leaping down them. As she came to the stairwell exit on the first floor, she experienced a dizzy spell, but it was so minor that she was able to push it aside. She blasted through the automatic doors in the hotel lobby and raced to the car. She slowed a bit as she drew closer, wanting to make sure the dizzy spell didn’t return within sight of Jack.
“Nothing?” Jack asked as soon as she opened the door.
“Nothing. But another thought occurred to me while I was up there … something we crossed off our list earlier but suddenly seems much more important now that we have more information.”
“Which is …?” Jack asked.
As Rachel answered, she noticed Brent leaning forward, just as interested as Jack. She had no idea how her theory would affect him, but she thought his time with them was over. From here on out, he may be nothing more than an emotional carry-on as sad as that sounded.
“We need to call the station to see if Jameson Teller has been released.”
“What? Why? Do you want to question him ag ….” A stoic look came to his face as he said, “Ah, hell. Good thinking.”
“Jameson Teller,” Brent said from the back. “You mean my father?”
“Yes,” Rachel said.
“You’ve already spoken to him about this case?”
“We have. And we think he might—”
“You think … you think if this killer isn’t coming for me … that my father might be next?”
“I think there’s a good chance,” Rachel said. “Now, Mr. Teller, your car is still here at the hotel, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Good. You’re free to go for now. I would appreciate it if you’d stay around Charlottesville for another day or so just in case we need to speak with you again. We’ll have at least one policeman stationed out in the parking lot to make sure you adhere to these rules. Am I understood? The local PD may even see fit to place an officer outside of your room until this case is closed.”
Brent looked visibly shaken as he opened up the rear passenger side door. “Yeah, that’s fine. I’ll stick around for a bit.”
His reaction to their working theory made Rachel wonder what the relationship with his father was like. To be called to Charlottesville by a random stranger that claimed to be family rather than his father seemed to indicate some distance and strain in the relationship. And based on what they knew of Jameson Teller, was that really any surprise? It suddenly hit her just how ironic it was that at one point in the course of the day, they’d had both Brent and Jameson Teller in separate interrogation rooms.
Just as Brent closed the door, Jack handed Rachel his phone and then cranked the car. “That’s the number to the precinct,” Jack said. “If he has been released, we need to know how long ago.”
Rachel placed the call while Jack drove quickly out of the parking lot. The call was answered by a plucky sounding woman, and she interrupted her before she could get through the first two words of her greeting.
“This is Special Agent Rachel Gift,” she said. “Agent Rivers and I had Jameson Teller in an interrogation room this morning. We dismissed him but were wondering if he’d been formally sent off.”
“Yes, agent, he was.”
“How long ago?”
“Oh, that would have been within half an hour of you being done with him. Maybe an hour, depending on how speedy admin was working today.”
Damn, she thought. And then, on the heels of that: Maybe Brent and his father weren’t in interrogation rooms at the same time then.
“Thank you,” Rachel said, ending the call. She then looked at Jack’s call history and found the number he’d called early this morning—the number for the construction company Jameson worked for.
The woman she spoke to seemed almost annoyed that Rachel was calling to speak with Jameson. Rachel wondered if word was starting to spread about him based on the FBI’s interest.
“I’m sorry, but he’s not here. I don’t know for sure, but I think he may have taken the remainder of the day off.”
“Thanks,” Rachel said, ending the call. She looked over to Jack and said, “He never showed back up for work.” 
“Yeah, that makes sense. I don’t think I’d be able to go right back to work after being arrested and holed up in an interrogation room, either.”
Jack sped back in the direction of Jameson Teller’s home. Rachel sat tight against her seat, praying that her symptoms had subsided—that this time, it had been little more than the dizzy spells. She focused on the road ahead, again finding a strange sort of irony in the fact that it turned out they’d be using a Teller as bait after all … only not in any way they’d planned.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
 
They made no real effort to keep quiet or ambiguous. When Jack pulled the car into Jameson Teller’s driveway, they both got out of the car quickly, slamming the doors behind them. Rachel noticed right away that there were now two trucks in the driveway. She recalled that there had only been one there when they arrived this morning. She wondered if this second truck was simply Jameson's work truck or if it belonged to the killer. And if the second truck did not belong to the killer, where had they parked?
These were questions that were, of course, not important in the moment. Rachel and Jack raced up the porch stairs. Jack opened the screen door, and they both noticed the primary door standing just slightly ajar. Rachel stepped forward, temporarily taking the lead. She raised her hand to knock but seeing as how the door was opened, she didn't think it was the best move. She quickly glanced back to Jack to get his response to the situation but before she could read his expression or before they could gesture to one another, the sound of something crashing spilled out from inside.
Something heavy had fallen to the floor. Nothing broke, but there was a loud thumping noise. This was followed by a quick and strangled shout.
In the moment, with the sounds of a struggle just ahead of them, Rachel no longer saw the point in approaching the case with caution. True, Jack had assumed the role of leadership ever since they'd left the field office in Richmond. But the case was coming to an end: she could literally hear it taking place just several feet ahead of her. Because of this, Rachel hurried into the house, pushing the door open. She drew her Glock and strode inside. If Jack had any concerns or complaints about this, she didn't hear or see them.
“Hello?” she called out. “Mr. Teller?”
“Yes! Help! Here … in here!”
Rachel strode forward, her grip tightening on the gun. She could just barely hear Jack whispering her name from behind her. He sounded alarmed, almost hesitant about making any further progress into the house. She knew it was only because he was worried about her, but they had no time to sort out such things.
The front door had brought them into a small, cluttered living room. It was empty. An entryway led into a long hallway, which contained two rooms on the right, a bend in the hole further up into the left, and a kitchen directly ahead. Rachel heard Jack whisper her name again, this time with a bit more urgency. She turned around to look at him, truly afraid that he was going to insist that she hang back and let him finish this out.
When she turned quickly to face him, though, he did no such thing. He pointed to her and then gestured ahead of them. You go that way, the gesture said. He then pointed to himself and hitched a thumb to the left where a small den sat, attached to what appeared to be a secondary hallway that led toward the kitchen.
Given their situation (most notably, her health), it was the smartest play. She would go forward to attend to an apparently injured Jameson Teller while Jack hopefully cut off the killer as they attempted to make an escape. Of course, there was no way to be sure this would be the case, but their experience and work history together indicated that this would probably be the most likely outcome.
So, Rachel pressed forward, Glock still in hand and angled slightly up. Jack stepped quickly to the left into the den. The house was eerily quiet with the exception of a few harsh breaths coming from the direction of the kitchen. As Rachel made her way down the hall, she eyed the doors on the right carefully. The first she came to was open about halfway, revealing a tidy bedroom. For a moment, she thought she saw the killer lurking along the back wall. But by the time her heart had started to hammer, and her arms began to raise with the Glock ready to fire, she realized that she was looking at a mirror attached to the wall. It was only her reflection staring back at her.
Slightly embarrassed, she continued on into the kitchen. Before she even got there, she saw little splatters of blood on the light blue carpet at her feet. The splatters became more solid as she came to the entryway to the kitchen, where the carpet gave way to cheap-looking tile.
The kitchen area was surprisingly large, with an island resting in the center. An L-shaped counter ran along the length of the back of the kitchen, a sink partially filled with dishes sitting in its center. Taking her first step into the kitchen, Rachel spotted Jameson Teller on the floor. He was lying uncomfortably with his shoulders and head propped up against the cabinets behind him, with the remainder of his body stretched out in a pool of growing blood. His eyes were still open and appeared to be somewhat alert. There appeared to be a massive amount of blood coming out of his chest. As Rachel hurried over to him, it was impossible to tell how many wounds had been inflicted. 
She saw one large gash along the back of his arm, releasing a curtain of blood down his arm. There was at least one more in his chest, slightly below the breastbone. She knelt down by him, instinctively taking a dish towel from the stove handle as she did so. She wrapped it around the gash on his arm while trying to get a better look at the wound on his chest.
“Who did this?” Rachel asked.
“Don’t know. A woman … said it was my fault. Something … something was my fault.”
“Okay. Don’t talk anymore. Can you breathe?”
“Yeah. Just … Jesus, it hurts. Like a pinch, deep inside.”
There were so many other questions she wanted to ask him but knew that her own advice to him was the smartest. She knew he needed to stay quiet, to stay still, to not overexert himself. Already, the towel she had wrapped around his arm was basically soaked through. She reached into her pocket to take out her phone, her thumbs already ghost dialing for emergency services.
But as she did, she noted his eyes growing wider. For a split second, she thought that this was just a reaction to the pain he’d described. But he opened his mouth and began to raise his hand at the same moment, almost as if giving a warning of some kind.
Understanding what he meant perfectly, she wheeled around, almost losing her balance when she slipped in the pool of blood around his body. All she saw at first was a body standing over her, taking advantage of her prone position. She brought her Glock up, her eyes trying to make sense of the close-up shape in order to find a non-lethal place. She went with her gut and aimed low, assuming she’d shoot a foot or an ankle. But before she could get the shot off, she heard a strange clanging noise, following by a scraping sound.
This, she assumed, was a knife striking the countertop, the metallic and almost music noise of it unmistakable. Apparently seeing the Glock had caused the killer to readjust her body and completely miss in her attack. But as for the follow-up attack, Rachel wasn’t quite as lucky. The killer’s knee came up hard, slamming into Rachel’s chin. Her teeth snapped together, catching the tip of her tongue between them.
As the pain tore through her head, she squeezed the trigger. It sounded like a cannon in the kitchen, followed by a shriek. Rachel sprang to her feet, her ears and head ringing from the gunshot and the knee to the chin. She now got a much better view of the person that had attacked her. 
She was not at all surprised to find that it was a woman. She appeared to be in her twenties. Her blonde hair was tied back into a ponytail and her blue eyes were wide, her lips pulled back as she roared out in pain. Rachel’s shot had taken her just above the ankle, tearing through the jeans she was wearing and taking a chunk of flesh with it.
Still, the woman came surging forward, her roar of pain now more like a shriek of anger. Rachel redirected her arms, trying to, once again, find a non-lethal spot to fire.
Instead, the world once again went spinning. It was the worst it had been since the very start of her cancer journey. Everything went grey, and in that moment, she could have sworn she was in the middle of an earthquake. She felt her knees buckling and knew she was going to fall—not the best feeling when she could see the shape of the woman’s knife coming directly at her in a cloudy blur.
But then there was another blur in her vision—a quick streak of swirling that collided with the woman. Rachel heard the woman scream and then something hitting the floor, but that was all. The world went black as Rachel also hit the floor.
Oddly enough, the impact of it seemed to bring all of the color back. It sort of faded in quickly, the reverse of dissolving. Her head pounded as she tried getting to her feet to see what was happening. But as she moved quickly, trying to get a gauge on the situation, her head felt like it weighed one hundred pounds. She knew getting to her feet would only result in another fall, so she settled for getting to her knees and leaning against the counter.
She watched helplessly as Jack got to his feet from the floor. He was bleeding from the right arm, clutching it and trying to raise his gun. At the same time, Rachel was also aware of the woman pivoting in a clumsy fashion and taking up position behind her. Rachel felt the woman’s hands dig into her hair. The woman’s fingers clutched and pulled. Rachel screamed as her head was pulled upward, the killer with a handful of her hair.
And then, in a flash, the woman yanked once more, and Rachel was on her feet. She wobbled and swayed against the woman as she felt a thin, yet strong arm come around her chest. And then there was the knife, held at her throat. She felt a tiny pinch as the woman applied too much pressure just to the right of her windpipe.
“Drop the gun,” the woman said. “Drop it to the floor right now, or I will cut her throat.”
Rachel was aware that all of this was going on, but everything seemed tilted and skewed. To make matters worse, she had no idea how Jack would react to the situation. Would he play the hero or play it safe. Honestly, Rachel had no idea which would play out better in their current situation.
“Okay, fine,” Jack said. “Here, look, I’m putting my gun down.”
Rachel saw him do it. He was standing about eight feet away, his eyes alight with fear. When it was on the ground, he even kicked it away from him—but not toward the killer.
“Now,” Jack said. “Put the knife down. Or keep it for all I care. But please … let her go.”
Rachel was shocked when the woman obeyed. She took the knife away from Rachel’s neck and shoved her softly. Rachel took one stumbling step, and Jack came forward to catch her.
In that moment, Rachel felt as if the world had blessed her. Everything was as it should be again—no dizziness, no tilting. The colors were right, and the only thing that hurt was her scalp from where the woman had yanked her up by the hair.
She knew it wouldn’t last. She could feel it. Already, she could sense the pain coming on like quiet thunder in her head.
So, she acted while she could. 
She continued to play the part for a split second but then she spun around to face the killer. Rachel kept her eyes open only long enough to aim her right-handed punch. She closed her eyes before it connected because she knew that sudden, violent motion was going to send her vision into meltdown again.
Her fist slammed into the side of the woman’s head. Rachel felt the killer’s jaw shift and dislocate. The killer screamed but it was cut short. Rachel opened her eyes and saw that Jack had launched himself at her again. And in seeing that, Rachel allowed herself to collapse.
She hated not being able to help any further and found herself just one long, shaky breath away from crying. Jack had easily disarmed the woman, the knife lying nearby in blood. Rachel then realized just how much blood was on the floor. Most of it was from Jameson Teller, but the gunshot to the woman’s calf was creating quite a pool as well. From what she could tell, the blood from Jack’s arm hadn’t quite gathered enough to spill to the floor just yet.
She fumbled for her phone again, and this time was able to make the call to 911. As the operator picked up, and Rachel did her best to explain Jameson’s situation, she couldn’t be sure if he’d make it or not. She didn’t think the wound to the chest had hit his heart, but he’d lost a lot of blood.
“Understood,” the operator said. “I’ve got a unit on the way right now.”
Rachel ended the call and, though she didn’t mean to, dropped her phone on the floor. Slowly and as carefully as she could manage, she reached up and grabbed the counter. Her legs felt like little tufts of cotton as she found her feet, but she was able to stand.
“Sorry,” she told Jack, once again surprised at just how close she was to weeping. 
She wanted to say more but knew that now was not the time nor the place. God, what had she been thinking? Even if she’d been told that the cancer was gone, that the tumor had miraculously disappeared, it would have been foolish to come straight back to work. Deep down, she felt an anger and a resentment toward Director Anderson for even putting the idea in her head. But she knew those feelings were misplaced. She’d been so eager to come back, so eager to dig her fingers into the familiar and into something that had always made her feel whole, made her feel worthwhile.
And look where it had brought her—standing in a stranger’s kitchen, blood smeared on the floor while she did her best to stay on her feet. And just two minutes ago, she’d had a knife at her throat—an invitation to a death that would be much quicker than the one that would likely be brought on by the tumor.
Jack was hoisting the woman to her feet. He looked around quickly and slid out one of the chairs from beneath the small kitchen table. He sat her in it and said nothing, though the scowl he delivered her way essentially told her that if she so much as moved, there was going to be trouble.
He then walked over to Jameson and winced. The man still seemed to be mostly alert, but his breaths were ragged, and he was starting to look very confused.
Rachel, needing something—anything—to do, opened the drawer closest to her along the top of the cabinets. Silverware. Wrong drawer. She tried the next one and found more dish towels. But even that small motion, pulling the drawer open, made her feel off-kilter … like there was a small ocean inside her head. And once again, things started to go fuzzy and grey.
She plucked a few towels out of the drawer and handed them to Jack. When he took them, she saw the heartbreak and worry in his eyes, and all she could find to say was, again, “I’m sorry …”
Jack only nodded, setting his attention to Jameson Teller. He replaced the towel on the man’s arm and then set to trying to compress the wound on Teller’s chest. He said nothing, but even in her disoriented state, she could tell that he was struggling to keep his own emotions in. So, they remained in the kitchen, quiet among the copper-like scent of spilled blood, and the silence wasn’t broken until they heard the wailing approach of ambulance sirens.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
 
 
The doctor at the UVA hospital seemed livid that Rachel had been working at all. As soon as she'd stepped foot into the hospital, Rachel had felt like a child that had been sent to the principal's office for doing something they knew was wrong. Worst of all, she'd wanted Jack there with her more than anything else. But he was too busy managing the interrogation back at the station. The only information Rachel had gotten before being rushed to the hospital was that the woman's name was Jane. According to the woman's frustrated complaints following her arrest, that name was the only thing her mother had ever truly given her.
All of that buzzed around in the back of Rachel's head like a swarm of angry bees while the doctor glared at her impatiently. She was a younger, stern-looking woman. She peered at Rachel behind a pair of glasses that made Rachel think of librarians.
“So, what you’re telling me,” she said, “is that you jumped right back into work after your time off … knowing that the tumor was still there. Shrinking or not … symptoms or not … you just went right back to it.”
“Yes,” she said. “And I don’t need a lecture.”
“What you need is a CT scan. But you’ve refused it. Why is that?”
“I have an appointment with my doctor back in Richmond in four days.”
“But why wait? Can’t you just get it done now? Wouldn’t you want to have the answers now?”
She shook her head. She knew the smart thing to do would be to allow the scan. Her refusal came from more than just fear. It was an amalgamation of several different things. She wanted Jack there. She wanted to be in a familiar doctor's office. She wanted to be closer to her family whenever she got the news—the news that she was now certain would include the tumor returning to its former strength.
“I obviously can’t make you get the scan,” she said. “So, I won’t push. But what I’d like for you to do is accept a cold compress for that bruise on the side of your head. And while it’s there, I need you to, once again, run me through the symptoms you’ve experienced over the past two days. I’ll make a report and send it off to your doctor so that bit of work is already done. Would that be okay?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
Moments later, a nurse entered the room with three ibuprofen and an ice pack. While Rachel held the compress to her head, she walked the doctor through the symptoms she'd experienced ever since arriving in Charlottesville. It was easy at first, and she almost began to despise herself as she replayed it all. However, as she began to discuss what had happened in Jameson Teller’s house, she once again felt close to tears. 
She could have easily died. She'd failed herself, she'd failed Jack, and she'd ended up staring directly in the face of what she'd feared ever since her time off at home had started: that she hadn't been ready to go back. That she may very well be done with work for good. And that was simply something she was not ready to accept.
But now, she may have to accept it. Thinking such a thing made her feel worthless. It was an emotion that wasn't even thwarted when she thought of Paige. Being Paige’s mother should be more than enough reason to carry on after work, and she hated herself for not being able to find solace in that.
When she was done going over the events in Jameson’s house, the doctor typed into her little smart pad a bit longer and then nodded. Rachel still sensed that she was slightly angry that Rachel had refused the scan.
“I’d like to make one more recommendation,” the doctor said.
“Which is?”
“Based on what you’ve told me, your partner is likely at the station, interrogating the person he arrested. And the man you saved is in this very hospital, being tended to and, hopefully, saved. I would strongly suggest that in this bit of time where your hands are essentially tied, you should rest. Just lay here, in this very room, and rest. And I promise you that as soon as we get word on your partner or Mr. Teller, someone will let you know.”
“How is Mr. Teller?” she asked. She was genuinely curious but also wanted to avoid the doctor’s suggestion.
“I honestly don’t know. I’d need to check in with the surgeon that’s been assigned to his case. I can look in on that and—”
A knock at the door interrupted her. Frowning, the doctor walked over and cracked it open. “Oh,” she said. “Well, maybe a slight change of plans.”
She opened the door, and Jack stepped in. He looked flustered, like he had just come in from a long sprint and needed something else to do or he’d go stir-crazy.
“I’m sorry, Doctor,” Rachel said. “Could you give us a minute?”
Clutching her smart pad to her chest, the doctor sighed and nodded. “Take whatever time you need,” she said as she opened the door. “But that’s only if you decided to take my advice and rest a bit once you’re done talking.” She gave Rachel one last, weary look and left the room.
Jack walked over to the examination bed Rachel was sitting on and took her hand. “That doctor looked pissed.”
“She is. I refused a CT scan.”
“Why?” The expression that came to his face was eerily similar to the one the doctor had given her.
“Because I already have an appointment set with Dr. Emerson. And if I’m going to go through all of that, I want to be back home. I want to be …”
She stopped, sure that she was about to cry. Jack pulled her to him, stepping closer to the cot so that she didn’t have to stand up.
“Tell me about the case,” Rachel said against his shoulder. “You got here quicker than I thought. You must not have spent any time with her.”
“About fifteen minutes, and that was enough. She was all too happy to tell me about why she’d done what she’d done. Confessed to it all. Even told me how she managed to get into the hospital wing that late at night to kill Henderson and Marie Brooks. She … well, she spent a lot of time thinking this through.”
“What did she say her reasoning was?”
“Rachel, do we really need to talk it all out right now?”
“Yes. I have to. If I’m going to rest, yes … I need to know why.”
He sighed and sat up on the cot with her. With her hand still in his, he started to talk. Much of it unfolded the way she’d expected, but it was almost comforting to hear Jack lay out the facts.
“What it boils down to is that she spent her entire life looking for someone to blame. Someone to blame for the death of her mother, the terrible childhood she had under the roofs of a few different and awful foster homes, and just general unhappiness. She says that around the age of seventeen or so, she started looking for information about her mother. She had a name as well as the name of her father, so it really wasn't hard to find that sort of stuff on the Internet. She says she used Facebook and basic online yellow page listings. She actually said there were at least two articles about the court case her father tried to push through. It was from those two articles that she gained the most information about what had truly happened on the day she had been born. She just ... I think she felt that it was all unfair, and that she'd been dealt a shit hand.”
“So, it was mostly about revenge?”
“I think so. Or just trying to find answers and taking it too far. I asked her when she decided to go the route of killing people. It wasn't something that she could trace to one moment. She said when it first crossed her mind, her father was the first person she thought of. But reading those two articles, she understood there were plenty more people that she felt were responsible for the way her life turned out. She didn't come out and say it, but I think somewhere along the line she decided to save her father for last. Whatever her reasons, I don't think she felt any remorse at all. There are some psychopathic tendencies there, of course, but I don't think it's going to be enough to keep her out of jail. And when I suggested that might be where she lives the rest of her life, it really didn't seem to bother her at all.”
Rachel considered all of this for a moment, realizing that there was a small part of her that felt sad for Jane. She had been dealt a pretty bad hand at life. As of late, Rachel had learned all about that. But she wondered what discovery Jane had found that had pushed her to murder. Maybe there had been some abuse in one of the foster homes she'd stayed in. Or maybe it was just the fact that she knew she had come from an abusive father. Rachel knew from her time as an agent and from many dark and brooding cases, that sometimes when a person feels trapped in abuse, there only seems to be one way out. Some choose suicide. Others choose to take matters into their own hands and deal out their own form of jilted justice.
“Okay, so can we talk about what's going on with you now?” Jack asked.
“It’s the same as what we talked about in that interrogation room. Only it’s worse now. Back at Teller’s house … it was bad. Jack, I’m so sorry. And I’m so scared.”
There it was. The admission that she was scared. It was something she had never forced herself to say in the past, and now that she had verbalized it, there was a strange sort of peace to it. It was like naming the monster that had been lurking in the dark closet all her life. Yes, she was scared. She was terrified. And almost right away, she felt that she now had at least some sort of power over it now that it had been spoken out loud.
“You know I’m here for you, right?” Jack asked.
“I do.”
He leaned forward and kissed her softly on the mouth. “Now, I think you should take the doctor's advice,” he said. “You stay right here and rest. I'm going to go check on Jameson Teller and then call the precinct to see if there are any other developments with Jane. And then I’ll have a word with the doctor that was seeing you to see how long they think it’ll be before you’re good to get on the road.”
Rachel nodded, hating that Jack was now in a position where he felt the need to serve as something of a babysitter. He gave her a gentle hug before making his exit. And as he stepped through the doorway, he took one look back at her. Something about his gaze calmed her significantly. And in that gaze, she saw and felt that however this journey ended, he would be there for her if she wanted.
For her, the only question that remained was whether or not she wanted to put him through the hell she was now almost certain was waiting just around the corner.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
“I want to go with you.”
Jack’s right hand was cupping the side of her face, his thumb rubbing her cheek softly. His left hand was on her waist—and all of it was above the sheets.
Everything had been above the sheets since they’d returned home from closing the Teller case. Despite the exhaustion and fear of what was to come, there had been plenty of kisses and a single, heated moment in which they’d nearly crossed the line.
But out of respect for Paige, they’d opted to not go there. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
“You can’t come with me,” she said.
“Why not?”
“Because you’ll cry. And then I’ll start crying.”
He frowned playfully at her and kissed her briefly.
They were in her bedroom, lying in her bed, on top of the covers. Grandma Tate had taken Paige to school an hour ago and then had two classes at the downtown YMCA, then a meeting of her knitting club. The old woman was staying incredibly busy … something that would likely come to an end once this looming doctor’s appointment was over.
“Will you please call me as soon as you know something?” he asked. “Can you at least do that?”
“Agent Rivers, how are you managing to make this all about you?”
She kissed him before he could respond. She wished she could put a bit of passion behind it, but she was too nervous. When she pulled away, she looked him in the eyes and, for maybe the second or third time in the last handful of days, did her best to accept the fact that she was falling in love with him.
“I’ll call you. And I’ll do you one better. No matter what the results say … I want you over here for dinner tonight. I’ll tell Paige and Grandma Tate. Not just about whatever the results might be, and not just about the issues I had on this last case, but about us. If that’s okay with you.”
“That’s perfectly okay.”
“You understand … Jack, if the results are bad, and I don’t have much time, you can’t—”
“Then we’ll just have to make sure to make that time count,” he said, not once breaking eye contact with her. “No matter what, I’m not going anywhere.”
He kissed her again, and when she closed her eyes to keep from crying, she understood that somewhere in the back of the very same head that was harboring the tumor, she somehow already knew what the results would be.
And in that, she felt that these kisses were Jack sealing his fate to her—to sit with her and help her in any way he could as she lived out the last days of her life. She felt it all through her body, a dark certainty that her luck had run out, and this time, if the results were bad, there would be no going back.
 
***
 
The automatic doors slid open, and Rachel stepped out into the warm morning sun. Four days had passed since she and Jack returned from Charlottesville. In that time, she had wrestled with multiple symptoms, though none had been quite as bad as what she'd experienced in the kitchen of Jameson Teller. Over the course of those four very long days, Rachel had felt as if she'd been walking through the world with a bomb strapped to her back—a bomb that she knew was going to go off at any moment. Every move she made, every breath she took, she was sure the damned bomb would go off.
But she made it to her appointment with Dr. Emerson. She'd arrived on time just after 11:30, and as she slowly made her way across the parking lot to leave, three in the afternoon was just a few minutes away.
Though Jack had asked two more times before she’d left the house, she'd come to the appointment alone. She’d even declined when he asked if he could at least drive her. For whatever reason, she felt that she needed to at least take this step alone. Because if things turned out the way she was certain they would, Jack would spend more than enough time serving her.
Another decision Rachel had made before the appointment was that this time, she was going to tell Director Anderson if the results were bad. And probably even about the relationship with Jack. If she wasn’t going to be an active agent any longer, what would it hurt?
With that decision set in her mind, the idea of having Jack with her felt almost like a bad omen. Grandma Tate had not come with her because, of course, Rachel had not yet told her or Paige about what she'd been experiencing. She didn't see the point in putting them through all of that again until she knew for sure that the tumor was now resisting the drugs she had been prescribed and was regaining its strength and hold over her.
She could tell them now, though. The news had been very much as she had been expecting. 
The tumor seemed to be fighting off the effects of the drug and was back to its stubborn old ways. The one bit of good news Emerson had been able to deliver was that the tumor seemed to have not grown or spread at all. But with a grave tone in his voice, he had made it known that if the tumor was fighting off this drug, her options were now extremely limited. There was chemo, of course, but Rachel knew that going that route would pretty much determine what the rest of her life looked like.
The walk back to her car felt very much like a funeral procession. The time for keeping secrets was over. The same could be said for her stubborn refusal to accept what the cancer meant. It meant she was going to have to put her career on hold. She also knew she may very well have to accept the fact that this might mean the end of her career. If she needed proof of this, she had the black and white copies of the scans that Emerson had showed her. She would show them to Director Anderson tomorrow morning and request an indefinite medical leave. The mere thought of this brought up ideas and concepts regarding potential at home opportunities that maybe she could help with research or fielding calls to assist agents in the field.
But none of that would do any good. She knew she would never be happy if she wasn't actively in the field, doing what she did best with Jack by her side.
No, she would not force herself into some minor position she knew would not make her happy. Instead, she would take whatever medicine was suggested. She would do the chemo. She would rest. She would put work so far away in the back of her mind that, hopefully, within a few months, she would forget all about it. If the outlook for the rest of her life was as dire as Emerson had made it out to be, Rachel wanted to spend whatever time she had remaining with her family and Jack. There was so much she wanted to do with Paige, some of which she doubted she would be able to do now. The trips to Disney would be quite hard for someone on chemo, she was sure.
As she got into her car, Rachel strangely found herself thinking of Alex Lynch. Though he was dead, and that chapter of her life had come to a close, she’d known right away that he would somehow haunt her for the rest of her life. And the one moment that continued to pop up in her head (and had for pretty much the entire morning) was the moment she'd spent with him in a visitation room at the prison he'd escaped from just a few weeks later. He had looked at her and known something was wrong. He had looked at her and known she was sick, that something lethal was ticking in her body and waiting to take her life. She'd always assumed it was because the maniac had always been so close to death, so eager to deal it out and pass it around.
Was that how he had seen it? Had he had some sort of supernatural sense where he could detect illnesses in others? This was an insane theory, but as Rachel sat in her car and did her best to think through the days that would follow, it didn't seem so crazy at all.
When she took her phone from her pocket rather than starting the car’s engine, she knew she was delaying the inevitable. And in that moment, she was fine with that. Paige wouldn't be home for another three hours, and Jack was at work. So, she had some time to kill. With her phone out, she looked at her work email. There were several emails waiting for her, but one in particular caught her attention. 
It was from Jack. The subject line read: J. Teller.
She opened the email and read it slowly. I thought you'd want to know that I got a status report on Jameson Teller this morning. He was touch and go for about twelve hours, but it looks like he's going to pull through. Three surgeries, a lot of blood work, but he's going to be fine. I almost didn't send you this because I didn't want you thinking about work today. But I also know that this was the one last nagging thing about this case that was bothering you. Thinking about you ... so you damn well better call me when you get the results. And remember, no matter what, I'm here for you.
It actually did her some good to know that Teller was going to be okay. It was the one last success she could draw out of the case—in case that looked to be the final one she'd ever touch. She felt a tightness in her chest, and tears began to sting her eyes. She supposed it was a normal, emotional reaction for such a moment, but she didn't like the feeling that there was a bit of self-pity there too.
She placed the keys in the ignition and nearly started the engine but knew there was one thing she needed to do first. Because if she left the parking lot and headed home, she knew she would procrastinate. Even with these stupid copies of the scans, she knew she'd do everything she could to delay delivering the news to everyone that mattered.
So, with a heavy heart, Rachel pulled up Jack's number. She’d made a promise, and this had to be done. And as the phone rang, she held one of the copies in her hands and looked at the shape of her brain. She looked at the shape of the intruder, the tumor that was even now at this very moment determining the outcome of the rest of her life. She hated it, but even the sight of it on the grainy black and white printout made her feel helpless, just like admitting her fear to Jack in the hospital in Charlottesville. Admitting to that helplessness was just as difficult … even when admitting it to herself.
After two rings, Jack picked up. “Hello?”
Even in that one word, she could hear the expectation. She heard fear but, under that, hope. It was enough to nearly make her hang up. But if she did that, he would know what the news was.
Besides, she was done pretending. She had to face it, had to look this situation right in its ugly face and acknowledge it.
Rachel clutched the printout, took a deep breath, and delivered the news. And in doing so, she felt herself paving a road to her future—a road with dark trees overhead and an uncertain mist covering everything ahead of her.
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