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CHAPTER ONE

When Emma arrived at home after pulling a fourteen-hour workday only to find that her power was out, she wasn’t even all that surprised. It had just been one of those terrible days that seemed to have no limits. It had started with spilling coffee on her favorite blouse and arriving at work ten minutes late because she’d had to go back inside to change clothes. It had continued with a two-hour meeting with state police at the governor’s office as they worked towards a resolution on a potential pardon concerning an immigrant family. The afternoon had brought with it a computer crash that had affected half of the network at the governor’s office and one final late meeting with two lawyers that were working to make sure a drug dealer wouldn’t walk because of evidence that had been tampered with.

And now she was home sweet home, only with no electricity. The porch light—which was on a timer—wasn’t on. Neither were the decorative lights on the side patio. And the familiar purple glow of the UV light for her indoor plants was also not shining through the patio window as it usually did. It seemed fitting. A perfect way to end this terrible day. She was so tired and fed up that she didn’t even realize that the loss of electricity would not allow her to open her garage door. She pressed the button on the device attached to her sun visor twice before this occurred to her.

With a deep sigh, she parked outside of the garage, on the little strip of concrete driveway. She then walked through her side yard, her nice heels poking holes in the ground as she made her way to the front door. She unlocked it, finding it hard to remember the last time she’d actually used a key to get inside her house.

As she opened the door, she was able to see through her irritated fugue and noticed that her neighbors to the left, the Gaughans, had power. Lights were glowing through the windows and their outside security light along the back of the house shown down on the grass. The same was true of her neighbors on the other side. Over the tall and well-manicured hedges, she could see the upstairs lights on.

And as she peered down the street in both directions, she saw that the security lights were on, situated along the street in a pattern of one pole after every eight houses. She found this strange, but not strange enough to stay out on the porch. Maybe her breaker had tripped somehow. She had, after all, just hooked up a used chest freezer in the garage just a few days ago.

Emma stepped inside and closed the door behind her. She dropped her purse on the foyer floor and pulled her phone out of her coat pocket. Switching on the flashlight, she made her way across the foyer and into the kitchen. She grabbed a banana from her fruit bowl on the counter, realizing that she’d never finished her lunch seven hours ago and hadn’t had a single bite to eat since then. She sat the phone down as she peeled it and then walked through the living room, heading to the garage with her phone in one hand and the banana in the other.

She hated how quiet the house was in the darkness. Without even the hum of the fridge or the ticking of the wall clock in the living room, it felt like she was traipsing through a tomb.

Ah crap, she thought. The fridge. She wondered how long her power had been out and how much food in the fridge she might have to throw out as a result. Before she concerned herself with that, of course, she wanted to find out why she had no power while both of her neighbors did.

She entered the mudroom and opened the door that led to the garage. It was mostly empty, containing just a few shelves with household cleaners, some old paint supplies, and a pair of skis she hadn’t worn in over a year because her job at the governor’s office hadn’t allowed for such excursions in a very long time. The space where she’d usually park her car seemed almost abstract and she realized she hadn’t seen the space empty from the vantage point of the garage door since she’d moved in.

The empty space also helped her to see what the problem was right away. Near the back of the garage, on the right side, the breaker box was open. It was just a few inches, but it was open. And she couldn’t recall the last time she’d even opened the thing. She knew it closed tightly with a little lock-and-catch system and her mind wad focused on this as she headed across the dark garage to see what had happened.

It wasn’t until she was halfway across the garage that her tired mind zoomed in on what this could mean, though. It wasn’t as if the little metal door to the box had opened on its own. No, someone had to have opened it and—

She stopped just a few feet away from the panel box as the reality of this settled in. Someone has been here. Someone may still be here…

Slowly, she made a small circle, taking in the garage. She turned her phone over in her hands, intending to call the police. but as she turned to the right, she saw another door that had been opened. This was the thin door against the back wall, the door that opened up onto the space that held the water heater. And just as she realized this door was open, she saw the figure come rushing out of it.

Emma didn’t even have time to scream before the figure was on her. Her flashlight shined on the shape for just a moment, long enough for her to see the features of a man with dark hair. But that was all she saw before a hard punch landed in her stomach. The wind went rushing out of her and as she fell to her knees, she was caught. The man grabbed her by the hair and dragged her over towards the panel box.

She opened her mouth to scream but the man seemed to sense this. To stop her, he threw her hard against the wall. The side of her face slammed into it and, again, more breath was knocked out of her. As she fought for breath, she felt him grabbing her head again. He seemed to be pointing her face towards the panel box, as if he wanted her to see something.

She could just barely see one other thing she’d somehow missed: the cover to the box had been removed. She could see the inner workings behind the metal plate that was usually there, the wires, leads, and circuity barely visible in the darkness. She had no idea where her phone was, maybe somewhere back on the floor, but she could still make out the faintest little glow from her flashlight and—

She managed to cry out briefly as the man pulled her by the hair again. Her head felt as if it had been lit on fire, but she only felt it for a moment. He forced her head directly into the exposed panel box. She could feel her nose crunching up and she was pretty sure one of her front teeth was obliterated. But she felt none of it.

What she did feel was a sudden shock that seemed to both push her away and draw her close all at once. Her body shook as the garage lights flickered on and off. but those lights seemed dim and far away as an unspeakable amount of current passed through her body.

She had just enough time to realize that she was being electrocuted before her heart twitched and then stopped working altogether. And in those final beats, she felt the man behind her somewhere, filling that otherwise empty garage that she would never park in again.


CHAPTER TWO

Rachel knew that Director Anderson was coming to her house but the knowing did nothing to curb just how odd it felt. When she answered the door and saw him standing there, it felt like standing on the threshold between two worlds. Even stranger was the fact that he was smiling, lowering some of his office defenses as she welcomed him into her home.

“I know,” Anderson said. “It’s weird, right?”

Rachel smiled and said, “Well, it wasn’t until you just put it out in the open like that. Come on in, Director.”

Anderson was an intimidating figure despite having an average build and having crossed the border into fifty years of age. Yet she noticed how he seemed to forcibly soften himself in her home. He even stood awkwardly in the living room, waiting for her to ask him to take a seat.

She did so, gesturing to the couch. “Sit down, sir. Can I get you anything to drink?”

“No, I’m good. It’s one of those situations where I think we should just go ahead and get the details ironed out and move on.”

“Yes, sir.”

As they both sat on the couch, Rachel understood how heavy and important this moment was. Paige was at school and she’d specifically asked Grandma Tate to not be here when Anderson came to visit. She’d framed it as a need to keep the house empty because classified information would be shared. And while this was technically true, there was a larger reason at the core of it: Director Anderson still didn’t know about her tumor. He had no idea that, based on her doctor’s best guess, she might have about fourteen months to live.

His visit today was to go over all things concerning Alex Lynch. It was a name that neither of them had spoken yet, but it hung in the air like poison all the same. Ever since he’d called and insinuated he’d known about Grandma Tate’s whereabouts last night, the house had felt like it was infected with him.

“First and foremost,” Anderson said, “the bureau is again going to place protection around your house. This protection is not going to end until Lynch is apprehended. If you have a problem with that, you just need to suck it up. I’m not budging on this.”

She understood the move perfectly and, in fact, did not want to argue it. If Lynch had not only escaped from prison but was so close to her house and loved ones, Rachel would take any protection and assistance she could get.

“No problem with that,” Rachel said. “And I appreciate it.”

“Well, we’re not done. As you know, we’re working closely with the U.S. Marshals and there’s still some speculation that Lynch might be playing some sort of elaborate trick. The fact that he had one of his goons place a dead squirrel in your daughter’s room not too long ago shows us that he has eyes and friends everywhere. So there’s a good chance he may actually be a good distance way and only wants you to think he’s local. In other words, there’s a legitimate fear that he’s trying to make us look specifically for him while he could have others working for him that might come for you or your family. That being said, we’re also assigning an agent to watch over you. Sort of armed security, like your own secret service.”

“Do you think that’s necessary?” Rachel asked.

“We just don’t know. The fact that we haven’t found Lynch makes me think that he has more help than we anticipated. And it’s just not a chance we’re willing to take. Besides…when your so-called two-week leave of absence is over, do you really want to keep it going? Do you really want to stay here, at home, wondering if and when someone is going to try something?”

“No, sir. And…about that two week leave of—”

“Do you regret it?” he interrupted.

“I do. I’m sorry about the way I reacted.”

“Then we’ll pretend that it never happened,” Anderson said, and she was happy to see that he looked relieved in saying it. “I’ll see that it’s redacted. All the same, though, I do think you should lay low for a few days. Maybe take the time to get the agent I’m assigning to your family used to the routine.”

“Sir, I still don’t know about—”

“It’s already decided, Agent Gift. I hand-selected him personally. A man named Stephen Carson. He used to work for the government under various witness protection programs. He’s also got nearly twenty years as a PI under his belt. I can wholeheartedly recommend him.”

“Okay,” Rachel said, realizing that this was not an argument she would win. “And when will that start?”

“This evening.” He grinned, which was something Rachel rarely saw him do, and said: “So maybe set an extra plate for dinner.”

“Does Agent Rivers know?” She hated to think of what Jack would make of her family having a special agent assigned to them. He’d rib her about this every chance he got, but in the playful and caring way he was so good at.

“He does,” Anderson said. “I even called him to get his opinion since he seems to really be invested in the situation. He not only agreed with me, but he also thinks Carson is a great fit for what we’re doing here.”

He was already getting to his feet, an indication that, in his mind, their conversation was over. “Do you have any other concerns?”

The two-week leave of absence she’d asked for and then instantly regretted had been swept under the rug. The bureau was putting so many extra pieces in play to make sure her family was safe. All of that together made her want to come clean with him about her diagnosis. But she also knew that if she were to do that, her career would be over.

And maybe that’s for the best, some part of her said. Besides, he’s going to find out eventually, and how do you think he’s going to react when he discovers you’ve hidden this from him? That you’ve been actively taking cases with this ticking time bomb in your head?

She was not at all surprised that she couldn’t bring herself to tell him. Hanging on to her job was the one act of normalcy she had, the one piece of her life before the diagnosis that had not yet been completely ruined by the tumor. The way she saw it, she had at least a few more weeks, maybe months, left before her capacities would be overruled by the cancer.

“Hang in there, Gift,” Anderson said as he headed for the door. “I’ll be outside with the first surveillance team for a bit, so let me know if you need anything.”

“Yes, sir.”

She stood in her doorway and watched Anderson cross her yard and stop by the black sedan that was parked on the other side of the road. She knew that Anderson’s visit, the presence of the surveillance team, and the addition of Carson to the mix should make her feel safe. But really, all she felt was a sense of defeat. She felt trapped and somehow alone, as if despite the many precautions that had been put in place, there may very well be no clear way out of this.

***

Stephen Carson showed up right in the middle of dinner as Rachel, Grandma Tate, and Paige were sitting around the table. Even though Rachel was still not sold on the idea of a personal security escort, she was surprised to find that she liked him right away. Carson was in his late forties and when he discovered that he’d arrived in the middle of their dinner, he did not make a big deal about it. He also did his very best to start working on Paige right away, making sure she was comfortable with the situation.

He sat down at the table with them as if it were the most natural thing in the world and gave Paige an almost apologetic expression. Rachel almost found the expression funny, a roll of the eyes and an awkward sort of slouch that seemed to say: I know, right? Look at this putz, just rolling up in here and interrupting dinner.

“Did your mom tell you I was coming?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Paige said. She would not meet his eyes yet. It was just something she’d always struggled with when meeting someone new.

“How do you feel about that?”

“I don’t know. You’re here to keep us safe, right?”

“Right.”

“But that’s what Mommy does, you know. She keeps people safe. And she’s really good at it.”

Carson smiled, and it made him look a bit younger. His hair was going gray at the temples and there were specks of it in his five o’ clock shadow as well. “Oh, I know she is. Everyone at the FBI knows it.”

“They do?” Paige said.

“Oh, for sure.” He then looked over to Grandma Tate at the other end of the table and gave her that same smile. Rachel wasn’t sure, but she thought a bit of redness blossomed in Grandma Tate’s cheeks when he looked at her. “And did you know it, too, ma’am?”

“Well, Rachel never really talks much to me about her work,” she said. “But I always had a feeling.”

“Well, then,” Rachel said, getting to ger feet. “Before this can get any more awkward, Agent Carson, can I speak with you in the living room?”

They exited the kitchen and when they entered the living room, she instantly noticed Carson looking around to check out the surroundings. She appreciated the effort he was already putting in, both personally at the dinner table and professionally as he scoped out the room.

“Coming on too strong?” Carson asked.

“Not at all. I just thought we should actually talk before you dive right in. First of all, I have to admit that Anderson told me next to nothing about the finer details. For instance, where are you supposed to sleep?”

Carson shrugged, as if it really didn’t matter. “I’m flexible on that. The couch is fine, my car is fine, whatever. So long as the house is at least within my sight at all times…and that you’re comfortable with it.”

“The couch will have to do, then. I’m a little weird about the whole situation, but I’m not going to ask you to sleep in your car.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Also, during times like tomorrow morning when I take Paige to school, I don’t want you riding with us. You’ll just have to follow along behind us. I want things to seem as normal to Paige as possible.” What she was thinking but did not say was: She’s already dealing with a mother she knows is going die in about a year or so.

That thought brought up something totally different—and a bit alarming. What if Paige or Grandma Tate said something to Carson about her tumor? And what if Carson then reported that back to Anderson? It was a paralyzing thought, especially when she had no idea what to do about it. She doubted Grandma Tate would say anything because she knew it was a personal matter, but Paige would be the wildcard in that situation.

“Yeah, that’s understandable,” Carson said. He paused, gave her a curious glance, and said: “You do understand that Director Anderson has assigned me to this detail because he doesn’t want your work interrupted, right? I’m the hired hand that makes sure your loved ones are watched after while you’re working whatever cases he has for you.”

She hadn’t assumed this, but it made sense, she supposed. With surveillance and an armed guard at home, she’d be freed up to continued working. This was good in terms of not only trying to maintain some semblance of normalcy, but it would also divide the work and attention of Alex Lynch and whatever helpers he had.

“Well, I think for tomorrow, at the very least, I’ll be staying here.”

“Sure, of course. Maybe you can help me get a hold on the daily routines.”

“Yes, for sure,” she said. But she still wasn’t sold on the idea of having a hired security detail in her house. She wasn’t sure how to pitch this to Paige. Was Carson just a friend from work that needed to stay with them for a while or was he there to make sure they stayed safe because there was a bad man spying on them? She hated lying to her daughter, but she was fairly certain she’d be going with the latter.

“Want some dinner?” Rachel asked as she headed back into the kitchen.

“No, thanks. I ate before I got here.”

They resumed their place at the table, and Paige wasted no time in warming up to their new guest. “Are you from Mommy’s work?”

“I am. My name is Stephen Carson.”

“Mr. Carson is going to be staying here for a while,” Rachel said.

“Like a sleepover?” Paige asked. And then, before anyone could properly answer her, she let out a little gasp and whispered to Rachel: “Does Daddy know?”

“He doesn’t, but I think he’d be okay with it,” Rachel said, trying her very best to bite back a smile.

“Are you okay if I stay here for a while?” Carson asked, making sure to hold eye contact with Paige. “I’m sort of helping your mother out with something and it’s going to save so much time if I’m here in the house. I may even have to come along on little errands or trips.”

Rachel was instantly put at ease with seeing how comfortable he was with Paige—and, more importantly, how comfortable Paige was with him.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Paige said. “Do you need clothes or blankets or anything?”

Carson chuckled and shook his head. “No. But thank you. That’s very kind.”

Noticing that Paige’s plate was nearly empty, Rachel opened her mouth to suggest Paige go ahead and take her shower and get ready for bed. But before she could get any words out, Paige was talking again.

“Do you like board games?” Paige asked.

“Oh, I do!” Carson exclaimed.

“You want to play Sorry?”

“That just happens to be one of my favorites!”

Paige’s face lit up and without another word, she got down from her chair and hurried into the living room. Rachel shook her head and laughed, giving Carson an apologetic smile. “You don’t have to.”

“It’s quite alright. I’ve done this before, in a home with kids. You’ve got to get the kid comfortable right away if it’s going to work. Besides…I do like board games, and I haven’t had the chance to play one in a few years.”

He got up from the table and followed Paige into the living room. Both Rachel and Grandma Tate watched him go, and Rachel could still see that bit of red in her grandmother’s cheeks.

“He’s good,” Grandma Tate said.

“Yeah, I think he is,” Rachel said. She stood up from her chair and walked to the archway between the kitchen and the living room. She watched as Carson sat down on the couch while Paige pulled Sorry out from the lower case of the living room’s built-in bookshelf. She was smiling widely as she brought the box over and started to set it up.

The stinging in her heart seemed to come out of nowhere. From time to time, Peter had played board games with her, but never with such enthusiasm. Now, it had been over two weeks since Paige had even seen her father, so to see her so eager to spend some time with the first available positive role model was both uplifting and sad at the same time.

Strangely enough, it made her think of her own father. And immediately on the heels of that came the knowledge that just yesterday, Jack told her that he’d not only found her father’s phone number, but had spoken with him. He’d given her the number and the information that her father claimed he’d be up to speaking with her.

Rachel found herself moving through the kitchen before she could talk herself out of the idea that crossed her mind. She went to the barstools in the kitchen, where her purse was hanging on the back of the closest one to her. She pulled the slip of paper out of one of the inner pockets and then grabbed her cellphone.

You’re really going to do this?

She heard Paige giggling from the living room, and it seemed to push her on. She looked to Grandma Tate as she made her way to the back door that led to the patio. “Can you keep an eye out?” she asked.

“Sure. You okay?”

“I think so.”

She stepped outside, where night was beginning to fall, casting an odd purple glow across the backyard. She was typing the number into her phone even before she sat down in one of the patio chairs, pressing Call as her backside settled into the cushion. And then the phone rang and her heart seemed to gallop in her chest.

How long had it been since she’d spoken to him? Six years? Seven? How long since she’d seen him? Ten? eleven? She didn’t kn—

“Hello?” His voice was distant but familiar, and Rachel couldn’t keep up with the countless emotions that rose up within her as she heard it.

“Hey,” she said. “It’s me. Rachel.”

“Oh,” he said, and she could tell by that single syllable alone that he was genuinely shocked. “Hey. How are you?”

“Fine. A little weirded out. I’m…I’m not sure why I called you and the moment I heard your voice, I regretted it. No offense.”

He laughed, but it didn’t sound genuine. “None taken.”

“The area code for your number…it places you somewhere in Kentucky, right?”

“Yeah, just outside of Paducah.”

She almost asked how he ended up there but realized she didn’t care. She also started to realize that she was not quite ready to have a long let’s-catch-up conversation.

“Yeah, so maybe I wasn’t as ready for this as I thought,” she said. It felt like defeat, and she hated that she was coming off as apologetic to him, but it was the truth.

“I get that. It’s just…well, it’s nice to hear your voice.”

Oh, is it? she thought. But what she said was,” Maybe some other time, yeah?”

“Sure. Do you…would you like to meet up sometime soon?”

“Depends on how soon,” she said.

“A few days? Weeks?”

She almost let out a dark little burst of laughter. She supposed she couldn’t wait for too long, right? “Maybe a week or so. Right now…well, there’s a lot going on right now.”

“You want me to call you, or—”

“I’ll call you” she said. God, this was almost as bad as reconnecting with an old lover, not knowing what to say and feeling an awkward sort of shame as she rushed to the end of the call. “Bye for now.”

“Bye.”

She barely heard him on the other end as she removed the phone from her ear and ended the call. She sat on the patio for a moment, trying to get a grasp on what she’d just done. So many years of silence, broken just like that—and in just about the most awkward way possible. Still, there was some relief in it and she held on to that. She held on to it because it helped to deal with the tears that started forming at her eyes, just another confusing result of a phone call she never thought she’d make.


CHAPTER THREE

Rachel was pulling out of the car-rider drop-off line in front of Paige’s school when her cellphone rang. It was 8:26, and Director Anderson was calling. For him to not only be calling her directly, but so early in the day, she was fairly certain that meant there was a case to discuss. That, or there were developments in the hunt for Alex Lynch. Still, she wasn’t about to answer the call as she was maneuvering her way out of the school parking lot, so she ignored it for the time being.

As she finally made her way out of the chaos of the car-rider line and back to the road, she spotted the black sedan parked along the edge of the teacher’s lot. She could clearly see Carson through the windshield, and she gave him a little wave as she passed. When she was back on the main road (with Carson pulling out directly behind her), Rachel called Anderson back via her Bluetooth connection.

“Good morning, sir. I’m returning your call.”

“Had you planned on coming in for a full day?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Sending Carson to the family helped ease me up a bit. So yes, I’m heading to the office.”

“Good. I’d like for you and Rivers to come by my office as soon as you can.”

She wanted to ask what the visit was about—a case or Lynch—but knew better than to come off as too needy. It was one of Anderson’s pet peeves. Besides, the field office was only twenty minutes away, and she and Jack could be in his office just ten minutes later, so she could wait.

She ended the call and made her way through the morning traffic, surprised to find that the mere act of taking Paige to school in the morning had done her a lot of good. With all of the craziness with Lynch and her cancer diagnosis, as well as her little stint with the two-week leave of absence threat, it did her a tremendous amount of good to get a taste of normalcy. But it also drew up hard questions, namely: How many more months will you be able to drop her off at school? What will be the last day you get to watch her walk into those front doors with her backpack on her shoulders?

The immense sadness that came with this question had her thinking of the specialist again, the doctor that had suggested an experimental medicine. The appointment was set up and the more she thought about it, the more hopeful she became. It was quite a change from the way she’d felt about any hope of beating this tumor when she’d first gotten the diagnosis. And the funny thing was that she couldn’t recall one moment when she’d made the transition. It had just happened…though she supposed thoughts like the ones concerning dropping Paige off at school had a lot to do with it.

When she got to the office, she swung by her cubicle just to check her emails and drop off her purse. She wasn’t too surprised to see Jack already sitting in her chair, waiting for her.

“Good morning,” he said with a smile.

“Same to you.”

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.

“I did. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, well, I figured you would now that you have your own security team.” He chuckled and pretended to ward of an attack when Rachel playfully balled up her fists at him.

“Shut up.”

“I am, of course, just kidding. And I’m really happy Carson was available.”

“Yeah, he seems legit,” Rachel said. “And Paige already likes him.”

“Wow. I mean, Paige doesn’t even like me yet.”

“She doesn’t know you enough to like you. You haven’t played board games with her like Carson has.”

“Oh, wow. Yeah, that’s a surefire way to get some brownie points. So, I mean, how’s it work? Where’s he sleeping?”

“Naked, in bed with me,” Rachel said, happy to dish a bit of teasing out, too.

“Lucky man,” Jack said. She couldn’t be one hundred percent sure, but she thought Jack looked slightly uncomfortable at the joke. “Anyway, you ready to get upstairs to see what Director Anderson wants?”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

“Wait,” Jack said, looking around suspiciously. “Don’t you need your security detail?”

This time, she did punch him. It was rather hard and right in the meat of his shoulder. They took the elevator up to Anderson’s office and found his door already open. His receptionist smiled at them without saying a word as they entered.

“Agents,” Anderson said, nodding to the two chairs in front of his desk.

Rachel still felt slightly off kilter from having Anderson in her house the day before. This morning, he seemed to be all business and none of the softer features he’d shown in her house remained. She and Jack sat down and she could tell right away that this visit was indeed about a case. She could see the case summary on a sheet of paper in the center of Anderson’s desk.

“First and foremost,” Anderson said, “Agent Gift, I don’t expect you to take this case on if you’d rather stick around home for another few days as you get accustomed to the security. It’s a case that’s fairly close by. A small town in Maryland, twenty minutes outside of Annapolis.”

“Then I think that should be okay,” Rachel said. In saying it, she was very aware of her condition. She knew that any case she was assigned could very well be her last. “What’s the case?”

“We’ve got two victims in the town of Murphy’s Crossing. The first was a forty-year-old corrections officer. The most recent, killed last night, was a twenty-nine-year-old woman that worked in the governor’s office.”

“Other than death, are there any links between them?” Jack asked.

“None that we can see yet,” Anderson said, sending him a chilly gaze for the semi-funny comment. “The first victim was hanged in his garage. It was ruled a suicide initially but a day later, it was deemed that there was no way the victim could have done it on his own. If you want more details on that, you’ll have to get it from the local PD.”

“As for the recent victim, she was electrocuted. From what we know so far, someone apparently broke into her home, stripped the covering off of her circuit breaker and shoved her into it. So if ‘strange ways to kill someone’ could be considered a link, I suppose there is some commonality between them. That and the fact that they were both the result of break-ins and that they occurred less than forty-eight hours apart from one another.”

He pushed the summary over to them and nodded. “So I’ll let the PD know you’re on the way. It’s a three-hour drive, so just take a bureau car. Any questions?”

Rachel had none, but she did feel the slightest bit of resentment in knowing they’d be driving. Sure, Annapolis, Maryland, was close in terms of distance but to know that three hours would separate her and Paige while Lynch was still on the loose made her cringe inside.

“Agent Gift, I should also note that with you on the move, we have to assume Lynch could come for you. We have no evidence to support it but, as you know, that’s been on the radar since two days ago. I chose this case because of its proximity, hoping it might entice Lynch or his cronies to split up their efforts and increase their chances of screwing up. And because I also suspect that if this is the work of one killer, he’s going to be fast and unpredictable. Hard to nail down patterns, so we’ll have to get ahead of it as soon as possible. Two deaths of such a grisly nature just two days apart from one another. It makes me uneasy. All of that to say…watch your back. And Agent Rivers, you watch it, too.”

He excused them, and Jack closed the office door on his way out. They remained quiet until they got to the elevator, waiting for it to arrive and open up.

“You’re sure you’re good with this?” he asked. “Leaving home and all, I mean?”

“Yeah, I think I am. Carson will be there, and there will constantly be a car with two agents sitting at the curb. Now…do you mind filling out the car paperwork? I’d like to call my grandmother to fill her in.”

“Sure thing.”

The elevator dinged and when they stepped on, Rachel thought she noticed Jack looking at her. When she turned to him to see if this was the case, he didn’t bother looking away.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said, finally moving his eyes. “I just sort of admire you, you know? How you’re juggling everything…”

“You’re very hot and cold on that,” Rachel said, smiling nervously. “I can recall a few times in the very recent past where you’ve lectured me about staying on with the bureau—about not telling Anderson about the diagnosis.”

“Oh, I know. But that was before you made the appointment with your doctor. That was back when I thought you just weren’t going to try. And now…it’s just good to see that you’re going to fight it.”

They locked eyes again but remained quiet. The elevator stopped, dinged, and the doors slid open.

“Meet me back at the garage?” he asked.

“Yeah. Give me about five minutes.”

They parted ways, Rachel heading to one of the small alcoves along the hallway. She sat down and looked out to the field office parking lot, not quite sure how Grandma Tate would take the call. Things had seemed to change in the last two days or so; in a very peculiar way, it almost seemed that Alex Lynch’s latest little swipe at her had somehow motivated her and drawn everyone closer together.

Bet the bastard never expected that to happen, she thought as she pulled up Grandma Tate’s number. She answered on the second ring, her one-word response filled with cheer.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Grandma. You got a second?”

“Sure do. Just sitting on your patio with coffee and a good book.”

“Sounds nice. Listen…I’ve been given a case. It’s in Maryland, so it won’t be right here, in the area. My first instinct was to not take it, but I really do think Director Anderson is right; the more I move around and resume life as normal, the trickier it’s going to be for Lynch if he does try anything. And we have the look-outs and Carson as—”

“You don’t have to sell it to me, dear. You have a job. And you should do it the best you can while you can.”

Rachel was a bit shocked at this reaction. It was almost the polar opposite of how she’d felt less than forty-eight hours ago. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. And…well, I know it may seem a bit stubborn of me, but I figure I should let you know. Your decision to see that doctor about this potential treatment has changed everything for me. You’re showing that you’re fighting it, that you do want to at least try. And if that’s the case, I do think you should try to resume your life. I think I kept trying to mirror us…thinking that you should have fought harder because you’re so young and have your life ahead of you. But that wasn’t fair of me. But then again, when you told me about this appointment, it helped me to see that you never stopped fighting at all. Your way to fight it, at first, was to say, ‘to hell with this cancer’ and keep working. I personally don’t understand it but it does seem very much in line with the way you live.”

It was a relief to hear all of it, but there was a small part of Rachel that still felt a bit of guilt. Even with Grandma Tate fully on board, there was still the idea that she was might be taking her kindness for granted. The last thing she wanted was for Grandma Tate to start feeling like a babysitter rather than a grandmother. There was also the now-familiar sting of leaving Paige behind, but just a few nights ago, Paige had said, in her own sweet way, that she wanted her mother to continue going after the bad guys—that she pretty much expected it.

It felt strange to need that affirmation from an eight-year-old, but it meant the world to Rachel. And now with Grandma Tate’s blessing, she figured she could maybe get back to work for another case or two (depending on how the cancer responded) without guilt or conflicted feelings.

“I appreciate that,” she finally said, struggling to keep her emotions in check. “We’re heading out in just a few minutes. I’ll do my best to keep you posted but as a general rule, I’d say expect at least two days.”

“That’s fine. I’ll let Paige know. And as I’m sure you know, we’ll be safe. I’ve got three people looking over us, one of whom is that remarkably handsome gentleman we met last night.”

“Try to keep your hands to yourself.”

“I make no promises. And Rachel…be sure to take care of yourself.”

After ending the call, Rachel stood in the hallway for a moment, making sure she had a grip on her emotions. When she was confident no tears were going to betray her, she took the elevator down to the garage where, if all had gone smoothly, Jack should be waiting with a car.


CHAPTER FOUR

Rachel felt as good as she had ever since getting her cancer diagnosis when she and Jack arrived in the small town of Murphy’s Crossing. The drive had taken a little less than two and a half hours, giving her plenty of time to look over the police reports while Jack drove. In the past, Rachel had typically driven, but Jack was still hesitant to let her back behind the wheel after a small accident caused by a tumor-spurred blackout about a month ago.

They entered Murphy’s Crossing just after eleven o’ clock, through a slight sprinkle of rain. The house of the latest victim was located in a small subdivision on the eastern edge of town. The houses were similar from one end of the street to the other. Some of the perfectly maintained lawns held bikes, tricycles, and small toys. As they came to the address, Jack pulling along the sidewalk, they watched as a middle-aged woman hurried her dog along on its walk, wanting to get out of the rain as quickly as possible. There was a single police car also parked in front of the house, indicating they would not be the only ones on the scene.

They hurried to the front door and found it locked. Jack knocked and the door was answered by a man of Asian descent wearing a State Police windbreaker. Rachel and Jack had their badges at the ready and the officer gave them a nod of appreciation.

“Good to see you,” he said. “I’m Officer Liang. Just taking some last-minute notes to follow up on forensic findings.”

“Did they find anything worth mentioning?” Rachel asked.

“Not that we’ve seen yet,” Liang said as he ushered them inside the house. “Come on in. I’ll take you back to the scene. I take it you’ve seen the reports?”

“We have,” Jack said. “But would you mind running us through it as you’ve been informed and seen it?”

“We’ve got twenty-nine-year-old Emma Stern, coming home last night sometime after seven. From what we can tell, someone had broken into the house. The only security camera we have is from the Ring doorbell out front, but there’s nothing on it all day until Emma arrived home. So the killer got in some other way, and we can’t figure out how. All locks seem to be untampered with and there were no broken windows. The best we can figure, he somehow hacked the garage door opener, or knew the code.”

Liang led them through a gorgeous, minimally decorated foyer, and then through a living room and adjoined kitchen. Beyond the kitchen, there was a mudroom and a garage, the door to which was open.

“The smell is still sort of lingering,” Liang said. “So just prepare yourself.”

Having read over the reports, and even reading them out loud to Jack as they’d made the trip to Murphy’s Crossing, Rachel could imagine the smell Liang was speaking of. She knew that Emma Stern had been electrocuted in a crude way. And she also knew that if a human body was subjected to electrocution for long enough, there was a particular smell to it—not just burning but a scent eerily similar to metal.

Sure enough, that was the exact smell they walked into as they reached the garage. It was very faint, but most definitely there. An outline on the floor, done in forensics tape, showed where Emma Stern’s body had been discovered. But the most telling feature of the room was the opened panel box on the wall to their right. The door was open, revealing the mostly fried interior. As Rachel stepped forward to observe it closer, she saw that some of the framing had melted around the edges. She tried to imagine the pain it would have caused and recalled what Anderson had said about this killer. He was right; someone like this would be brutal and unpredictable.

“We’re assuming the power had been killed when Emma arrived home,” Liang said. “All of the digital clocks inside—the microwave, stove, her alarm clock in the bedroom—were all blinking. And when her body was found, the flashlight on her phone was turned on.”

Rachel looked at the shape the tape made on the concrete floor and then looked at the control panel. “Looks like she would have been just short enough for her face to go right into it, yes?”

“Yeah. I’m still waiting on photos from the coroner. I can pass them along if you want.”

“No hairs, prints, nothing?”

“Not a thing. As a matter of fact,” Liang said, nodding to a partially opened door in the front of the room, along the wall behind them, “forensics found traces of diluted cornstarch on the doorknob to the water heater closet.”

“So the killer was using latex gloves,” Jack said.

“Seems that way,” Liang confirmed. “And it also suggests that he was hiding in that closet while he waited for her to get home.”

Rachel walked to the front right corner of the garage, where the water heater was located. She pulled the door open and looked inside. Among the standard water heater, there were a few random items typically found in a garage: a folded-up lawn chair, a beach umbrella, a few jugs of bleach. In the midst of all of that, there was more than enough room for a man to hide.

“A single, young woman living in a home this size, in a neighborhood this expensive,” Rachel said. “Any idea how long she’d lived here?”

“I don’t know,” Liang said. “The neighbors have been questioned, too, though, and they confirm that the power at their homes never went out last night. The neighboring family to the left mentioned how Emma brought them Christmas cookies the last few years, so I’d guess maybe at least two years.”

Rachel walked to the small garage opener device along the front wall. She pressed the single button on the device and the garage door let out a thump as it began to rise, rolling up on the tracks installed along the ceiling. As it rose, the light drizzle of rain and the blustery late morning outside was revealed.

She walked to the frame of the large, rectangular doorway and spotted the manual garage door opener on the front edge. It was a gray box, roughly six inches tall. There was flip lid on it, which Rachel lifted up to reveal the number pad beneath. “I assume this was checked for prints?”

“It was. And there was nothing.”

“How about the first victim?” Jack asked. “Do you have any new information that might provide links?”

“Nothing,” Liang said, clearly annoyed by the lack of answers. “Based on the preliminary information we have, there seems to be no friends and family connection. They could technically both be labeled as working under the umbrella of law enforcement, but that’s a stretch.”

Rachel recalled what she’d read about the first victim, a man named Dylan Tharpe. He’d worked as a corrections officer in a Maryland prison. As for Emma Stern, she’d worked as an assistant and secretary at the governor’s office. Liang was right; they could potentially be seen as working within the same industry, but their roles and positions were so far apart that it seemed like an unlikely link.

Rachel looked back into the garage, thinking it all over. Her eyes once again went to the taped shape on the floor when she asked, “Who discovered Emma Stern’s body?”

“The husband of the neighbors to the right. The Gaughans.”

“Any idea if they’re home?”

“I believe so. The wife was out on the porch just as I arrived.”

Rachel knew this was where they needed to go. If there were no clues or prints that had been left behind by the killer, the next obvious step was to talk to whomever saw the body first after the murder. And though her experience told her that neighbors often made unreliable witnesses, she hoped the small amount of time that had passed might play in their favor.

Rachel and Jack excused themselves, leaving through the still-opened garage door. Walking through the lightly falling rain, Rachel realized just how close the houses were; no more than thirty feet separated them. So with a distant hope that maybe this time the neighbor would turn out to be helpful, they made their way to the Gaughans’ front door and knocked.


CHAPTER FIVE

As Rachel knocked on the Gaughans’ front door, Jack realized that she looked a bit more vibrant than she had in the last few days. Her mood seemed better and there was a spark to her that had been there before, but had disappeared in light of her cancer diagnosis. He had a theory that the mere act of setting up the appointment with Dr. Emerson had given her a little ray of hope. And maybe she didn’t even realize it, but he certainly did, and he could only hope it was an indicator of things to come.

But he also knew not to mention it, not to draw attention to it. The last thing he wanted was for her to discuss this and then, just like Rachel usually did, overthink it and analyze it to death. No, he’d just enjoy her better mood and the overall better vibe while she still had it. Deep down, he also wanted to think that the recent little spike in their relationship might have something to do with it. There was something else there, something that he thought was pretty close to romance but wore a very different face. That was another thing he didn’t care mention out loud, out of fear of Rachel’s over-analyzations.

After several moment, the door was finally answered by an older man. He was wearing a light sweater, khakis, and a rather stylish driver’s cap. If not for the rain, Jack might have thought he was headed out for a round of golf.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

Jack showed his badge, Rachel doing the same about a second later. “Agents River and Gift, FBI. We understand you’re the gentleman that discovered your neighbor’s body, is that right?”

A grim expression crossed Mr. Gaughan’s face as he nodded. “Yeah, that would be me.”

“We’d like to ask you just a few questions, if that’s okay.”

“Sure thing,” he said, though his tone indicated that this was about the last thing he wanted to do. “Come on in.”

Mr. Gaughan shuffled back into the house, not bothering to turn to see how close the agents were behind him. The interior was of a similar design to Emma Stern’s home, the foyer, living room, and kitchen set up in the same order and flow. There was a stale feeling in the air and the faintest scent of dust and old food. It made Jack think that Mr. Gaughan lived alone.

Mr. Gaughan led them into the living room where he sat down in an armchair that showed years of use. He gestured absently to the small couch on the other side of the room. Rachel grinned at the old man and took a seat, but Jack remained on his feet.

“Mr. Gaughan,” he said, “I’m curious to know what caused you to even end up in Ms. Stern’s home last night in the first place.”

“Yeah, that was one of the first things the cops asked me after I called it in,” he said. “Seems a little ungrateful if you ask me, but I guess it is what it is. I was sitting right here, in this very chair when I heard a peculiar popping noise. Almost like a tiny explosion. I had just cut the TV off; if it had still been on, I don’t know if I would have heard it. At first, I thought it was the TV. But then I heard it again, a bit quieter this time. I didn’t think much of it, really. But then when I was settling in for bed, I noticed something a bit off. From my bedroom, even with the blinds closed, I can usually see the glow of Emma’s security light. But it wasn’t there last night. So I got curious and peeked out through the blinds. I saw that it wasn’t just her security lights in the back, but her entire house. No lights, no power. It got me to thinking about those pops I’d heard. I figured maybe something had gone wrong over there with her electricity. So I called her up but she never answered. I got a little worried, maybe a little nosy, and I walked over there. She didn’t answer the door so I decided to go in through the garage. I had to go back to my house to get the garage door code; she gave it to me a few months ago when she was out of town and wanted me to water her plants. I told myself I’d go over there and check the garage. If the circuit box was in order, I’d leave it alone and if I didn’t hear from her by the morning, I’d just call the cops.

“But when I got into the garage, there she was. On the floor, dead. Eyes wide open and…Jesus, it was bad. Some of the skin on her face had gone black and her eyebrows were…they were crispy, you know?” He shook his head and let out a deep, shaky sigh. “Sorry. It’s still pretty fresh. It was pretty awful to have to see it.”

An uncomfortable silence sat heavy in the living room, a silence that Rachel ended with a follow-up question. “Do you have any idea how much time passed between the popping noises you heard and your discovery of the body?”

“About an hour and a half, I’d say.”

“And you called the police right away?” Jack said.

“Yes, I did.”

“Did you see anyone coming or going from her house at any point during the afternoon?”

“I didn’t, but that’s really not saying much. Other than heading out to the library around lunchtime, I was in the house all day yesterday.” He paused thoughtfully and said, “I wish I’d known what that pop was. The police say it was very likely an electrical charge of some kind from when she was smashed into that circuit box. Maybe if I’d put two and two together then…looked out to check on things, I might have seen whoever did it.”

“There’s no way you could have known,” Rachel said.

“Mr. Gaughan,” Jack said, “you told us that Emma had you go over to water her plants on one occasion. Was that just a neighbor reaching out to a neighbor for some assistance, or was there a friendship between the two of you?”

“Oh, I think it might be a stretch to call us friends, but we were on good terms. Not very close, but we had a few worthwhile conversations on the street or across the yards whenever we happened to be outside at the same time.”

“Did she ever mention any strained relationships she might have had?” Rachel asked. “Maybe arguments with friends or colleagues that she seemed upset about?”

“Nothing like that. She did sometimes tell me about how stressful her job could be. Se would sometimes joke about how I’d need to come over and have a few glasses of wine with her after she’d had a particularly stressful day.”

“She ever mention any names when she would talk about these bad days?” Jack asked.

“If she did, they went right in one ear and out the other.” He frowned sadly at them, as if apologizing. “Besides, something like this…to do something this vicious to a sweet, kind girl like Emma…I can’t think of a single person that would have that sort of mean streak in them, you know?”

“Is there anything at all you could tell us about Emma that might not have seemed important enough to share as part of a police investigation?” Rachel asked.

As Mr. Gaughan thought about this, Jack couldn’t help but smile at Rachel. He sometimes forgot just how unique her line of thinking could be. He’d heard her ask similar questions in the past. The question was remarkably pointed without seeming as such. And more often than not, it would reveal something significant buried in the mundane.

“I believe she liked classical music,” he finally said. “I’d sometimes catch her out on her patio, just reading and listening to things like Bach, Beethoven, things of that nature. And I don’t think she ever cursed. Of course, that could have just been her being polite around an older man, but I never heard her say a single curse word. She was exceptionally kind and always offered me a smile even when I could tell the day had been hard on her.”

He wiped a tear away from the rim of his left eye before it had a chance to fall.

“I really hope you find who did this,” Mr. Gaughan said. “Emma didn’t deserve this. No one deserves what I saw.”

To Jack, this was pretty much the equivalent of ending the conversation. The older man was starting to get emotional and it was clear that if he did have anything worthwhile to offer, he would have given it right away. He looked to Rachel and she gave him a nod towards the front door.

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Gaughan,” Jack said. He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and plucked out one of his cards. Handing it to Mr. Gaughan, he said, “Please call me if you happen to think of anything at all that might help. or if you see people that aren’t the police snooping around Emma’s house.”

Mr. Gaughan took the card. “I will. Best of luck to you both.”

He got out of his chair and walked them to the door without saying another word. Jack almost felt bad for visiting; it seemed like they had basically found a wound and poked at it for little reason. Still, he politely stood at the door as they made their way back out into the sprinkling rain which was starting to let up completely.

“Next steps?” Jack asked, knowing the smart move was to either visit the coroner to get a fresh look at Emma Stern, or to travel to where the first victim was killed. But he knew Rachel like a book he’d read many times, knowing that she always preferred to stick with the most recent victim as long as it made sense to do so—until there were no real leads or clues down that road.

“Coroner’s office,” she said as she opened the passenger side door. “Maybe there will be something to find other than electrocution.”

Jack got behind the wheel and started the engine. Before pulling off, he looked over to her and gave her a studying glance. “How are you feeling?”

Rachel sighed and rolled her eyes playfully. After a beat, though, she smiled and said, “I’m actually feeling great—all things considered. Maybe the best I have in a few weeks.”

For the first time since her diagnosis, Jack believed her. And though it made him feel like a fool, he couldn’t help but wonder if this might be the moment where everything started to turn around and maybe, just maybe, she could beat her cancer the same way her grandmother had.


CHAPTER SIX

By the time they arrived at the county coroner’s office, Rachel saw clear evidence that the death of the young, pretty woman that worked at the governor’s office had already started making news. As they made their way inside the building, she saw a news van on the other side of the parking lot, the crew currently setting up for a report. Not too far away, a small SUV from a competing network was already pulling up.

“That was quick,” Rachel said, nodding over towards the crews as they walked toward the front doors.

“It was a very unique form of electrocution,” Jack said. “It’s going to make headlines.”

“Good. Maybe the killer didn’t count on that. Maybe it’ll even draw him out.”

They made their way inside, showed their IDs, and were directed to the east hallway. There, in a large examination room, they met the coroner. She was surprisingly young and, though Rachel did her best to avoid stereotypes of any kind, did not strike her as a coroner. She was a petite woman, surely no older than forty, that was just an outfit change away from a trip to the nearest yoga studio.

“I take it you’re here to check on the body of Emma Stern?” she asked after seeing their IDs.

“Yes,” Rachel said. “Have you finished your examination?”

“I have. And though I’m waiting for some results on blood tests, I honestly don’t expect to find anything that’s going to be worth your time.” She walked to one of three tables taking up space in the room. It was a large gurney containing a figure covered by a sheet. “Fair warning,” the coroner said. “It’s not pretty.”

She pulled the sheet back down to the collarbones, revealing the face and shoulders of Emma Stern. The coroner had been right; it was a bit of a shock. And while Rachel found it hard to look at the woman’s face, her heart truly trembled when she imagined poor old Mr. Gaughan discovering the body.

Emma’s face had been charred over more than half of its surface. Most of the skin on her forehead was either severely reddened or black and peeled. The right side of her mouth was pulled back in a permanent snarl and her eyebrows were, as Mr. Gaughan had said, singed and crisped. Rachel thought back to the partially melted metal frame of the power breaker at Emma’s home and nearly shuddered. Even if this killer turned out not to be the same one that had killed the first victim, it made him no less dangerous. But as she looked at Emma, she thought there was a very good chance the two would end up being connected just based on the severity of the murders.

“Obviously, the cause of death is clear,” the coroner said. “But if you need specifics, her brain simply received too much electricity. It essentially overheated. There’s significant damage to her heart, as well. Based on the trauma to the brain, my hope is that her pain was brief. Eight-to-ten seconds at most.”

“No other signs of injury?” Jack asked.

“Well, there’s a fracture in her nose, high up in the bridge, and two of her teeth near the front are chipped. It makes me quite sure that she hit that control box with considerable force. I feel pretty certain she was pushed into it from behind, quite hard.”

“No prints?” Jack asked.

“Not a single one.”

“There were theories floating around among the local PD that this murder could be connected to another murder that occurred two days ago,” Rachel said. “A corrections officer that was initially ruled a suicide.”

“Ah, yes, that,” she said, nearly delighted. “I discovered a link between them just two hours ago. I made the call to forensics. Did you not get the update yet?”

“Apparently not.”

“Oh, well, let me just show you.” The coroner walked to the gurney and carefully, with a great deal of respect, leaned over Emma’s body. The coroner was already wearing a pair of latex gloves, so she was able to go about her business right away. Using her index finger, she very carefully reached up to the top of Emma Stern’s right eye. She gently pulled the lid down, holding it closed.

“See it?”

At first, Rachel saw nothing. She had to really focus in order to finally see what the coroner was talking about. There was an X mark delicately carved into Emma’s eyelid. It was really nothing more than a scratch, the marks red and irritated rather than fully cut into the flesh. The coroner let the eyelid go and then did the same with the left eye. On the left eyelid, there was a similar mark.

“The marks look like they’re still inflamed,” Rachel said. “They’re recent, right?”

“Very recent. And they are quite exact—not accidental scratches in a haphazard form. I’d say they are quite intentional Xs.”

“I’d agree,” Jack said from over Rachel’s shoulder. “But how does this link to the first victim?”

The coroner walked over to the counter at the back side of the room. Slipping off her gloves and signing into the small laptop on the counter, she said, “Dylan Tharpe, forty years of age. His body was sent to the funeral home last night.” She navigated around on the laptop for a while until she pulled up three pictures. Pointing to the screen, she said: “The exact same markings were on his eyelids.”

Rachel studied the three pictures—one of each eyelid and one with both lids closed. In a morbid way, it reminded Rachel of the old school cartoons where, to indicate someone was on the brink of death or already dead, their eyes became twin X marks.

Considering this, Rachel asked: “Is there any clear medical evidence that supports the police theory that it was indeed a homicide rather than a suicide?”

“A bit, yes,” she said. Again, she clicked around on the laptop until she came to another picture. It was a photograph of Dylan Tharpe’s neck. There was a bruise just above the windpipe, in the perfect curved shape of a rope tied around the base. But there was also what looked like rug-burn all around that bruise.

“See the grating sort of pattern around the initial bruise?” the coroner asked.

“Yeah.”

“That indicates considerable movement of the rope after the initial shock of impact. It suggests that someone pulled on the other end of the rope once he was hung. Forensics also noted slight wearing in the rope where it would have rested on the beam, also indicating that there had been additional friction against the rope after he was hung. So just imagine a killer making sure Tharpe was hung, and then continuing to pull on that rope to make sure Tharpe’s feet never touched the ground.”

“And then put those weird scratches on his eyelids after he was dead,” Jack added.

“So we do have a link now,” Rachel said.

“But what the hell does it mean?” Jack asked.

“I don’t know if it helps,” the coroner said,” but the amount of force to cause such a severe burn from the rope suggests that the killer is quite strong…the same thing I took away from the damage to Emma Stern’s nose and teeth. Also, the sheer strength it would take to hoist someone up like that in order to hang them. I’d say the killer is very likely going to be a very large man.”

While it was helpful to have even the slightest of profiles on their killer, Rachel was more drawn to the grisly link between the victims. It spoke of deep intention. To take the time to carefully cut those marks into their eyelids meant the killer held a grudge and was trying to prove a point If he’d wanted Dylan Tharpe’s death to look like a suicide, the last thing the killer would have done would be to set out a clue that it had been a murder. That made her think the hanging may have been symbolic. Maybe the electrocution, too.

“You okay over there?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, just thinking.”

“I can see that. Any immediate ideas?”

She smiled wanly. “A few. I want to get to the nearest PD and access some records. If the killer thinks these two victims were linked, maybe we’ll be able to find it, too.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

To Rachel, staking out a workspace in an unfamiliar precinct was just about as disorienting as trying to get acclimated to a new country. More often than not, the staff was more than happy to help the FBI feel as comfortable and as at home as possible, and the Murphy’s Crossing police department was no different. In fact, by the time Rachel and Jack had been given an empty office space and access to the precinct’s network, the station’s investigative assistant was already bringing them print-outs and documents to help. She was a woman of about twenty-five, mousy and cute. She moved about the station in a way that told Rachel she may very well run the place one day.

Rachel was surprised to find that one of the folders the assistant brought them contained Dylan Tharpe’s cellphone records.

“How did you manage to get these so fast?” Rachel asked.

“The wife. From the very start, she insisted that there was no way her husband killed himself. She gave us access to everything right away so we could prove it as quickly as possible. Cellphone bills, credit card bills, security camera footage from their home.”

“Security footage?” Jack asked.

“Yes, but it showed nothing at all. Their footage only showed the front porch and a certain angle from the back. There’s a side entrance they let the dog out through, and that’s not covered by a security camera. Pretty sure that’s where the killer slipped in. You want to see the footage?”

“Might as well,” Rachel asked.

“I’ll make sure you get it.”

And with that, the assistant left the room with a spring in her step. She seemed to be totally unfazed by the nature of the case they were working on.

“A wife that’s fired up to get to the bottom of this could be a massive help,” Jack said. “I actually think we may be wasting our time here. If she’s available to talk, I think we need to do it soon.”

“Oh, I definitely want to get over to speak with her,” Rachel said. “But I also wanted to get set up here before rushing in at the end of the day. I think it might also help to get our own picture of Tharpe before the aggrieved wife paints a flawless picture of him.”

“Good point,” Jack said, scooping up the phone and credit card records to look over them.

While he looked through the stack of papers, Rachel looked Dylan Tharpe up on the precinct’s network. She had to link herself to the State PD’s system from the network in order to find anything relevant. Because Dylan Tharpe had been an employee of the prison system, his employment records were easily accessible. Rachel studied them and re-confirmed a lot of what they already knew. Dylan had been a forty-year-old corrections officers for a state prison located a little less than an hour outside of Annapolis. He’d worked there for a little under five years, having transferred over from a more simplistic county jail. During his time in the state prison, he’d been tasked with security and assistance with the transfer of prisoners, also stepping in as added muscle for high-risk prisoners on death row.

As she read about this, the assistant came back to the room, knocking on the door even though it was open. “Agents? I’ve dropped that video footage into the network. Made a new file folder specifically for this case so you can access it easier.”

“Thanks,” Rachel said, unable to hold back a slight smile at the girl’s eagerness to please. “What’s your name?”

“Angelica.”

“Well, you’ve been a huge help. I wonder if you know any of the details about this case we’re working on?”

“Just the basics. I don’t really do deep dives into anything. I just sort of run around and make sure the detectives—and now the visiting FBI agents—have everything they need.”

“Would you mind checking to see if we have access to Emma Stern’s records yet? I doubt the phone record request would have cleared yet, but anything else we can get would be great.”

“Sure. Let me see what I can find.”

As she made her way out of the room again, Rachel noticed that Jack was already navigating to the new folder Angelica had made. She looked over his shoulder as he pulled up the video footage from the Tharpe’s security cameras. When she saw that it had not yet been scrubbed or edited, she sat back down behind the laptop she’d been given and continued to look through Dylan Tharpe’s work records.

She found two copies of incident reports that had been filed during his time as a corrections officer. The first came just two months after he’d been hired on and told the bare bones story of an inmate that tried stabbing him with a crude shiv. Dylan Tharpe had received twelve stitches in his right arm and the prisoner had received a broken nose, a swollen eye, and the loss of respect of every prisoner that saw the confrontation.

The second report was from a year ago. The report was brief and linked to a few other incident reports. There had been a small riot in the exercise yard, resulting in the death of one inmate and serious injuries to two others. One of the injured inmates had suffered a broken wrist at the hands of Tharpe, but there were several corroborating reports that defended Tharpe’s use of extreme action. The inmate, a man named Max Morton, had raised all kinds of hell and even threatened to sue the prison. In the end, he did no such thing, but letters he wrote to friends during the remainder of his sentence pointed fingers at not just the improper handling of inmates by the guards, but specifically Dylan Tharpe.

Curious, Rachel pulled up the inmate records on Max Morton. She was a bit surprised to find that during his two-and-a-half-year sentence, the incident in the exercise yard was the only trouble he’d been involved in. Other than that, he seemed to have been quiet and an ideal inmate. More than that, he’d recently been released on parole, just seven weeks ago.

Not wanting to break Jack’s concentration, she printed a copy of Tharpe’s incident report and Max Morton’s inmate record. There was certainly enough of a history between them to at least warrant a visit to Max Morton, but she wasn’t convinced that it was a top priority just yet.

As she started running a background check on Emma Stern, the light and rapid knocking of Angelica sounded out at the door behind them. “This yours?” she asked, holding up the documents Rachel had just printed out.

“Yes! Thank you,” Rachel said. “But I was going to come get them. You didn’t have to bring them.”

“Oh, I was headed this way anyhow,” Angelica said, handing over the documents. “I thought you’d want to know that the governor’s office officially gave us the okay to go through whatever we needed in regard to Emma Stern. It also brought to light a police report from a few years back, right around the time she started working over there.”

“What about the police report?” Rachel asked.

“There was some sort of disturbance at the governor’s office one day a few years back. Some guy trying to sneak in with a knife or something. Emma was involved, but I don’t know how.” Angelica gave a little wink and said: “I’ve also dropped that into the new case file folder.”

“Of course you have,” Rachel said, returning the smile.

“As for access to her work emails and phone logs, it’s going to take a while for it all to transfer over to us, but I think we should have it within the next hour or two.”

“Thanks, Angelica.”

“Sure. Just let me know if you need anything else.”

Angelica left them alone again. When she was out of range, Jack chuckled while he continued to scrub through the Tharpes’ security footage. “You think we can just hire her to work alongside us on this thing?”

Rachel went into the file folder and opened up the report from the governor’s office. It was only two pages long and, like the other reports she’d looked at, told the bare bones of the story in a very organized way. On a Tuesday afternoon four years ago, a man walked into the front lobby of the governor’s office. He passed through the security gates quickly, already barreling through before anyone could properly respond to the blaring of the metal detector. The security guard that attempted to stop him caught an elbow to the face for his troubles. The man then made his way down the first-floor hallway, brandishing a knife. When he was finally stopped at gunpoint moments later, he released the knife without a fight and was arrested. When asked what he’d been doing, he claimed he’d only wanted to speak with his former girlfriend, who had broken up with him the night before. That girlfriend had been Emma Stern.

The report didn’t give a name to the knife-wielding man; it only referred to him as the suspect a few times. Rachel was about to turn back to the precinct’s network to see if she could find out the name of the attacker but just as she started to do so, Jack groaned from beside her.

“Well, there’s nothing at all on this footage,” he said. “There’s what may be the edge of a shadow passing by into the side yard, but other than that, I’ve got nothing.”

“You checked all of it?”

“Yeah. It was just an assortment of moments where the camera was triggered due to motion. I got two flying moths and that little rim of shadow, and that’s it. Any luck on your end?”

“A few possible leads,” she said. “One named Max Morton. But I’ll tell you about him on the way to the Tharpe residence. Ready to make the drive?”

“Yeah, let’s do it.”

“I do need to ask Angelica for another favor before we leave, though. I’m looking for the name of a man that went into the governor’s office in a fit of heartbroken anger, looking for Emma Stern about four years ago.”

“Holy shit. Yeah, I’d say that could be a lead for sure.”

Rachel hated to dump a small and lazy task off on someone else, but she figured she should use the resources while they had them. While Angelica was looking for the name, she could be knocking out two birds with one stone by visiting the recently widowed Mrs. Tharpe. So she logged out of the network and left the office. With a few potential leads shaping up and a killer that had been foolish enough to mark his victims in such an interesting way, she had high hopes that this case might already be on the way to being solved.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The Tharpes lived just inside the Annapolis city limits, roughly fifteen minutes away from Murphy’s Crossing. There were several cars in the cement driveway when they arrived. The neighborhood wasn’t quite a subdivision, but the roads were all interconnected and there wasn’t much space between one property and the next. Scrubby trees, made drooping and brittle from the summer heat, sat between the Tharpes’ yard and their neighbor, providing at least some semblance of privacy.

Jack knocked on the door and it was answered almost right away by a woman of about thirty-five or so. She offered them a smile that was clearly fake, only cracking the door open about a foot or so.

“Yes?” the woman said.

Rachel and Jack both showed their badges and when Jack spoke, he kept his voice soft and level. “We’re Agents Rivers and Gift, with the FBI. We were hoping to speak with Mrs. Tharpe, if she’s available.”

“Oh,” the woman said excitedly. “Yes, I’m sure she’d love to speak with you.” She opened the door fully and gestured for them to come inside. “She’s doing a bit better today, but it’s still raw, as I’m sure you understand.”

“Of course,” Rachel said. “If you don’t mind my asking, who are you? I noticed about four different cars outside.” They were standing in a small foyer now, and she could hear lots of hushed conversation coming from elsewhere in the house.

“I’m her sister, Rose,” she said. “Lots of family are in right now. Our other sister, our father, Dylan’s brother, and the pastor of their church.”

“Sounds like she’s got quite the support system,” Jack said.

“That she does,” Rose said. “Now…if you’ll just go on into the den, I’ll send her in to speak with you.”

She pointed to the right, to a small room just off of the foyer. As she hurried off down a small hallway that fed into the remainder of the house, Rachel and Jack entered the den. It was a cute little room with a small built-in bookshelf on the front wall, two chairs and a small coffee table along the floor. Neither of them sat down as they waited for Mrs. Tharpe to arrive.

She showed up almost right away and Rachel was taken aback when the woman came directly to her and gave her a hug. When the hug broke, Rachel saw a bit of embarrassment in the woman’s face. Rachel couldn’t help but wonder if she’d simply been hugged by so many people in the last few days that it just seemed like the thing to do when greeting someone at this point. She seemed to realize what she’d done and, still embarrassed, offered Jack only a nod of acknowledgement.

“Thanks for speaking with us, Mrs. Tharpe.”

“Just Shelly, please.” She looked tired and frail, as if breathing too heavily might knock her down. She was a pretty woman otherwise, her blue eyes bright despite the sadness in them and her naturally curly blonde hair hanging slightly over her shoulder.

“Well, Shelly, we’re going to need to ask some hard questions,” Rachel said. “Are you up for that?”

“I am,” she said with an edge of stubbornness to her voice. “I’m doing my very best to be strong right now so I can make sure the bastard that did this gets caught.” She chuckled nervously and added: “I’m sure I’ll crumple up just like a paper doll when this whole thing is done—or probably in two days at the funeral.” She seemed to shiver at this thought, then said, “But for now, you ask me anything you need to.”

“Well,” Jack said, “we know that he was hung in his garage, but I didn’t see a garage outside.”

“No, not a garage. It was his little workspace out back. When we moved in, it was this big toolshed. This stupid, rustic-looking thing that the previous owners started building themselves and never finished.” She sighed and placed her hands on her hips. “Do you need to go see it?”

“If that’s okay,” Jack said. “And you…well, you don’t have to come with us.”

“No, it’s fine. My Lord, I think I’ve been out there at last half a dozen times since I found his body.”

Rachel was astounded by Shelly Tharpe. Yes, she said she’d made a conscious decision to remain strong, but the way she discussed her husband’s recent murder with an almost passive sort of acceptance was something she’d never quite seen before.

Without another word, Shelly led them back to the front door. “Don’t want to be walking you through all the commotion in the living room and kitchen,” she said as she led them through the front door. She made a quick loop around the right side of the house, straight to small but rather quaint-looking shed that sat in the far left corner of the yard, nestled in among a few more of those sickly looking trees.

As Shelly opened the door to the shed, it occurred to Rachel that the killer would have easily avoided the security cameras at the front and back of the house if he’d just stuck to the border of trees along the edge of the yard and then came directly across the back of the property to the shed.

“Had Mr. Tharpe been out here that night?” Rachel asked.

“Yes, he was. Changing the air filter on our crotchety old push mower. He apparently ended up sanding down the little shelves I got at a yard sale a few weeks ago, too. When I found him out here, there was…there was some sawdust on the floor.”

The little pause in her statement was the first time Rachel had actually heard any sort of break or tremor in her tired voice. As they stepped inside, she found a tidy work area. The floor was concrete, but the walls were made of a sturdy wooden paneling. A few tool racks hung from the walls and a single workbench was situated in the back. Lastly, perhaps the most notable feature of the little building, was the single beam of wood that ran across the arched ceiling. It didn’t quite run the length of the building—a small alcove to the right where the push mower was stored prevented that—but it ran for a distance of about seven or eight feet. Looking up at it and realizing it was where Dylan Tharpe had been hung from made Rachel once again appreciate the strength that Shelly was demonstrating.

“Can you describe the scene for us as you found it that night?” Rachel asked.

“And what drew you out here in the first place?” Jack added.

Shelly nodded, her eyes trailing to the beam overhead for just a second. “Well, like I said, I knew he was out here working on that mower. But when I realized it had gotten be ten o’ clock—about the time I start getting ready for bed every night—I found it strange that he hadn’t come in yet. He never stays out here for more than an hour or so and he’d been out since dinner, so…I went out to check on him. And when I came across the backyard, I saw that the shed door was open and the lights were still on. And when I came in, he was on the floor with the noose around his neck.”

“And you saw no sign of anyone else having been out here?” Jack asked.

“None. Not in the shed, not when I came across the backyard, nothing.” Rachel could sense the sadness and grief lurking behind her strong exterior. She was being a rock right now but when all of that pent up loss finally came out, Rachel feared it would wreck this poor woman.

Rachel could sense this, so she chose her words carefully when putting together her next question. “The police reports say it was initially ruled a suicide, but that was changed fairly quickly. What did you see that pointed that fact out to you? Aside from how well you knew him and that he wouldn’t do it, were there any physical indicators that it was murder?”

Shelly crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself, as if she’d suddenly grown cold. “If my Dylan had planned to kill himself, he wouldn’t have half-assed the noose. The…the loop around his neck was tight and secure but the other end was loose. Clearly, it didn’t work because he was on the floor when I found him, not hanging from that beam. And there was one other thing I never even really put together until one of the policemen pointed it out when they arrived.”

“Which was?” Jack asked.

“The other end of the rope was perfectly smooth. You could tell it had never been knotted in any way. It didn’t snap or break, and there was no knot there that came unraveled when a body’s weight tugged at it. It had never been tied at all.” Her face scrunched up a bit and Rachel saw a sheet of pure anger come across Shelly’s face. “Someone pulled on that rope to hang him over that beam.”

Rachel was a little too caught up in the power of Shelly Tharpe’s emotions to quickly get to her next question. Jack, on the other hand, already had it at the ready.

“Working as a corrections officer, did Mr. Tharpe ever come home with stories about inmates that were openly hostile to him?”

“The police asked the same thing, and the answer is ‘not really.’ There was that one fellow—last name of Morton—that caused a stink last year after that riot in the exercise yard, but I never heard anything else like that. He even told me here and there that some of the guys with lesser sentences would actually get chummy with him. Made sense, though…Dylan was always really relatable to most anyone he met.”

Rachel jumped a bit when her cellphone rang. She checked the display and didn’t recognize the number. Given everything that was going on in her life at the moment, she figured it could be the bureau with news on Lynch. Hell, it could even be Lynch himself for all she knew.

“Sorry,” she said. “I need to answer this.”

“Just as well,” Shelly said, waving the apology away. “I should get back inside to all of my guests. You two feel free to look around. Let me know if you need anything.”

Rachel waited until Shelly had walked back through the shed door and onto her back lawn before answering the call. Even before she squeezed out an introduction, she felt a heaviness on her heart, suddenly certain that Alex Lynch was on the other end of this call. He’d tease her about her current situation, about how his simple presence had turned her life upside down.

“This is Agent Gift,” Rachel answered.

“Agent Gift, it’s Angelica. I thought you’d want to know that we got the name of the man you were curious about—the man that went into the governor’s office with a knife to speak with Emma Stern?”

“Great. What have you got?”

But even before Angelica gave the name, something clicked. Somehow, Rachel already knew what Angelica was going to say. It simply seemed to line up, to somehow fit perfectly. In the craziness of sifting through records and putting the pieces together back at the precinct, she’d somehow managed to overlook it.

And when Angelica gave the answer, Rachel felt the case start to sort itself, those pieces falling into place.

“Morton,” Angelica said. “The man’s name is Max Morton. And he—”

“—was released on parole seven weeks ago,” Rachel said.

“That’s right.”

“You got an address?”

Angelica did have an address. And as she recited it, Rachel looked up at the beam over her head and couldn’t help but feel some of that same anger she’d seen in Shelly Tharpe’s face.


CHAPTER NINE

Sometimes, he hears his father’s voice as clear as a bell in his head. But more often than not, all he hears is the sound of an axe splitting down into a chunk of stubborn oak. Even as a kid, he’s sensed a sort of rhythm to it, almost like music. The axe in the air, the head of it making an audible noise like a whisper, and then the sudden pop of the axe finding its place in the center of the piece of wood, followed by the satisfying sound of the wood being split into two pieces. Over and over again—whoosh, pop, clatter.

He’d wake up with that noise in his head some mornings. It was delightful most of the time but as of late, it had become an almost sickening noise. And on the days when he woke up with that noise in his head (whoosh, pop, clatter), he knew the voice of his father would be replacing it soon enough.

God can’t be right all the time, son. And when he’s wrong, we need to help him fix it. We owe him that much, at least.

That comment went through his head as he ate a lunch of leftover pizza from three days ago. He hadn’t eaten much lately. The murders had obliterated his appetite.

It wasn’t like him to murder. He’d never even thought of it until about three weeks ago. It was about the same time he started hearing the voice of his father every single day. Some days it was so clear and present that he was sure the old man was in the apartment with him.

It was a creepy notion, given that his father had died nearly two-and-a-half years ago.

In a way that he wasn’t quite able to fully understand, the constant presence of his father in his head was somehow worse than the fact that he was killing people. The murders, at least, were physical acts that he had carried out in the real world. But the haunting voice and presence of his father spoke of something else entirely. It made him wonder if he was losing his mind. If he was, he wouldn’t be surprised. Weren’t things like that hereditary? And his father had sure as hell been crazy. His father had also killed people.

And whenever he reminded himself of this, he heard the axe in his head—tearing through the air, slamming into its target.

“Got to get out of here,” he said.

He left the cold pizza on a paper towel and left his apartment. It was probably all just in his head (hahaha, no pun intended) but he thought it was easier to think clearly and without the sway of his father when he wasn’t cooped up in his apartment. His presence was still there, just not as loud.

Not until he was killing, anyway.

And though he started to breathe easier and his head felt a bit clearer the moment he was out on the streets, he knew the real reason he was outside of his apartment. He was outside of his apartment because there were more to kill. He wasn’t sure how he knew this but something was pushing him, something driving him forward.

More than that, he even knew who was to be next. Her name was Samantha Nelson and she worked in Annapolis for an engineering firm. He knew the name because he’d researched her. He’d known who the victims would be even before he’d thought about killing them. It was a list that had been in his head for a year now, a handful of people he knew needed to be taken out—and it would be his duty to do it.

He got into his car and drove into the city. He knew the way, as he’d been by the building before. He’d sat in his car, on the far edge of the parking lot, and watched her leave work for the day. He’d followed her home, parked outside of her house, watched her shadow moved along the dimly lit windows of her house.

He still had ten minutes left in his drive before he reached the business park where the building was located. He wasn’t sure if she actually worked for the company that owned the building or if she was sort of a freelancer that held an office there. And he really didn’t care. All he knew was that it was his job to make sure Samantha Nelson died.

He heard his father in his head as he pulled into the parking lot, fainter than it would have been at home, but still there all the same.

God can’t be right all the time, son.

He parked where he usually did and waited. He knew he might be here for hours before she came out, but that didn’t matter. He’d lost his job three weeks ago and had no intention of going back to work anytime soon. Not until this was done.

He heard the axe in his head, coming down on its target. Only this time, the sound he heard was not the chopping of wood, but something crushing…something almost wet. It was a sound that had stuck with him since the age of eleven when his father had first used the axe on something other than wood.

And when he’s wrong, we need to help him fix it. We owe him that much, at least.

He wasn’t sure about that, but he knew that he wouldn’t be free from his father’s past or the haunting feeling that had come after his death, until his list of people were dead. He was halfway there. Just two more and it would be done.

And maybe then his mind would be his own again.


CHAPTER TEN

Before going directly to Max Morton’s apartment, Rachel decided it would be a smarter move to meet with Morton’s parole officer. It would give them a much clearer picture of Max—what had put him in jail in the first place, any grievance he still held in regard to the altercation with Dylan Tharpe, and how he’d been holding up ever since his release. It was a decision that was made even easier in knowing that the county parole offices were less than half a mile away from the very precinct they’d been working out of that morning.

Rachel found the office exactly the same as any other law enforcement secondary office: white walls, small individual offices, plaques on the walls, and a cheerful yet monotone officer sitting at the front desk, serving as a makeshift receptionist.

“Can I help you?” this officer—a fifty-ish African American male—asked.

Jack was quick to flip his badge, offering a smile as he said, “Agents Rivers and Gift, FBI. We’re looking for a certain parole officer to ask some questions about a former inmate.”

“Inmate name?” the man asked.

“Max Morton.”

The would-be receptionist typed a few items into a laptop at his little workspace and, after a few seconds, nodded. “You’re going to want to speak with Monique Helms.” He cocked a thumb behind him and said, “Down this hall, take a right. She’s the second office on your left.”

They followed the directions, heading down a hall that Rachel also found to be a generic copy-and-paste of most state-funded law enforcement buildings. It was a bit cramped, but plenty functional. When they came to Monique Helms’s office, Rachel found the door open. She knocked on the frame before entering.

“Mrs. Helms?”

She poked her head in and saw a large woman sitting behind a small desk. Monique Helms wasn’t large in terms of weight, but in structure and mass. She looked like she spent a good amount of time in the gym, probably behind a punching bag or sitting at a weight bench.

“That’s me,” she said. “Can I help you?”

This time it was Rachel that showed her ID first. “Agents Gift and Rivers, FBI. We’re in town investigating a murder and the name of one of your recent parole releases has popped up.”

“Well, that’s not good. Who is it?”

“Max Morton.”

Helms shook her head and muttered, “Ah, hell. Come on in. There’s nowhere to sit, but come in anyway.”

“Were you expecting trouble form Morton?” Jack asked as they stepped inside.

“No, not at first. He’s one of those guys that looks like he’d chew up a sheet of metal and spit nails out but when you talk to him, he’s surprisingly kind and funny. I never had a single issue with him. But I did find it a little strange that he missed his last meeting.”

“When was that?”

Helms leaned back in her chair, sighing again, and thinking. “Three evenings ago. I called him afterwards to check in and he said he was just feeling a little under the weather.”

“Have you talked to him since then?”

“No, I haven’t. Do you mind if I ask why his name came up?”

“In the last three days, there have been two murders and both victims are linked to Max Morton. First, there’s Dylan Tharpe, the corrections officer that inadvertently fractured Mr. Morton’s wrist. Most telling of all, though, is that the other victim was a young woman named Emma Stern. She was—”

“They dated,” Helms said, sitting up now with concern in her eyes. “Yes, her name came up a few times when I was speaking with Max about his sentence.” Her face grew heavy for a moment and she looked to both of the agents. “But I have to tell you…the idea of him actually killing someone doesn’t seem right. He doesn’t seem like the kind, you know?”

“But he went into a government building with a knife with the express purpose of finding Emma Stern.”

“That’s true. And there are pages upon pages of reports from his psych evaluations that go into this—about how he had a momentary lapse and has been deemed of a sound mind.”

Rachel let this sink in, not sure how to feel about it. “In working with him, were there any red flags?”

She thought about it and shook her head. “Not until he missed that last meeting. The whole ‘feeling under the weather’ thing might have been just a flimsy excuse. I don’t know. It did feel weird because he’d been so on top of everything else.”

“Does it surprise you that his name would come up in a murder investigation?” Rachel asked.

“Yes. However, there were times when I could tell he had trouble letting things go. The most glaring example being the incident at the governor’s office. He took the break-up very hard and that was how he responded. He realizes it’s foolish now, of course, but…I think even his psychiatrist wondered if he’d really let it go.”

Helms left it at that, but Rachel sensed something left unspoken. And Rachel was fairly certain she knew what it was.

If even after all this time Max Morton was unable to truly let the instance with Emma go, might he have had the same issue with Dylan Tharpe? It seemed likely, and Rachel didn’t see the point in wasting any time finding out.

***

Morton’s apartment was actually a temporary housing unit assigned to him by the state since his previous apartment had been reclaimed and rented out again while he’d been in jail. It was in a small, non-descript collection of temporary dwellings that sat just off to the side of the  two-lane road that ran as an offshoot between Murphy’s Crossing and Annapolis.

When they parked and got out of the car, Rachel noticed two men sitting out on a front stoop of one of the dwellings. One was vaping while the other scrolled absently on his phone. The vaping man eyed them both with great suspicion but nodded as politely as he could manage when he locked eyes with Rachel.

They stepped up onto Morton’s stoop and knocked. Rachel had seen several buildings like these, offering temporary housing for people that were trying to get back on their feet after rehabilitation or jailtime. She knew that, for some, it was a little demeaning but it was also not quite as embarrassing as asking a friend or loved one to crash at their place for a while. She wondered what sort of mindset Max Morton might be in and how he was handling the situation.

Twenty seconds passed without any answer, so Jack knocked again. The silence from the other side of the door indicated that Max simply wasn’t home. For further confirmation, the vaping man from a few stoops over spoke up.

“He’s not home. He left here about half an hour ago.”

Rachel took a single step down off of Morton’s stoop and regarded the man. The other was still scanning his phone, as if he couldn’t care less what was going on.

“Did he say where he was headed?” Jack asked.

“Nope. Just left. Had this sad little bunch of flowers with him.”

“Flowers?” Rachel said.

“Yup.”

“Did he take a cab or drive?”

“Drove,” the man said. “You cops or something?”

“FBI,” Jack said, showing his ID. At hearing this, the man on his phone looked up at them for the first time. “What kind of car was he in?”

“Don’t know the brand. It was an old beater, you know? Red. Had some wear and tear in the paint along the hood.”

When Jack tuned to Rachel, she instantly saw the worry and excitement in his eyes. “Flowers,” he said.

“Yeah, I heard. I think I have pretty good idea of where he might be headed. The question, though, is why?” But maybe she did know, answering her own question with a thought she’d landed on in Monique Helms’s office.

Because he can’t let things go…

Rachel hurried back to the car as Jack gave a little wave of appreciation to the men on the stoop. Jack got behind the wheel and didn’t even bother asking for confirmation as to where they were headed until he had backed out of the lot and pointed the car back toward the road.

“Back to Emma Stern’s house, right?”

“Yeah, I think that’s a safe bet,” Rachel said.

As Jack drove back towards Murphy’s Crossing, Rachel wondered if there had even been any discussion along the line during Morton’s release concerning the fact that he was being placed in housing less than half an hour away from the woman he’d gone to visit with a knife while she was at work. She knew mistakes like that were made all of the time, but this one seemed especially foolish. Perhaps Morton’s psychiatrist and the parole board truly believed that he’d rehabilitated.

As the familiar sights of Emma’s neighborhood started to pass by, Rachel felt a slight tension rising up within her. Was this case really going to be so simple? If so, she’d be right back at home this evening—maybe a little too late to tuck Paige into bed, but not by much.

Jack was speeding significantly when he turned on to Emma’s street but started to slow almost right away. Slowly, her house came into view—as did the old, red car that was parked in front of it.

“I’ll be damned,” Jack said as he pulled in behind it.

Rachel glared ahead and was pretty sure the car was empty. At the same moment, Jack said. “See him? On the porch?”

She looked away from the red car, redirecting her attention to the porch. Sure enough, there was a man sitting on the porch. Though there was a decorative chair just slightly to the right of the door, the man elected to sit in front of the door, his back against it. A small bouquet of flowers sat in his lap, the sort that was wrapped in cheap plastic and could be purchased at gas stations and grocery stores. He was looking at their car with great interest, sitting up a bit straighter as Jack brought the car to a stop.

Rachel opened her door slowly, not liking the way the man was looking at them. When her door did open, the man quickly got to a knee as he continued to stare them down.

“He’s going to run, isn’t he?” Jack said.

He also opened his door, just as slowly as Rachel. When Jack’s left foot touched the concrete, that was all it took for Jack to be proven right. The man—presumably Max Morton—took off running before he even got fully to his feet. The flowers fell to the porch as he leaped down off the stairs and took off across the front yard, skidding hard to turn right and head towards the side yard.

Rachel got out of the car and started running, surprised at how quickly Jack had already managed to get out of the car. Jack had always been fast, but he seemed to have an extra urgency to him as he rocketed across the front of the car, giving chase. As Rachel followed, there was a single little alarm bell tolling away somewhere in the back of her head. She knew that the two times she’d suffered any sort of setback or blackout since getting her diagnosis, it had come at times like these.

On the other hand, she still felt better than she had in weeks and figured she’d be okay as long as she didn’t truly push herself. As she fell in behind Jack, barreling around the side of the house, she couldn’t help but wonder if that was where his extra burst of speed had come from. Maybe he knew that these were situations where she’d been having trouble, and he was trying to keep her from doing too much.

As they came to the backyard, with Jack a clear fifteen feet or so ahead of Rachel, she saw that Morton had taken a hard left turn. He was rushing across Emma’s backyard, tearing through a tangle of bushes that crossed over into the neighboring yard. Jack followed suit, practically diving through the bushes.

Rachel did the same just seconds later, twisting her body slightly and passing through a space where two of the hedges met. She came out in the neighbor’s yard just in time to see Morton now angling towards the back corner of this new yard. There, a little cove of trees cupped the yard and led back into a wooded lot with a larger, much nicer house than the others in the neighborhood.

“FBI!” Jack yelled. “Freeze!”

Morton did no such thing as he continued running into the trees.  Jack was gaining on him and by the time he also reached the trees, he was nearly close enough to reach out and grab Morton. After a few more steps and nearly clipping a small elm tree, Jack was able to do just that. He reached out, grabbed Morton by the left shoulder, and yanked him backwards. Morton went spilling to the ground, waving his arms out wildly. His legs caught together, sprawling him into an awkward sort of dive. It also caused Jack to stumble, their legs tangling up and sending them both to the ground.

Morton scrambled up right away, his feet kicking up fallen leaves as he tried to get traction again. But by the time he managed to start forward again, Rachel was there. She drew up behind him and applied a headlock, then falling to the ground and whipping him over so that Morton landed on his chest. Rachel went with him, never losing the headlock.

Like a tight-knit unit, Jack was at her side and applying his handcuffs only seconds later. Max Morton struggled underneath them but the cuffs were on quickly and Rachel had her hold expertly applied. When Jack slapped the cuffs closed and stepped back, Rachel finally released her headlock and got to her feet.

She took a single step back, using a moment to take an internal inventory. No headaches, no little flickering spots in her vision. Everything seemed to be perfectly fine. She caught Jack looking over at her, checking in on her without coming out and asking, and she nodded, giving a quick thumbs-up.

Jack reached down and helped Morton to his feet. “Mr. Morton, do you want to tell me why you thought it was a good idea to r—”

But the loud wail that Max Morton let out interrupted him. Morton was crying, tears streaming down his face. And when he let out another loud, boisterous cry, he stumbled forward as if he wanted Jack to hold him up. Jack caught him just in time as Morton’s cries filled the little wooded lot.

And over his trembling shoulder, Rachel and Jack shared an uneasy look that seemed to say: What the hell is going on here?


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“I know what you think,” Morton whimpered as Rachel and Jack led him from the car to the front of the Murphy’s Crossing police station. “I know you think I did it, right? Just because I was in jail? But no…I would never…”
And that was as far as Max Morton could get before he’d break down into sobs again.

As Rachel and Jack escorted Morton into the station, Rachel began to understand that even if Morton confessed right away, she was coming up to the point where making it home in time to tuck Paige in for bed was quickly disappearing. She accepted this with a passive indifference; nearly every case she’d taken outside of Richmond or the immediate area had kept her away from home for at least one night. A few cases had kept her away from her family for upwards of two weeks. Paige knew that when her mother left for a job, there was a very good chance she’d be gone for a few days.

Still, given the situation back home, Rachel would much rather be with Paige when she went to sleep. It was a strange feeling that was very similar to how she’d felt going back to work after maternity leave—a strange sense that she was somehow abandoning her child.

But she did her best to shake all of that off as she and Jack ushered Morton to an interrogation room. A local officer led the way, stone-faced and quiet as he led them down a hall on the far right side of the building and opened a door at the very end.

“Just let us know if you need anything,” he said as he waited for them to all slip inside.

When he closed the door behind them, Morton didn’t even need to be directed to the chair. He saw it and walked directly to it, on the other side of a long but thin table in the center of the bright, tiled room.

Rachel opened her mouth to begin the interrogation, but Max Morton beat her to it.

“What can I do? What can I say or do to prove I’m not the guy you’re looking for…that I’d love to help you catch the sorry son of a bitch that killed her?”

“Easy,” Jack said. “If you’re innocent, why did you run like a bat out of hell when you saw us getting out of the car.”

“I know, that was stupid,” Morton said. His words were coming out quickly and panicked. He was breathing hard, as if he might still be winded from the sudden sprint he’d taken through back yards and part of a wooded lot. “I know it was stupid and I knew it was stupid almost right away but by then I was panicking and scared and…and—”

“Slow down, Mr. Morton,” Jack said. “Take a breath and slow down.”

Morton nodded and took a deep breath, his entire body trembling a bit when he did. It did seem to calm him and when he let it out, he looked sincerely to both of them.

“Now try again,” Rachel said.

He took another steadying breath and continued. “I got out of prison seven weeks ago. And I’m assuming you know why I was there, right?”

“We do.”

“Well, I waited about three weeks. I knew I had to see Emma, just to properly apologize. I hate the man I was back then…pushy, overbearing, damn near abusive. I visited her house one time, knocked on the door, and she wasn’t home. So I left her a note. I told her I just wanted to apologize. I left my new number but she never called. I get it…I don’t think I really ever expected her to call. But…then this morning, I saw on the news that she had been killed. I…I don’t know. It broke my heart. So I got some flowers and a bottle of wine that she and I used to drink. The plan was to sit on her porch and drink the wine by myself. Maybe pass out, go to sleep. I just…it hit me hard. Harder than I thought.”

“And you claim you ran because you panicked?” Rachel said.

“Well, yeah. I had been there for about fifteen minutes before you showed up. I was starting to rethink things. With my history with Emma…I started to realize how messed up it might look if the cops came back by, you know? And that multiplied by about five hundred when you guys showed up. I mean…I’ve been out for seven weeks and the thought of going back…it just got me, you know?”

Rachel looked to Jack, slightly raising her right eyebrow. He nodded and took a few steps away, leaning against the wall. This was his way of letting her run with the interrogation for a while. He, meanwhile, would cling to every word out of Morton’s mouth.

“Mr. Morton, let’s say I believe you—that I believe every single word you just told me. I think I have more information that might be shocking to you as well.”

“O…okay…?”

“While you were in prison, you had a rather rough run-in with a corrections officer by the name of Dylan Tharpe, is that right?”

“That’s right,” he said. He seemed relieved to be off of the topic of Emma, but also very confused.

“And you made complaints about the way he handled you for a while after the original altercation, correct? Made formal complaints and wrote letters, correct?”

“I did. And even now that I’m out, I still think he should have had some sort of punishment.”

“Mr. Morton…three nights ago, Mr. Tharpe was also murdered. He was killed in the workshop behind his house.”

She saw the color drain out of his face but she also saw the tight lines across his brow, the telltale physical signs of confusion. He looked back and forth between the two of them with an expectant look on his face, like he was waiting for one of them to tell him that this was just some sort of weird scenario to prove he was guilty.

Rachel went on, slowly spelling it out for him. “Someone hung him from a rafter in his shed, and his wife found his body. As I said, this was three days ago. And now we have Emma turning up dead as well.” She hesitated a moment, wanting to let it all sink in. As Morton still looked confused and panicked, his eyes filling with tears as he stared at her, she added: “The only person we can find that links Emma Stern and Dylan Tharpe is you. You took a knife into a state building to meet with one and you made numerous complaints about the other after he accidentally fractured your wrist. So…you can see why we’re so interested in you, I hope.”

“This is…I mean, yes, I understand why you would but…this is nonsense. I haven’t even see Tharpe since I got out of prison.”

“Can you prove it?” Jack asked.

“I didn’t…I mean, how would I prove something like that?”

“We have a fairly accurate estimation of the window of time when Mr. Tharpe was killed. Emma Stern, too. Can you provide proof of your whereabouts over the last three nights?”

“Yes!” he said excitedly. “I can! Last night, I was playing poker with a few of the guys that are living in the development I got stuck in.”

“How long?” Jack asked.

“I’m not exactly sure. But I know it was after midnight the last time I checked my phone.”

“And when did you start?”

“We didn’t start playing poker until about nine or so, I think. But I was over at his place long before that. We drank some beer and ordered some pizza.”

“How many played?” Jack asked.

“There were four of us. But Tom crapped out early. Got pissed and went home.”

Rachel filed all of this away, pinning them as small details that could come back to nail him if he was lying. But she was already starting to doubt he was their killer, no matter how perfect the picture seemed for the case. If he was the killer, he probably wouldn’t give such random details like someone named Tommy being there and leaving early because he went broke. More importantly, if this story did turn out to be true, it had Max Morton in the middle of a night of poker while Emma Stern was being killed.

“How about three nights ago?” Jack asked. “What were you doing then?”

Morton took a moment to think about it and started to look worried. “I was sitting at home all night. Watched some TV, then some YouTube videos on my phone.”

“What kind of videos?” Rachel asked.

An embarrassed smile touched his lips, an eerie expression when mingled with the sorrow that had not completely abated. “I went down this rabbit hole…watching kids reacting to ‘80s hair metal videos. I watched far too many of them. And I also watched a how-to video on how to stop an old fridge from making a grinding noise.”

“Have you cleared your search history since then?” Jack asked.

“No.”

Rachel looked over to Jack and saw that he was quickly coming to the same conclusion she was. All of these small details likely meant that he was not their guy. There were just too many traps he could fall into and he’d handed them over far too easily.

“You going to give us any grief if we tell you we need to check the browser history on your phone?” Jack asked.

“No, not at all. Whatever you need.”

“And we’ll have someone talk to your poker buddies, too.”

“That’s fine. And anything else you need. I have to…I have to know that the man that did this is caught.”

“You said whatever we need,” Jack said. “What else can you tell us about Dylan Tharpe? Were there any other inmates in the prison that seemed to have something against him?”

Again, he took a moment to think about his answer. It made Rachel all the more certain that he really was trying to give them honest, legitimate answers.

“Everyone talked smack about wanting to beat up all of the guards and officers, you know?” he finally said. “But if you’re asking if I knew anyone that talked about wanting him dead…I really don’t think so.  There were a few guys that would sort of joke with him here and there. Other than being careless and screwing up my wrist, Tharpe really was a decent guy. Didn’t talk down to us or look at us like we were pieces of shit like some of the others.”

Rachel looked over to Jack and he gave a lazy shrug. Just like that, in the space of about ten minutes, she’d gone from feeling like they had the case closed and wrapped up with a pretty bow to now having no solid leads.

“Mr. Morton, we do need you to stay here for a while, just until your alibis are checked out,” Rachel said. “Do you have any questions?”

“No. And I’m sorry I ran. For real. It was stupid and I apologize.”

Rachel thought he might be on the brink of crying again. She could see pain in his gaze and she supposed a simple look at his psych evaluation could tell them if what he was telling them about his feelings regarding Emma Stern were true. But for now, his alibis were the important thing…but even before leaving the room to start pursuing them Rachel could already feel the shape of what was to come. Morton’s alibis were going to check out, and they’d be empty-handed.


CHAPTER TWELVE

With helpful assistance from Angelica and a patrol unit that was just a mile and a half away from the development housing Max was living in, both of Max Morton’s alibis did indeed check out. He was proven innocent less than ninety minutes after Rachel and Jack had sat him down in the interrogation room. It wasn’t the best way to be sent back out onto the case, especially since, by then, it was 7:55 and it was clear that they’d be staying overnight in either Murphy’s Crossing or Annapolis.

As they made their way across the parking lot towards their car, Rachel gave a defeated little shrug. “Other than doing a deep dive into records, I don’t see a clear path ahead of us. I have a theory, but it’s flimsy at this point.”

“Let’s hear it anyway.”

They were in the car now, Jack pulling out into the street. They’d worked together long enough to not even need the discussion: the next step was to find a hotel. Rest up with research and resources via laptop at the hotel, and get a good, fresh start on the thing in the morning.

“Our one potential suspect—now proven innocent—was in prison for about three years. One of our victims worked at a prison. And while Emma Stern really had no ties to a prison per se, I’d imagine she came into contact with people working in the prison system.”

“Her resume did mention her sometimes being involved with pardons and pardon requests,” Jack commented.

“So it seems to me that prison in some form or another is at the root of this. I think our next step is to potentially look at every case Emma would have worked with and see if there is any sort of link at all to Dylan Tharpe.”

“It’s a good thought for sure. But you do know that trying to find a full list of complete information from the governor’s office about jailtime and pardons is going to be tricky.” He sighed, frowned, and said, “Way too much shady stuff going on with inflated sentences and tampered verdicts.”

Rachel did know that this was the case, but there was some other element to the case that kept prodding at her—another connection she felt was right in front of her, but she was just barely missing it. It was like wanting to say something, not finding the word, but feeling that it was right there on the tip of her tongue.

They found a hotel just a bit outside of Annapolis, and the gnawing feeling was still with her when they paid for their rooms and checked in. Rachel set up her laptop on the bed as she kicked off her shoes and tried to relax. She used the log-in information they’d been given earlier, wanting to remotely log-in to the database to see if there was anything else to find on Emma Stern. She knew that for the records related to her involvement with parolees, she’d have to connect directly with the governor’s office and that wasn’t anything that could be done after hours.

Once she was logged on, Rachel turned the laptop away and took out her phone. She called home while sitting on the bed. She was pretty sure Paige would already be asleep, but she could at least check in with Grandma Tate.

When a man answered the phone, she was confused for about two seconds. But then she remembered that Agent Carson was staying with her family. Relief washed over her and she smiled as she said, “Hello, Agent Carson.”

“Agent Gift, how are you? And please…it’s just Stephen.”

“Sure, sorry. Stephen. How are things?”

“Normal from what I can tell. Paige is asleep, but I had to play her in Apples to Apples a few times before she’d relent.”

“Yeah, she can be vicious like that.”

“Things are good and in order here, Agent Gift. You have nothing to worry about.”

“So there’s been nothing out of the ordinary at all?”

“Nothing. I just checked in with the surveillance team out on the curb and they reported the same thing.”

“That’s great, Stephen. Thanks so much for being there.”

“Eh, it’s my job. I get to play board games, eat food prepared by a loving grandmother, and maybe dodge a flirtatious advance from said grandmother here and there.”

“God…sorry about that. Is the flirt available, by any chance?”

“I think so. She went to her bedroom about fifteen minutes ago to watch TV. I insisted she could watch it in the living room but she wouldn’t have it. She didn’t want to occupy my impromptu bedroom any longer. Want me to get her for you?”

“No, leave her alone. Let her relax. I wonder, though…are you getting any sort of feel for how Paige is feeling about my being gone?”

“I was actually in the room when Mrs. Tate told her what was going on. She didn’t seem too upset to me. I saw a frown for a bit, but that was about all. And if I do say so myself, if I’m good for anything, it’s distracting people. I think she’s fine.”

“You’d tell me if it was the opposite?”

“I would. I’ve seen agents wrestle with being away from their kids during tense times. I get it. So I won’t bullshit you. If she was struggling, I’d let you know.”

“I appreciate that. And one more thing…if you don’t mind. Let’s say Lynch does make a move, even if it’s just a phone call to the house or a letter or something like that. Can you let me know before anyone else?”

“Absolutely.”

“Even before Anderson?”

There was some hesitant to this but Carson eventually said, “Yes. But as I said…so far, there’s been nothing. I really do think the constant bureau presence outside of your house is going to keep him away. Lynch is supposed to be really smart, right?”

“Yeah…eerily smart.”

“Then there’s your answer. He’d have to be pretty stupid to make a move right now. Between me and you, I’d be more concerned about you. Out there, preoccupied with a case. If he knows where you are and he played his cards right…”

“Oh, I know,” Rachel said. The thought of it filled with her anger and, if she was being honest, even a bit of excitement. “But if he come for me while the rest of my family isn’t nearby, that would also be stupid. Because after what he’s put me through, I can’t guarantee he’d end up in jail again. It may be more like a hospital or a morgue.”

She realized the comment sounded almost cocky and juvenile, but it felt incredibly good to say it.

“Anything else?” Carson said.

“No. You’re already doing more than enough. Thank you so much.”

“Sure thing. And feel free to call anytime. Any questions or concerns, I’m happy to help.”

“Good to know. Goodnight, Stephen.”

“Same to you.”

Rachel ended the call and pulled her laptop back around. She sat with it on her bed, looking at the screen and trying to think of where to start in her search—if there was more to find at all. She thought of Carson in her home with Paige and Grandma Tate, and she pictured the black sedan parked at her curb, two agents inside to keep an eye on her home and her family.

While she’d much rather be there to handle things personally, she knew that her family was protected. It filled her with a sense of security as she started clicking around the Murphy’s Crossing network, looking for anything else that might help them hunt down their killer.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Samantha Nelson couldn’t sleep. In fact, she hadn’t been sleeping well for the past three weeks. She’d been to the doctor but they’d found nothing wrong with her, suggesting melatonin or more exercise throughout the week. She’d done both of those things and neither had worked. The melatonin helped to send her under but she’d wake up an hour and a half later, unable to get back to sleep.

So for at least the sixth time in the past two weeks, Samantha found herself sitting in the living room, sipping a cup of tea on the couch. When she woke up her iPad (she may as well not be the only thing awake in the house, she figured), she saw that it was 1:12 in the morning. She sighed, working out the sleep-math in her head. She figured if she did some work for half an hour or so, her mind might finally realize just how tired it was and call it a night.

She opened up her work folders, going over several different design plans she’d been working on for the past few weeks. Her latest project had been centered around safety plans, most of them built-in and as a failsafe of sorts, for industrial strength electrical security fences. This one was a big deal because it was the first job she’d landed as a freelancer that could get back into the fray with government clients—which meant government contracts and the very large sums of money the government liked to spend on safety measures and all things related to clean power.

She nearly had all the bugs worked out on this design, but the blueprints were going to need a lot of work. She didn’t mind; actually Samantha had always preferred working out the bugs and getting into the inner details of an existing project rather than starting something brand new. As she pinched at the screen to zoom in, she felt a bit guilty. She knew how much Mark, her husband, hated it when she worked late. She wasn’t sure how he’d feel about her using work as a means to hopefully get to sleep.

As she studied the current draft of the blueprint, Samantha made notes in her cellphone’s Notes app. And as she did, she started to worry that turning work into a sedative of sorts was going to backfire on her. She felt herself becoming more awake, her mind kicking into gear. Her mug of lavender tea was nearly empty, too.

As she was trying to decide what to do, she heard a slight noise behind her—the sound of footsteps passing along the hallway. She cringed, hating the idea that her chronic insomnia had caused Mark to wake up.

“Sorry, hon,” she said, guiltily setting the iPad to the side. “I thought I was being quiet.”

She turned around to look to the hallway behind her, but Mark wasn’t there. She tilted her head, looking curiously towards the empty, dark hallway. She had been sure she’d heard something back there. Then, as she looked, she saw the coat closet. The door was opened just the slightest bit.

She found this curious at first but then grinned. Before heading to bed, Mark had been a little frisky but they’d opted not to have sex because it tended to get her mind going one hundred miles a minute. She’d promised him some fun in the morning, though. She wondered if he’d come down to have that fun now, figuring there was no harm since she was already awake.

“Oh, I see,” she said. She got up from the couch, now very aware that she’d slipped on nothing more than her bathrobe when she’d exited the bedroom. Beneath it, she was totally naked. “Hide and seek?”

She was so sure he was in the coat closet because he was usually very uptight about keeping the doors in the hallway closed. There were only three doors along the smaller downstairs hallway: the coat closet, the door to the basement, and the small powder room. Beyond the hallway was their kitchen and adjoining den. Their bedroom, guestroom, and master bath were all upstairs.

In other words, if he was trying to be cute and hide, he was in the coat closet. She was suddenly sure of it. And as she neared the closet, a little spark of excitement raced through her. When was the last time they’d done anything remotely like this? At fifty-two, a lot of the adventure had gone out of their sex life. So the mere idea of what was about to happen had her deeply anticipating the next several minutes as she reached out for the doorknob.

She opened the door with a big smile on her face, excited for what was about to happen. But she found herself staring into only an empty closet—empty except for a few coats hanging up and several pairs of shoes on the floor. Even more embarrassing was the feeling of disappointment that passed through her. Had she truly thought Mark would have come down so late at night just for a spontaneous quickie? He’d been frisky before bed, but not that frisky.

Now curious about the sound she’d heard, she closed the coat closet door slowly, making sure it shut completely. As it clicked closed, she heard another noise. This one was closer, right behind her. She turned, realizing she was hearing the basement door opening up and wondered if Mark had hidden there instead.

But she was only able to turn slightly. The moment her head started to turn, her body pivoting, there was a hand around her mouth. It clamped down tight on her and she could smell and taste latex. She could also feel a presence behind her, a body pushing into hers. The force alone was enough to tell her that this was not Mark, but the shape of it was also off. It felt like a rock wall was pressing into her as that vise-like grip remained clamped around her face.

She tried to scream but it came out as nothing more than a muffled hum behind the gloved hand. As panic seized her, she felt a pinch along the side of her neck, almost like a bee sting.

She started breathing heavily, hyperventilating at the many horrible assumptions of what the stinging could have been. She tried to fight, but the force around her was too strong. Not only did it feel like her face might be crushed by the hand that was around it, but another arm was around her chest, tight like a vise.

Fighting for breath, Samantha realized that she was being pulled backwards, into the darkness of the basement. She sensed herself being jostled down the stairs, her feet trying to fight, trying to kick against the walls to notify Mark, but it was no good. Besides, even as she thought she might be able to angle her left leg to strike against the wall, she felt one of the worst pains she’d ever felt in her life. It seemed to start at her neck, where she’d been injected, and then raced through her body. It felt like fire in her veins at first but then became more like the sensation of someone jamming barbed wire through her flesh and knotting it around her muscles.

Even if there were no massive hand over her mouth or no enormous arm around her chest, there was no way Samantha could have screamed; the pain was so intense that she couldn’t even draw in a breath. As she was pulled further down into the darkness, the pain seemed to explode and she could feel her heart hammering harder than she’d ever felt it before.

Dimly, somewhere in the world of pain and darkness, she wondered who this was. And she nearly wondered how this huge intruder had gotten into their house, but then she recalled the basement door…the one that led outside. Did they ever even bother to check that lock when they went to sleep? The front door, sure. The patio door, yeah. The back door, of course. But they never checked the basement door that led outside because they rarely used it.

That logic did nothing to save her, though. She felt herself falling, the massive arm no longer at her chest, the form of a body no longer behind her for support. She hit the cement roughly six feet below, back first. She felt a rib crack but that was nothing in comparison to the absolute apocalypse that seemed to be tearing her apart from the inside.

In fact, it was literally drowned out by the rising alarm inside of her. Her heart felt as if someone were clenching it, trying to pop it. And the pain currently ricocheting through her veins was so bad that she thought her skin was being stripped off. She opened her mouth to scream but the simple motion of parting her lips caused even more pain.

It all came to a sudden, crashing halt. She felt the pain and the intense burning inside of her body come to a final, crashing crescendo. Samantha felt one final spasm of pain before everything—her breath, her hopes, her very life—came to a sudden, grinding end. And the last thing she was aware of, aside from that final blast of pain, was the faint presence of that large man, slinking back into the darkness of her basement.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In her nightmare, Rachel is at the morgue. It seems almost warmly familiar to her; she has, after all, been in countless morgues during the course of her career. But during this visit, her view is quite different. During this visit, she is on the table. She is pale and naked, and the cap of her skull has been removed. Her brain rests in a metal tray and there are small spotlights pointed at it.

The tumor is the real star, though. It is hugging the top right side of her brain, the cancerous mass working its tendrils into the gray matter.

It is being observed by several people, all standing at her feet and looking at her corpse. The coroner is a faceless figure, looking to the gathered crowd with a literal blank expression. “Cause of death,” he says, “is a tumor, made far worse by trying to pretend it did not exist.”

Paige and Grandma Tate are closest, Paige’s face slightly obscured by her mother’s tagged foot. Peter stands behind them, shaking his head in disgust. Jack stands directly beside Peter, looking guilty and somehow relieved. She knows, because it is her nightmare, that the relief comes from not having to work with her while she does everything in her power to work just a bit longer before the tumor saps the will from her.

Anderson is standing behind Jack, his entire face cast in shadow, and scowls at Jack. “Did you know? Rivers, did you know?”

Before Jack can answer, Paige moves around the examination table. She approached the brain on the tray and reaches for it. More specifically, she is reaching for the tumor. Her fingers touch it and the tumor reaches for her. It becomes almost like a jelly, like slime that coats Paige’s fingers and crawls up her arm. It is, the Rachel-on-the-table knows, looking for a new host.

“Mommy!” Paige screams. “Mommy, keep it away! Mommy, HELP!”

Rachel’s own scream tore her awake. She not only sat up, but she got out of the bed and raced halfway across the room before she realized that she was in a hotel room, not the morgue from her nightmare. Paige was not there, and the tumor was not attacking her.

Rachel stood in the darkened hotel room, swaying as she quickly came awake, her senses shifting quickly from the trauma of the dream to the confusion of the real world. When it all came surging in the correct way, logic and her senses firmly in place, she let out a cry and went to her knees. She crawled to the bedside table and grabbed her phone. She had to call Paige, she had to let her know that mommy was—

Of course, when she grabbed the phone and saw that it was 3:11, this thought came to a screeching halt. Calling right now—and in her current emotional state—would only upset Paige and Grandma Tate. Weeping, she put the phone back on the table. She went to the bathroom to splash some water in her face and realized that her shirt was soaked through with sweat. She was also trembling, something she did not notice until she reached for the cold water knob.

She was terrified and trembling, and alone. She took a series of deep, calming breaths. They helped, but not much. She felt the isolation of her room gathering up around her and it made her feel like she was back on that examination table, dead and pale, her brain plucked out.

Rachel knew what she was about to do when she walked to the door and grabbed the knob. It was rash, immature, and maybe a little unprofessional. But she could not be alone for the rest of the night. As she made her way down the hall, to the room beside hers, she was both ashamed and somehow chagrined to find that she felt like a five-year-old kid, scared to be alone because another nightmare might come lurking through the dark of her room. And even this thought caused her to knock quickly at Jack’s door. She bit back another round of weeping, chewing on her bottom lip and bouncing nervously on her feet. She knocked again, more urgently this time, knowing it was childish but unable to look past the need for the company of another person.

The door finally opened, just a bit at first. Jack peered out, saw her, and opened it wider. “Rachel? Are you okay?”

“No. I don’t…you can’t laugh, okay?”

“God, of course not.”

“I had a dream—a nightmare. A hell of a nightmare. And I can’t be by myself right now. I just can’t…and I don’t…”

“Hey, come in,” he said, ushering her inside. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

She shook her head, amazed at how much better she already felt just to be here with him. While she had felt something developing between them over the last few days, she knew this had nothing to do with those feelings. No, she was just happy to have another person with her—anyone, really—to remind her that this was the real world. That her nightmare was false and quite likely created by her own tormented and insecure thoughts.

Jack looked uneasy and she didn’t blame him. They’d been through a lot together, but he had never seen her in this state. She sat down on the edge of the bed and he slowly joined her. It wasn’t until he did so that she noticed he wasn’t wearing a shirt, just a pair of jogging shorts. He seemed to also not really notice this until he moved to put an arm around her. He hesitated and nearly pulled away but she leaned into him. When her head was on his shoulder, she thought she might start crying again. Maybe not as rough as it had been back in her room, but it was still there. But instead, she was overcome with a sense of comfort, something beyond just his being a warm body to feel safe around. She sank into his shoulder and he pulled her close.

“You think you could get back to sleep? You’re welcome to crash here for the rest of the night. I’m not a cover hog or anything like that.”

“Maybe in a little while. I don’t even think I could close my eyes for a long period of time right n—”

Jack’s cellphone rang, causing her to jump. He made sure she was okay and steady before he took his arm away from her. His eyes were still on her when he grabbed the phone from the dresser, but he finally glanced to the Caller ID after the third ring.

“It’s a local number,” he said.

“Maybe a break in the case,” she replied hopefully. She very much hoped this would turn out to be true. A break in the case and the need to move quickly would certainly help kill the after-effects of the nightmare.

“This is Agent Rivers,” Jack said.

Rachel watched as he listened to the person on the other line. After a few seconds, he nodded to her. Yes, that nod said. It’s about the case. As he continued to listen, he nodded to himself and walked quickly over to the chair by the window where he’d laid his shirt out.

“Yes, I understand. Text me the address, and we’ll be there as soon as we can.”

He ended the call and when he looked at her, she saw guilt in his expression. “There’s been another murder. A woman in her fifties, in her home. No clear links to our guy, but they want us there just in case.”

“Recent?”

“Very. But…Rachel. Are you up for this?”

“Absolutely,” she said, getting up and heading for his door. “If anything, it might help get my mind off of it.”

“You’re absolutely sure?”

“Yes.”

“And how are you with the…with the other thing? The tumor?”

“Haven’t had any issues in over four days,” she said, and it was the truth. She was already at the door, opening it to head back to her room. “Give me like three minutes to change, would you?”

“Yeah,” he said, but she could hear the hesitancy in his voice, and see it in his eyes.

She ignored it and headed back to her room. She walked inside quickly, slapping the overhead light on. The faintest trace of fear worked its way up her spine as she looked at her bed, but she thwarted it by getting dressed and focusing on the task at hand. Another murder, and a recent one. If was indeed linked to their killer, maybe they could get there in enough time to cut the bastard off. It was wishful thinking, but she kept it at the forefront of her mind…anything to keep the memories of that nightmare away.

***

The house, owned by Samantha and Mark Nelson, was a sixteen minute drive from the hotel. Unlike Emma Stern’s and Dylan Tharpe’s houses, the Nelsons did not live in a highly populated community. They lived just a short distance from what would be considered the Annapolis city limits, on fifteen acres of land. The driveway was nothing special, taking them across a mowed strip of field that came to a round-about shape in front of their two-story brick house. When Rachel and Jack got out of the car, Rachel could see the glimmer of the neighbor’s porchlight in the distance through a grove of trees from about a quarter of a mile away.

Two patrol cars were already parked in the driveway. Every light in the house seemed to be on as they made their way up the front porch steps. Jack knocked on the door and when he stepped back to wait for an answer, Rachel noticed how he looked at her. She didn’t think he was worried about her in any conventional sense; if anything, he was still jarred by seeing her in her moment of weakness following the nightmare.

Fortunately, the awkwardness that could have enveloped the moment was broken apart as the door was opened. They were greeted by a slightly overweight cop that looked like he, too, had been yanked rudely out of sleep. That, or he was being deeply affected by the sobbing man Rachel could hear elsewhere in the house.

“Agents,” the cop said, giving a little nod. “I’m Deputy Rogers. Thanks for getting here so quickly.”

“Of course,” Jack said as the cop led them inside.

“The husband found her,” Rogers said. “He’s just now started to come down a bit. He was screaming at first, like these brutal screams of sorrow and then rage, one right after the other. He’s in the dining room with my partner, going over the last few days, trying to figure out what happened. We can skip him for now, if you want, and I’ll take you right to her body.”

“Sounds good,” Rachel said.

Rogers led them through a spacious living room and into a hallway. The kitchen sat at the end of the hallway, and Rachel could hear the husband hitching in a series of short breaths, trying to make sure he didn’t pass out. The basement door, though, was about halfway down the hall so they didn’t need to venture into the kitchen. As Rogers led them down the basement stairs, he looked back to them with a stern expression.

“It’s worth noting,” he said, “that the husband claims the basement door is always closed. And he could think of absolutely no reason for Mrs. Nelson to come down here so late at night.”

“Not unless she heard something,” Rachel said as they came to the bottom of the stairs. The was basement the unfinished sort that left a big, open space with blank, concrete floors. An old, retired washing machine sat against the back wall, as well as a few old bins and boxes stacked neatly together. Against the wall to the right, there were tall, wired shelves that held an assortment of lawn maintenance products, cleaning supplies, and various household repair odds and ends.

Samantha Nelson’s body was lying almost directly between the bottom of the stairs and the metal racks. Her eyes were closed but her mouth was opened in a partial snarl of terror. Her body looked frozen, almost petrified. Her right hand was curled into a U shape, the fingers tight and unflexed from whatever she’d been doing in the throes of death.

Rachel knelt down by the body, looking at the eyelids right away. “Rivers…”

Jack came over and looked down to see what she’d found. There was an X scratched on each of Samantha Nelson’s eyelids—just like Emma Stern and Dylan Tharpe.

There was no blood, though. At first, there was no clear indication of what had killed her at all.

Rogers held up a small evidence bag, holding it as far away from him as he could. “This was left behind. It was right over there by those shelves. Seems the bastard wanted us to know how he did it.”

“Got any gloves?” Rachel asked.

Rogers nodded and fished a pair out of the inner pocket of his coat. “Forensics should be here in about five minutes, but this will have to do for now.”

“This is fine,” she said, slipping on the cheap latex gloves. She took the baggie and then removed the syringe. She could see little streaks of residue inside the tubing. Knowing it might appear foolish, she then lifted the syringe to her nose and inhaled. The scent was faint but sharp. And it made her feel quite terrible for Samantha Nelson.

“What is it?” Jack asked.

“Chemicals.” And in saying that, she looked over to the wire racks. With a heavy feeling in her heart, she walked over, already studying each of the containers.

Behind her, Rogers apparently put the pieces together. He sighed deeply and said, “My God…”

All of the containers were neatly shelved and placed, the labels pointing out so the user could clearly see them. There were two exceptions; the labels were turned completely away, as if on purpose. As if someone wanted them to specifically look.

Rachel pulled the containers out. One was weed killer. The other was carpet cleaner. In studying the jug of carpet cleaner, she could actually see a very small jettison of pressure and liquid coming out of the curve at the top of the nozzle. She leaned in closer and saw a very small hole—a hole roughly the size of a needle.

“What is it?” Rogers asked.

“Weed killer and carpet cleaner.”

“Christ…” Jack said. “That’s just…he’s rubbing our face in it. The weed killer would have been more than enough to get the job done.” As if to distract himself from the grisly nature of what he’d just heard, he walked to the far right corner of the basement, where a door was installed in the wall. Rachel assumed it led outside.

“Yeah, have a look at that,” Rogers said. “The knob had been wrenched free from the outside. There’s what appears to be plier marks on the knob. The lock was pretty much popped and shattered. The husband says they got lazy over the years…they never used that door so they stopped checking in when they went to bed at night.”

“The killer would almost have to know that to choose this particular door,” Jack said.

Rachel went back to the body. Samantha’s head was turned slightly to the left. She was wearing a bathrobe that covered everything from the knees up. The only thing exposed was a bit of her shoulder and collarbone on the left side. Rachel leaned in closer, looking for any visible injection site. With the neck so exposed, that seemed like the most likely area and, sure enough, she saw a small pinprick high up her neck, about an inch away from her earlobe.

Overhead, Mark Nelson let out a wail of absolute anguish that sent a chill through Rachel.

“You think it’s the same guy?” Rogers asked.

“Yeah, it is,” Jack said.

Rachel only nodded, looking back at those small Xs on Samantha’s eyelids. She assumed the killer carried some sort of knife on him, maybe even a craft blade like an Exact-o knife. But more than that, the use of the syringe was sticking out to her. It meant something…much more than she’d thought at first.

“Prison,” she said thoughtfully.

“What’s that?” Rogers asked.

“Dylan Tharpe worked at a prison. Emma Stern worked with parolees. They were both killed in ways that could be associated with state mandated executions. With Emma, it was electrocution. With Dylan, hanging…and while I know that’s an archaic act of the past, it was indeed used as form of capital punishment and death mandated by the state. And now—”

“And now we have a victim that’s been lethally injected,” Jack said.

Rachel looked to Rogers and asked: “Any idea where Samantha Nelson worked?”

He shook his head. “No idea.”

Rachel looked up the stairs, the sad sounds of Mark Nelson floating down to them. “Then we’re going to need to talk to the husband.”

And without another word spoken, Rachel started back up the stairs. They had another link now and she thought it might be just enough to find their killer. And being that they seemed to be just two or three hours behind him right now, time was very much of the essence.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Rachel and Jack settled down at the kitchen table just as the forensics team arrived and made their way down to the basement. Rachel was well-acquainted with the feeling of gloom and tension in a house following a murder, but it felt more powerful in the Nelson home than she’d ever felt. Even the forensics team seemed to feel it, walking in a stagnant sort of march that reminded Rachel of pallbearers at a funeral.

Rogers leaned against the kitchen bar as Rachel and Jack sat across from Mark Nelson. His eyes were bloodshot from crying and he wore a shocked expression that seemed to be plastered to his face.

“We’re Agents Gift and Rivers,” Rachel said, using what she sometimes thought of as her bedtime-story voice. It was the same soft, reassuring and calm voice she used to read Paige a story before bed. “We were called in so quickly because we believe the person that did this has also committed two other murders in the past few days. But we also know that this is all very fresh for you, so we want to keep it as brief as possible. Are you up for us asking a few questions?”

Mark was looking to the hallway, in the direction of the basement door—the basement where his wife was still lying dead on the floor. “I’ll try,” he said, his voice already strained and raspy from his wailing and sobbing.

“Can you walk us through how you found her like that?” Jack asked.

“I heard this really slight commotion coming from downstairs. I was upstairs, asleep. When I woke up to the sound and Sam wasn’t in bed with me, I didn’t think much of it, really. She has insomnia, and she usually ends up downstairs reading or tidying up. But still…I don’t know. I wanted to make sure she was fine. So I came downstairs and started looking for her. She wasn’t in the living room or the kitchen, but I noticed the basement door was open. And we never leave it open. Hell, we barely even go down there and…”

His voice was cracking and his words were coming faster and faster. He scrunched up his face, doing everything he could to keep another onslaught of sobs from coming. “So I went down there,” he managed to get out. “I went down there and found her on the floor like that. She wouldn’t respond to me and I could tell right away that she wasn’t breathing.”

“How much time would you say passed between you finding her and making the call to 911?” She was very careful not to use terms like the body because history had showed her that it was a trigger that would certainly set off a spouse that was still processing the shock of finding their dead partner.

“Oh, pretty much right away,” he said. “Maybe three minutes.”

“And you saw no one else down there? Not any sign of anyone?”

“Just that syringe.” He shook his head hard, like a child in denial. “I just don’t know why…or who…I can’t figure out why anyone would do this!”

“And that’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Rachel said. “Mr. Nelson, can you tell us about Samantha’s job?”

With a concrete question that had an easy answer, he seemed to settle the slightest bit. He nodded and said, “She’s an engineer. She specialized in electrical and automated systems, but in some very niche areas. She’d been working freelance lately because the state government has been choosey with how they spend their money as of late.”

“So was she ever hired on with a company with the state?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, a few different ones. I think the longest she ever stayed with one company was about a year and a half. Nothing wrong with her or her work but, as I said, she worked in such small niche areas that it was hard for anyone to ever justify keeping her on full-time. But she was knocking it out of the park with her freelance work. She was—”

Mark stopped, his breath catching in his throat. Rachel’s heart broke for him as she watched him let out one harsh sob and then restrain himself form breaking down any further.

“I’m sorry,” he said through a whimper.

“There’s no need to be sorry,” Rachel said. “I know this is hard. And believe it or not, we’re almost done. If you can…you were telling us about her freelance work.”

“Yeah. She um…her latest project was working on an upgrade for the timers at four-way stoplights. And she’d also just landed a gig through a tech start-up that was looking for new ways to failsafe everything against power outages and surges.” He chuckled sadly and added, “So much of her stuff went right over my head.”

“Mr. Nelson, I’m curious,” Rachel said. “Did she ever have any jobs where she worked with a prison in any way?”

“A few, yeah. Um…I think she had one where she was working with the prison system in Massachusetts, something to do with the wiring for automatic electrical locks on the cells. And there was one several years ago where she was helping to design a more humane electric chair. Something to do with the way the currents were directed into the inmate.”

Rachel knew this was their connection. She’d need more proof, of course, but she felt it in her gut. One victim working with parolees, another working as a prison guard, and now here was a victim that had once helped to design a swifter electric chair. Working with the bureau, she of course knew that the chair as a formal means of execution had been abolished almost twenty years ago. But she also knew that there were some prisons that were able to offer the condemned the option of either receiving the chair or lethal injection.

She heard Jack asking another question about Samantha’s last few days, if she’d been acting strangely or if she’d mentioned any arguments that she’d had among the people she worked with. She could hear in his tone that he was wrapping the conversation up, which was fine with her. She seriously doubted they’d get any further useful details from Mark and, besides that, he deserved some time to grieve without being asked a thousand questions.

As Jack brought things to a close, Rachel mulled over not just the victims and their occupations, but how they’d been killed. Hanging, electrocution, and now lethal injection.

The signs were all there. The killer was taking out aggression on people involved in capital punishment. The big question, though, was what had driven him to it. And it was a question that Rachel felt might help them catch the killer—if only they could find the answer.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Alex Lynch was watching everything play out.

Granted, he could only see half of Rachel’s front yard and only the back, right corner of the backyard. It was infuriating not to see the entire scene, but he didn’t dare get any closer. He’d already risked so much getting this close. And it had also been hard work.

Well, maybe not hard work…but work all the same.

Lynch was currently residing in a house that was just three plots down from the Gift residence. He’d been living there for five days now, and he was getting antsy. The last time he’d left the house was to venture out and spy on the grandmother. He’d then called Rachel on a cellphone he’d promptly destroyed in the garage.

Lynch was technically living alone. When he’d researched the neighborhood, he’d learned about a man named Lester Stevens, an eighty-nine-year-old that had lost his wife two years ago. Based on the research he’d paid for, he learned that Lester had no family. His wife was dead, his sister had died about a decade ago, and his one child had committed suicide in the ‘90s.

Lester Stevens had no family or close friends. And that was why no one would notice he was dead until after Alex was long gone. Lynch had been as merciful about it as he could. He’d broken in while the old man had been asleep and suffocated him with his pillow. Not knowing what to do with the body, Lynch had left the old man there to rest peacefully, making sure to close the bedroom door all the way when he left.

Since then, Lynch had been camped out in the man’s attic. It was only partially finished, the framework of two rooms put up but not completed. The lumber looked slightly faded, so he guessed it was a project that had been started years ago and then abandoned—probably when Lester’s wife had died. It was here that Lynch had taken up residence, looking out through the front side window of the attic. From here, he got the obstructed view of Rachel’s house.

He was seeing enough to know that she had twenty-four-hour surveillance of her home via two agents always parked out front in a black sedan. He was also pretty sure a third man was inside, some sort of security detail assigned by the bureau no doubt.

In other words, if he planned to get to Rachel, he was going to have his work cut out for him. Getting his revenge on Rachel Gift had been the driving force that had kept him above water while in prison and had even pushed him to make his daring escape. He’d been checking the news here and there as he could and as far as he knew, no one had figured out how he’d done it yet. They would eventually, but by then he’d be gone. Rachel Gift would be dead and he’d be on his way to a little village somewhere in Panama.

What had surprised him, though, was how the bureau and Rachel herself had decided to carry on with the status quo. He’d watched her leave earlier in the day, dressed as she would when heading to work. And so far, she had yet to return. He had no way of knowing if she was already back at work but he wouldn’t put it past her. Rachel Gift was nothing if not dedicated to her job. And she was damned good at it, too. Lynch knew this better than anyone.

Really, he had to applaud her for the decision. By being on the move, he now had two targets: Rachel, and then her family. It made it harder on him and gave the bureau and the useless U.S. Marshalls more time to search for him.

So now, his job was to make sure he stayed one step ahead. Seeing their every move from just one hundred and fifty yards away was a great start, but it wasn’t enough. He knew he needed to wait for the right time, but if this was how Rachel was going to play this little game of chess, Lynch figured he may have to adjust his strategy.

He checked his watch and saw that it was inching toward five-thirty. He knew the grandmother and the daughter were both home, but the security detail was there, too. He’d even seen the security head out to the mailbox to check the mail, nodding to the men in the sedan across the street.

“This is going to be quite difficult,” Lynch said to the empty, unfinished attic.

He looked away from the window and walked over to the pile of food he’d brought up from Lester’s kitchen. There was left-over oven pizza from lunch, a package of chocolate chip cookies, a bowl of fruit, and several bottled waters. Lynch, having been in prison for the better part of ten years, had really been hoping for a few beers, but there hadn’t been a drop of alcohol in the old man’s fridge.

He grabbed a water and an apple and returned to the window. Watching, staring, waiting…it was tedious work. But the green lawns between here and the Gift residence were a much better view than the one he’d had back at the prison. And seeing them under the veil of night, illuminated by a waning moon and a few streetlights, made it even nicer. Yes, the evenings were nice, too: beautiful skies, families out for evening walks, and the sort of peace he’d once dreamed about but now knew he’d never get.

But the night made everything below feel as if anything were possible—that the night was an untouched page and the next day had yet to be written on it.

He wondered if Rachel had told her family about her sickness yet. He had no idea what she had, or what was wrong with her, but he’d read something in her eyes all those months ago when she’d come to speak to him in prison. And when he’d called it out, she’d looked both appalled and attacked.

And afraid.

Yes, it was going to be quite the treat to finally bring her to an end. What he was beginning to wonder as he stared out of the window at the picture of her otherwise idyllic life, though, was if there was anything he might be able to do to make the remaining days a bit more miserable.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Rachel was tired and fighting back a series of yawns as she jotted a few notes down on the whiteboard in the precinct’s conference room. She was glad to be there, though. Somewhere between speaking with Mark Nelson about his murdered wife and coming back to the precinct to try putting all of the pieces together, she’d managed to forget about her nightmare. True, she caught a glimpse of it as she wrote the term electric chair beneath Samantha Nelson’s name, but it evaporated as soon as she turned her attention back to the case.

Jack sat at the table behind her, sipping from a cup of coffee and studying the notes Rachel wrote down. In the center of the board, she’d written the term Capital Punishment. The deeper they got into this case, the more convinced she became that this was going to play a vital part.

“We have three pieces right now,” Rachel said. “A prison corrections officer, an employee of the governor’s office that works with parolees, and an engineer that worked on updated designs for an electric chair. I think we can start by assuming they are somehow linked to the killer—or at least the killer thinks they are.” She checked her watch and shook her head. “It’s only 6:05 right now…so we won’t be able to get in touch with anyone at the governor’s office for another two hours.”

“And what would we be calling them for?” Jack asked.

“I want to get a list of every single person Emma Stern worked with or even filed paperwork on over the last six months or so. If we can get those names and cross reference them with prisoners that were regularly coming into contact with Dylan Tharpe, we can question anyone that comes up on both lists.”

“And what about Samantha Nelson? Where does she fit in?”

“I don’t know quite yet. But if we think this is all narrowed down to something to do with capital punishment, I think we can start with a list of people that have been executed in the last decade or so. Maryland, Virginia, D.C.”

Jack sat forward, his eyes lighting up with interest. “If we can indeed get those lists of people’s names and compare them, that could be huge. Maybe our killer is someone that feels the system was wrong in the execution of someone.”

“Could be,” Rachel said. “But someone going to these lengths—injecting those chemicals into someone, slamming someone into a power box in their own home—I wonder if it’s just someone acting out against the system. Someone that sees capital punishment as barbaric. Just trying to give members of that so-called evil system a taste of their own medicine.”

“Do people still rail on that these days, though?”

“Some do, sure. There are still twenty-six states with pretty blatant death penalty laws on the books.”

“So if we could—” Jack started, but they were interrupted by a knock on the door.

A tall, thin policeman was standing at the doorway, looking in apologetically. “Sorry to interrupt, agents. But there’s a man here to see you. Says his name is Max Morton and that he had something important to tell you. I tried to send him off, but he really does seem on edge.”

“That’s fine,” Rachel said. “Bring him on back.”

The officer hurried off, leaving Rachel and Jack to share puzzled expressions. “Well,” Jack said with a shrug. “He did seem like he really did want to help find who killed Emma. Maybe he’s got a lead?”

Rachel hoped this was the case. To be so early in the morning, though, the whole situation seemed a little strange to her. It made her wonder what Max Morton had been doing last night.

Moments later, the officer came back with Morton in tow. Morton looked tired and incredibly nervous. He barely nodded to them as he came into the room, looking at them like a kid that had gotten into a bit of trouble.

The officer looked to Rachel and asked, “You good here?”

She nodded and watched him leave, closing the door behind him. She then looked at Morton, though he still seemed to find it hard to meet her eyes. “What brings you in so early, Mr. Morton?”

“Well, when you were asking me all those questions when you had me in here, one of the things you asked was if any of the inmates had been openly critical or harsh about Tharpe. And you seemed sort of stuck on the idea that I would have killed him because I wanted revenge for what happened between us.”

“You’re right, that was a theory,” Jack said. “But you’re not answering the question. Why have you come here so early to speak with us?”

“Because I got a visitor last night. We were all playing poker again and these two guys came by. One of them was released from prison about a month before I was let go. But he’d been there for years. Maybe like ten or so. He wasn’t there to meet with me, but with one of the other guys in the apartment. They’d known each other from prison. And he was sort of spazzing out, like really scared out of his mind. He was high on something—I have no idea what—but I got the idea that he wasn’t just being paranoid.”

“What’s his name?” Rachel asked.

“I’d really rather not say. I don’t want him getting in any trouble.” And just like that, Rachel finally understood why he hadn’t wanted to look them in the eye and why he seemed so nervous. She knew better than to press him on it; she didn’t want to spook him away from whatever information he was about to give them.

“What was he spazzing out about?” Rachel asked.

“Well, you have to understand, this guy was in jail for something like being an accomplice to murder. I hated that I was somehow mixed up with him, but like I said…he was friends with one of the other guys in the apartment, one of my poker buddies. Anyway, he was freaking out because he’d just gotten word that this gang leader he’d known in prison had just died. Been murdered on the way to the cafeteria. And yeah, that’s messed up for sure but the weirder thing was that he’d just received a visitor two days ago—and it was a visit that it seemed everyone knew about. It was this gang enforcer that would apparently show up and check in on gang members. Sometimes he’d send lackeys just so he didn’t get found out, but this time, from what I gathered it, was the actual enforcer. And his whole schtick is to take out people as a form of revenge.”

He stopped there and Rachel did her best to put the pieces together. “So you’re saying this enforcer came in, spoke to this leader, and then the leader was dead two days later. I’m guessing because someone the enforcer worked with speculated that this leader was…what? Working with other gang’s behind the enforcer’s back?”

“Yeah, that’s what I put together.”

“What the hell does that have to do with our case?” Jack asked.

“I’m getting there,” Morton said. Now that he’d started and the words were coming with ease, he seemed to be a bit more comfortable. “Anyway, my poker buddy seemed really nervous about this and was asking questions. They started talking about people they knew in prison and I did my best not to eavesdrop because that’s not the sort of shit I want to get involved with. But I couldn’t help but notice when they mentioned Tharpe’s name.”

“Dylan Tharpe?”

“Yeah. And the moment his name came up, my buddy turned me and told the guy ‘well, you know that’s the one that raised all that hell about Tharpe after that small riot in the exercise yard.’ I then told them that I knew with pretty good certainty that Tharpe was dead. And this guy, he sort of chuckles and said it was a good thing for Tharpe because there were people out there looking for him—people tied to this enforcer. And then he made the comment that it may have been the enforcer that did it.”

The impact of what he was sharing piled up slowly until it felt like a stack of bricks. It pointed to another link to all the victims, as well as prison, in a way that would not be all that hard to confirm. It also might even point her towards a very potential suspect. But then again, with Morton not giving names, it was a flimsy story at best.

“This is pretty serious stuff,” Rachel told him. “You’re absolutely certain about this?”

“I am.”

“Listen,” Jack said. “We appreciate the tip and all, but for this to pan out in any way, we’re going to have to get names.”

“I know the name of the enforcer,” he said. “But…I’m sorry. I know how these circles work, and I really don’t want to get my friend in trouble. He’s really turned a corner and aside from still keeping in touch with his old criminal friends, I really think he’s on the straight and narrow now. Or, at least, in the way to it.”

“Fine,” Rachel. She knew that if this story was indeed true, all important avenues would lead to the gang enforcer anyway. And suddenly knowing that they might be dipping their toes into the world of gang activity, the case started to feel more dangerous than ever. “What was the enforcer’s name?”

“Claudio Cane. But I got the impression that wasn’t his real name.”

“And did they happen to mention why this guy might be interested in Dylan Tharpe?”

Morton shook his head. “Nothing I heard, no.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “Thanks for this.”

“I…well…I mean, my name doesn’t need to be mentioned anywhere, right?”

“Not if this pans out, no,” Rachel said. “Go ahead and head home for now. If we need anything else, we’ll let you know.”

Morton nodded and headed out of the door slowly. When the door was closed again, Jack looked over at her and said: “Thoughts?”

“I think it’s very strange that a gang enforcer even happened to mention a recently murdered prison guard. And I also think we need to really track down those lists we were talking about: parolees Stern worked with and a list of all people executed over the last several years.” As she said this, she grabbed a stack of sticky notes from the center of the table and jotted down these two items.

“And we need to get some intel on this Claudio Cane guy,” Jack added. “The whole story we just got sounded a little convoluted but when it comes to gangs, there’s no telling how many ways this guy might connect to all three of our victims.”

“You check into him, then,” Rachel said, tearing off the sticky note. “And I’ll get started on these.”

“It’s still a little early,” Jack pointed out.

“I’m sure there’s a record of all state-mandated executions somewhere in the network. I’ll start there.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Jack said. He got to his feet, stretched, and let out a small yawn. “Let’s get to work.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Rachel was right. She was able to find a list of all inmates that had been executed over the course of the last thirty years. It was a short list, as there were only a total of five people that had bene executed in Maryland, and none of those had been in the past twenty years or so. This stumped her for a moment, so she started to wonder if there was somehow an execution at the core of the entire case in another state.

She thought of her home state, Virginia. She knew Virginia had the third highest number of state-mandated executions in the country until the death penalty was abolished in 2021. And because Murphy’s Crossing and Annapolis were both close enough to Virginia, she thought it might be worth a look. So she did some digging and was also able to find a list of Virginia’s executed inmates, and there were considerably more than what she’d found for Maryland. There were twenty-eight names over the span of the last ten years. She wasn’t able to tell which manner of capital punishment was doled out, though…electric chair or lethal injection.

As she printed the list out, Rachel leaned back in her chair and sipped from a cup of super strong coffee from the precinct breakroom. While waiting for the printer to spit out the paper, a small knock came to the edge of the tiny office they’d been using yesterday.

She turned and found Angelica looking in, the ever-so-helpful young woman that had been such a blessing the day before.

“Good morning, Angelica,” Rachel said.

“Good morning to you. I heard you and Agent Rivers were trying to find some names. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Oh, there’s plenty.” Rachel took the paper from the printer and sat it on the small bit of space beside the laptop. “I’m trying to find out if any of these names were active gang members when they were arrested.”

“I can cross reference that all for you,” Angelica said.

“Great. That would be amazing. And also,” she said, showing Angelica her sticky note from earlier, “whenever we can get a call through to the governor’s office, I’d like to see a list of all of the parolees that Emma Stern worked with during the course of her career.”

“Oh, that should be easy,” Angelica said, taking the sticky note and pressing it against the printed list. “I’ll shoot an email and call. Anything else?”

“No. I may actually help with that list and cross referencing,” she said. “We got a pretty hot tip and if it turns out to be legit, whether or not we can pull a name from that list could be a very big deal.”

“Sure, anything you need. How about Agent Rivers? Does he need anything?”

Before Rachel could answer, Jack appeared in the doorway, looking in. “No, thank you,” he said. “Agent Rivers is perfectly fine.” Then, eyeing Rachel, he said, “Do you mind if I take control of your laptop for a second. I found something I think you need to see.”

Rachel rolled her chair to the side and let Jack take over the keyboard. “Turns out that this Claudio Cane guy has a pretty impressive resume. He doesn’t seem to be very big around here, but he’s sort of a boogeyman of sorts around the Hampton Rhodes area of Virginia. There have been a few minor drug and arms busts around Annapolis and Baltimore that were linked back to gangs he was involved in, but most of his dings come from Hampton, Virginia Beach, some stuff in Norfolk.”

After coming to the rap sheet on Cane, he stepped away to let Rachel see it herself. She saw where he’d done three stints in prison over the past fifteen years: one sentence for three years, another for one and a half, and a third for just a few months. From what she could tell, his name was always linked with larger, more serious crimes, but he had never been jailed on anything big.

“Well, it fills in a blank for me,” Rachel said. “If we’re guessing there’s an execution at the center of this, it makes more sense that it would have happened in Virginia. Maryland got rid of the death penalty almost twenty years ago.” She nodded to the list Angelica was still holding and added: “So maybe there’s someone associated closely with him on the list of those that have been executed.”

“Which could link him to Samantha Nelson. But I don’t see how a man that would have been executed in Virginia would be linked to Tharpe.”

“Maybe they lived in Virginia at some point?” Angelica suggested.

“Maybe,” Rachel said. “A quick call to his wife could answer that. But again…these are all just theories for now.”

“You want to call Mrs. Tharpe?” Jack asked Rachel. “Meanwhile, I’ll see if I can find any known gang members that have been associated with this Claudio Cane guy.”

“And I’ll see what I can do about this,” Angelica said rather proudly, holding up the sticky note Rachel had given her.

Jack and Angelica left the room, leaving Rachel to sit in the commotion of everything they’d just discussed. All of a sudden, there were many irons in the fire and she wanted to make sure she missed nothing. In fact, the introduction of a potential gang to the case seemed to have come out of nowhere and she wanted to make sure she kept her guard up so they wouldn’t get too sidetracked from an avenue that might lead them even farther away from the case.

It had come to be after seven in the morning, and she figured it was late enough to call Shelly Tharpe. She retrieved her number from the case records and placed the call, her mind still reeling with all the possible directions they could pursue.

She was surprised when the phone was answered by Shelly rather than one of the many family members that had been at the house yesterday. “Hello?” she asked, her voice worn out.

“Hi, Mrs. Tharpe,” Rachel said. “I am so very sorry to bother you again, but I did have one more question for you.”

“Of course, dear, what is it?”

“I’m curious if you and Mr. Tharpe ever lived in Virginia.”

“No, we never lived there. But four years ago, Dylan’s father passed away and we moved down there for four months. He had dementia and lung disease and it was just…it was bad. I was sort of back and forth between there and home, but Dylan stayed with his mother and sister for a while.”

“Any chance he picked up work while he was there?”

“He did. There were some calls made between the supervisor at his current job and a prison in Fredericksburg, in Virginia. It was barely even a part-time job, but it kept him busy and brought in some money.”

And there it was. An undeniable link. This connected Dylan Tharpe to an area where Claudio Cane was known to have operated and also filled in the blank of how he knew about Tharpe. The question then became how Cane would have known anything about where Dylan Tharpe had been working presently. The answer was quite simple, actually: someone from the inside was likely released and told Cane. And if he had beef with Dylan, it would have been far too easy to get access to him if he knew where he worked.

“Do you know if there was anything about the short-term job that was problematic?” Rachel asked. “Did you ever hear him complain about anyone or talk about any trouble he’d had?”

There was a moment of silence as Shelly thought about this. After a while, she answered, “None that I recall. But that’s not very strange; he was very focused on caring for his family at that time. He rarely talked about work back then. It was always about his family. Do you mind me asking why you’re looking into this?”

“Just following up on some potential leads, still looking for links.”

“I see. Well…please do let me know if you need to know anything else.”

They ended the call and Rachel sat there for a moment, rifling through her mental files in an attempt to come up with the name of the prison in Fredericksburg. She’d never been there, but working with the bureau, she heard the names of just about every prison in the state at least once or twice a year, if not more. If Dylan had been working for a prison in the area three years ago, it would have almost certainly been Rappahannock Regional.

She got up, knowing that if Jack could find proof that a gang member associated with Cane—or maybe Cane himself—had been an inmate at Rappahannock three years ago when Dylan was working a part-time job, it was just too much to look beyond.

It took a few minutes for her to find him. He was in the records room with a laptop, scrolling through a database of criminals. He barely looked over his shoulder as she entered the room.

“That was quick,” he said. “Any luck?”

“Yes, actually.” She relayed what Shelly had told her as Jack continued scrolling through a list of mugshots and criminal reports.

“Could be promising,” he said. “I’m currently looking through a list of known gang members that did time in prisons all over the states of Virginia and Maryland over the last ten years. So this might take a while.”

“Can you change the search filter? I just want to know about gang members that did time in Rappahannock. And see if you can pinpoint the timespan to a single year—three years ago.”

Jack did as she asked. He wasn’t familiar with the system so it took a few minutes, but the list he got back was significantly smaller. In fact, it was so short that they both noticed the glaring inclusion on the list right away.

Claudio Cane had done one of his three stints at Rappahannock Regional Jail.

“Holy shit,” Jack said. “Look at that.”

He clicked on Cane’s name and was given the option of looking at the police records regarding his arrest as well as two incident reports filed by the jail. The arrest record showed that he’d been arrested for distributing narcotics along with three others—though it was also insinuated that the three others got harsher sentences. But it was one of the incident reports that really brought the entire thing together.

Unable to resist, Rachel read the report out loud. It was short, but gave them more than enough enthusiasm to continue along their current route. “Cane verbally assaulted an officer when he learned that a fellow inmate had been scheduled for execution due to his part in the murder of a married couple in 2013. Cane and the officer, temporary employee D. Tharpe got into a shouting match in front of several other inmates, resulting in Cane spitting in Tharpe’s face, and Tharpe shoving Cane down. The incident has been added to Cane’s file.”

“So there’s a definite connection to Tharpe,” Jack said. “And I bet if we do enough digging, the chair his cohort was executed in might have been modified and updated by Samantha Nelson.”

“It might take a while to drum that up, though,” Rachel said. “And I’d like to get a look at the list of Emma Stern’s parolees.”

“Rachel. Consider the story Max Morton told us…about the guy mentioning Tharpe by name. And this…this report is proof. I think this is it. I think we’ve got our guy and we can roll on this.”

“Let’s make the call, then,” she said. “With a gang involved, you know it’s going to get heated, right?”

“I do,” Jack said with a smile. “Now let’s go get him.”

***

With cooperation from the State PD, a judgement call was made as things began to get more heated than Rachel had assumed. It turned out that there was currently an active warrant out for the arrest of a man that worked closely with Claudio Cane. With weapons charges pointed at both this second man and Cane, it seemed like a win on multiple levels. For Rachel, though, she was chiefly concerned about the case.

She had to keep this focus at the center of her mind as the morning went on. Two cops joined them for planning the arrest, then another pair, and before Rachel was aware of how quickly it was all happening, there were liaisons for the SWAT team in the conference room with them shortly after 9:30.

Using the address they had on file for Claudio Cane, a standard patrol unit was sent out to locate him. While they were out, Rachel and Jack both remained at the precinct, trying to find their footing as SWAT members began to trickle in. Rachel found it odd to essentially be the leads on the effort even while the SWAT team had been called in without their specific request. It didn’t take long, though, to understand why this was.

The leader of the SWAT unit was a mountain of a man named Baskins. He was sitting at the head of the conference table, the chair seeming to strain beneath him.

“Agents, I appreciate you letting us tag along on this one. Local PD has had a decent lead on a building we believe to be a sort of headquarters for Cane and his men. Once we get word as to where Cane is from the patrol that’s out right now, we’ll roll…either to his apartment or to the HQ. And if it is the HQ, I anticipate a hairy situation.”

“Define hairy,” Jack said.

“Shots fired, physical conflict,” Baskins said. He spoke as if it were really nothing more than another day at the office. “And please don’t misunderstand. We’re not here to take this from you. You and Agent Gift are the leads on this, and we’re happy to follow you. You’ll have me and four other members on foot, and another two on reserve in the van.”

“I take it you’ve had cases related to Claudio Cane in the past?” Rachel asked.

“Between SWAT teams out of D.C. and Baltimore, yes…I’ve been involved in cases where we’ve arrested four members of his gang as well as the financier for the arms end of their operation. And that miserable bastard, a seventy-five-year-old man, refuses to give any names to make it easier on us—no evidence at all to give us a clean cut arrest on Cane. So really, this may be the best chance we get.”

“Please just keep in mind,” Rachel said, “that we’re going after him in regard to a series of murders. We get first crack at him following the arrest.”

“That’s perfectly fine,” Baskins replied.

As soon as this was out of his mouth, the conference room landline rang. It was a small black receiver-and-cradle design in the center of the table. Baskins looked to Jack and Rachel, giving them a nod.

Jack answered the call, putting it on speaker. “This is Agent Rivers.”

“Agent, this is Officer Thomas. Cane wasn’t at his home, but we’re currently trailing behind him. There’s at least one other person in the car with him.”

“Any idea where he’s headed?”

“Not yet. He’s headed west, away from his home.”

Baskins leaned forward, looking at the map that had been pinned to the dry erase board with magnets. “If he makes a right in the next few blocks, he’s very likely headed to his little HQ. And if that’s the case, I think we go ahead and roll. You okay with that, agents?”

Rachel and Jack nodded in tandem. Jack looked back to the phone and said, “Stay on the line. Let us know when he turns.”

“He’s giving his turn signal right now, actually,” Thomas said. “Turning right onto Walker Street.”

Rachel could see and even feel Baskins and his seven SWAT members tense up, ready to move at a moment’s notice.

“Thanks, Officer Thomas,” Jack said. “Continue to pursue. Please contact me as soon as they come to a stop. You, however, continue driving on and circle around the block.” He then recited his cell number as a few of the SWAT members got to their feet. “Good work, officer. We’ll be seeing you soon.

With that, Jack ended the call and looked around the room. “Let’s roll.”

Baskins and his men didn’t need any further urging. They started piling out of the room at once. Rachel could feel the stirring of excitement and energy coming off of them. It was contagious; she felt it in her as well, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this much adrenaline and anticipation during a case before they’d even closed in on the suspect.

She started walking out behind them but she felt Jack gently grab her arm before she made it out. She knew what was coming and did her best to swallow down her irritation, reminding herself that he was just looking out for her.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

She looked to his hand on her arm and said, “Like I’m holding up the show, honestly.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do. And the answer hasn’t changed since the last time you asked. I promise you, Jack. I’m fine. I’m feeling better than I have since this all started.” It was good to hear herself say it, to realize that it was, in fact, true.

“Then I’ll take your word for it.”

“Good.”

They hesitated for a moment, their eyes locking. Rachel again felt something like a little flicker of interest, maybe even a spark of what some might consider romantic interest. but the moment she felt it, she pushed it away and started moving through the door. With this case reaching new heights, a tumor in her head, and a madman out there somewhere that was obsessed with her and her family, an ill-advised romance with her partner while she had just separated from her husband was the absolute last thing she needed.

Jack seemed to sense it, too. Because without another word, he followed her out, just as anxious to get to Claudio Cane as everyone else.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

It had been a while since Jack had participated in something as high-profile as a SWAT team-level entrance and apprehension. He’d never been the sort of guy that needed the high-octane chases and violence, but he had to admit that there was something very exciting and borderline fun (though he’d never admit such a thing to Anderson) about being a part of it.

The building the SWAT team believed Cane and his men were using as a headquarters looked to be an abandoned textile factory. Not a large one, but a smaller one that Jack assumed had produced paper products or small packaging containers. It was in a nondescript part of Murphy’s Crossing, hiding on the backside of a block that held two other empty buildings. The streets, however, were clean and pristine, as they led the way to thriving businesses just a few blocks further over. It was the type of street anyone might pass a hundred times in the course of a year and never suspect anything untoward taking place in any of the defunct buildings.

Baskins and his men had parked on the other side of the block, driving in a basic white van that they parked in a small lot between a florist and a trendy little coffee shop. Jack passed by them after taking a loop around the block, doing his best to not seem too obvious in the light late-morning traffic. He looked to the van, where Baskin was sitting behind the wheel. He then placed his fingers to his brow and gave Basin a little salute—their sign that all pieces were in place.

Jack got to the stoplight at the end of the block and looked into the rearview. The doors on the white van opened, including the ones in the back. Baskin and four other SWAT members filed out and headed to the right, down an alleyway that would bring them out one building away from the abandoned textile mill. As Jack turned left to head in that direction, he saw the van then pull out onto the street, the remaining two SWAT members left inside as backup.

“Good to go?” Jack asked, looking over to Rachel. He honestly hadn’t meant to ask. He could tell she was getting fed up with his constant checking in on her. But he also felt partly responsible for her. He knew her ailments and also knew the risks she was taking by continuing to work. He’d accepted the fact that if she died during duty, it would be his fault—his fault for not telling Anderson, his fault for not pushing harder against her to take the time off to get herself in tip-top shape. Hell, maybe even to retire so she could focus on knocking the hell out of the tumor in her head.

He continued around the block, taking a left at the next intersection, and pulling his car quickly to the side of the street, just out of sight of the mill building. At the same time, he watched as Baskins’s team came out from the mouth of the alleyway and started marching towards the door of Cane’s HQ. Everything was going according to plan, right down to the second. It was a good feeling, a push of confidence that he felt surging through him as he killed the engine and opened the door.

Rachel drew up behind him, also getting out of the car and rushing toward the building. She moved with catlike agility, her footfalls so soft he didn’t even hear them. It made him think that maybe she really was feeling perfectly fine. That, too, went a very long way to making him feel much more comfortable about her being on this case, in this tense situation.

Baskins stopped, holding up a fist to communicate to his team that they needed to stop as well. Jack took a quick glance at all of them. Baskin was armed with a standard Glock, with another handgun holstered on his hip. His other members were armed with similar weapons, with the exception of the man that brought up the rear. He held a shotgun, a Remington 870.

Jack and Rachel took the lead positions. The moment they were in place, Baskin held up his pinky. The man with the shotgun came rushing forward, stepping in front of Jack. He looked to Jack for confirmation, and Jack nodded.

The SWAT member brought the stock of his shotgun down on the doorknob and then, in a movement so quick that Jack barely saw it, he drew back and kicked the door in. It buckled and tore the frame away from the building. The man then stepped back as Jack and Rachel went into the building.

All Jack had time to see was that the place was dark. There was a small light source coming from the back of a very large, open room. He saw two figures standing in the gloom, and a third sitting at a small table.

And then the gunshots started, filling the building like thunder.

Jack did the only thing he could do in that moment. His instincts told him to retreat back outside and take up position by the door. But doing that would only block the door, leaving the SWAT guys outside. So he hit the floor, taking a clumsy shooter’s stance. He nearly called out for Rachel to do the same, but she was already a step ahead of him. As Jack hit his chest, drawing up his Glock, Rachel was already rolling hard to the right, heading for another small table behind them. Jack was barely aware of the sound of her flipping the table over for cover; a round from somewhere further ahead of him struck the concrete of the floor less than six inches from his face.

Jack fired blindly twice, just to return fire and to give him a moment to get a better look at the situation. As he sized up the situation, three SWAT members came into the door, already firing.

Jack saw four men just ahead of them, no more than thirty feet away. One was standing behind a concrete column that ran from the floor to the ceiling. Two others had done the same as Rachel, flipping a table over and using it as a shield. A fourth was rushing to the back, headed for a door.

“We’ve got one running for the back!” Jack yelled over the gunfire.

At the same time, he heard Rachel call his name from behind him. He didn’t dare glance back, firing at the man behind the column and managing to only chip away at the concrete.

“Jack, I’m laying down cover now!” she yelled.

Trusting her completely, Jack sprang to his hands and feet as he heard Rachel’s Glock blast out four rounds. he scrambled back to her, diving behind the table just as she ducked back down behind it. The table, he found, was an old worktable; made of some sort of sheet metal, it blocked the shots that came from the other side of the building.

All of Baskins’s men were in the building now, taking whatever cover they could. One remained stationed by the door, leaning partially inside and getting off a few rounds. Two others were hiding behind columns like the one Jack had been staring down, waiting for the man behind it to show himself just a bit. Jack had no intention of killing someone—he’d always rather have an arrest than a dead body—but he also knew that if he got a clean shot to a shoulder, leg, or foot, he was going to take it.

As he leaned hard to the right to try to get a shot, the man that had been running for the back door fired off several rounds back into the building. One pinged off the side of the table and another one apparently struck a SWAT guy because Jack heard a cry of pain from close behind him.

Jack tried to fire back at the man, but the gang members sensed it and opened up again. Jack had to slip back behind the table but he saw that the SWAT member with the shotgun took the shot for him. The man behind the pillar screamed and stumbled back, falling to the floor.

This caused just enough for a distraction. Shooting from the gang member side came to a brief stop, which opened the perfect window for the SWAT team—and Rachel. Jack watched as she sprung up and took aim, firing off a round that allowed Baskin to press forward with two of his men.

“Lay down your weapons right now!” Baskin yelled.

Jack popped back up and saw that two of the remaining three members had indeed dropped their weapons. One had already placed his hands over his head. The third seemed to be reluctant, but when both Jack and Rachel trained their weapons on him, he slowly tossed down the handgun he’d been using.

“Are any of you Claudio Case?” Jack asked.

Baskins answered, stalking in from his side to look at the damage. “No. None of these men is Case.”

“He must have been the one to slip out the back,” Rachel said. And without even thinking about it, she took off running.

“Rachel…” Jack said, but she didn’t even turn back to him.

Jack took one final look around the room to survey the damage that had been done. There were two gang members on the floor. One was writing in pain, clutching at his left shoulder. The other one wasn’t moving, and a large pool of blood had already started to bloom around his waist. There was also a single downed SWAT member, currently sitting against the wall with blood pooling out of his right leg.

“You got this covered?” Jack asked, looking back to Baskins.

“Yeah, we’re good here.”

Jack started for the door and at first, he wasn’t too worried. There were, after all, two other SWAT members out around the buildings, specifically looking for anyone that came rushing out and retreating. But then he thought of how things tended to go when Rachel took off running after a perp—especially once getting her cancer diagnosis

That put some extra speed into his step.

And there was even more when he passed through the back doorway and heard more gunfire coming from further down the alleyway.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Rachel exited the building so quickly that she nearly slammed right into the wall of the neighboring building when she came out into the alleyway. She spotted the man that she assumed to be Claudio Cane just up ahead, running quickly and barely taking the time to look over his shoulder.

“FBI!” she yelled. “Stop running, right now!”

But Cane did no such thing. He continued to run, coming to the end of the alleyway. Rachel peered ahead, certain that she would see the two other SWAT members waiting there. She did see one of them, swiveling into the alleyway from behind the cover of the wall. But Cane also seemed to see him at the same time. He raised his handgun—which appeared to be little more than a basic .09 millimeter—and fired indiscriminately.

Rachel flinched at the sound, raising her own gun as she continued to rush forward. Shooting him would be easy, but part of her training as an agent had drilled several very basic rules of combat into her. If she could take him in alive and as uninjured as possible, it would do wonders for getting information for the case. A dead source of information is a useless source of information.

Besides that, she was gaining on him. And as he drew closer to the end of the alley, Cane was slowing down. He realized he was trapped and—

The SWAT member on the opposite side of the alleyway popped out next. Rachel heard the gunshot, sure it had come from the SWAT member, but it had been Cane instead. He wasn’t much of a runner, but the bastard was fast with a gun. The shot hit the SWAT member, causing him to stumble back.

Then, apparently sensing Rachel on his heels, he turned around. When he did, he purposefully went to the ground in what Rachel saw as a genius move. It would not be an easy or clear shot for the remaining SWAT member and Rachel had to readjust her trajectory.

In the end, that was fine. She came to a sudden stop, surprising Cane. When he fired, the shot went wide, and Rachel was able to take advantage of his prone position by kicking him in the wrist. The gun went flying out of his grip and she instantly dove on him. She dropped down hard on his chest, her right knee slamming into the same wrist she’d just kicked. She felt and heard the wrist crack, probably breaking.

Rachel drew her right arm back, not to deliver a blow but to simply brace Cane against the ground. He fought as well as he could, bringing his left arm up and landing a blow that just barely caught the side of her head. Rachel did her best to maneuver herself to her side so that she could lock in a rear-naked choke, but she couldn’t get her footing She scrambled, putting all of her weight against him and—

The world went bright for a moment. For a split second, it seemed like the sun had exploded and then everything had gone a perfect and beautiful shade of white. It was startling and came out of nowhere. She cried out and tried getting to her knees to scramble away in shock but before she could, Cane delivered a hard elbow to her stomach as he fought away.

Rachel gasped for breath as the world’s colors came rushing back. She also saw Jack go leaping by her, slamming into Cane. They both went to the ground in a heavy heap and the moment they were down, Jack delivered a vicious right-handed blow. Rachel could hear it as it connected with Cane’s jaw.

Jack planted a knee into Cane’s back as the remaining SWAT member also came surging forward. Rachel took a moment to force herself to relax, knowing that fighting and gasping for air would just make it harder to collect her breath again.

“You okay?” Jack asked. She could hear the genuine worry in his voice.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she croaked.

It was true enough, she supposed. But even as she said it, she thought of that flash of light. It was vaguely similar to some of the symptoms she’d experienced in the past. But she also realized that it had been so brief that Jack may not suspect a thing; he likely thought that Claudio Cane had simply managed to slip away from her and get in a good lick before trying to escape. She hated the idea of lying to him but she knew if he suspected her condition had caused her to lose focus and put her life at risk, he wouldn’t be as understanding as he had been in the past.

And she honestly didn’t blame him. She knew that at some point, she had to put the safety and well-being of others above herself. She hated that she was struggling with it so much, but it was a conflict she was going to have to wrap up if she planned to continue working as long as she could.

Gasping, she slowly got to her feet.

“Rachel, are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes,” she said. “Just…got the wind knocked…out of me.”

She got to her feet as the remaining SWAT member began to assist with getting Cane to his feet. At the same time, Baskins and two others came out of the building. Rachel did her best to focus on it all, to pay attention to every detail and make sure the flash of light wasn’t going to come back again. Of all of the side effects she’d experienced so far, it had been the briefest. She sensed that it had passed and that it had likely been brought on by the intense physical confrontation, but she wanted to be damned sure before she started walking around like everything was perfectly fine again.

“Good work, agents,” Baskins said as he came out to survey the area. “We’ve got five others inside and already found a stash of weapons that are going to raise some eyebrows.”

It was good to hear: a success. And maybe, just maybe, they not only had their killer, but a man that had been terrorizing the streets in numerous other ways as well.

***

Back at the station, Rachel wasn’t at all surprised to find that Angelica had something for her. As soon as Rachel stepped into the lobby area outside of the small bullpen, Angelica was there. She was handing Rachel a sheet of paper before she even realized what else was happening. Jack and Baskins were escorting Cane in not too far behind her.

“Here’s that list of the parolees Emma Stern worked with,” she said, her eyes taking in the entire scene being played out in front of her.

“Excellent,” Rachel said. Her abdomen was sore from the punch Cane had doled out, but she was otherwise fine. There had been no more flashes of light and so far, Jack seemed to be none the wiser. “Thanks so much.”

“Sure.” She bit at her bottom lip for a moment, as if trying to keep the next question in, but she asked it anyway. “Is that the killer?”

“Don’t know yet,” Rachel said, stopping long enough to let Jack and Baskins take Cane into an interrogation room. “There’s a good chance. All we know right now is that his name is Claudio Cane and that he’s a gang enforcer.”

“What’s a gang enforcer do, anyway?” Angelica asked.

“Just what it sounds like,” Rachel said. “They keep loyalty to their given gang in check. If a member suddenly starts to go against the grain—to ignore gang rules or policies—they step in as an enforcer. Sometimes it’s just to make an example of them. Sometimes it ends in murder. Every now and then, with bigger gangs, it’s beating the hell out of the guilty member and then dropping them off in rival gang territory.”

“Oh,” was all Angelica said.

They’d reached the room that Jack and Baskins had taken Cane into. Rachel held up the list of names Angelica had gotten and offered an appreciative smile. “Thanks for this.”

“Of course. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

They parted ways, and Rachel walked into the interrogation room. Claudio Cane sat behind the table in the center of the room, his eyes narrowed and his mouth slightly turned forward into a scowl. He was pissed and was making no attempt to hide it. Jack sat across from him in the only other chair, while Baskins leaned against the side of the table, palms on the surface and his eyes locked on Cane.

“And this,” Jack said, his eyes also targeted on Cane, “is the agent you took a shot at. The agent you were about six inches away from killing. She’d a damned good agent and my friend. She has a daughter—one of the sweetest kids you’ll ever meet. And you almost killed this woman. It sort of makes me regret not opening fire on you when we could back there in the alley. Now…I say all of that not to make you try to feel regret, but to let you know that if you make this following line of questioning hard, there’s going to be a lot of security cameras around here that might just go on the fritz. Especially in rooms where you’re alone with me and Baskins. There’s also a SWAT member that is in critical condition right now, on his way to the hospital. I know you didn’t shoot him because you were running like a bitch when this all went down. But the jury isn’t going to look favorably on you. And I think you know what a charge like this is going to do to a criminal record. So…do you get what I’m saying?”

“Yes,” Claudio said in light roar.

Rachel soaked the entire commentary up. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Jack so furious and steady all at the same time. Everything he’d told Cane had sent a chill through her. She’d never seen this side of Jack and she wasn’t sure if she envied it or was a little scared of it.

“First things first,” Baskins said. “I know you’re not a stupid man Claudio. You know we’ve been after you for a while, right? But the business with your gang activity is secondary right now. Agents Gift and Rivers want to speak to you about a completely different matter.”

This seemed to surprise Cane, but only for a moment, Rachel saw the flicker of confusion in his expression, but he quickly replaced it with his hardened scowl.

“Agents,” Baskins said. “I’ll be outside. Can’t wait to dig in on Mr. Cane here.”

There was a tense silence as Baskins left the room. Rachel still felt the anger coming off of Jack as he sat slightly slouched in the chair, staring holes in Cane. Rachel made a move as if to step around the table in a pacing motion. She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, hoping it communicated that she needed him to calm down and that she’d start things off. His silence indicated he picked up the message.

“Mr. Cane,” Rachel said, “we’re in Murphy’s Crossing because we’re looking into a series of murders that have taken place here and in Annapolis. In hunting down leads, your name came up in a rather interesting way. And as I’m sure you might imagine, it didn’t take much digging for us to realize the sort of trouble you tend to get into.”

Cane sneered at her and shook his head. “You expect me to believe that?”

“I couldn’t care less if you believe it or not. However, why don’t you tell me why you think we’d make something like this up?”

“For easy access to me and the people that I work with. Your SWAT buddy said it himself. There are certain people with the FBI and the State Police that have been begging for any reason to come after me. Something like a few murders would give you just cause to come knocking my door down.”

“Ah, but it wasn’t your door,” Rachel said. “It was the door of an old, abandoned building. Also, the moment we came in, your associates started shooting. You have to understand how bad that looks, right?”

She studied him as he let this register. He had a very good poker face but she could see some of the hesitation in his expression. If he was accustomed to being questioned by the police and knew the way things worked, surely he knew he was screwed. The question now was if he did know this and if so, would it cause him to be more helpful or more problematic.

“And what are these so-called murders? How do they connect to me?”

Jack stepped in here and as he spoke, Rachel could tell that he had calmed down a bit. “Seems someone in your little circle of friends was complaining about a corrections officer at the prison he was in. We don’t know if he was complaining to you or not, but we do know that not long after you visited one of your buddies in prison, this officer turned up dead.”

“And he is one of three in a recent string of murders,” Rachel added.

“You think me or anyone I’m associated with would be stupid enough to kill a corrections officer just because of some little squabbles and hurt feelings?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Rachel said. “The fact that you opened fire without question on two federal agents and a SWAT team makes it clear that you run with people that aren’t too bright.”

She saw a flicker of anger at this, but he bit it back down. He seemed like the sort of man that had to sit on anger and frustration as part of his job. If not, he’d likely get in a lot more trouble.

“I know it’s easy for you to want to pin this on me, but I’m going to have to disappoint you. I know I don’t have a stellar track record, and neither do the men I associate with. But I challenge you to look back through my record…through the records of any of the men you’ve arrested that belonged to our group. You won’t find murdered a cop on any of our records. We know the sort of penalty that brings with it.”

“What about other people?” Rachel said. “Not cops, but other people? You okay with murdering normal, everyday folks?”

“That’s not what I said.” He eyed them both with daggers in his eyes, shaking his head. “When did this murder take place?”

“The one concerning the corrections officer was four nights ago,” Jack said.

“In Murphy’s Crossing?”

“Yes.”

Cane smiled and slapped his handcuffed fists on the table. “Well then, there you go. Couldn’t have been me. I made a trip to New York to see my brother, up in Brooklyn. Just got back two days ago.”

“You have proof of this?” Rachel asked.

“My brother will back me up. And I’m pretty sure I’ve got the train ticket somewhere back home.”

“Did you but the ticket online or at the station?”

“Station.”

Rachel nodded, knowing that there would be at least two cameras in just about any train station that would also be able to back this up.

“What about some other men in your group?” Rachel asked.

“Hell if I know,” Cane said triumphantly. “I guess you’ll have to ask them yourself.”

It was an odd feeling; she felt the lead slipping away, but also knew that because of the way the morning had gone down, Cane would see some jail time regardless. He’d be held for sure, but not for the deaths of Emma Stern, Dylan Tharpe, and Samantha Nelson.

She slid the sheet of paper that Angelica had given her across the table. “Do you recognize any of these names?”

“What is this?” he asked.

“Just look at the names,” Jack barked.

Smiling, Cane took the paper, looked at it for about a second, and then balled it up. He tossed it to the floor and shook his head. “Nope. None of them look familiar.”

Jack got out of his seat and for a moment, Rachel was sure he was going to punch Cane. At the last moment, he stepped away and retrieved the paper from the floor. “We’ll have someone check on your Brooklyn story,” Jack said. “If it comes back as a lie, you’re going to be in it deep.”

“It won’t.”

Rachel could tell this was going to end quickly. If they stayed here, it was only going to antagonize Cane further and no answers would come of it. Knowing this, she tried a different approach, a subtle little tactic she’d used several times before to decent success.

“Before we go,” she said, “I wonder, do you know a woman named Emma Stern?”

She was looking for an expression of recognition or shock, but saw none. Either he really had never heard the name or he was extremely good at hiding his reflexive emotions. He still looked angry and nothing more. If there was any other emotion lurking under that cold, hard façade, it was a weary acceptance—an acceptance that no matter how this played out, he was going to prison.

She walked to the door and opened it, allowing Jack to leave first. She followed him out, closing the door behind him. Neither of them spoke until they were several feet away from the room, taking a position in the hallway.

“He didn’t flinch when you mentioned Stern,” Jack said.

“Yeah, I saw that.”

“And that train ticket trail…it’s going to be far too easy to find out if he’s telling the truth. And I’m sure he knows that—which also makes me think it’s going to turn out to legit.”

“Same here. So…we caught a killer for sure. Just not our killer.”

Jack handed her the balled up piece of paper he’d taken from the floor. “What’s this, anyway?”

“A list of parolees Emma Stern worked with over the last few years.”

“You think it’ll pan out?”

She took the paper and started to smooth it back out. “I don’t know.” She thought of that quick, flashing light that had taken her off guard, the tumor in her head pulling a string and making her realize she wasn’t nearly as in control as she thought she was. “But,” she said, “I hope something breaks soon or I think this one might get out of control fast.”


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

He simply couldn’t believe his good fortune—how easily this gift had fallen directly into his lap.

He was sitting in his car, the air conditioner blowing against him as he looked out to the little black van parked three spaces further down. The decal on the side of the van read X-Factor Security. He’d looked the company up online a few weeks ago, when he’d started looking into the fourth victim.  X-Factor Security specialized in setting up security systems in small homes and businesses—mostly alarms and security cameras.

Victim four was a man named Devon Hancock. From what he could gather, Devon Hancock had been working for X-Factor Security for about two years, working as sort of a side gig to help with his sporadic work with the prison. He worked mostly nights at the prison, his hours having been cut back as just about every job in the whole damned state had undergone budget cuts—even prisons and other state-run organizations. He guessed Devon to be fifty or so, give or take a handful of years.

The urge to strike again was strong, but he knew he had to be smart about it. He had to be patient and show some semblance of control.

It was pretty exciting to know that this fourth person would take him so much closer to finishing the work. There were now to be six in all. He knew their names, where they worked, and knew small details about their daily schedules. He wasn’t sure if the desire to kill would be extinguished after all six were killed, and he didn’t really care. He could continue doing it and he’d be perfectly fine. But if he felt these six were the only lives he was supposed to claim, that would be fine, too.

And when it was over, he wondered if he’d continue to hear his father’s voice. There was a small part of him that never wanted that voice to leave. Though his father had turned out to be a despicable and vile man, there had been much of his childhood that has been shaped by his father. Like any boy, he had precious memories of his father, even when some of those memories were tinged with confusion and pain.

He’d been waiting in his car for nearly fifteen minutes now, and the doors to the van hadn’t opened. He assumed Devon and his partner were on the scene to install security measures for the house they had parked in front of. Finally, the driver’s side door opened and Devon Hancock stepped out.

He then walked up the sidewalk and to the front door. He was dressed in a work uniform: blue button-down shirt and black pants. He was carrying a small toolbox and an iPad. More importantly, the passenger side door to the van never opened. Even as Devon made his way to the front door and rang the doorbell, no one else got out of the van to join him.

This was new. On every other little trip to keep tabs on Devon, there had always been a second person with him. He’d sat in his car and watched Devon and his partner—a younger kid with a mullet and a nose ring—work on whatever job they had for the day. But apparently, Devon was by himself today.

And if that was the case…maybe he could throw caution to the wind. Broad daylight or not, it would be foolish to pass up an opportunity like this. He watched closely as Devon waited at the door. He rang the bell again and the door was finally opened. An older gentleman stood on the other side, slightly hunched over and offering a thin hand to be shaken. Devon shook it, the two men chatted for a bit, and then Devon stepped inside.

Do it now. This is the perfect opportunity.

His father’s voice seemed to fill the car. It was that clear. He couldn’t help but wonder if his father seemed more present—more real—the closer he got to the end of all of this. After killing Devon, he’d officially be over halfway through his list.

Quickly, he got out of the car and walked to the van. If he truly was going to consider killing Devon right now, he had to make sure his hunch was right. He couldn’t just assume that Devon was alone. So he walked to the van and peered inside. There was no one else sitting in the front. And from what he could see as he passed around to the windshield, the back was empty as well.

That was all he needed to know. He hurried back to his car and when he reached under the passenger seat, he thought of his father. Not just the voice of his father, but the man his father had once been. He’d had no idea that his father had murdered people until he was nine years old. It was at that age that he watched his father kill someone. He’d done it with an eagerness and delight that had seemed almost childlike. And maybe that was why it had seemed so appealing. Maybe that’s why he’d grown up thinking his father really hadn’t been all that bad of a guy even after it was revealed that he’d killed four people in the span of a month.

When he’d first started hearing his father’s voice in his head he couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with genetics. He’d never been able to find out why his father had killed those people. There had been no discernable motive; the cops had never come up with any, and neither had he. Maybe he’d just been out of his mind. Maybe his old man had just been off his rocker and maybe the apple didn’t fall too far from that sick, twisted tree.

It was a thought that paraded through his head as he removed the taser from beneath the passenger seat. It was nothing special, really—just something he’d picked up on a website that dealt in personal protection. And while he knew there wasn’t nearly enough power in it to kill a presumably healthy man, it would do plenty to incapacitate Devon for a moment. And during that moment…well, that’s what the switchblade was for. He took the knife out and placed it in the left front pocket of his jeans. He kept the taser in his right hand and watched the front door of the house Devon had entered.

He sat, and he waited, and he thought of his father. And when Devon Hancock came walking out of the house six minutes later, his father spoke up louder than ever.

Do it now.

He gripped the taser and waited for the right moment. The young guy with the nose ring was nowhere around and the customer Devon was servicing was some old fart that would be no issue at all. It was perfect.

He watched as Devon opened the passenger side door to get something. He then closed the door and walked to the back of the van. When Devon opened up the double doors, that’s when he made his move. He opened the driver’s side door as quietly as he could, making sure to leave it open for a quick escape.

Moving swiftly and taking the most causal of glances at his surroundings, he saw that there was no one out to see what he was about to do. The neighborhood seemed pretty much middle class, so he assumed everyone was at work. Besides…if he did this just right, even someone that happened to be looking on might not even be able to put the pieces together.

When he approached the van, Devon’s back was turned to him. He was reaching inside for one of several boxes.

“Excuse me, sir?”

Devon jumped a bit at the sound of the unexpected voice. He turned quickly with an embarrassed smile on his face. “Good Lord,” he chuckled. “You scared the hell out of me. What can I—”

The taser was set to its full blast capacity when it zapped Devon. Roughly thirty thousand volts ripped through him. Devon tittered and jumped and made a low-pitching whining noise as the trigger was continuously pushed down.

Five seconds passed before he stopped. And when Devon collapsed partially back into the van, the worst was not over.

The switchblade came next. It was quick and succinct, the blade plunging, once, twice, and then three times directly into his neck.

With blood on his hands, he pocketed the knife and hurried back to his car. He tossed the taser back beneath the passenger seat, closed the driver’s side door, and pulled away from the sidewalk. When he passed the X-Factor Security van, he didn’t even bother to look at the man on the pavement, a pool of blood already spreading out around his head.


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

Rachel sat in a small, vacant office, looking at her phone. It was just barely past eleven o’clock in the morning but the day already felt like it had stretched on much longer than that. She supposed a shoot-out and narrowly avoiding death might do that to a person. What the time truly told her, though, was that she had at least another five hours before she’d be able to talk to Paige. She’d desperately been wanting to talk to her ever since she and Jack had left the interrogation room fifteen minutes ago. Maybe it was knowing she’d narrowly avoided being shot by Claudio Cane, or maybe she just missed her daughter.

She was also thinking about the sudden, very brief flash of light that had allowed Cane to slip away from her grasp. It had been a minor attack, but it had been an attack all the same. It was almost as if the tumor was reminding her that she wasn’t the superior, fit specimen she thought herself to be.

To keep her mind occupied, she was running searches on the names Angelica had put together for her. After engaging in such a high-octane moment this morning, going back to such a list seemed almost mundane. She was discovering that Emma had worked with a wide range of people, though, working to get parole situated from first-time offenders of petty theft to people with murder charges. And while she did find that at least two of the people from the list of nineteen names had been involved in gangs, there were no links that she could see to Claudio Cane.

A knock at the closed door broke her out of her concentration. “Yeah?” she called out.

The door opened and Jack entered with a paper cup in his hand, a teabag string hanging over the edge. “You disappeared on me,” he said.

“Yeah, I know. Just trying to reorient myself after we struck out on Cane.”

“I don’t know that I’d call that a strike-out.” He set the cup in front of her and said, “Green tea. I know you don’t really like it, but I laced it with lots of honey, which you do like, so…”

“Thanks,” she said, picking it up and finding it perfectly sweet.

“Anyway…with Cane, our so-called strike-out helped bring in a guy that’s been tiptoeing around a conviction for years. Baskins is in there with another agent, questioning him.”

“I know. We need to take wins however they come,” she said. “But I’d still like to find our killer.” She didn’t intend for the biting tone to go into her voice, but it was still there, barbed and thick.

“You know what I mean.”

“I do. And I’m sorry. I’m just sort of on edge.”

“You ready to really tell me what happened in the alleyway with Cane? I saw that moment of hesitation. There was a split second where your body seemed to go slack and Cane managed to slip away.”

She hated lying to him, but it came so easy. And she had no idea what that might mean, nor did she want to analyze it in that moment. “I froze because I became very aware that it was those sorts of situations when the tumor has showed off. I got scared. And I’m sure you understand me not wanting to admit that, or talk about it.”

“You’re sure that’s all it was?”

“Yes, Jack! Jesus, I’m not this frail, fragile little girl.”

“Oh, I’m very much aware of that.”

“Are you?”

Jack sighed and when he held his hands up, palms out in defeat, she wished she could take back the last fifteen seconds and replay them in a very different way. She opened her mouth to apologize, but Jack was already heading for the door.

“Take some more time to cool off,” he said. “I’m sorry you got scared. Sorry you froze. But maybe that’s another indication that you’ve got no business being on the job right now.” And with that parting shot, he left the office, closing the door hard behind him.

The comment stung, mainly because he was right. She was not the sort of agent that scared easily, and before this damned tumor, she’d never frozen up. She had to accept the fact that if she was going to insist on continuing to work—keeping her diagnosis from Anderson—she was going to have to understand that some things were going to change, right down to her instincts and muscle-response time.

Rather than allow herself to get hung up on how poorly she’d responded to him, Rachel instantly directed her mind back to the case. She still had a few names from Angelica’s list to look over, but her thoughts headed elsewhere. Before they’d been distracted by the promising prospect of Claudio Cane, she’d been starting to look into Samantha Nelson’s past. As it stood, she was the victim they knew the least information about. All they knew for sure that linked her to the case was her work on modifications to an electric chair design. But with this case taking its current shape, that still seemed like a very strong connection.

She grabbed a nearby legal pad that had been crammed to the back corner of the desk, as well as one of three pens that lay haphazardly all around the surface. She began to jot down notes as her mind tried to find some other thread to pluck at. So far, it seemed that they had victims that were all linked to the penal system in some form or another. She wrote down the occupations of each: corrections officer, governor’s office / parolees, electric chair mods.

It was an interesting list for sure, though a bit sporadic in nature. And as she looked at it, she started to wonder if that might not be a clue in and of itself. The jobs were sporadic. They were linked to the penal system and prison in general, but almost in a roundabout way. It was almost as if they were niche categories.

She read over them again and again, and she realized that if she looked at them in an out of order fashion rather than by the order the victims were killed, it made a strange sort of sense—especially when she also considered the way the victims had been killed. Hanging, electrocution, lethal injections…all forms of executions carried out by law enforcement throughout the years.

And one of the victims had actually assisted in the design of an electric chair. With a new potential thread starting to form, she took out her phone and pulled up the case notes. She located the phone number for Mark Nelson and called it. The line rang four times, and she was nearly about to hang up when he finally answered.

“Hello?” In just that one single word, he sounded absolutely worn out and defeated.

“Mr. Nelson? It’s Agent Gift, with the FBI. Do you have a moment?”

“Yes,” he said. “For a bit, anyway. My…my brother is coming over in in a few minutes to help me prep…to plan the…” He stopped here and she thought she could hear him choking back a series of sobs. “How can I help you, Agent Gift?”

“I have a question about your wife’s job. It’s going to sound odd, but just hear me out, okay?”

“Okay…”

“In regard to the contract she had to help modify the wiring and voltage in the electric chair, did she ever have to actually attend an execution?”

There was a soft, humorless chuckle from the other line. “It’s not as odd as you think. She did have to attend an execution. Two of them, in fact.”

“When was the most recent?”

“I don’t know an exact date, but I know it was in December. She was making comments about how messed up it seemed because it was so close to Christmas. This was a prison in Virginia, three years ago.”

“Was the prison in Fredericksburg?” she asked, thinking of Dylan Tharpe’s brief stint there.

“It was, actually.”

“And this was three years ago…in December?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t suppose you happen to know the name of the person that was executed do you?”

“No, sorry. I was…wait, I’m sorry. What does this have to do with Samantha?”

“I don’t know just yet. But the information you have given me could go a very long way to helping to find her killer. Thank you, Mr. Nelson.”

“Yeah, okay,” he said, clearly confused. “Goodbye.”

As soon as Rachel was off the phone, she looked back at the list of parolees Emma Stern had worked with, still wrinkled and slightly torn from Claudio Cane’s childish reaction. Thanks to Mark Nelson, they now had a solid connection between Samantha Nelson and Dylan Tharpe. If it turned out that someone on this list had ended up in that same Fredericksburg prison and was there during December three years ago, it would open up a whole new world of possibilities.

As she’d worked her way through the first time, Rachel had crossed out anyone that had made parole. It shortened the list considerably. This time, she entered the remaining names into a search, filtering it specifically for Rappahannock Regional in Fredericksburg.

There was only one result. More than that, it was a better fit than she would have ever imagined. Not only was there one result, but that single name—Marcus Colby—had been executed three years ago, in December.

“Hot damn,” she said. She picked up her phone to text Jack, but the miniature argument they’d had just minutes ago was still too fresh for her. So instead, she buzzed the front desk from their landline phone, also pushed to the edge of the small, forgotten desk.

“This is Agent Gift, currently sitting back in the empty office at the rear of the main hallway. Is there any way I could get Angelica to assist me for a moment?”

“Of course. I’ll send her right away.”

But even before Angelica arrived, Rachel was deep into records and research, feeling that this case was just a step or two away from being closed.


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

Rachel was starting to feel as if the case was literally unfolding itself to her. Within ten minutes of asking for Angelica’s help, they hit paydirt. It turned out that when Marcus Colby was executed at the age of thirty-nine, only a single family member—a nephew—been at the execution. More than that, said family member had caused quite a fuss after the execution, talking about how his uncle had been innocent and that in an age of enlightenment, capital punishment seemed medieval and arcane.

He also had a criminal record with a few worthy dings on it as well. By the time she and Angelica had collected enough information to move on him, Jack came back to the office. He looked inside at the women with an expression of mixed hurt and confusion.

“Moving in without me?” he asked.

“She is more logical,” Rachel said, already prepared to set the argument behind them and move on.

“Did you get a lead?”

“Oh yeah.” She filled him in on her call to Mark Nelson and the ensuing information she’d found on the execution of Marc Colby.

“Well, that does sound promising.”

“It gets better,” Angelica said. She looked to Rachel, as if to make sure she wasn’t overstepping. Rachel gave her a nod to go on. “The only family member to attend the execution was a nephew by the name of Matt Colby. Matt has a criminal record that displays a history of petty violence. There are two domestic abuse calls logged by an ex-girlfriend and a single drunk and disorderly where he’d dislocated a man’s shoulder and did his very best to stab that same man with a shattered beer bottle.”

“Do we know where he is now?” Jack asked.

Rachel tapped at one of the many papers that now sat on the small desk. “Silver Spring. Forty minutes away.”

“So then what are we waiting for?” Jack asked. He smiled at Angelica, adding: “Thanks for your help on this. I almost feel like you should be riding along.”

“Nope, not me. I’d much rather be safe and sound in the office, running after papers and records.”

“Well, if this turns out the way we hope,” Rachel said, “we sadly won’t have more for you to hunt down.”

She left the office with Jack behind her and as they made their way back through the police station, she felt the need to apologize about her reactions earlier. She decided to stay quiet, though, feeling that an apology would open the door back up to the discussion. So they both remained quiet as they made their way back out to their car. Even as Jack got behind the wheel and cruised them out onto the highway headed for the interstate, she could tell that he felt the same. She appreciated that he was no longer trying to hammer his point home, but she could also sense the frustration and worry coming off of him.

They’d been on the road for roughly fifteen minutes when she finally addressed it. “I know you get tired of getting apologies from me about snapping at you irrationally. So please forgive me for offering another one.”

Jack smiled but said nothing at first. He glanced over to her, and she was happy to see some warmth in his eyes. “That’s where you’re wrong,” he finally said. “I don’t think I could ever get tired of hearing you apologize. And besides that…you have nothing to apologize for. I can’t even imagine the stress you’re under. The Lynch thing, the cancer thing, and now this completely crazy case. I just hope you understand…my concerns don’t come from the position of trying to be a babysitter.”

“I know. But in the moment, when we have those conversations, I can’t seem to latch on to it.”

She could tell he had more to say but was chewing the words back. She nearly prodded him, wanting to go ahead and get it all out in the open, but decided not to. Maybe after the case was over.

It was then, as she wrestled with this, that she started to understand that aside from Paige and Grandma Tate, Jack was the most important person in her life. Sure, she’d felt those little pings of romantic interest over the last few days but this was something different. She wanted him to ask her questions. She wanted him to pry. While it did piss her off a bit, it also showed that he cared. And he’d been showing it ever since her first decision to continue working even after her cancer diagnosis.

For the duration of the drive, they discussed the theories they’d already dove into. They now both agreed that capital punishment had to be at the core of this somehow. The only question that truly remained was if the killer was the family member of someone that had been executed, or if it was an estranged employee or associate of someone that had worked for the prison system.

“Here’s another one for you,” Jack said as they drew closer to the Silver Springs address. “What if it’s someone that was on death row but somehow got off?”

“Then I don’t think they’d go around killing people just to get back on it for real. What makes you go there?”

“There’s just so much purpose and intent behind these murders. They’re clearly planned out and vicious. It almost feels like some sort of payback.”

Rachel considered this but didn’t think it felt quite right. She was more inclined to think it was someone that had lost a loved one to an electric chair. And someone like Matt Colby fit that bill perfectly.

A light sprinkling of rain had started to come down when they entered Silver Springs. Matt Colby’s apartment was located just outside of what felt like the downtown area. A few trendy shops and businesses had started to present themselves as Jack parked outside of the apartment building. They entered, took a flight of stairs up to the second floor, and knocked on Matt’s door.

“Coming!” came a man’s voice right away. It sounded cheerful and a little rushed, as if he’d been in the middle of something when Rachel knocked. The sound of hurried footsteps came to the door and it was answered by a man of about thirty. He greeted them with a smile, with his cellphone held to his chest. Rachel figured he’d likely been in the middle of a call when she’d knocked.

“Can I help you?”

“Are you Matt Colby?” Jack asked.

“I am. And you are…?”

“Agents Rivers and Gift, with the FBI,” Jack said, showing his badge and ID. “We were hoping to have a word with you. Just to ask you some questions.”

The smile faded from Matt Colby’s face but he nodded slowly, clearly confused. “Sure,” he said, looking awkwardly down to his cellphone. “Come on in.”

He opened the door to let them in while walking quickly into the corner of a small living room. “Hey, something’s come up,” he said into the phone. “Can I call you back a bit later?”

As he got his response from the other end, Rachel looked around the apartment. It was small but very tidy. There was brick showing along the wall in the kitchen, but in a way that looked more like a state of disrepair rather than a trendy statement. A round kitchen table took up most of the kitchen, and it was occupied by a laptop, a few books, and a stack of envelopes in various sizes.

Colby ended his conversation and looked at his visitors uncertainly. “So, questions,” he said. “About what, exactly?”

“We’d like to talk to you about the execution of your uncle and the bit of trouble you caused afterwards,” Rachel said.

Matt seemed to deflate with each word. Still, he nodded as if he’d almost been expecting it. He chuckled in a dry and humorless way as he sat down on the couch in the living room. “Ah, that. The episode I’m never going to live down.” He looked to them with stark confusion and sighed. “Got to admit, though—I never thought the FBI would come asking questions about it.”

“Mr. Colby,” Jack said, “if pressed, would you be able to provide proof of your whereabouts every night over the past week?”

“Depends on what kind of proof you need, but probably. But, I….wait. What’s going on here?”

Rachel and Jack exchanged a look, to which Jack shrugged. “Three people have been murdered over the past five days,” he said. “And it seems the killer is targeting them because of their jobs, which are all indirectly related to capital punishment.”

It took a while for all of this to sink in, but Colby eventually started to nod again. “Oh. I see. Well…the last two nights, I’ve been here, at home. Three nights ago, I was on a date with this girl I met on Tinder. The others before that…both back here.”

“Aside from the date, is there any way to back all of this up?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, there is,” Colby said, his eyes suddenly going wide as if he was just now realizing the weight of the conversation and then understanding that he did indeed have a way to prove he was innocent. He showed some mild signs of shock as this sudden and unexpected conversation had interrupted the flow of his day. He then walked over to the kitchen and stood behind the laptop.

Rachel followed him over as he started clicking around. She eyed the strewn contents on the table and saw a few sheets of paper that gave her clues as to what he was up to. The top sheet on a stack of papers right in front of her showed several columns of number and percentages. The headings indicated that he was doing research into clean water wells in places like Indonesia and Kenya. One of the books she saw, that wasn’t covered by papers, seemed to be a manual of sorts on how to construct clean water pumps.

“Here,” Colby said, pointing to his laptop and stepping back a bit. “Here are Zoom call logs from the last two nights. The one from night before last went on until almost one in the morning. As for the one last night, I even have a video recording of it. Well…I don’t, but my supervisor will. I’m sure she’d sent it to me.”

Rachel looked the logs over and saw that he was telling the truth. They’d come all the way out here, driven by un unshakable link to the victims in the case, and it was quickly starting to look like Matt Colby wasn’t a killer at all. Quite the opposite, actually; it looked as if he was spending a good amount of time with a non-profit that was putting in clean water wells in impoverished parts of the world.

“And I’ve got about a dozen emails that were sent out during those meetings,” Colby added.

“Unless something drastic occurs,” Rachel said, “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“I get it,” he said, almost embarrassed. “I really do. I was an idiot on that day. I was so mad about the whole idea of state-mandated murder that I was blind to how I was acting.”

“Were you close with him?” Jack asked, looking over the materials on the table. “Your uncle, I mean.”

“I was as a kid, but we grew apart, you know? My family—especially my father—had all sort sorts of demons. Alcoholism, infidelity, you name it. My family was just a mess. And I think I saw Uncle Marc’s execution as the nail that just went right through my family’s heart.” He shrugged in a what-are-ya-gonna-do sort of way and said, “I’m better now, though. Got some counseling, got some meds for this depression I sank into for a while, that sort of thing. I got into meditation, started going to church and now,” he said, waving his hand over the clutter on his table, “I’m trying to do what I can to make people’s lives a bit better.”

“Yeah, this is pretty incredible stuff, for sure,” Jack said, picking up the pump manual.

“I’m taking some intensive courses at the community college, too. Engineering. Trying to go to a technical college after that…about six years too late.”

“I don’t think it’s ever too late,” Rachel said. but, given the tumor that was currently residing in her head, she wasn’t sure how much she actually believed that. As she tried to think of a fitting transition in the conversation, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She took it out without checking the display and answered it. “This is Agent Gift.”

“Agent Gift, it’s Angelica. Are you and Agent Rivers in Silver Spring yet?”

“We are. And it looks like we’re about to head out soon.”

‘That’s good,” she said. “You might want to get back to the precinct as soon as you can. There’s been another murder. We don’t know for sure if it’s linked to the other three, but—”

“But it’s not worth taking a chance,” Rachel said. “Thanks, Angelica. We’re on our way.”


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

They’d received a description of the crime scene and the body on the drive in from Silver Spring, and Rachel found that the details had been eerily accurate. Jack pulled in behind the two patrol cars that were already on the scene in front of an unremarkable little house in a similarly unremarkable housing development. The patrol cars were parked behind a black van with the words X-Factor Security on the side. Crime scene tape had been wound around the mailbox, stretching all the way to the bumper of the first patrol car.

When Rachel and Jack approached the van, the three officers standing by the back of the van looked up to them. One was texting something into his phone while another was speaking to someone on the phone.

The third officer greeted them with an uneasy sense of urgency. He looked to be in his forties, a very pale man with a brown beard and deep-set eyes. The patch above his left breast read MILLER. “Hey, agents,” he said. “I hear you came from Silver Springs, that was quick.”

“Are you the officer that was first on the scene, by any chance?” Rachel asked.

“I am, actually. We got the call from a woman that had come out to walk her dog. Said she saw the blood in the street first, then the man.”

Miller stepped to the side, giving them access to the back of the van. The doors were both opened and the victim was collapsed into a sitting position. His head was tilted to the right, barely propped up against the bumper. His neck was a mess of blood and gore. Rachel counted at least one stab wound but wouldn’t be surprised if there were a few more.

“Do we have a positive ID?” Jack asked as Rachel bent down on her haunches to get a better look.

“Devon Hancock. And you should know that he’s already been searched on the database. I talked to a young lady named Angelica just a few minutes ago, actually. Turns out Mr. Hancock used to work in a prison—a few different ones, actually.”

This link struck Rachel immediately, but she was still finding herself rather flustered at the speed and blatant disregard that this killer was showing. He’d killed this man in broad daylight, right in front of someone’s house.

“Agent Gift?” Jack said. It sounded odd to hear him refer to her so formally, though he usually did so when they were around other law enforcement officials. “If you’re good here, I’ll go talk to the owner of the house.”

“Sounds good,” she said, continuing to observe the body.

Several stab wounds to the throat seemed very brutal and a far cry away from the almost staged murders their killer had enacted so far. But the link to prisons couldn’t be ignored. She studied the body closely, looking it over for any signs or clues. She knew if there was anything there, it would be found by forensics, but she didn’t have the luxury of waiting that long.

As she looked at the man’s hands, she saw what she thought might be a clue. It was a long shot, but she wasn’t beyond taking long shots. This man had killed four people in less than five days. He was clearly not taking his time, so neither could she. Devon Hancock’s fingers were curled, as if his fingers had gone rigid just before death. This could have easily been nothing more than a defensive reflex in the moment before he’d been stabbed, but her mind instantly went to the core of this case—to the electric chair. She imagined someone sitting in it, their fingers gripping the armrest and curling as the electricity passed through them. Their teeth gritting, their entire body going tight.

The irony of it was that if he were still alive, she may be able to judge by his muscles if he’d been electrocuted. She stood up and looked into the back of the van to see if there were instruments back there that could have served as a form of electrocution. There was an assortment of installation equipment but nothing she could find that would have caused a lethal jolt.

Stepping back out, she looked at the body once again. His work uniform consisted of a collared shirt and a pair of black pants. Curious, she leaned in closer. “Does anyone have a pen?” she asked.

One of the three cops behind her moved slightly and then stepped forward. “Here you go,” he said handing her a basic Bic pen.

Rachel took it and carefully inserted it between Devon’s shirt collar and chest. She pulled the shirt back a bit and peered down. Even with the other cops huddled around behind her and blocking most of her light, she was able to see what she thought might be there.

“I’ll be damned,” the officer that handed her the pen said.

There was an angry red mark just above Devon’s solar plexus. She thought a medic might even classify it as a superficial burn. She’d seen marks like it several times before and was all but certain that Devon Hancock had been tased.

“Miller?” she asked, standing up and looking back down to the body. “You said you spoke with Angelica, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

Rachel took out her phone and called up Angelica, using the call information that had been saved when Angelica had called her while she and Jack had been in Silver Springs. But before the phone rang, Rachel hung up and stepped away for a moment. She looked back at Jack, standing on the porch and speaking with an elderly man. The old man was looking out towards the X-Factor Security van with a sad look on his face.

She wondered what Devon’s job at the prison might have been. Not only that, but she wondered why he’d quit and turned to a career with a security installation company. She supposed it could have been another case of government institutions cutting excess jobs. But given the nature of this case, she couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more.

One thing she did know was that so far, a lot of the links in this case were pointing to the prison in Fredericksburg, Virginia—a prison that was nearly two hours away from Murphy’s Crossing. She looked at her watch and saw that it was inching toward the end of the day. It was currently 2:42, and a drive to Fredericksburg would drain out the rest of the day.

Slowly putting a tentative plan in place, she called up Angelica again. This time, she let it go through. Angelica answered on the second ring with a pleasant, “Hello, Agent Gift.”

“Hi, Angelica. I’m at the new murder site and I need you to run a few things for me. Agent Rivers and I will likely be back at the station in the next forty-five minutes or so and it would be great if this was all handled by the time we got there.”

“Sure. What can I do?”

“I need to know what prison Devon Hancock worked at for starters.”

“Oh, well I’ve got that already. Just figured it out about ten minutes ago. It’s a strange one, though, because I’ve got him having worked at three different prisons. For two, his job description is listed only as security. The third is listed as correctional officer.”

“Is one of those prisons Rappahannock out of Fredericksburg, Virginia?”

“It is. That’s the last one he worked for. The others are out of Baltimore and Richmond.”

“How recent are we talking?” Rachel asked.

“Looks like he finished up with the one in Fredericksburg almost four years ago.”

“And there’s no other record of him working in prisons after that?”

“None that I see here.”

“Okay, so my favors for you have changed then. Can you call X-Factor Security and see how long Devon Hancock has worked for them?”

“Absolutely.”

“And then I need you to make a call to Rappahannock Prison. See if you can set up a phone call between me and the warden. Today if possible. Not even if possible. It really needs to be today.”

“I’m on it. See you in a bit.”

Rachel hung up, feeling confident. Angelica had come through quickly and succinctly on everything else so far. If she could arrange the call with the warden in Fredericksburg, Rachel felt like they may find their smoking gun. They now had two victims that had physically worked within that particular jail, and another that had helped design the electric chair that was operated there. That meant that something had happened there to set these murders in place. Hopefully a call to the prison might help answer the two large, remaining questions: what was it that happened, and who had it set on this bloody path?

As she considered this, Jack came walking down the sidewalk back towards the van. Behind him, the old man had gone back into his house, peering through the crack in the door as he closed it.

“Did he see anything?” Rachel asked

“Nothing. He said the dead guy—his words, not mine—came in to look the place over before starting the job. He said he’d be back in about five minutes to get started. After fifteen minutes, the man started to wonder what was going on. And that’s when he noticed the woman on the side of the street, walking her dog and shrieking into her phone as she called the police.” He shrugged and looked at Devon’s body. “How about you?”

“Well, there’s a pretty distinct mark on his chest that I’m positive came from a taser.”

“So…he was technically electrocuted before he was stabbed?”

“Yeah. And I’ve called Angelica to have her set something up for us. Jack, this entire thing points to that prison in Fredericksburg. Angelica just confirmed that Hancock also worked there.”

“No shit?”

“None at all. She’s setting up a call with the warden. I think he might have a lot of the answers…maybe some answers to questions we haven’t even thought to ask yet.”

Behind them, a gray SUV pulled up behind their car. “Forensics,” Miller said, coming over to them. “Anything else we can do for you here?”

“No,” Rachel said. “But thank you.”

She hated to leave a crime scene so quickly, but she knew there were no answers here. Or, if there were, they wouldn’t be coming for quite a while. And with a killer that seemed to be striking on a whim and seemed to be on a sprint, there was no time to lose. Even when they were back in the car and Jack was speeding out of the neighborhood and back towards the precinct, she couldn’t help but wonder if the killer was out there somewhere, maybe nearby, already preparing for another kill.


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Rachel wasn’t at all surprised to see Angelica marching straight toward them the moment she and Jack entered the precinct through the front doors. She had a very serious look on her face and moved through the building as if she owned the place. Rachel had no doubt at all that she’d make an excellent detective one day, if she chose to pursue such a path.

“I’ve got some tech guys in the main conference room, setting up things for the call with the warden in Fredericksburg,” Angelica said. They moved on without missing a beat, the three of them marching in tandem to the back of the building with Angelica leading the way. “His name is Adam Borden and he seemed perfectly happy to take the call. He’s ready for the call when you are.”

“That’s awesome,” Jack said. “Thanks for setting it up.”

“Of course. Now, as for Devon Hancock, it seems he’s been working for X-Factor Security for about two years now. Installation and technical specialist. His supervisor says he’s a great employee and got choked up when I explained to him what had happened. He looked into his files for Hancock’s resume and said there was a blank space of a year or so between his time at the Fredericksburg prison and when he started with X-Factor. He has no criminal record and as of right now, there are two cops and a psychiatrist on their way to his home to speak with his wife.”

They’d made it to the conference room, where things had already been set up and prepared. A laptop was set up at the back side of the table. As Rachel and Jack sat down behind it, Angelica typed in a passcode.

“We assumed there would be sensitive information exchanged during this call,” she explained. “So we’re having to put safety protocols in place. This program simply makes it much easier for us to edit out any names or places that might be mentioned should the conversation ever need to be referenced for anything. It was the only stipulation that Warden Borden asked for.”

“Seems fair to me,” Rachel said.

Angelica made a few more adjustments and then placed the call. “Let me know if you need anything else,” she said. She started walking away as the call started to connect.

“You’re welcome to stay,” Rachel said. “You’ve busted your ass for us. Sit in if you want.”

Angelica was a little slow in biting back the smile of delight that came to her face. “You’re sure?”

As the call was answered on the other end, Rachel nodded and pointed to a chair just off to the side. The call connected and Rachel watched as a secondary window on the laptop was filled with a middle-aged man’s face. He wore glasses and had a deeply receding hairline. A packed bookshelf and part of a window could be seen behind him.

“Hello,” Rachel said. “Warden Adam Borden?”

“That’s me,” the man said.

“I’m Special Agent Rachel Gift, and this is my partner, Agent Jack Rivers. We also have an assistant from the local PD here with us, just so you know.”

“That’s fine. If it’s the young lady that put this meeting together, I have no issues with that at all. She’s a bit pushy, but polite. She also tells me that you two are working on an extremely fast-moving case. Four bodies in less than a week?”

“Five days to be exact,” Rachel said. “And the latest victim is a man named Devon Hancock.”

“Yes, that’s what I was told.”

“It may interest you to know that another man that worked there for a short time was also one of the victims. A man by the name of Dylan Tharpe.”

“Damn,” Borden said coldly. “I had no idea about that.”

“Do you remember him?” Rachel said.

“Yes. He was here for several months, sort of having transferred over form a prison in Maryland somewhere. He was here while supporting his family after his father died, I believe.”

“Did you ever have any trouble out of him?”

“None that I can remember. As far as I can recall, he was a model employee.”

“So, here’s where we’re at with the case as it stands,” Rachel said. “We have four victims, and all of them are tied to the prison system in some way. One of them was a freelance electrician and designer that helped to modify the setup of electric chairs. And because you’ve undergone executions there in your prison, I was hoping you’d be able to tell us anything you could about the last few.”

“I’m happy to tell you what I can, but the specific details are….well, not classified…not really. But a little sensitive.”

“Could you at least tell us if Devon Hancock was in any way associated with the executions?”

“No, I’m sorry. I can’t give you that sort of information.”

“Sir, you have to think hard about this. Our victims consist of a woman that we now know for sure worked with people on death row, the freelance engineer we just mentioned, and two men that were listed as corrections officers. They’re all being killed in ways that mimic different execution styles. If there is anything you can tell us that might draw more links between them, we can potentially stop more murders from happening.”

“He’s absolutely right,” Rachel said. “Everything is starting to look like there’s an execution at the root of this. And if we can know for sure that Mr. Hancock was somehow involved with the person that was executed—or maybe even the execution itself—it’s going to be a tremendous help.”

Rachel could tell that Borden was giving it some serious thought. After several seconds, he sighed and shook his head. “Yes, I understand where you’re coming from. But you also have to see things from my end. When it comes to duties of those involved in the executions, we have to keep their names quiet for the sake of anonymity.”

“Are you ever present at some of them?” Jack asked

“Most of them, actually.”

“Well, can you at least tell us if you ever recall Devon Hancock being involved with an execution in any respect at all? We don’t need to know what he did. Just confirmation that he was involved in one.”

Warden Borden’s mouth twitched a bit at the corners, nearly forming a thin smile. “I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

Rachel noted the emphasis on the word confirm. “What about the chair itself?” Rachel asked. “Do you know if the last executions that took place in your prison were of a modified variety?”

“Yes, I believe so. I’m not quite sure about the modifications, though. I’d have to look back through old records and invoices. As I’m sure you know, it’s been almost three years since our last execution. And with new mandates that have been voted in, we likely won’t see any more in the state of Virginia.”

Rachel figured she could press on this issue but also thought there might be a more direct way of getting to it. She still felt that Samantha Nelson’s part in all of this was the most important, and they had yet to really do a deep dive into her details. Not only that, but she also knew that Borden had stuck his neck out for them a bit, subtly confirming that their fourth victim, Devon Hancock, had indeed had a hand in at least one execution at the prison in Fredericksburg.

“One last question, if you don’t mind,” she asked as another idea came to her. “Is there any way you could find out when the modifications were applied to the chair?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Borden said. “It wasn’t anything like an upgrade or anything so simple. They actually came in and replaced the chair itself. I remember because there was a huge stink about it. I don’t know how these people got the information, but when the company came in to install the new chair, there were protestors lined up around the block. It got pretty ugly.”

“And when was that?”

“I don’t recall the date, but it was about four years ago. No…three years ago.”

Rachel tried to recall the list of people that had recently been executed in her head. And in doing so, she realized she might have made a mistake in focusing in on the most recent execution. That trail had led them to the completely innocent Matt Colby. If the installation of this new, modified chair had caused such a stir then maybe it was the first execution to take place in it that she should be looking at.

“How ugly was the incident?”

“Oh, there were protestors swinging wooden signs at officers. I believe there were a few uses of tasers and several arrests.”

“Would you happen to know the name of the inmate that was executed?”

She watched Borden think about it, reaching back into the banks of his memories. As he did this, Angelica waved to get Rachel’s attention. She slid her phone across the desk and Rachel saw that Angelica had saved the list to her phone. She’d zoomed in to a name and a date. The date was October twentieth, from three years ago. The name of the executed was Jonathan Hartlett.

“Was it Hartlett?” Rachel asked. “Jonathan Hartlett?”

“That’s it, exactly!”

Rachel was sure she’d eventually have plenty of other questions to ask him, but for now she thought she had more than enough information. In fact, it was almost overwhelming at this point.

“Agent Rivers,” she said, “do you have anything else to ask?”

Jack shook his head, giving her a knowing little smile. He knew that this comment was her way of saying she had all she needed for now—that the conversation was over. “No, I think we’re good here. Thank you, warden.”

“Yes, thank you,” Rachel agreed.

“I hope it helped,” Borden said. There was an uncertain look on his face, as if he feared he might have said a bit too much. “Just reach back out if there’s anything else you need.”

Rachel ended the call and then looked at Jack and Angelica. “I think we have all of the pieces,” Rachel said. “Now it’s just a matter of putting them all together.”

“So let’s do that,” Jack said. “First, we have the name of the first person that was ever executed by the electric chair that one of our victims helped to design.”

“And we know that victim had attended at least one execution—possibly more,” Rachel added.

“Do we think it’s safe to assume Samantha Nelson was present at the first execution? The execution of Jonathan Hartlett?”

“I’d assume so,” Rachel said. “If it was the first time the chair had ever been used, you’d think someone involved with the project would have been there. So let’s say she was there. Let’s assume. That would directly link her to the execution.”

“No need to assume,” Angelica said. “You want me to see if I can find out for sure?”

“Yes, that would be fantastic,” Rachel said.

Angelica nodded eagerly and quickly left the room. Rachel watched her go, still thinking, while Jack continued to verbally sketch things out. “We know that the latest victim, Devon Hancock was working at the prison during the execution. So that links him to it as well.”

“And with this timeline, there’s a very good chance Dylan Tharpe was there at the same time, working as a corrections officer.”

“So that just leaves Emma Stern,” Rachel said. She didn’t have the list on her—it was back in the small office she’d been using. “I’d need to check the list again, but if Jonathan Hartlett is on it…”

“Then our killer is going to be linked to that execution, too.”


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

Jonathan Hartlett’s name was the eighth one listed on the sheet of paper Angelica had given them. Rachel stared at the list for a moment, fully aware of what it meant. They now had more than enough links to pinpoint the execution of Jonathan Hartlett as the heart and core of this case. The next question was: where did they go from here?

As if in answer to this, Angelica came into the small office. It was the first time Rachel had ever seen her forlorn and upset. “The design on the chair was the result of a contract that was awarded to a firm that hired Mrs. Nelson specifically for that job,” Angelica said. “I’ve tried calling the firm and the company that worked with them to install the chair at the prison. The only person I was able to actually speak with was an electrician. He said he certainly recalled installing the chair but beyond that basic task, he didn’t know anything about it.”

“What’s the name of the firm?”

“Mutual Network Partners, LTC,” Angelica said. “Looks like they do small-scale upgrades and improvements on government systems—everything from internet service to new power grids. They’re out of Annapolis.”

“Well, maybe the phone just won’t cut it for this,” Jack said. He looked over to Rachel and asked: “You up for a ride?”

She looked at her watch and saw that it was nearly four o’clock. It was one of those days that seemed to stretch on forever but also was going by far too fast. “May as well,” she said. “It’s feeling like this iron is particularly hot, so I’d like to keep striking.”

Jack cringed as they headed for the door. “That’s pretty cringey,” he said.

She couldn’t help but smile. Cracking little nervous jokes and making playfully snide comments was usually Jack’s way of letting off pressure when he felt things were coming to a head. She understood it perfectly; it was almost a way to celebrate a bit before the case was closed, an encouraging sort of banter that she’d always appreciated while working with him.

Once again, they hurried out of the precinct. The day continue to unspool out ahead of them, presenting more answers with every inch. It was almost enough to make Rachel forget about her tumor and the maniacal Alex Lynch’s obsession with her.

Almost, but not quite.

***

Mutual Network Partners, LTC, was located in a surprisingly small building in the center of a cramped industrial park. The neighboring buildings were a marketing firm and a distribution warehouse of some kind. Each property was separated by an acre or so of parking lot, with a few trees tossed in to make it look less like an archaic wasteland of blacktop. There weren’t many vehicles in the MNP parking lot, so they were able to park directly by the front doors.

Inside, the place was brightly lit by two huge picture windows that were installed high up near the ceiling. A very pretty young woman, surely no older than twenty-one, sat at a curved, white desk in the small lobby. She looked up right away with a bright smile that had a slight bit of excitement in it. Rachel supposed this visit might be the most action the poor girl had seen all day.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

Rachel approached the desk first and made a subtle act of showing her badge. “We’re agents Gift and Rivers with the FBI. We have some questions about a project that was completed here about four years ago concerning modifications to electric chairs. We need to speak to whoever would know the most about that. And at the risk of sounding dramatic, we need to know very quickly. Is there anyone here that could point us to what we need as soon as humanly possible?”

“That would be Rob Meade. I believe he’s on a conference call right now, but I’ll let him know of the urgency. One moment…and go ahead and follow me.”

The woman got up from the desk and walked directly to her right, where a long, winding hallway led past two open workspaces, speckled with cubicles and smaller offices. As they came to the back of the hallway, the larger offices began. The one at the very end of the hall was the largest. The door was mostly closed, opened just a crack. When the young woman pushed it open, Rachel saw a shallow set of stairs that led up to a hardwood floor. The young woman made her way up the stairs and Rachel could hear a whispered conversation. After a few moments, she heard a man’s voice speaking up, tinged with a slight southern accent.

“Hey, everyone? Rob here. I need to step off of the call for a moment. Sharon, can you send me the meeting notes by the end of the day?” There was a muted response, clearly coming from a computer at low-volume, and then Rob Meade said, “Thanks so much. I appreciate it.”

Right away, the young woman appeared at the top of the short flight of stairs and said, “Okay, come on up.”

Jack took the lead and they walked up into Rob Meade’s office. It was a typical supervisor’s office, with a few mounted pieces of art on the wall. Meade was apparently an avid golfer; he had two clubs crisscrossed on the wall, and there were four different balls on plaque-like tees scattered around his otherwise tidy desk.

Rob Meade looked to be in his fifties. He wore a simple pair of eyeglasses, was going bald up top, and had a five o’clock shadow that was mostly gray. He smiled widely at them and made a point to shake both their hands—not just Jack’s, as some men tended to do.

“Good to meet you, agents. I’m Rob Meade, the supervisor for the Annapolis branch of MNP. You had some questions for me about an electric chair design?”

“We do,” Jack said. “And we’re sort of on the clock here, trying to put a stop to a man that is currently on a killing spree.”

“Well, have a seat,” Rob said, gesturing to the three chairs sitting in front of his large desk. “Let’s see what I can do to help. I suppose we can start with the job itself. We’ve only ever worked on something that unique once before. A project from three or four years back.”

“You hired a woman named Samantha Nelson for the design, correct?”

“Well, not so much for the design but to help us figure out some of the issues with power, current, and charge. Things like that. Trying to make it all a bit more humane. But yes…Samantha Nelson.”

“Mr. Meade, can you confirm that the first chair used with the modifications Mrs. Nelson made was used for the first time in Fredericksburg, Virginia?”

“It was,” he said, clicking around on his computer, actively looking for something. “Over at the Rappahannock jail.”

“Do you know if it was considered a success?” Rachel asked.

“Yes. It was successful enough to be used three more times, before the death penalty was done away with in the state of Virginia. All four went down without a hitch. I’m actually looking at our network folder of everything we have on that project.” He turned the desktop monitor in their direction so they could see it. The folder names meant next to nothing to Rachel, but it was great to know there was this much information available to them.

“So, we’re taking a long shot here,” Rachel said. “We have four victims that all seem to revolve around the execution of Jonathan Hartlett. Is there anything at all you can tell us about that particular execution?”

“Well, I personally don’t know too much. It might sound a bit lazy on my part, but once our team went in and installed the chair, my part was done. It was down to the engineers and quality control at that point. But I do know that Samantha Nelson and at least one other person she was working with attended that execution just to see for themselves.” He frowned here and added, “I actually remember that well. It was a strange thing to watch people I worked with go through….to know they were going to be in a room where a man was being put to his death…it was weird.”

“In all of this,” Jack said, pointing to the computer screen, would you happen to know if Ms. Nelson had notes on the event? Maybe the names of people that worked with her or people she may have encountered?”

“I’m sure there’s something like that in here somewhere, sure,” Meade said. He frowned once more, letting out a sigh and finally saying, “Hold on a second.” He angled himself, standing up to look at the screen as it was still pointed away from him. He opened up a folder titled Resources, revealing a list of at least twenty different files.

“What are you looking for?” Rachel asked.

“This,” Meade said, hovering his cursor over a file. It took Rachel a moment to realize that she was looking at the name and thumbnail of a video file.

“You have actual video footage of the execution?” Rachel asked astounded.

“We do. I remember it took some back and forth finagling with the prison to give us the okay for it. Samantha and I had to sign a lot of paperwork—just making sure the video would never be used for media purposes, would never be sold, anything like that.” Cringing a bit, he asked: “Do you need to see it?”

Rachel knew they needed to, but it was hard to say as much. By having actual footage of the execution, they’d have more information than they’d be expecting. If they could see who had attended the execution, they may be able to create a list of sorts—people that might be in danger of being a fifth victim. More than that, they may even see the killer somewhere in the footage.

“Yes,” Rachel finally said. “I think seeing it might be a huge help.”

The office went quiet as Meade clicked on the file. The computer’s default video program opened a window with a freeze frame on it. Meade pressed the play button in the center and the video started. To Rachel, it almost felt anti-climactic. Just the press of a button and they were going to see the event that seemed to have netted all of their victims together.

The video started the moment that Hartlett was guided into the chair. The camera was positioned up near the ceiling, angled down to the left side of the chair, but also turned so that the majority of the chair itself was in the frame.

There was a guard on either side of Hartlett. The one on the right didn’t look familiar at all, and the one on the left was mostly out of view because of Hartlett’s body. But when the convict was seated, there was just a moment where the other guard’s face was visible.

“There’s Dylan Tharpe,” Jack said.

The face was younger and the grainy quality of the video made it hard to be absolutely certain, but Rachel agreed: it was Tharpe.

Once Hartlett was in the chair, there was a space of about twenty seconds where nothing happened. Rachel gathered that someone was speaking, probably to Hartlett to walk him through the process. As this person spoke, she scanned the few other faces in attendance. She saw a familiar one right away. It was easy to spot because she and Jack had just spoken to him an hour ago.

“Warden Borden,” she said, pointing a to man standing slightly off to the right.

“And right there,” Jack said, pointing to the screen. “The light makes it hard to be certain, but that’s Samantha Nelson.” He looked up to Meade for confirmation. “Would you agree? That’s Samantha, right?”

Meade nodded right away. “Yeah, that’s her.”

“Okay,” Rachel said, mostly to herself. “So where’s Devon Hancock?”

The three of them continued to watch the footage. Rachel counted four other people sitting in the viewing area other than Samantha Nelson. She assumed one of them was the other person from the team that had gone to observe the chair in action. One of the others was a male that looked to be about thirty, maybe a bit younger. He was staring ahead at the chair and Hartlett with something like rapt horror. He was slowly shaking his head left and right, like a strange metronome. She made a mental note of his position as she continued to look the room over for any sign of Hancock. From what she could tell, he was not sitting in the viewer’s section.

As she watched, the other guard—the one that was not Dylan Tharpe came over and double-checked all of the restraints. He looked back over towards Samantha Nelson in the crowd and nodded in a way that was almost non-existent. Samantha nodded in response and the guard stepped away, Tharpe against the wall to the right.

There was another moment when nothing at all happened. And then, before Rachel was even expecting it, Jonathan Hartlett spasmed for a moment and then his body went completely rigid; it was apparent even in the video. Rachel looked away. She saw that Jack did, too, for a while. When she looked back to the screen five or six seconds later, it was over. The room was motionless for a moment but then a man quickly walked over to the chair. This person, a man of about sixty or so, checked Hartlett’s pulse and called it.

Almost right away, the man that had been shaking his head in the crowd let out a roar of anger. He sprang out of his seat and screamed at Tharpe and the other guard. He charged them, and Tharpe stopped him easily. But in the midst of all of this, there was another quick flurry of movement closer to the camera. Along the side wall, where they could not see any doors or partitions because of the camera angle, Warden Borden was escorting a man out of the room the execution was being held in. They walked quickly to the back of the room and then out of the frame.

“Was that…?” Jack said.

“Slide it back a bit, would you?” Rachel asked.

Meade paused it and slid the footage counter back ten seconds. This time, Rachel didn’t bother looking at the outburst of the man sitting out in the chairs. She kept her eyes on the part of the screen where Borden and the other man had appeared.

When they came out and the second man turned his head toward the back of the room, Rachel said: “Pause it.”

It was hard to be certain because she’d only ever seen Devon Hancock dead, with his neck bloodied, as well as the underside of his face. But the resemblance was close enough. “That’s him, right?” she asked Jack. “That’s Hancock.”

“Looks like him.”

“Who?” Meade asked. “This man?”

“Yes.”

“You know,” Meade said, “I’m not certain, but if I look through these files and locate the notes Samantha took, I may be able to find a list of any of the prison personnel that are in this video. I’d imagine they had to sign something because the whole thing was filmed.”

“That would be incredible,” Rachel said. Apparently, Rob Meade didn’t know that, according to warden Borden, such information wasn’t supposed to be freely handed out.

As they waited, Rachel considered what these discoveries could mean. Hancock had come out of a room that had been just off the screen. Not only that, but Borden had done his best to get Hancock out of the room just as the angry man in the crowd had started to throw his fit.

Had Devon Hancock been the one to flip the switch that killed Jonathan Hartlett?

“I think I’ve got it right here,” Meade said, no more than two minutes after he’d started his search. “Sorry it wasn’t sooner…all of this government stuff with the prisons, there was so much paperwork, it was crazy.”

The three of them looked through the PDF document that was up on his screen as Meade scrolled through it. It spoke of the voltage that would be sent through Hartlett, as well as the way the straps and head restraints would be positioned and tightened. And then, on the next-to-last page of the nine-page document, there was a scanned page where each of the people in attendance had to sign their names to witness the execution. Rachel wasn’t sure if this was standard practice for executions or just because it had been filmed, and she honestly wasn’t too concerned about it. All she knew was that she now had a list of people that had been at the execution—and that as of right now, three of the seven were now dead.

Emma Stern, with no reason to be at the execution, clearly wasn’t among the names. Rachel could only assume the killer saw her as being a big part of making sure Hartlett remained in prison. But the other three—Tharpe, Hancock, and Nelson—had been in the room on the night he’d been killed. Their signatures on the paper proved it. She started to feel quite confident that the four other names could be considered potential victims.

Well, aside from the one at the very bottom. The last name of Hartlett was far too hard to ignore. Apparently, one of Jonathan Hartlett’s family members had come to the execution and his name was Andrew Hartlett. Rachel was willing to bet that the screaming man in the seats could very well be their killer.

“Mr. Meade, is there any chance you’d be able to tell us who a few of these names are?”

Meade shrugged and offered a frown. “Sorry. Like I said…after the work left the building, I was out of the loop.”

“Any chance you could print this list out for us?” she asked.

“Of course, of course.”

As he set the document to print, Rachel and Jack stepped to the side, back toward the little set of stairs that led out of the office. “I say we call Borden back and let him know he could be in danger,” Jack said. “He was there that night and his name is right there on that list.”

“He could also tell us who the other people are, aside from their names,” Rachel said. “There was one other guard with Tharpe and one other person sitting out in the crowd. Those two and Borden could easily be next.”

Before Jack could respond, Meade approached them and handed them the list. “Here you go. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“No, thank you,” Rachel said. “You’ve already been a huge help, though.”

“Yes,” Jack said, offering his hand for another shake. “Thanks so much for your help.”

They left the office, leaving Meade looking as if he’s just stepped directly through a cyclone. And even before they made it back to the lobby where the young woman smiled at them as they left, Rachel was already on the phone. She placed a call to the Murphy’s Crossing precinct and when she heard Angelica’s voice on the line, it only increased her adrenaline levels as they came closer to the end of this case.

“Angelica, I need you to run a name for me.

“Sure thing. What do you have?”

“Andrew Hartlett. He was at Jonathan Hartlett’s execution, and I need to know the relationship between them.”

“Can do,” Angelica said as Rachel and Jack hurried across the parking lot. “Anything else?”

“Yes. I’m going to send you three names, and I’d really like addresses, employment, driving records, everything you can get.”

“Sounds good.”

“We also need to talk to Borden again, but we’ll handle that.”

“Already on it,” Jack said from beside her as he placed the call.

There was a buzzing of activity and urgency between them as they got back into the car. As Jack managed to track down Warden Borden, Rachel thought back to the imagery of that younger man standing up and screaming following the execution. Common sense and logic told her it had been Andrew Hartlett, angry that his relative had been executed.

And that same common sense and logic took things one step further, telling her that she’d just seen the face of their killer.


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

There were only two more to go. Two more people that had played a hand in his father’s execution. Or, sure, there were probably more than that, but he was only going for the people that had their hands in the actual process. He couldn’t get as belligerent as blaming the supervisors and managers of the power company that ran the grids that had supplied the electricity that killed his father, nor the janitors and cafeteria workers of the prison where he’d died.

But the prison employees that had been there—that had escorted is father to his death and then stood behind to make sure the scene was clean and tidy—were absolutely deserving of their own deaths. And he’d never seen the point in allowing them to live the rest of their lives after they’d so willingly taken the life of his father.

Andrew Hartlett sat across the street from the house of his next victim. It was the final local victim, living in a little townhouse in the little shadow of land just outside of Alexandria, Virginia. He’d always planned it this way, to take everyone out in the order of who lived the farthest away. His next victim lived right outside of Fredericksburg and if things went well here in Alexandria, he figured he might just pop right on over to Fredericksburg. No sense in driving all the way back to Annapolis and then drifting back.

The temptation was strong. One more night, two more people—and then he’d be done. Andrew wasn’t quite sure where he’d go when this was all over. While he knew certain people, like his former employers, thought he’d gone a little soft in the head, he knew that there was going to be a very detailed and lengthy police investigation into what he was doing. He assumed there was already one in the works, people probably looking over each crime scene for any clues he’d left behind.

The thought of it made him smile as he looked across the street to the townhouse he’d be breaking into in about two hours. He’d been very careful not to leave any clues. He’d even gone so far as to shave his head before starting his little project so he’d leave absolutely nothing behind. Though, then again, the style in which he was executing all of them was a clue in and of itself, he supposed.

The owner of the townhome he was scoping out was a man by the name of Reggie Shelton. He’d been present at his father’s execution and though Andrew didn’t know what the man’s exact job description had been, he knew that he had sanitized the chair before his father went in (as well as the straps and headgear) and then wiped it all down afterwards. In other words, this man had prepped the stage for his father’s execution and had then wiped away the final traces of his father from existence.

Oddly enough, it was this soon-to-be victim that had first been planted in his head, put there by the phantom ghost of his father. They killed me and then wiped the last bit of my life right out of the world, his father had said. And it had taken no effort at all to draw up the imagery he’d seen on that night as two guards—one now dead, the other living in the townhome he was currently looking at—had held him down in protest of his father’s execution. And it had been the other guard, Reggie Shelton—that had taken the duty of sanitizing everything after the deed had been done.

And of course, there was one other man after Shelton…the warden, an older man by the name of Adam Borden. Andrew had saved him for last because it just seemed like the right thing to do—to overthrow the pawns and troops before going directly after the king. And so far, all of those pawns had gone down quite easily.

Getting into Shelton’s house was going to be a bit trickier than the other homes, though. There was an electric lock on the front, as well as one of those camera-assisted doorbells. So the only way in was through the back door or window. The back door would be simple, as it was a standard tumbler lock. He’d discovered this a few weeks back when he’d started following and scouting out his victims. And since he’d learned to pick such a simple lock several years ago when he’d participated in a few breaking and entering sessions for pawn money, he knew getting inside wouldn’t be much trouble at all. For Shelton’s house, it was all going to come down to patience and timing. Andrew knew that the neighbor to Shelton’s right—a middle-aged widow—would leave for work in about half an hour. Andrew wasn’t sure what she did for a job, but at her age and at this hour, he assumed she was a waitress. Then there were the neighbors on the left. They were an older couple that stuck to their tried-and-true routines—routines of sitting on their back patio, reading and drinking wine, before slipping inside to start dinner. It had been the exact same thing on the six excursions Andrew had made out here, walking behind the townhouses and posing as a land surveyor.

He knew that the reading couple would not go inside until six, which meant he had another hour and a half before he could pop the lock on Shelton’s back door. And he only had a widow of about fifteen minutes to get it done because Shelton would return home from his job as a clerical assistant at a small juvenile detention center right around 6:15 or so.

Ah, but the uncertainty and excitement of it all was one of the reasons he was enjoying this work so much. When he’d killed Samantha Nelson, he’d been absolutely sure they’d made a bit too much noise in her stairwell leading down to the cellar. For a period of about two minutes, he’d been sure her husband was going to come down to the basement to investigate, and he’d welcomed the challenge. And it was that level of excitement that made him wonder if he might continue to take the lives of others even when these last two men were taken out.

He could sense the taser under his passenger seat. He hated to use it again—two more times at that—but he felt that as he neared the end of the work, he had to be much more careful. He felt he’d gotten his point across with the first three victims. The rest were just icing on the cake. Now that he felt the need to get a move on and escape to perhaps some other country when this was all over, there was little time for theatrics and symbolism.

He looked to the little row of townhomes and pictured the couple reading on their back porch. The sky was overcast and gloomy, threatening a light sprinkle that had already passed through Maryland, heading south, so he wondered if a sprinkle of rain may drive them inside a bit early.

Whether it did or not really didn’t matter. Even if he only had ten seconds to work with, he’d get inside Shelton’s house and get one step closer to finishing this.

“Almost there, Dad,” he muttered out loud.

And though he did not get a vocal response from his father, he thought he felt an odd feeling of gratitude fill the car. Andrew beathed it in and wrung his hands in anticipation, hardly able to wait to continue his work.


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

Rachel was slightly surprised that Borden sounded irritated that she was calling him again. Maybe it was because it was nearing the end of the workday and he didn’t want to be bothered or because he felt they’d gone behind his back in speaking to Meade to get the information they needed. Whatever the case, he made no clear intention to hide the annoyance in his voice as Rachel and Jack spoke to him over the speaker in the car.

“You have no right in having that information,” Warden Borden said from the other end of the phone. “If you’re truly in the midst of a murder investigation that may involve the people present at Hartlett’s execution, surely you understand how those names going pubic could be dangerous.”

“We have no intention of going public with those names,” Rachel argued. “If nothing else, we see it as now having a list of potential victims. And with all due respect, sir, you would be on that list.”

He made no mocking noises, but she could hear the scoffing in his tone when he responded. “Oh, I do appreciate the concern, but I assure you that I am in no danger.”

“Sir, you can’t possibly know th—”

“This video you saw,” Borden interrupted. “You saw who flipped the switch?”

“It was off-camera,” Jack said, “But we assume it was Devon Hancock.”

“And I’ll confirm that for you. It was indeed Devon Hancock. And when he flipped that switch, did you happen to see the response from the family member in attendance?”

“We did,” Rachel said. “And we also saw you rush Devon out of the room.”

“Warden, you’ve got to work with us on this,” Jack said. “Look at it from an investigative point of view.”

“I am. And from what I can see, I told you that I could not give you certain information, and you went and sniffed it out from another source.”

“Not intentionally,” Rachel said. “We spoke with the company that Samantha Nelson had been working for on that project and they just happened to have the information on hand. And based on our case and what we learned from that video and the log books, we believe you are in danger. I highly suggest you let us assign you with—”

“Let me tell you what I suggest,” Borden said. “If you are seriously suggesting that I be under some sort of protective watch, you have your supervisor call me and I’ll work out the specifics with him. I really don’t see how this isn’t something the State Police couldn’t handle on their own.”

And it was then that Rachel started to understand why Borden was so stand-offish about the help of the FBI. It would draw an undue amount of attention to his prison. And she assumed there was no warden in the country that would welcomely invite such scrutiny. And by mentioning that they call their supervisor, he’d more or less made a daring chess move. He was telling them that if they were so certain this was how things were going to play out, to go confidently to Anderson with it.

“We’ll do that very thing,” Rachel said. It pained her to add the “Thank you,” to the end of it, but if Anderson was indeed going to end up getting involved, she didn’t want to give Borden any ammunition; she figured it was safer to be as polite as possible.

When she ended the call, Jack looked surprised. He opened his mouth to protest, but Rachel spoke up before he had the chance.

“He’s scared,” she said. “Not even for his life, but about how this is going to make his authority look…how it’s going to make his prison look.”

Jack sighed and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that makes sense. But as far as keeping tabs on him, a security detail and all of that…what are your thoughts?”

“I think if you call Anderson, he’s going to side with us and send that detail, but I think it might be too late—maybe as late as tomorrow morning. And I also think we currently have three people that could be potential victims…people we need keep an eye on until—”

Her phone rang and she grabbed it up right away when she saw Angelica’s now-familiar number. “Angelica, what have you got for me?”

There was a lot of professionalism in Angelica’s voice, all confidence and seriousness. But Rachel could also hear a bit of excitement. It reminded her of her younger days with the bureau, eager to help any way she could.

“I checked the three names and it’s actually been narrowed down to two. There was a woman on the list, a Karen Costello. Seems she died about sixteen months ago of a stroke. last employment information I saw had her serving as a freelancer for technical manuals and blueprints.”

“So she was probably the other person at the execution with Samantha Nelson,” Jack said.

“And the other two?” Rachel said. “One, we know, is Warden Adam Borden, but what about the other one?”

“That would be Reggie Shelton,” Angelica said. “He served as a guard for the Rappahannock Jail for about a decade. Looks like he used to live in Tennessee and moved to Virginia, where he got the job. He retired six months ago.”

“Is he still living locally?”

“In the Alexandria area from what I see here. As for Borden, he’s in Manassas. You want the addresses?”

“I do. Thanks again for your help. Now…for the other thing. Did you get any information on Andrew Hartlett?”

“I did. He’s Jonathan Hartlett’s son.”

The news settled in the car like a very subtle bomb. Rachel had suspected this, but now that it was conformed it seemed to slightly shift the face of the case.

“Any record?”

“A single speeding ticket.”

Rachel considered the information for a moment, feeling the case shift significantly. “Thanks, Angelica.”

“No problem.”

Angelica ended the call first and Rachel heard her phone ding with the addresses coming through via text less than ten seconds later.

“The girl is prompt, that’s for sure,” Jack said. He was looking at his phone, pulling up a map of the Northern Virginia area. “You know…we’re looking at an hour for both of those locations, give or take a few minutes. You got any ideas?”

“Well, Borden has made his thoughts clear. So I think one of us heads to Borden’s place while also calling Anderson to let him know what’s going on. I’m sure he won’t get a State PD presence out there before we get there, but the wheels would at least be in motion. And if Borden gets pissy, then we tell him we’ve done exactly as he asked and contacted our supervisor.”

“So you’re thinking we split up?”

“Yeah, until we can get more heads on it. If it’s State PD like Borden wants, that’s fine. But with how fast this killer is striking…”

“Yeah, we can’t take a chance. You think it’s the son?”

“I think it’s a very safe bet,” Rachel said.

“So let’s head back to the station and get a second car,” Jack said. “I’ll head to Manassas and deal with Borden. You can take this Shelton guy in Alexandria.”

“Any reason you’re taking Borden?”

“Yeah, because my charming personality will soften him up a bit.” He started the engine and pulled out of the fast food parking lot they’d been parked in.

“Are you saying I don’t have a charming personality?”

He smiled from behind the wheel and when he looked over at her again, she felt that growing attraction again. It was thrilling and a little sad; even if there was something there, they’d never have time to explore it. Not if her tumor had anything to say about it.

“Not saying that at all,” he said, not looking away. “You’ve got an amazing personality. Too amazing to be wasted on the likes of Borden.”

“That one I’ll give you,” she said.

Finally taking his eyes away from her, Jack looked ahead and sped back to the precinct for another car.

***

Rachel could tell that Jack had been hesitant to let her drive off in a car, given her condition. Well, that, and considering the fact that he’d been in a car with her while she’d been driving and the tumor had decided to have its say. Since then, though, she’d been fine. She’d driven all around town back home, running errands here and there. She knew there was always a chance that she’d have another little episode, but she saw it as no more of a risk than blowing a tire or being rear-ended.

It was a strange, sobering feeling to follow him out of Murphy’s Crossing and out to I-95 where they’d both head slightly south before splitting off their separate ways. There were several uncertainties to the case, most notably what would happen if the State PD did indeed show up before they had found the killer. The bureau would likely fight hard to stay on the case, as there were already four bodies. But she also knew that working in tandem with the State PD was going to make a man as worried about his power and position as Borden was quite the task.

Over the course of the forty-eight mile drive into Alexandria, she ran in and out of a light sprinkle of rain, little spits of it falling sporadically as she made her way along. It had stopped completely by the time she got off of the interstate and wound her way through the eastern rim of the city towards Reggie Shelton’s address.

When she came to the address, she found a quaint little row of townhomes situated around a semi-circle lot. A few growing trees decorated the edge of the property and a few stood in the small strips of yard alongside each home. She came to Shelton’s home and parked in the guest spot alongside a black Subaru. She picked up her phone when she parked, noting that it was 6:31.

She sent a quick text to Jack: At Shelton’s. About to head in.

Rachel stepped out of the car and headed up the brick stairs, to the front door. She knocked, taking a quick look around at her surroundings. All the way to the left, six houses down along the edge of the parking lot, a woman was walking her dog. Across the street, where another road led to what appeared to be more townhomes, the road was mostly empty. A few cars were coming and going, the remnants left over from the area’s meager rush hour traffic. Still more cars were parked on the side, likely visitors to the townhomes. In other words, there appeared to be nothing out of the ordinary.

She knew this meant nothing, though. Someone that put out so much planning into their deadly work would know how to blend in—would know how to seem like they were part of the everyday scenery. She kept her eyes and ears open as she waited for someone to come to the door. She wondered what she may have to do if no one answered it. Would she call in backup? Would she just kick the door in and go ahead? She wasn’t sure and, as it turned out, these thoughts were unnecessary.

The door was answered several seconds later by a man that appeared to be in his sixties. He’d lost most of his hair and sported a scraggly beard that seemed to fit him quite well. He was dressed in a collared shirt and a pair of khakis. A little badge was clipped to his shirt; it showed his smiling face and his name at the bottom: Reggie Shelton. Rachel found this odd, as Angelica had said he’d been retired for the last few months.

“Yes?” Shelton asked. “Can I help you?”

“Yes, sir,” Rachel said. She showed her badge slowly, still trying to gauge the situation. “I’m Special Agent Rachel Gift, with the FBI. I was hoping to have a word with you.”

Shelton smiled nervously, studying the badge. “Yeah, sure. You mind if I ask what it’s about?”

Rachel wasn’t sure how much to tell him, and she certainly didn’t want him to freak out about his life being in danger. “Could I come inside and explain?”

His smile turned into a frown when he said, “I’m sorry, but I need to at least know why. I used to work in law enforcement, so I get a bit particular about these sorts of things.”

“I understand that,” she said. “Three years ago, you were working at the Rappahannock Jail, correct?”

“I was?” he said, a worried look now spreading across his face.

“Do you recall the execution of a man named Jonathan Hartlett?”

Pained recognition crossed his face and he nodded. “Ah, I see.” He sighed deeply and then stepped to the side, opening the door. “Come on inside, Agent Gift.”

She stepped inside, entering a brightly lit hallway with what looked like brand new carpet on the floors. Beyond the faint smell of paint, she also smelled something spicy, maybe chicken. It was accompanied by the sound of a microwave.

“Something else come up in that case?” Shelton asked as he led her down the hallway, past a bedroom, and into the living room. The kitchen was attached, the microwave whirring his dinner.

“No, not exactly,” she said. “But there have been a series of murders in the Annapolis and Murphy’s Crossing areas up in Maryland that all seem to be connected to that execution. People that were involved with it have been killed and we’re trying to make sure those that have not yet been targeted remain safe.”

“What do you mean by ‘people connected to the execution?’” he asked.

“Another guard, a parole officer, a—”

“The only other guard there that night was a fella named Dylan Tharpe. Are you telling me he’s dead?”

“I’m sorry, but yes.”

Shelton sat down with a heavy thump onto his sofa. Almost absently, he plucked the little nametag ID from his shirt and tossed it onto a small, cluttered coffee table.

“You still work?” she asked, nodding to the badge. “Our records are showing that you retired.”

“I did,” he said absently, clearly still hung up on the news about Tharpe—and that he may also be in trouble. “Right now, I’m just doing some volunteer work at a local corrections center. Education based stuff mostly, and some light clerical work just to help out.”

She let that hang for a moment, allowing him to catch up with his thoughts. During this little bit of time, the microwave beeped behind them, indicating that his dinner was done. When it was clear that he was waiting for her to continue, she looked around at the house for any signs of an intruder. After all, the killer had struck while the victims were home. Yet, here Reggie Shelton was, home and unharmed.

“Mr. Shelton, the working theory here is that you and Warden Borden may also be in this killer’s sights. Being that you worked in law enforcement, I hope you understand why we think it’s a good idea to put you under police surveillance until we find him. And if you two are the last on his list, I think there’s a very good chance that police presence would go a long way to not only keeping you safe, but luring him directly into our hands.”

“I don’t…I don’t understand. I mean…I do, but it’s just a bit much. How many have died?”

“Four so far.”

“Jesus.”

At that, Rachel’s phone rang. She checked it and saw that it was Jack. “Sorry, excuse me,” she said to Shelton. “This is my partner. I need to take this.”

Shelton nodded and slowly got up to get his dinner from the microwave.

“How are things over there?” Rachel asked, forgoing a standard greeting.

“Well, I’ve already won over Borden. He even let me go ahead and run a search of his house.”

“No, really. What happened?”

“He Google searched the murders we’re covering and saw how serious it was. Made some of the connections on his own. He did ask that he could choose the police that kept him under protection and I figured there was no harm in that.”

“And what did Anderson say about it when you called him?”

“He was fine. Thought it was a bit overblown on Borden’s part. But, Rachel…none of that is important right now. I’ve searched the house and the property and there’s no killer here.”

“Same here.”

“Well, Anderson had me go ahead and contact the PD there in Alexandria, too. You should have units at Shelton’s residence soon. Have you checked the place over yet?”

“No, not yet.” Giving that answer, Rachel grew suddenly uneasy. She thought of the other murders and where they’d occurred. With Tharpe, he’d been waiting out in the small work shed. With Stern, he’d been hiding the garage. He’d been hiding in Samantha Nelson’s basement. And while the murder of Devon Hancock seemed to have been a little less concealed, it was clear that some planning and tracking had gone on.

“Rachel?”

“I’m still here. I’m going to get off of the phone and look the place over now.”

“Yeah, do that. You good?”

“I am,” she said. It was really all she could say because there was no way she could properly explain the unsettled feeling that was quickly filling her gut. “I’ll check back in when the cops get here.”

She ended the call and looked back over into the kitchen. Shelton was eating his dinner from the small kitchen bar, watching her.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Probably nothing,” she said. “But I’m going to look the place over, just to be safe. I’d really like it if you’d take your dinner outside. You’re welcome to sit in my car.”

“Are you for real?” he asked. He sounded baffled at first but the moment the entire comment was out of his mouth, she also heard concern there as well.

“Yes, sir. Just give me five minutes to look the place over. Soon after that, a few local cops will show up just to watch over the place until we can get some more answers.”

“Yeah, okay,” he said. She wondered if he could sense the urgent tone in her voice and expression just because of his history of working in law enforcement. “Are you sure this is all necessary?”

“Just being careful, sir. In fact, I’d like for you to get in the passenger seat of the black sedan out there. And lock the doors.”

“Really?” he asked, slightly fearful.

“Just in case.”

He nodded and hurried down the hallway. He looked back to her quickly as he opened the door and stepped outside, his look of confusion and concern growing by the moment.

“Thank you, Mr. Shelton.”

Rachel tuned back into the hallway and closed the door behind her. Then, alone in Reggie Shelton’s home, she couldn’t help but feel as if she wasn’t truly alone at all.


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

With Shelton out of the house, Rachel could feel a vague tension settling in over her. She did believe the stories of agents that sometimes had gut feelings that led them down the right path to catching a suspect. She’d even been in that situation a few times. But what she felt as she walked back down Reggie Shelton’s carpeted hall wasn’t a gut reaction; it was an instinct she’d been able to hone over several years with the bureau. She was somehow certain that she was not the only person in the house. She fully understood that it would sound crazy to anyone that had never staked out a house before or had chased down killers in secluded locations. But it was a certainty that grew stronger as she came back to the end of the hall, standing in Shelton’s living room again.

She stood there for a moment, looking the place over. She thought of the strategy and planning that had gone into the killer’s previous murders. He’d thought it all out so perfectly. She looked the house over through a killer’s eyes, trying to determine how they’d get inside undetected. There was a Ring doorbell at the front, so that was out. The only window was in the kitchen, and when she walked over to it, she saw that it was easily twelve feet from the ground, which would make it tricky to crawl through.

That left just the back door. It sat all the way in the back of the kitchen, a simple wooden door with a window that looked out onto a small stretch of grass that served as a backyard of sorts for the residents. It was separated by the vacant lot that sat behind the facility by a scraggly growth of trees and underbrush.

She opened the door and when she pushed it open, she hesitated. Shelton had just gotten home from work; he’d been in for such a short amount of time that he’d not yet taken off his little nametag. Would he have already unlocked his back door? Or maybe he was just the sort that wasn’t very security conscious and never locked all his doors. Only…that probably wasn’t the case, given the camera-based doorbell at the front.

Rachel bent down to look at the knob. It was and old, and littered with nicks and scratches. She looked closely around the key slot for any signs of recent scratches but it was hard to see much of anything on the old, worn surface. She stepped back inside, quietly closing the door behind her. If the killer was inside, there was nowhere to hide in the kitchen or the living room. She knew there was a bedroom along the hallway and then a set of narrow stairs that led to a second floor.

She started with the bedroom, drawing her Glock as she nudged the door open. She pivoted inside, gun raised, but found only an empty room. A bed, a nightstand, some dirty clothes scattered on the floor. There was a medium-sized closet, the door closed, to the right. She reached for the doorknob, her heart now thumping a bit harder.

She pulled the door open, her nerves tense and rigid, her finger on the trigger and ready to act if necessary.

But the closet, like the bedroom, was empty. She also checked the master bath but that was also just as quiet as the rest of the house and, like the kitchen, offered nowhere to hide.

She retraced her steps back out of the bedroom and went up the flight of stairs that separated the hallway from the living room. She took them quickly, pausing only when she came to the top of the stairs. The second floor was rather short, consisting of a secondary bedroom, a powder room, and a small office space. Rachel checked them one by one and found them empty.

The office space was the last room she checked, and after clearing the empty closet, she sighed. She’d been so certain the killer had been here. Had she missed a hiding place? Had he been here and then took off running when someone had come knocking at Reggie Shelton’s door?

Slowly, she walked back out into the hallway. She headed for the stairs, thinking she might need to check out the small backyard. And if he wasn’t there, then maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe this would come down to the State PD surveilling the houses of the two remaining people on the log sheet after all.

She started for the stairs and just as she was about to take her first step down, she heard something move behind her. She turned quickly and caught just the slightest glimpse of movement in the hallway, but then she was falling backwards, down the stairs, as an intense pain slashed its way through her body.

***

He waited for the FBI woman to step out of the small upstairs bedroom. Watching through the office door, Andrew Hartlett couldn’t deny the spike of excitement that wound its way through him. If she came to the office next, he was caught. If she came to the office next, he’d have to kill her.

Ah, but maybe he’d kill her anyway. He had the taser and the knife. He knew that killing an FBI agent would be serious business, that some real heat would come down on him. But he also knew he’d be crossing a whole new line when he killed Borden. Borden was next, the last on his list, but this woman…she was interfering and in his way.

Then take her out. His father’s voice was here, even in Reggie Shelton’s house. And if anything, it sounded louder than ever.

He reached into his pocket, readying the taser. But then he noticed her moving to the powder room next. When she opened the door and stepped inside, he just couldn’t help himself. Why kill her right away when there could be some fun to be had? Rather than simply attacking her from behind, Andrew moved quietly to the bedroom. He had to bite back a maniacal giggle as he made the move. He damn near ran into the doorframe, but narrowly avoided it at the last second. And when he was behind the bedroom door, he waited once again. Panting and feeling his heartbeat through his entire body, he felt a euphoric wave pass through him. God, this was going to be good.

Maybe I will continue to do this after Borden, he thought Maybe I finally found something I’m truly good at.

From the bedroom door, peering through, he could not see the FBI woman in the powder room, but he was able to see her as she moved across the hall, coming slightly back towards him, to peek into the office. Andrew wondered if she’d sense that he’d been there. Would she smell him? He was sweating a bit and exuding whatever scent came off of highly excited people.

She was in the office for only a few seconds. She was apparently growing frustrated because he could hear her let out a deep, heavy sigh. He smiled, waiting for her to come back by. He was trembling with excitement and anticipation. Gripping the taser in his right hand, he drew the knife out of the waistband of his pants as he peered through the crack in the door. She came out of the office and started down the hall.

He shuddered as the FBI woman passed by the bedroom door. And the moment she was out of his sight, he stuck the toe of his shoe into the door and pulled it open slightly. He took a deep breath, placed all of his weight on his feet, and sprang out.

The FBI woman turned almost right away, taking a slight step back. And when Andrew brought the taser up and saw the stairway long like a pit behind her, he couldn’t help but let out a laugh.

***

The pain, Rachel realized as she fought for balance while falling backwards, was electricity. The bastard had a taser in his hand—likely the same one he’d used on Devon Hancock. A jolt of electricity passed through her in a sudden rush and for a moment, her body went numb. Her saving grace, though, was that there was a lot of open space behind her. As she went falling backwards, she fell out of the taser’s range. The impact of the shock faded instantly but still left her slightly scrambled.

Falling backwards, gravity claiming her, all she could do was numbly reach her left arm out, hoping to grab the railing. She grabbed it, but her shocked body was still not fully capable of grabbing it. The sudden halt to the fall, though, was just enough to keep her from going head-over-heels down the stairs. She partially collapsed down three stairs, her right knee on one and an awkwardly bent foot on another.

In front of her, Andrew Hartlett now came at her with a knife. He took a single step down and slashed out at her. Afraid of falling himself, the blade missed Rachel’s chin by about six inches.

The danger of the moment seemed to spring some action back into her momentarily shocked muscles. Form her oddly crouched position, Rachel drove a hard right-handed jab forward and slightly to the right. She caught him in the ribs, forcing him to double over. The taser went falling to the carpet as he hunched in half but he still managed to blindly lash out with the knife. Even from the stairs, Rachel was able to easily dodge the attack. As she side-stepped it, she then wheeled back towards him, meaning to throw another punch while ascending the stairs she’d fallen down.

But Andrew was already on the attack. And it was reckless, to say the least.

He came leaping at her. He wasn’t even worried about trying to stab her. He simply collided with her, wanting to knock her down the stairs. Their bodies slammed into one another and once again, Rachel was falling.

Her back hit the stairs and though it hurt like hell, she knew this was her one chance to save the moment. Andrew was on top of her as they bounced, the knife somewhere in their tangle of limbs. But as Rachel’s back hit the stairs, driving the wind out of her, she was able to drive a knee up hard while also pushing him away with her hands. The result was Andrew pinwheeling over her body, going momentarily airborne in a partial flip down the rest of the stairs.

It was perfect timing, too, because that’s when another bright flash of white light washed across Rachel’s vision. Seriously? she thought. Now?

She was only barely able to feel her body come to a stop at the bottom of the stairs. A thudding pain began to escalate in her head, one she knew was a symptom of the tumor. It was far too similar to those first few days after the diagnosis, a gnawing sort of ache within in her head that felt as if it were drilling down deeper into her skull.

She groaned and managed to get to her hands and knees, willing the light to fade away so that she could see Andrew Hartlett. Amazingly enough, it did pass. But when she tried getting to her feet, she found that she was instantly dizzy. And as she reeled, nearly falling to the floor, Andrew came at her again. She saw two things at once, both that worked in her favor. First, the knife was gone; he’d apparently dropped it during his tumble down the stairs. The second was that he was coming at her as if to deliver a huge right-handed haymaker.

Even dizzy, she was able to avoid this while also turning it into a defensive move. She simply allowed herself to fall, giving in to the dizziness. When she did, she tried trapping Andrew’s legs in her own, trying to scissor them. She was too dizzy to pull the move off perfectly, but it was more than enough to get him on the ground again.

When he hit, she instantly leaped onto him. The world swam and tilted but she managed to drive an elbow between his shoulder blades. This move took all of the energy out of him as he screeched out in pain. Rachel fumbled for her handcuffs, finding them on her belt. She nearly dropped them twice as she tried getting them around Andrew’s wrists. When he fought against her, Rachel gave into her frustrations over her condition. She drove a knee into his kidneys, driving it in much harder than was necessary. As the wind went racing out of him, Rachel was able to clasp the cuffs together. With that done, she rolled away from him and propped herself up against the wall.

She’d dropped her Glock in the tumble but spotted it just a few feet away. Realizing how fortunate she was that Hartlett hadn’t seen it, she leaned over and snatched it up. Keeping it trained on Hartlett, she then fumbled for her phone. She took a series of deep breaths and as the dizziness finally started to subside, she pulled up Jack’s number.

Just before he answered, she heard the faint noise of a car door closing outside and then Reggie Shelton’s voice. Moments later, Shelton’s front door opened, and two state police stepped inside.

“Hey there,” Jack said as he answered her call. “You good?”

“Yeah,” she said as the police hurried to Shelton’s prone body. “A little banged up, but I got him. He was here, upstairs in Shelton’s house.”

“What? You’re serious?”

“Yes.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said, a little too quickly.

And maybe she was. She was aware of how much more centered and well-oriented she was while speaking with Jack. The dizziness was fading to nothing and even the thudding in her head seemed to die down to little more than a background ache.

At the same time, though, she was going to finally have to face a hard truth. She’d blacked out twice during this case and both times, the lives of others had been on the line. She had to understand that carrying on like this, her physical issues were a liability. She’d become more of a danger than a help to those she was sent to serve.

“Rachel?” he asked

“Yeah, I think I’m fine. Just get here as soon as you can.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

Rachel was sitting on Reggie Shelton’s back porch when Jack arrived forty minutes later. While she’d been waiting, Reggie had made her some tea and offered her food, which she’d accepted. She wasn’t hungry but knew she needed to keep something in her stomach if she wanted to keep her nerves down. She was mostly back to normal by the time he arrived, though the pain in her head was still there.

The state police were in the living room with Andrew Hartlett, doing what they could to get him talk. Rachel heard a little snippet of it as the back door opened up and Jack stepped out.

“Hey,” he said simply.

“Hey yourself.”

She was sitting in a rickety old patio chair, looking at the little strip of grass below. Jack sat in the one next to her and wasted no time looking over to her and digging in.

“Your tumor acting up?”

“Not right now.”

“Did it while you were here with Hartlett?”

“A bit.” She didn’t see the point in lying to him. She’d eventually tell him anyway and, being her partner, he deserved the entire truth.

Jack thought about this a moment and asked, “Is that why you’re out here instead of in there with Hartlett?”

“It was at first. Tumor or not, I was pretty shaken. I fell down a flight of stairs and almost had my face cut open. Oh, and I was tased, too. One of the officers came out here about ten minutes ago and said they wanted to finish up their questions and then he was all ours. I told them that was fine—that I’d rather wait until you arrived, anyway.”

“Have you had a medic look after you?”

“There was a cop here that looked me over, said he had ambulance training. But, no, not officially.”

“Any chance I can talk you into seeing one?”

“Not a very good one. Besides…I have the appointment with Dr. Emerson in two days. I can just have him look me over.” She looked back at him, giving him a puzzled expression. :So…that’s it? You’re not going to admonish me?”

He shrugged. “I figure it’s not my job. Despite being hit by whatever side-effects you may have felt, you got the killer and you’re still alive. What do I have to complain about?”

“I don’t mind you giving me a hard time about it, you know. It shows you care.”

Jack opened his mouth to say something, but then bit it back at the last moment. He looked at her again and when he reached over to take her hand, it felt all too natural. It wasn’t just a simple gesture of comfort, but the interlocking of fingers, something that felt a little more intimate.

“Of course I care. I want you to beat this, Rachel. But I also know how important this job is to you—how much it means to you. And selfishly, the longer you’re on the job, the more time I get to spend with you.”

She looked down to their joined hands and then into his eyes. “You know, even if I decided to step down to…well, to sort this all out…I really would want you to come around.”

“Yeah?”

She felt herself leaning in towards him slowly. “Yeah. Jack, these last few months would have been so much harder without you. I don’t know if I could have stayed sane without you here.”

He was leaning in now, too, and her heart seemed to sigh.

When the back door opened up, though, they both drew back. Rachel released his hand, as if they were two teenagers caught making out by a parent. The officer that seemed to have been charge of the others stepped out to join them. If he’d seen anything a little out of the ordinary, he didn’t show it.

“He’s basically confessing,” he said. “Doesn’t seem remorseful about it, either. If anything, he seemed pissed that he didn’t get to Borden, too. I figured you two might want to get in there and have a word with him before he really starts singing.”

“Thanks,” Rachel said. “Give us one second.”

The officer nodded and returned inside. Left alone with Jack, it took no time to understand that whatever had almost happened between them had passed. Still, the next comment out of Jack’s mouth had her wondering.

“You ready for this?” he asked.

With their eyes locked, she smiled at him and nodded. Whether it was questioning Hartlett or stepping into whatever this new thing between them was, the answer was an easy one.

“Yes.”

***

Rachel started to feel fatigued around eight, but the night was far from over. They still had reports to write, further questioning of Andrew Hartlett, and then coordinating it all with the Murphy’s Crossing PD.  The officers worked well with Rachel and Jack, though, and Reggie Shelton was able to get his house back to normal by 9:30. The officers stepped out with Andrew Hartlett, with Rachel and Jack following in their tracks. On the way out, Reggie stopped Rachel at the door.

“I suppose I should thank you for saving my life,” he said. The older man looked slightly shaken, maybe a little unsure how he felt about staying in his house alone tonight. “To think that man was in here, waiting for me…had you not showed up, there’s no telling…”

“I was glad to help,” Rachel said. “Are you okay here?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

She believed him, but there was something else in his eyes that made her think that he was probably going to spend most of the night thinking about the night he’d flipped the switch to execute Jonathan Hartlett. He walked them to the door and when Rachel got into the passenger side of Jack’s car she saw that he was still looking out at them.

“Um, Rachel?” Jack said.

“Yeah?”

“What about the other car?”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “Yeah, totally forgot.”

“It won’t be so bad,” he said. “Maybe the local PD will have someone deliver it up there or something.”

“Maybe.” She got out of the car and looked back in at him. “See you at the station?”

“Yeah, for sure.”

“I’ll follow you,” she said. “I’m going to try to get Paige on the phone before it gets too late.”

Jack nodded as she closed the door and got into her own car, the one they’d taken from the police department after visiting with Rob Meade. She got behind the wheel and called home right away. She knew it was too late, that Paige was probably already asleep, but she needed to hear her daughter’s voice.

As the phone rang, she thought of falling down those stairs, of nearly getting cut in the face, of the tumor throwing her off kilter while she’d been in the midst of fight. The idea that any of that could have played out differently and ending her life was horrifying and opened her eyes to the things she was living for.

The phone was answered on the third ring.  Stephen Carson answered it, his voice quiet, “Gift residence.”

“Hello, Agent Carson. It’s Rachel.”

“Agent Gift! How are you?”

“Fine. A little shaken. We just got our guy and it…well, it was a rough case.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said as she watched Jack pull out into the night. She followed him as she added, “I was hoping to speak to Paige.”

“Of course,” he said. “You do know she’s asleep, right?”

“Yeah. But I’m okay with her being woken up.”

“Hang on, then. I’ll send your grandmother up to wake her. I’m handing her over the phone, too.”

“Great. Thanks so much.” She wanted to ask him several questions. How were things going there? Were there any updates on Alex Lynch? But more than anything, she wanted to talk to Paige. The questions could wait.

“Rachel?” Grandma Tate said, taking the phone. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes.” She realized that she was getting emotional, tears stinging her eyes and a lump forming in her throat. “It’s just been a hard case and I want to speak with Paige.”

“Oh, of course, dear. Hold on…here she is.”

She could hear her grandmother waking Paige up, murmuring sweetly to her. The phone was jostled a bit and then her daughter’s voice was in her ear.

“Mommy? Hey. It’s…it’s late. I was sleeping.”

“I know, sweetie. I just needed to hear your voice.”

Her tears started streaming and her voice was slightly choked up as she tried to go on.

“Are you okay?” Paige asked. “You sound sad.”

“No, no. Not sad at all. I’m just really happy to hear your voice. Did you have a good day?”

“Yeah, it was okay I guess. After school, Agent Carson took me out to the backyard and taught me how to play bocce ball.”

“Is that right?”

Paige went on, going into detail about her day. And as the sleep wore away from her voice, Rachel’s tears dried up. Hearing Paige and thinking of how she and Jack had shared that moment on Reggie Shelton’s back porch, she realized that she was happier than she’d been in quite some time—tumor be damned.

And through Paige’s stories and sleepy giggles, she realized that she couldn’t wait to get to Dr. Emerson to learn more about the experimental treatment he had in mind.

She had, after all, spent a career tracking down bad guys and getting the better of them. Jack had even referred to her as a badass from time to time. So why would this tumor be any different form the evil people she brought to justice?

She smiled as she followed Jack’s taillight and listened to Paige speak. One way or another, she was going to give it her all. And even if it sapped every last ounce of her strength, she was going to beat this cancer. She owed it not only to the precious little voice on the other end of the phone, but to herself as well.


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

It was 9:17 when Alex Lynch crossed a mostly darkened street and walked up the sidewalk of a small house in Chesterfield, just outside of Richmond. The neighborhood was a small one, filled with similarly sized houses. It was only about five miles from Richmond proper, a small burg of sorts situated in a much larger city’s shadow.

Lynch walked up the sidewalk as if he owned the place or had been invited. Though it was dark and there was no one out on the streets, anyone that may have happened to pass by and see him would have noticed there was a slight smile on his face as he approached the stairs and stepped up onto the porch.

The porchlight was not on, but a soft, pale light flickered in the window to the left. As Alex leaned toward the door, he could hear a television playing inside. With the smile still on his face, he knocked on the door.

He could picture the hesitation inside. It was 9:20 on a weeknight. No one inside would be anxious to answer the knock. Still, he heard movement inside the house as someone came walking to the door. Alex watched the knob and saw it jiggle just a bit but then the person on the other side seemed to think better of it.

“Yeah?” came a man’s voice. “Who’s there?”

“A friend,” Alex said.

“Nice try. You’ll have to do better than that.”

“I know your family, sir. I fear they may be in danger. Please open the door.”

There was more hesitancy and then the man spoke again. As Alex had expected there was more fear than anger in his voice. “How about I call the cops instead?”

“It would be a waste of your time.”

This time when the knob jiggled, the door opened slowly. A man of about thirty-five or so peered out and eyed him closely. “Okay,” he said. “You have my attention. Who are you?”

“Like I said…just a friend. You, though…you’re Peter Gift, right?”

“I am. Now…who the hell are you?”

“You just walked away from your family, huh? Rachel and cute little Paige?”

Anger roared into Peter Gift’s eyes as he took one large step out onto the porch. But Alex didn’t move a muscle. “Who the fu—”

Alex plunged the knife forward quickly, having hidden it down by his side the entire time. He sank it all the way to the hilt in Peter’s stomach and then withdrew it immediately. Blood came pouring out but Alex never saw it. The moment Peter stumbled forward from the wound in his stomach, Alex drove the knife forward again. This time, it sank into his chest. When there was a bit of resistance, Alex pushed harder.

Peter Gift fell to his knees, teetering back inside the house. Alex kicked him hard, his foot slamming into the hilt of the knife.

With the same smile on his face, Alex stepped inside and closed the door behind them. Peter writhed on the floor, trying to scream, trying to speak, but only gasps and blood came out.

Alex knelt by Peter’s side and drew the knife out. Looking down into the dying man’s face, he laughed softly. “Looks like you’re the only family member Rachel didn’t care about keeping protected. A shame…”

He then adjusted his grip on the knife and slammed it down again.

And then again.

He didn’t stop for a very long time, not until he’d done enough damage to where he thought Rachel would get the message.
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