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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


It was Frank’s not so humble opinion that
the last thing this stupid city needed was more condos. Rush-hour traffic was
getting to be as bad as D.C. proper, and there were just far too many people in
Alexandria right now. Frank was a single man (he didn’t count his girlfriend of
eight months as anything serious), and if this job wasn’t paying so well, he’d
move. He’d had his eye on a little cabin in the southern part of the state for
a while now, in a town with no more than two thousand people. Maybe after just
one more job, he’d go ahead and do it. He had some money saved up and there was
nothing stopping him.


There were days when these thoughts were
the only things that got him through the monotonous job he’d had for going on
three years now. Clearing out plots of land and then setting the foundations
for condos, apartment buildings, business centers, and on and on. He usually
worked with the same group of guys—eight other workmen all under the banner of
one of the larger construction companies in the Alexandria, Virginia, area. It
was the same group today, starting out the concrete foundation of what was
going to be a condo complex that would house about two hundred or so, based on
what the plans indicated.


He didn’t mind the concrete work. It was
sort of fun, almost rewarding in a way to know that what he was doing would
still be here a hundred years from now. As of right now, though, they were still
going around the site, removing smaller chunks of debris that had been left
behind by the loaders and bulldozers. It was simple work, something they could
all do on their lunch break if they chose and maybe end the day a bit early.


Frank had just wolfed down the last bit of
a ham and cheese sub before walking back out to the site to remove a few stray
pieces of broken rebar and concrete from an older foundation that had once been
there—an old car dealership, he’d been told. He tossed each piece to his right,
near the construction barriers that separated the worksite from the sidewalks
and streets beyond. In a childish sort of way, he enjoyed the sound of concrete
striking concrete, of heavy things colliding with one another, making loud,
crashing noises.


He came to a piece of old, dried-up
paneling, something far too thin for the dozers to have caught. He chucked it into
the rubbish pile which would, later in the day, be added to the waste and
recycling material bins. He did the same with a segment of brick, two snapped
pieces of steel rods, and a hefty chunk of old concrete. The chunk was so large
that he wasn’t sure how it had been missed; maybe, he figured, it had simply
slipped out of the dozer’s bucket.


It was heavy enough that he had to use
both hands to carry it and then had to walk a bit before he could comfortably
toss it into the pile. His toss was a bit off, though, and the chunk of
concrete landed a bit shy of the rest of the mess. This annoyed him, but it was
a fleeting feeling; as the chunk of concrete hit, it churned up a good amount
of dirt as its uneven end dug into the ground.


It also caused a strange, hollow noise. It
was just odd enough to make him turn around. It hadn’t been like any of the
other enjoyable noises he’d been making. This was more like a soft thud,
followed by a cracking noise. Had it been wood? He thought so, but that didn’t
make any sense.


Curious, he turned back around and walked
over to the edge of the rubbish pile. He came to the piece of concrete he’d
just chucked over and saw that it had landed in such a way that it was standing
up at an angle, the jagged end sticking into the ground. He pushed it away and
saw that it had created a nice little divot. And because the ground was already
soft from having been plowed and churned up for the new construction, it made a
sizable hole. Not only that, but he could indeed see something else where he’d
tossed the slab of concrete. It had been wood he’d heard—the cracking
and splintering noise of wood breaking. It was hard to tell what it was,
exactly; only about a foot of it had been revealed, but as he stared at the
wood, it wasn’t the wood itself that piqued his interest.


It was what he thought he could see
inside.


“Frank? What the hell are you doing?”


The voice of one of his co-workers
startled him so badly that he jumped a bit. Standing up now, Frank found it
hard to look away from that broken piece of wood. “I think I found something,”
he said. “I thought it was just a piece of wood, but it looks like there might
be something else under it.”


The co-worker, a guy named Daryl that he’d
had more than a few drinks with over the last few months, dropped down to his
knees to have a look. “Nah, man,” he said after a few seconds. “Just looks like
a busted piece of scrap wood to me. Why are you wasting yo…wait. Hold on…is
that…is that a hand?”


“That’s what I thought, too,” Frank said.
“You think the wood is part of a makeshift coffin or something?”


“No clue,” Daryl said. He stood back up
with a gleam of excitement in his eyes and looked over to one of their other
co-workers who was sitting on the edge of a small dozer, eating his lunch.
Daryl waved at him frantically, yelling, “Hey! Bring that over here!”


Neither of them waited for the dozer
driver, though. They dropped back down to the ground and started digging with
their bare hands. Frank found that the wood wasn’t as old as he’d
imagined—which made sense because the hand, though slightly decomposed, wasn’t
all that shriveled and worn down. He doubted it had been there for very long.
And as morbid as it seemed, the more of the wood he and Daryl uncovered, the
more he hoped to see. But, as it was, the only peek they had of what was
beneath the wood was where the slab of concrete had busted it open.


Even before the dozer engine started up
and headed their way, both Frank and Daryl seemed to know what they had found.
By that time, they’d uncovered another foot and a half of the wood—enough to
tell that it was some sort of wooden crate. And if they could see a slightly
shriveled hand inside of it, it didn’t take a genius to know what the rest of
the crate might be hiding as well.


Frank and Daryl stepped back as the guy
with the dozer came over and began to carefully tear up the earth around the
wood. 


Fifteen minutes later, the three of them
cracked the top of the crate open. Daryl turned away and puked, but Frank
stared down, eyes glued to the slightly decayed body of the woman that had been
covered up by the wooden box.











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


When Rachel opened her eyes, it took her a
moment to remember where she was and why she was there. She was staring up at
an unfamiliar ceiling. The room was dark, and someone was sleeping beside
her…someone small. 


Paige, she thought. I’m at my dad’s
house in Paducah. We’ve been here for three days, and it still feels
weird.


And that made sense, she supposed. When
she and Paige had come by three days ago, she’d never intended to stay more
than a day. But things had gone well—far better than she could have ever hoped.
There was still a lot of healing to be done and Rachel was nowhere near
forgiving him yet, but she’d been shocked by just how strong the family bonds
were between them. She had also been amazed at how quickly Paige had warmed to
him.


As Rachel slowly sat up in bed, she
recalled the moment she knew there might be hope for her and her father. They’d
been at his house for a little over an hour on that first evening and he’d
excused himself quickly from the living room. Rachel had assumed he was on the
way to the restroom but made it no farther than the kitchen before he’d started
crying. The next hour had been spent with him begging her forgiveness and
doting over Paige—telling them both how smart and beautiful she was.


After that, on the following day, Rachel called
Paige’s school to let them know she’d be missing a few days. She’d also called
Grandma Tate to let her know what was going on, too. They’d planned to spend
three days—making tomorrow the last one.


Tomorrow, Rachel thought
groggily. She touched her phone, sitting on the bedside table, and saw that it
was 1:12 in the morning. She tilted her head slightly, wondering why she’d
woken up. She didn’t think Paige had kicked her, and she didn’t have to go the
toilet. Maybe her dad was up late, wandering about the house. He’d done it a
bit the first night they’d stayed there and when she’d asked him about it the
following day, Douglas Gift had told his daughter about how he’d never been
much of a sleeper. He was usually content with just five hours or so a night,
though he did catch a solid nine or ten almost every Saturday night, sleeping
in on Sunday.


She lay back down, looking over at Paige. Paige
had been very happy these last few days, getting to know her grandfather and
hearing stories about her mother’s childhood. It had all unnerved Rachel a bit
because she had very few good memories of her childhood. She usually only
thought of the trauma of her mother’s death and the troubles and pains of her
father and all he’d gone through before walking out.


Rachel felt her thoughts trying to circle
that particular drain as she tried to get back to sleep. But before she had
time to focus on either, she heard a noise from elsewhere in the house. It
wasn’t necessarily a thud, but it was noticeable enough to not be the
subtle noise of someone trying to move quietly through the house.


Curious and slightly concerned, Rachel sat
back up and slid quietly out of bed. Paige slept on, turned on her right side
and facing the wall. Making her way to the closed bedroom door, Rachel felt
very much out of place. It was one thing to walk through her estranged father’s
house in the light of day—it was quite another to tiptoe through it in the
early hours of the morning.


She opened the bedroom door and stepped
out into the hallway. It was a small house, and the guest bedroom was located
at the end of a small hall. The main bedroom was on the other side of the
house, just off of the living room. The kitchen sat between it all and if her
father was out and moving around, that’s where she figured he would be. But as
she neared the kitchen, she saw that the only light shining was the dim one
from underneath the oven vent. Her father was nowhere to be seen.


Still, as she came into the living room,
she heard that very same noise again. It hadn’t sounded like a thud before
because it was muted—sort of cushioned. She recognized it as the sound of
someone moving on a bed. If her father had been living with a woman, she might
have mistaken the noise for two people moving around on a bed in a sort of
energetic fashion. She stood in the kitchen, unsure of what to do.


She made her way to the living room and
saw that her father’s bedroom door was opened just a bit. And at the same time,
there was another sound…a strangled sort of gasp.


That made the decision for her. She no
longer cared that she was in a strange place or that things with her father
might be awkward if she happened to walk in on him in some half-asleep state.
She ran to his room and pushed the door open.


“Dad? Are you—”


The word okay froze in her throat.
The room was dark, lit only by the bit of light coming in from behind Rachel,
but she knew what she was seeing. Someone was in the bed with her
father, and they were attacking him.


She reached out for the light switch and
the moment the lights came on, she saw the face of the second figure, despite
the glare. It made no sense. In fact, it was so crazy that Rachel wondered if
she might still be in the guestroom, sleeping beside Paige and having a very
strange, very vivid dream.


Alex Lynch was on her father’s bed. There
was a very large knife in his right hand. He was using his left to strangle her
father, keeping him on the bed. The blue sheets were stained with blood that
looked impossibly dark in the sudden burst of light.


There’s no way this is real, she tried to tell
herself. You have to be dreaming, trapped in some sort of nightmare or—


“Oh, hello, Rachel,” Lynch said. “Did I
wake you?”


Any illusions that this was a dream were
shattered when he spoke to her. He released her father’s neck but remained on
the bed. Behind him, her father was gasping for breath. She tried to see where
he was wounded but Lynch was suddenly moving away from him, coming to the edge
of the bed on his knees. 


Rachel knew this made her very prone to an
attack, but she was so stunned by his presence that she literally couldn’t move
for a moment.


“I’d really hoped to get this done without
waking you,” he said. “Because your daughter was going to be next. You, too, I
suppose if you got in the way. But I was really hoping to save you for last…to
really draw it out.”


The mention of Paige broke her out of the frightened,
frozen state. Rachel moved instantly, rushing toward him and fully ready for
him to make a lashing or stabbing gesture. In fact, she hoped for it.


He did exactly as she’d expected. He
slashed for her throat, grinning maniacally at her. She didn’t know if he was
crazy or cocky (or maybe a bit of both) but she reacted instantly. When he
finished off his slashing motion, she reached out and grabbed his arm. She wrenched
it, causing him to drop the knife right away. She then screamed, letting out
months of pent-up anger and frustration. With his arm in her grasp, she flipped
him hard to the right, nearly lifting his entire body from the bed and over her
shoulder. The result was Alex Lynch sailing through the air and slamming hard
into her father’s wall. He left a huge dent, breaking through the drywall as he
collapsed to the floor.


Yet somehow, he was laughing the entire
time. This was all fun to him, a game and nothing more. That’s how it seemed,
anyway.


Fuming and shaking a bit, Rachel followed
up. She took one lunging step toward Lynch and all she could think about was
killing him. But at the same time, as she drew back her right hand to demolish
his face, her eyes took in the amount of blood on her father’s sheets. He was
still gasping, still bleeding and trying to breathe.


She allowed herself to dole out the punch.
It slammed unto the cheek on the left side of Lynch’s face, and it felt good.
It was almost scary to understand just how badly she wanted to inflict harm
on the man. But she left him there for the time being, kicking the knife to the
other side of the room, skirting it under the bed.


She went to the bed, careful not to jostle
her father too much. His eyes were still very much alert but filled with pain
and stark confusion. She could tell that he was at least registering who she
was. He was coherent but in a world of pain. She looked back down at the sheets
and saw that they continued to soak up blood. She yanked them back, seeing that
Lynch had stabbed him in the gut, directly through the sheet.


“Dad, I—”


Lynch moved behind her, making a large
stride toward the bedroom door. Rachel could feel the fury filling her as she
charged in his direction, intending to block him from leaving. He had a bit of
a lead on her, though, and the best she was able to do was to deliver a stiff
shoulder block from behind. It hit him hard, sending him crashing into the
doorframe. He cried out as he rebounded from the wall, stumbling into the
living room. Rachel went out after him, realizing right away that he was
heading for the door, preparing to escape. She was about to give chase, fully
prepared to break an arm or a leg or even his damned neck to get him to remain
immobile, when Paige’s voice spoke out into the dark living room. In the
presence of Alex Lynch, it was absolutely paralyzing.


“Mom? Is everything okay?”


She turned in Paige’s direction and saw
her tiny shape in the gloom, standing frozen at the mouth of the hallway that
led into the kitchen. Rachel’s first instinct was to race to her, to protect
her and do anything necessary to keep Lynch from her—hell, to keep even his
rotten, evil gaze off of her.


And it was that instinct that gave Lynch
the few seconds he needed. While Rachel wrestled with her maternal instinct,
Lynch dashed for the front door. It wasn’t until he opened it and hauled
himself through that Rachel noticed the door frame was cracked and splintered
near the top and along the center. The maniac had broken in.  He’d somehow
found where her father had lived and came to kill him, to put another notch in
his belt.


Horror, sadness, and an indescribable
grief washed through her as her agent instincts finally took over again. Tearing
her eyes away from Paige, she raced to the door, already knowing that she was
too late. She couldn’t give chase because she needed to go back to check on her
father, and she couldn’t leave Paige alone with him.


She stopped at the door and watched the shape
of Lynch hurry across the yard. He seemed to still be stumbling, trying to
regain some sort of normal posture as he ran along. With her mind stretched in
a dozen different directions, Rachel ran as hard as she could back to the
bedroom where she’d awakened less than three minutes ago.


“Mom? Is everything okay? Who was that m—”


“No, baby,” she said as she grabbed her
phone up from the nightstand, cutting on the lamp as she did so. “We might be
in some trouble. So I need you to come with me and sit in the kitchen, okay?”


“Are we—”


“Paige, please…I hate to sound mean, but I
just need you to listen to me, okay?” Rachel was walking into the kitchen now,
ushering Paige along as she did so. “Sit here, at the table and just wait a
bit, okay? I’m going in the bedroom with Grandpa Douglas. You are not to
come in under any circumstances, okay?”


Paige nodded, her little eyes filling with
fear and uncertainty.


“You’re okay for now,” Rachel said,
already dialing 9-11. “Just sit tight, okay?”


Again, the girl only managed a nod. Rachel
walked quickly to the front door, checking to make sure Lynch hadn’t hung
around, hoping to sneak back in. When she found the yard empty, Rachel closed
the door, which didn’t sit properly in the cracked frame. She then hurried back
to her father’s bedroom as the 9-1-1 operator picked up the line in her ear and
asked about her emergency.


“An intruder in my father’s house,” she
said. “I’m an FBI agent—Rachel Gift, badge number 48-418806. The attacker was
Alex Lynch and he escaped on foot no more than thirty seconds ago. My father
has been stabbed in the stomach and is losing a lot of blood.”


“Yes ma’am, have you applied a—”


“Just get out here! The address is…Jesus,
I don’t even know. Berkin Road is all I know.”


“That’s fine Just stay on the phone with
me and we’ll have someone there as quickly as we can.”


“Thank you. But I also need you to push
that information about Alex Lynch through the police—to the FBI, even, if you
can. It’s urgent.”


“I’m already on it, ma’am.”


Rachel heard the words from the operator
as she balled up the top sheet from her father’s bed and applied it to the
wound. It was still gushing blood and she honestly had no idea if he was going
to make it or not. It all depended on how quickly the ambulance arrived.


“Rachel…”


Her dad’s voice was soft and ragged, the
voice of a man on the verge of sleep. When he reached for her and she took his
hand, she was surprised at just how natural and comforting it felt. But what
surprised her more was the flood of tears that came, along with the gasping,
shuddering cry she let out as the operator asked over and over again in her ear
if she was okay.











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


The entire ordeal was, of course,
terrible. But strangely enough, the part Rachel felt the most pain over was
having Paige hang out with her in a hospital waiting room in the early hours of
the morning. She did manage to nod off again around 3:45, her head in Rachel’s
lap and her blanket pulled over her, but it was still a distressing situation.


The doctors were quick to let her know her
father’s status. Within fifteen minutes of transferring him from the ambulance
to an operating room, one of the surgeons had come out to let her know that he
was quite certain her father would come through, but there would be some
significant recovery time.


The most recent update she’d gotten was
that the surgery had been successful; part of his bowel had been nicked during
the stabbing, but the repair had gone flawlessly. Her father was currently
under sedation and being moved to an ICU room. That had been forty minutes
ago—though, now at 5:07 in the morning, it felt like it had been hours instead.


Rachel was tired, but in the strange,
jittery way adrenaline caused. It was because of this that she wasn’t too sure
if she should trust her eyes when she saw a familiar face hurry into the
waiting room. She blinked her eyes and shifted a bit, trying not to wake Paige
up as her head still rested on her lap.


“Jack?”


Agent Jack Rivers smiled at her in a
sleepy fashion as he approached. He sat down beside her as if he’d only had to
take a quick bus ride rather than make a three-hour drive in the middle of the
night. “How is he?”


“He’s…they say he’s going to be fine.
Surgery went well and he’s been moved to a room. But…Jack, what are you even
doing here?”


“Well, I got pinged about a Lynch
sighting…it was Director Anderson, calling at two or so in the morning. He told
me what happened…that Lynch was in the same house as you?”


She nodded, aware of how absolutely insane
it sounded. “Yeah,” she said and then, in a whispered voice she told him the
story of what had happened. And as she shared it, she felt fury in her heart—a
cold and barbed feeling of failure and anger that came from the fact that she’d
had Lynch in the same room as her and he’d managed to get away.


“Ah, so that’s why you seem so down,” he
said when she was done.


“What do you mean?”


“You’re beating yourself up over him
getting away. But, Rachel…I think anyone would have reacted the way you did.
Your father was seriously injured, and your heart was automatically more
concerned with your daughter than beating the hell out of Alex Lynch. That
makes you a good mother…not a bad agent.”


“I think I can be both.”


The silence that followed made her think
of the moment they’d shared outside of a gas station not too long ago—a moment
of rare vulnerability and freedom in which she’d allowed herself to act on
impulse and kiss Jack. She didn’t feel that urge now, but the ease in which it
had happened helped her to understand why she felt so comfortable and at peace
now that he was here.


“Has there been any word on Lynch?” she
asked. “Since I made the call, I mean.”


“None,” he said with a heavy sigh. “But
there’s a massive manhunt out there right now. Your father’s neighborhood is
pretty much on lockdown. There were door to door visits by police and U.S.
Marshals within an hour of your call. This is being taken very
seriously.”


“He came right into my father’s house,”
she said. “And he had to know I was there, too. Even if he isn’t the most
perceptive of people—which he is, actually—he would have seen the out of
state plates on my car. He would know…” She stopped here, thinking. “I wonder
if it was a case of right place, right time. He went after Peter, he’s been
taunting Grandma Tate…maybe more of my family was just a natural progression
for him. Maybe he would have gone for my dad even if I hadn’t been there.”


“And what if that is the case?”
Jack said. “What does it matter? What does it change?”


“Not much,” she admitted.


Paige shifted on her lap, letting out a
little moan of discomfort. Rachel adjusted the blanket over her shoulders and
gazed lovingly at her.


“How many men are watching Grandma Tate?”
she asked.


“When I checked in last night around ten,
there was a pair of agents stationed in the parking lot.” He grinned and added,
“She really doesn’t like the new place. She’s been complaining to Agent Carson
about it, and he’s getting back to me. She’s…well, she’s got some fire in her,
that’s for sure. Must be hereditary. In other words…she’s safe. And she’ll
remain safe until this is all over.”


He made a movement with his arm and then
seemed to think better of it. She was quite sure he had been reaching for her
hand but then decided against it. She finished it for him, though, taking his
hand in hers and giving it a squeeze. “You didn’t have to come all the way out
here.”


“I know. But I wanted to. And because it
involved Lynch, Director Anderson thought it might be a good idea. I do have to
be back in Richmond by three o’ clock tomorrow afternoon, though.”


“When are you going to sleep?”


He shrugged and said, “I don’t know.
Sometime tonight.” He then looked down at Paige, her head resting in Rachel’s
lap. “I have to say, that does look comfortable, though.”


She wasn’t sure what to say, which was
fine because it was at that same moment that a doctor came to speak with her.
It was the same doctor that had told her when her father had been moved into an
ICU room.


“Ms. Gift? You father is alert and asking
for you.”


“Is he doing okay?”


“He’s just fine. Weak and a little loopy,
but able to hold a conversation.”


In her lap, Paige stirred at the sound of
the doctor’s voice. She sat up groggily and looked at Jack as if she wasn’t
sure he was really there—like she might be having a weird dream.


Rachel kissed her daughter on the forehead
and gave her a reassuring smile. “Grandpa is okay. And I’m going to go back and
talk to him. I need you to stay here with Jack, okay?”


“Jack…yeah. When did he get here?”


“I’ll tell you all about my interesting
night while your mom is gone,” Jack said.


“Can I see him, too?”


“Maybe later,” Rachel said. “Right now,
he’s going to be a little confused and tired. Let’s let him rest, okay?”


Paige nodded and sat up, rubbing her eyes.
“Can Jack take me to get something to eat?”


“I’d love to,” Jack said. “And we’ll meet
your mom back right here in just a little while, right?”


“Right,” Rachel said as she got to her
feet. And with one last look back to Paige and Jack, she followed the doctor to
her dad’s room.


 


***


 


Her father’s house was less than half an
hour away from the hospital, so it wasn’t much of a chore to head back that way
later in the morning. The conversation she’d had with him had been scattered
and all over the place. She’d realized within a minute or so that he was barely
able to tell her how he was feeling, much less what he remembered about Lynch
coming into his house. She’d remained in the room with him until it was clear
he was on the verge of sleep, and then joined Jack and Paige back out in the
waiting room.


She checked in with the doctor one last
time around eight in the morning. When she got confirmation that everything was
looking good in regard to her dad’s condition, she made the choice to head back
to his house. It was more than just wanting to have a proper look around the
house to see what she could find. She also wanted Paige to get a nap in, a
nice, comfortable nap on an actual bed.


They left the hospital at 8:10 and Paige
had already drifted off in the back seat before they’d made their way out of
the hospital parking lot. Jack followed her and when they arrived at the
residence of Douglas Gift, Rachel wasn’t surprised to find a black sedan parked
in the driveway. Carrying Paige in her arms, her little chin bobbing softly on
her shoulder, Rachel entered the house. Jack followed behind her quietly, as if
he felt slightly out of place.


There was one FBI agent in the house, an
older gentleman wearing the stereotypical long, black coat. He was dictating
something into his phone in the kitchen when they walked in, but stopped right
away. His brow furrowed in concern but before he could say anything, Rachel cut
him off.


“It’s okay. I’m Agent Rachel Gift, the
daughter of the victim.”


“Oh, of course. I was told you may be
getting involved. How is your father?”


“Already out of surgery and recovering
well. I’d like to put my daughter down for a nap right now. When I have her
down, would you mind letting me know what you’ve found?”


“Sure, sure.”


Rachel went to the back of the house and
placed Paige in the same bed they’d been sharing last night. She covered her up
and took a moment for herself, sitting on the edge of the bed and collecting
her thoughts. She was tired but that was nothing new. She needed to deal with
the fact that Lynch had been within reach—that she’d actually managed to attack
him—and he’d gotten away. She had to deal with the fact that Lynch had come for
her father, that he seemed to have his targets on everyone she had any sort of
connection to. But she also needed to understand that Lynch had been within
about twelve feet of Paige. Somehow, that one fact made this entire ordeal more
serious to her. She now felt the danger and fury of it in every muscle of her
body.


She slowly got up and returned to the
kitchen where Jack was speaking with the other agent. Seeing her come into the
room, the older agent nodded to her in an almost sympathetic manner. It made
her wonder what Jack had told him while she’d been in the bedroom.


“Just so you know,” the agent said, “we
did find three prints throughout the house. Two were on the front door and
another was on the bed. There are also clear indications that Lynch simply
broke in. Dents and fissures around the door and doorframe suggest a crowbar.”


“Well, he certainly isn’t going for
subtlety anymore, is he?” Jack asked.


“He’s not,” Rachel said. “And that’s one
of the scariest things about this. He just doesn’t give a damn anymore. He
knows we’re looking for him and he also knows that we’re on to him. So what’s
the point of being careful in regard to not leaving prints?”


“Sadly, that’s all we have,” the older
agent said. “No one has spotted him since you made the call. I believe there
are going to be bloodhounds in the woods within the next two hours. Somewhere
like this…I doubt he could have gone far.”


Usually, Rachel would agree with this
sentiment. But she could picture Lynch in prison, scheming his revenge. And
because he was being so brazen about what he was doing, she knew he had a plan.
There was no way in hell he’d just break into her father’s house, try to kill
him, and then leave on foot if he didn’t have a plan—some surefire way to get
away.


“I’m sure everyone is doing all they can,”
Rachel said. “Still, I’m sure you understand that I’d like to have a look
around for myself.”


“Of course. Your partner suggested as
much. I’m going to head back out to my car, call my director in Lexington. Let
me know if you need anything.”


He left in a hurry, almost as if he was
eager to get out. Rachel guessed it might be a bit awkward for an agent to be
on the scene where another agent’s father was injured. She instantly walked to
her father’s room, with Jack trailing behind her. She had no idea what she was
looking for. She already knew he’d broken in, right through the front door.
She’d seen him, had actually fought with him. In terms of an investigation,
there wasn’t much to find. She knew who the attempted murderer was, and she
knew how he’d gotten in. Hell, she even knew why he’d attacked: out of
spite and hatred for her.


She glanced around the bedroom. The
bloodied sheets were still on the bed. She observed the hole she’d knocked in
the wall by slinging Lynch halfway across the room.


“Hey, Rachel?”


Jack was standing outside of the bedroom,
looking in uncertainly. It almost looked like he was waiting on an invitation
to step inside. 


“Yeah?”


“What exactly are you looking for?”


She didn’t bother answering because she
was certain he knew what she would say. She had no idea what she was looking
for. All she knew was that because Lynch had gotten away, she felt that there
was unfinished business in this room. And speaking of unfinished business, the
scope of Lynch’s attacks seemed more than obvious now. He was coming after
everyone close to her. And because of that, she couldn’t help but think, once
again, that Jack was in danger. Sure, he was in no more danger than she was
because of the breadth of their job and skillsets, but still…she hated the idea
that he may be one of Lynch’s targets just because she was growing to care for
him beyond their relationship as partners.


“I don’t think you should be involved on
the Lynch case,” she said.


“I’m not. You know that. Anderson has me
staying away from it just like y—”


“I know. But I mean in this unofficial
capacity. I understand that you say you came here to make sure my father was okay,
and that Paige and I were handling things well, but it’s all linked to Lynch.
So I can’t help but wonder…I don’t know. Maybe we need to ask Anderson to sort
of keep us apart until Lynch is captured.”


He stepped into the room now and seemed to
make a point of not looking at the bed and the bloodied sheets. “Is that what
you want?”


“No. But I want to make sure you’re safe.
Lynch is acting like a—”


“No deal.” He stepped closer to her and
once again, the memory of kissing him surfaced in her mind. She felt a strong
urge to do it again but given everything that had happened in the past eight
hours, it didn’t seem right. Not to mention the fact that they were standing in
a room that still contained a good deal of her father’s blood.


“I’m not asking. I’m t—”


“You’re telling?” he asked,
sneaking in a grin. “Sorry, no. Look…given this Lynch thing, the endgame is
pretty apparent. He’s coming after you. He’ll try to hurt everyone you’re close
to, but he doesn’t seem to want to come after you…yet. But if he does
end up coming after you, he’s going to have to—”


“To get through you?” she asked,
interrupting him and sneaking in a grin of her own.


“No, I wasn’t going to be that cheesy. But
that’s close enough. He’ll have to face us together. Let’s just put it like
that.”


She didn’t see the point in arguing.
Besides…if Director Anderson and the U.S. Marshals had their way, they’d be the
ones to eventually capture Lynch. And if that was the case, the endgame Jack
had mentioned may not involve them at all.


That’s a nice thought, she told herself,
but so far, he’s had no problem getting to Peter or my dad.


It made her wonder just how thoroughly the
maniac had planned all of this out. And it made her feel ill to know that he’d
had Paige in his sights last night.


“Let’s get out of here…out of this bedroom”
she said. “Maybe I can get some intel on the search. Someone around here had
to have seen something.”


But the truth of the matter was that she
was starting to get the creeps by being in her dad’s bedroom—even the house, if
she was being totally honest with herself. Their estranged history had very
little to do with it now, though. Now, it felt like she was walking through a
haunted house, expecting a ghoul or monstrous ghost to snatch her up from
around every corner. She knew it was foolish, but there it was. Also, she
wanted Paige out, too. She was a smart girl; she knew what had happened last
night and she, Rachel, could tell that it was taking its toll on her.


Together, she and Jack left her dad’s
room. She tried to tell herself it was just her imagination but as soon as she
was out, Rachel felt lighter, somehow—almost free of something that she
couldn’t identify.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


Even after leaving Paducah, Rachel did not
allow herself to go home. Her home residence was one of the several places the
FBI and U.S. Marshals were absolutely certain Lynch would be regularly and
routinely checking. And as far as anyone knew, there was no indication at all
that Lynch was aware that Grandma Tate and Paige had been moved to a
safehouse—an apartment almost completely on the other side of town. 


When Rachel arrived back at the safehouse
two days after her father had nearly been killed, Grandma Tate looked
absolutely worn away with worry. She hugged both Rachel and Paige tight as they
came in. She didn’t cry out loud, but Rachel could feel her shuddering through
the embrace.


Rachel could see Agent Carson behind them,
sitting awkwardly on the loveseat. “I’d take this hug as a blessing,” he
commented. “She’s been worried…and when she gets worried, she starts to throw
threats around.”


“Oh, does she?” Rachel asked.


“You both hush,” Grandma Tate. She
released Rachel but then focused all of her nervous energy on Paige, pulling
the girl tighter to her. “You’re certain you weren’t followed, right?” she
asked


“Yes, Grandma,” Rachel said. She
understood the concern but she also knew that ever since moving into the
safehouse a few days ago, her grandmother had grown more and more paranoid. “I
stopped about half an hour outside of the city at a gas station—a planned stop
to make sure I shook any vehicles that seemed to be following me. Two other
sedans came in with me and made sure no one was following me. One of those
sedans is still on me, parked out in the lot outside.”


This seemed to put Grandma Tate’s mind at
ease. She finally released Paige, who went over to check in on Agent Carson. As
Paige began to fill Carson in on all of the craziness that had occurred during
her adventures in Kentucky, Grandma Tate stepped closer to Rachel. Rachel
thought she was about to be hugged again but instead, her grandmother took her
by the hand and pulled her into the kitchen. She moved quickly, as if they were
about to exchange a secret.


“Your father…he’s okay?” Grandma Tate
whispered.


“He is. Like I already told you on the
phone…surgery went well and he’s recovering. I tried to stay for another day,
just to make sure he got nice and settled at home, but he basically forced us
to leave. He said he wanted us to stay because we wanted to visit with him, not
because we were afraid he may do something stupid and reinjure himself.” She
smiled wanly and said, “He’s going to probably be pissed when he learns I hired
an in-home nurse to help him out for the first few days.”


“And what about Lynch? Are they keeping
people on the lookout for him up there?”


“Local police are keeping two men parked
in his driveway at all times. Dad hates the idea of it, but he understands. I
walked him through the entire history with Lynch…who he is, why he’s doing the
things he’s doing.”


“Rachel…this is getting scary. How much
more are you supposed to endure?”


She had an answer, but not one she was
ready to admit. Deep down, she didn’t think she had much time left to wait at
all. Lynch was getting braver, more confident, and reckless. She felt pretty
certain that the next time he struck, it would be her or Jack. She was actually
surprised that he’d retreated from her father’s house. It made her wonder what
other steps he had left—if there was just one more act he had left to play out.


“We’re doing what we can. I almost had
him, Grandma. It’s going to be anytime now.”


This seemed to relax her even further and
they walked out into the living room together. When Rachel sat on the couch,
she took a moment to sort her mind out—she wasn’t even sure what day it was
until she gave herself a moment to really reflect on it. It was Thursday, and
Paige had missed three days of school. It had been two full days since Lynch
had attacked her father.


Those two thoughts collided in a messy
tangle inside her head. She knew that the bureau had stationed two agents
outside of Paige’s school—a fact that the superintendent had not been happy
about but had allowed. She wondered if there might be a way to speak to the
principal and superintendent, maybe to find a way to have Paige just stay out
of school while Lynch was still on the loose. Then again, being in a school
with so many other children and a variety of adults—not to mention the two
agents keeping a watch on the place—might be the safest place for Paige.


“Paige, why don’t you tell Grandma Tate
all about meeting Grandpa Douglas?”


Paige looked up, her eyes inquisitive.
“Wait…grandma and grandpa…were they married?”


Grandma Tate bellowed with genuine
laughter and took Paige by the hand. “No sweetie. He’s your grandpa, and
I’m your great-grandmother. And besides, it’s on a different side of your
family.”


“Huh?”


“Here’s an idea,” Rachel said. “Grandma
Tate, can you take Paige back to her room and talk her through all of that and
then she can tell you about our visit to Kentucky. I’d like to speak in private
with Agent Carson for a bit.”


“Sounds good to me.” And it seemed this
was true, not just something to say to fill the space. Her grandmother was
positively beaming at the sight of Paige. They’d only been gone for a total of
three days but, apparently, the two had grown closer than Rachel realized.
Rachel watched Paige lead her through the hallway, already asking questions
about the dynamics of families and generations.


Rachel turned to Carson and opened her
mouth to ask a question. But Carson beat her to it, his patient and slightly
concerned eyes already on her.


“How are you doing, Agent Gift?”


“I’m fine. Maybe a little tired.”


Carson nodded, his eyes still boring into
her. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not a young girl that needs
to be placated, like Paige. I know the job, and I can’t even begin to imagine
what it must feel like to know that you had Lynch right there. So let me
ask you again…how are you?”


There was a flicker of anger toward him,
but it died instantly Still, when she answered she could feel some of that rage
that had overcome her while standing in her father’s house, moments after Lynch
had made his escape.


“I’m pissed off and feeling slightly
dangerous.”


“Dangerous as in…?”


“As in if I’d had the chance that
night—just five more seconds—I don’t know that apprehending Lynch would have
been high on my priorities list. If given the chance, I would have killed him
instead.”


“Well, it’s occurred to us that it may
very well come down to that. There was a conference call this morning where we
all went over what protection for your family looks like in the coming
week…divvying out resources and whatnot. And your very own Director Anderson
pointed out that it seems Lynch is becoming more brazen, more in-your-face.”


“I agree. And it makes me think that we’re
almost there…almost at the end of this. And because of that, I need to ask a
lot of you, Agent Carson. I need you to be vigilant. I need you to be a
superhero for Paige and my grandmother. Because the truth of that matter is
that the last two times I’ve gone out on a case, Lynch has come out of
hiding…not after me, necessarily, but people I care about. And it leads me to
believe that—”


“That you need to carry on as you have
been,” Carson interrupted.


She nodded. Of course, Carson had no idea
that part of carrying on as she had been also involved living with a tumor in
her head that she had no way of predicting. There had been no symptoms or
debilitating pain over the course of the last two weeks, and she had started
taking medication for it. And while she felt mostly normal, just knowing
it was there, like a time bomb in her head, was a whole different, added
weight.


Carson looked toward the back of the
apartment, where Paige and Grandma Tate had disappeared. “You know…I may be
overstepping here, but I’ve spoken to your grandmother about the whole
situation. And she completely agrees that the smart play is for you to try to
stay at work…to play this thing out. It’s either pissing Lynch off and causing
him to act or he simply doesn’t care. Either way, you’re not just sitting at
home and waiting for him.”


This relieved Rachel immensely. She’d felt
like a terrible mother over the last several weeks, feeling as if she was
putting her need to nail Lynch over the safety of her daughter and grandmother.
To know at least one of them understood why she was doing it made a world of
difference.


“Does she seem to be doing okay?” Rachel
asked.


“Your grandmother? Yeah. She was really
worried when I got the call about Lynch attacking your father. It took a while
to get her calm. We had another agent come by for a few hours, a woman that
specializes in trauma. It seemed to do the trick. She’s…well, she’s just like
the rest of us. She wants this bastard caught.”


“Thanks for all you’ve done,” she said,
just as her cellphone began to ring. “Paige absolutely thinks the world of
you.”


“And she’s an incredible kid. She’s fine
with it, too, you know. She thinks of you like a superhero.”


Rachel smiled and felt a sting of tears as
she reached into her pocket and took out her phone It started to ring for a
third time as she read the caller display and saw that the call was from Jack.


“Hold that thought,” she told Carson,
wiping a tear away. She answered the call without bothering to get up and leave
the room. At this point, Agent Carson was so deeply entrenched in her every
move that she had no reason to hide anything from him. “Hello, Agent Rivers.”


“Agent Riv…oh. Is there someone else
there? Another agent?”


“Yes.”


“Ah, I see. Professionalism. Nice.”

“What can I do for you?”


“Well, I told Anderson I’d call you on
this one. He seemed to agree because of everything that’s going on…sort of a
personal connection, I suppose. But there’s a case he wants us to check in on.
Up in Alexandria, a body was discovered around a construction site. A woman’s
body, in a makeshift coffin.”


“Is it a recent murder?”


“Fairly. The coroner’s report says the
victim was killed less than a month ago…could be about a week. But based on a
missing person’s report the governor’s family filed six weeks ago, it might be
a little trickier.”


“The governor’s family? What do they have
to do with it?”


“Because the most recent victim is
Madeline Young.”


“Madeline Young, as in the governor’s
daughter?” 


“Exactly.”


“Anderson wants us on it because of the
proximity, right?” she asked. “He thinks it’ll be a prime opportunity to draw
Lynch back out.”


Jack sighed on the other line and eventually
said, “You said it, not me.”


“When does he want us out there?”


“As soon as possible. But…are you even
home yet? I know you said you were leaving Kentucky this morning.”


“Yeah, I’m home. Just now getting settled
back in.”


“Well, this is your call. Anderson is
fully prepared to send someone else with me if you don’t feel up to it.”


It took less than five seconds for her to decide.
She thought of her father being attacked, of his time spent in the hospital and
the local PD keeping tabs on his home. She thought of both Grandma Tate and
Paige, supporting her and understanding the need and reasons for her to keep
working. She thought of the time bomb in her head, the unpredictable X-factor
that could bring it all crumbing down at any moment.


And she thought of Lynch…how he was
getting more and more intentional. She thought of the feeling that everyone
seemed to have—that whatever he was orchestrating was coming to an end, that he
was ready for whatever final stage he’d already planned out. And if her
continuing to work might help get them to that end faster, what choice did she
have, really?


“Do we have copies of the reports? The
coroner and the police?”


“We do. I’ll make sure they’re sent to you
if you take this on.”


“Can you pick me up in two hours?”


“I can do that.”


She wasn’t sure, but she thought she heard
a bit of joy in his voice. It was quite a chance; just six weeks ago, he was
bemoaning the idea that she was still working because of her tumor. Now,
though…well, a lot had changed in those five or six weeks.


“I’ll see you then.”


They ended the call and when she turned
back to Carson, she saw the look of understanding on his face. They nodded
almost politely to one another, both understanding what her taking on another
case meant. For Carson, it meant more time to protect her family, more time to
consider whether or not Alex Lynch would make another appearance.


“Keep them safe,” she said, doing what she
could to swallow down the sorrow in her voice.


“Oh, it’s my pleasure. And you…well, you
stay safe. This will all be over soon.”


She nodded again because she did believe
this. She just had no idea how it would end…and who might end up paying
the price when all was said and done.











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


Jack was slightly amazed at just how
together and attentive Rachel seemed to be when he picked her up. He did find
it interesting that she came out the front door of the safehouse to meet him
before he could even get out of the car. He supposed she saw it as one of many
preventive measures to keep as few people from knowing where her family was
staying as possible. When she got into the car, she even seemed to be in a good
mood…and that was saying something, given the state of mind she’d been in over
the past few weeks. Actually, he was pretty sure he’d only seen her in a
positive mood a single time ever since learning about her cancer.


“Last chance,” he said as she got into the
car. “You’re sure you’re up for this?”


“I am.”


He nodded and then asked, “Would you be if
the whole Alex Lynch thing wasn’t going on? If it was just you and your tumor,
would you be as gung-ho about it?”


“You know, I think I would.” And then,
with a smile so bright it was almost disarming, she added: “My daughter thinks
I’m some sort of a superhero. And I’m not about to let her see me quit.”


Maybe it was just because he didn’t have
kids and, quite frankly, wasn’t sure if he ever wanted them, but Jack didn’t
quite understand this. Still, Rachel was in good spirits and that was enough
for him. Well, that and the fact that he’d thought about their strange, random
kiss about a million times in the week or so since it had happened. Maybe it
was a little selfish, but he was excited to spend this time with her. More than
that, he rather hoped it would orient things in a way that would include him in
whatever the end of this entire Alex Lynch debacle might look like.


“So,” Rachel said, not yet taking her
phone out to pull up the records he’d sent over. “Madeline Young. I take it the
governor’s family is doing what they can to keep it quiet? I don’t recall
hearing anything at all about this on the news.”


“That’s exactly what they’re doing,” Jack
said. “At least, that’s how Anderson described it to me. The idea is that by
keeping it quiet, the killer will be none the wiser. But given the state of the
body and how it was found, I’m not sure how that’s going to work. Although,
it’s been nearly forty-eight hours since there was a positive ID on the body,
so apparently they know what they’re doing.”


“So, I take it Anderson properly briefed
you?”


“He did. And immediately afterward, he
asked if I thought you’d be up for it. I think he’s getting to the point where
he legitimately feels bad for even thinking of sending you out—which is odd,
given that he’s also a big supporter of the idea that you regularly working is
what’s going to eventually help us to catch Lynch.”


When she gave a curt nod to this, he could
tell that any mention of catching Lynch was going to bother her now. She’d been
so close—she’d had him right there and he’d still gotten away. He
couldn’t imagine what sort of torture that must be causing her.


“Well, he doesn’t need to feel bad,” she
said after a brief silence. “It’s sort of a no-win situation for me. If I go
out to work, I beat myself up about whether or not I’m a good mother. But if I
just stayed at home while waiting for Lynch to strike again, or for the bureau
or U.S. Marshals to bring him in, I’d go absolutely insane—especially while
living in a house that isn’t even mine. Now…Alexandria is what? A little under
two hours, right?”


“Right.”


“So let’s role-play. You be Anderson.
Brief me.”


Ignoring his childish and embarrassing
little spark of excitement at hearing her mention role play, Jack ran
through all he knew about the case. He’d essentially told her all the important
details over the phone. On its face, it really was a cut and dry case. Still,
he spent the first twenty minutes of the drive filling her in as they made
their way out of Richmond.


He told her about how a team of
construction workers had come across a wooden crate of some kind that had
served as a makeshift coffin. It had been discovered on a worksite where a
string of condominiums were going up, in an area where the ground had already
been dug up and disturbed. Because of the leveling work on the site, it was
impossible to know just how deep (or shallow) the box had been buried
underground. Other than that, and the coroner’s belief that the body had been
in the coffin for at least a week or longer, that was the only information they
had to go on.


“Any way to know if the coffin was buried
before or during construction?” she asked.


“I asked the same thing. No one knows for
sure. It’s something we should probably look into when we get there.”


“Any clear cause of death?”


“None that the coroner could find. No
evidence of stabbing or blunt force trauma. That’s all we know for sure.”


She thought about all of this for a while
and then finally took her phone out. She was quiet as she read over the case
files, staying in that state of silence for at least another twenty minutes or
so. She made a few notes on an app on her phone and then looked out of the
windows for a moment. Jack was pleased that things didn’t necessarily feel any
different between them, but he couldn’t help but wonder how she felt about the
unexpected kiss she’d given him a week ago. He wondered if she’d been thinking
about it, too…and if not, what would Rachel think of him if she knew just how
much he’d enjoyed it?


She derailed this particular line of
thought when she finally spoke up after nearly half an hour of silence. “I
can’t believe he got away from me.”


He’d been expecting this to come up and
honestly wasn’t sure how to respond. He decided to at least do his best,
though. “The way you explained it to me, your maternal instincts kicked in and
you froze. I don’t think that’s anything to beat yourself up about.”


“I know. And I think I’ve come to terms
with that. Right now, I’m wrestling more with the idea that this man has so
much control over my life…over my family. I’ve got this stupid tumor in my head
that seems to be on vacation right now, but Alex Lynch is just as cancerous. I
just…I just need a break.”


Jack had to fight the impulse to reach out
and take her hand. God, he hated feeling like this about her. He wasn’t stupid
enough to mistake it for love, but he also knew the respect he had for her and
the way he knew how strong she was made it much more than just a harmless
crush.


“Well, at the risk of sounding cheesy, you
know I’m here for you, right?”


“I know. There’s no way in hell I could go
out on a case right now if I wasn’t with you. Now…why a makeshift coffin? Why
not just bury the body in a hole?”


He couldn’t help but smile. There was no
transition at all. She swerved the conversation to the mildly touching to
business-as-usual. He thought he understood it perfectly, though. In order for
her to get that break she’d mentioned, business-as-usual might be the only
thing to get them there.











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


Rachel made a quick series of phone calls
on the way to Alexandria and, as a result, set them up with their first
interview as soon as they arrived at the site where the body of Madeline Young
had been found. The man’s name was Frank Eaves, a man in his early thirties.
When they arrived, Frank was sitting on a concrete culvert pipe that had not
yet been placed into the ground, He was sipping on a can of soda and smoking a
cigarette. A yellow, scuffed-up hard hat sat in the crook of his legs. Rachel
was well aware of the several other construction workers that were eyeing them
as they made their way over to Frank.


“You two the agents?” Frank asked before either
of them could say anything.


“Yes, we’re the FBI agents,” Rachel said.
“Agents Gift and Rivers. And you’re Frank Eaves?”


“That’s me. My supervisor said you guys
were coming. Pulled me to the side about twenty minutes ago. And I’m really
sorry, but I don’t know anything about that body.”


“But you’re the one that found it, right?”
Rachel asked.


“Yeah.”


“Show us where please.”


Frank took a long drag from his cigarette
before tossing it to the ground and stamping it out with his foot. “Yeah, it
was right over here.”


He walked about fifteen feet away from the
pipe to the edge of what Rachel assumed was a pile of material to be thrown
away or otherwise discarded. The hole was plain to see, an almost rectangular shape
right in the ground.


“And you dug it up, right?” Jack asked.


“Well, another worker of mine used the
bulldozer to get it started. When we realized what it was we were seeing, we
stopped and called the cops.”


“How did you even find out it was there in
the first place?”


“I tossed a busted piece of rebar over
there. It landed in a way that sort of dug up some of the earth.”


“So it was shallow, then?”


“Yeah. No more than six inches. But then
again, this ground has been knocked down and dug up and leveled…so there’s no
telling how deep that thing was buried originally.”


“And have you spoken to any police other
than the ones that arrived on the scene when you called it in?”


“No. The same two cops have sort of been
hovering around.” He pointed over to two large work trucks parked on the
opposite side of the site. There was a single police cruiser also parked over
there hidden by the trucks and a loader. “One of them is over there talking
with my supervisor.”


“Any idea what they’re talking about?”
Jack asked.


“No. But after we found the body, we had
to shut the site down for two days. This is the first day back on the job, and
it’s with a smaller crew—as you can see.”


“Mr. Eaves, do you know the identity of
the body?” Rachel asked. She wanted to see just how tight of a lid remained on
the news, given that the governor was trying to keep it all very quiet.


“No clue. And when I asked the cops, you
would have thought I’d called the guy a name and kicked him right in the balls.
He was adamant that I not even ask.”


“Thank you, Mr. Eaves.”


They left Frank Eaves and headed over to
the two work trucks. As they drew closer, Rachel could see a cop speaking with
a short, stout man in a button-down shirt and jeans. The cop was wearing his
uniform blues. As they got even closer, Rachel spotted the shield emblem on his
left breast, indicating that he was either a Sergeant or Captain.


As they came closer, the cop spotted them
making their way over. He said something quickly to the other man—presumably
the site supervisor—and then excused himself. He made his way around the trucks,
cutting them off before they could have a chance to speak with the supervisor.


Rachel recognized the skeptical look he
was giving them as he approached, so she went ahead and took out her badge and
ID. “Agents Gift and Rivers, FBI.”


“Oh,” the cop said, relief instantly
showing on his face. “Oh, well that’s a relief.” And then, lowering his voice,
he said, “I told them that keeping this thing under wraps would probably slow
the process down.”


“I take it you’ve been in charge to this
point?” Rachel asked.


“I suppose you could say that, but I don’t
really feel in charge of anything to tell you the truth. I’ve currently got two
talking heads from the governor’s office at the precinct, keeping watch over
everything we say and do.”


“And what about the governor?” Rachel
said. “Is he interfering?”


“No. He’s kept his distance…staying at a
house somewhere in the city. He’s in a damned fine rush to get his daughter’s
body out of the city, though.”


“What were you and the foreman just now
talking about?” Jack asked.


“Well, he’s one of the very few people
that knows the identity of the victim. Once government spooks showed up, he got
curious, and someone told him. I’ve been assigned to make sure he doesn’t let
it slip. He was pretty furious that the governor had asked him to keep the
worksite shut down until the killer was found.”


“I see,” Rachel said. “Well, to that end,
what do you know? What’s the investigation looking like so far?”


“A bunch of nothing. There were no prints
found on the body. We’ve still got forensics trying to find any traces of anything
on the wood, but there’s been nothing so far. No leads, no clues…yeah, so I’m
really glad to see the two of you.”


Rachel reached into the inner pocket of
her coat and pulled out a business card. “Would you please have someone email
us digital copies of the current records on the case? For right now, it seems
like we should probably get over to see the body before the governor gets his
way and has it moved.”


“Good call,” the cop said, taking the
card. “And you know, I’ll give her a call and let her know you’re coming. She’s
been sort of on guard, too, with the governor and his people snooping around.”


“Thanks for the help,” Rachel said.


And then, less than five minutes after
arriving at the site, she and Jack headed back to their car. They hadn’t
received much new information regarding the case, but the brief visit did set
the tone for the rest of the investigation: it was going to be fast-paced and
undergone with precision. It was almost enough to make Rachel forget about the
underlying narrative of hope that it would bring Lynch back to her again.


Almost…


 


***


 


The coroner was a middle-aged woman that
seemed like she’d been burning her candle at both ends. She looked tired and
maybe even slightly paranoid. When her assistant escorted Rachel and Jack back
to the examination room where the body of Madeline Young was being stored, she
eyed them both as if they might be out to get her—or, at the very least,
minions of the governor. Her tightened, slightly pale face seemed to relax a
bit when Rachel displayed her badge.


“We hear you’ve been under a bit of
pressure,” Rachel said.


“Oh, I don’t know if pressure is
the right word or not,” she said. “It’s just a little daunting to do this job
accurately when you’re trying to keep secrets and having people from the State
office breathing down your neck.” She extended her hand and when she did,
Rachel was reminded of a joke people told back in Quantico about shaking hands
with a nervous coroner, though she couldn’t remember the context of it. “Susan
Neeley,” she said. “Thanks so much for coming by.”


Jack took a tentative step towards the
room’s single examination table. It was currently empty and had the look of
just having been cleaned.


“So where’s the body now?”


“In a locker, ready to be moved. The
governor is sending someone in two hours. It’s not an unreasonable request,
really. I just hate that they’ve all been so domineering.”


“Do you think it would be necessary for us
to see the body?” Rachel asked.


“You’re welcome to if you like, but the
body itself offered up nothing. No gunshots, no stab wounds, nothing.”


“What did you figure was the cause of
death?” Rachel asked.


As she answered, Susan walked over to the
counter along the far wall and brought a laptop to life. “I found trace amounts
of Rohypnol in her intestines. Because she’d been deceased for at least five
days, it was hard to get a read on just how much she ingested. But her lungs
also showed telltale signs of suffocation. So it’s a pretty easy equation,
really: Madeline Young was drugged and then suffocated. There are no bruises
around her neck, no distress to her trachea. She wasn’t strangled. I believe
she died gasping for breath in this box, underground. There were splinters in
her palms that back this theory up. There’s no way to know for sure, but being
that the few splinters are the only signs that there was a struggle of any kind
against the wood casing, I doubt she was very alert at all when she died.”


Rachel let this sink in. Even though it
would appear that Madeline Young experienced very little pain in her final
moments, the concept itself was brutal. Knocking someone out, and then burying
them underground so they would suffocate. It told her a good deal about the
killer—that he was patient, ambitious, and a truly sick individual.


“Does the governor know all of these
details?” Rachel asked.


“As I understand it, yes, he does. I’ve
not spoken directly to him, but I do think he’s been given up-to-the-minute
details.” Susan paused here, finding the file she’d been looking for on the
laptop. She printed out a copy, bringing a small printer at the back of the
room to life. As she walked across the room to retrieve it, she said, “This
printout is everything I found during the autopsy. It echoes everything I just
told you, but still…this thing is being kept under such a veil of secrecy that
I figure it can’t hurt for you to have it.”


Rachel took it and looked it over. It was
only two pages, showing the readouts for the tox screen as the point-by-point
breakdown of the autopsy results—which, other than the presence of the
Rohypnol, didn’t amount to much.


“Let me ask you, Ms. Neeley…would you
happen to know where the governor is staying? We know he’s in town, but not
sure where.”


“No clue. That’s way beyond my paygrade.”


It was clear that they’d get nothing else
of use from Susan Neeley—that the killer had been careful. The presence of
Rohypnol did give them something of a glimpse of where to go, but she felt they
needed to speak with the governor first. If he truly wanted all of this kept
quiet, he’d want it wrapped up as soon as possible. Based on that, she didn’t
see why he wouldn’t give them an accurate picture of what Madeline’s life
looked like. 


“Thanks for this,” Rachel said, indicating
the print-out. Her mind was already pointed toward the governor, wondering how
much honesty they’d get out of him. 


“Of course. Good luck on figuring this
out.”


On their way out of the coroner’s
building, Jack was reaching for his cellphone. “I’ll call the PD, see if I can
get the chief on the line. I’m sure someone will know where the governor’s
staying.”


Rachel nodded, again having an almost
conflicted feeling with what to expect when speaking to the governor and his
family. She’d only worked cases closely with government officials on two
occasions and both of them had left her feeling nearly ignorant. Even in
situations like this, there was a veil of secrecy and privacy over the lives of
certain individuals that they all believed trumped whatever the case may be.


But while Jack worked on finding out the
location of the governor, Rachel got into the passenger seat and started to
think things through. While they hadn’t gotten much from the coroner’s report
or from the worksite where the body had been found, the fact that Madeline
Young was something of a public figure already gave them a murky picture of the
woman.


She was in her late forties—maybe as much
as fifty. Her father, Graham Young, was the governor of Virginia, currently
running for his second term. She didn’t spend much time in the spotlight at
all. If Rachel remembered correctly, Madeline was involved in some sort of
animal rescue charity that she was sometimes in the news to promote. She’d been
through a divorce a few years back, but news reports hadn’t been very detailed about
it. Still, it all offered up a promising snapshot of their victim.


Jack finally got into the car as well,
quickly starting the engine. “I spoke to the chief, who just happens to be the
same fellow we talked with at the worksite. He gave me the address to where the
governor is staying—an expensive condo about three miles away from here. Funny
enough, the chief says Governor Young has been bitching about the lack of a
bureau presence to this point—said he chose not to go straight to the D.C.
branches out of fear of the story leaking.”


“That makes sense, I suppose. But he seems
so scared of the story getting out…it makes me wonder if he’s hiding
something.”


Jack shrugged as he pulled out of the lot
and said, “Well, he is a politician.”


And with that said, Jack headed to the
address he’d been given, taking them to their third destination in the past
hour—pushing along a case that already felt like it was moving at the speed of
light.











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


Rachel wasn’t sure what she’d been
expecting. What sort of isolated place did a governor retreat to when his
daughter’s body had been mysteriously discovered in a buried wooden box?
Apparently, it was in a very upscale condo; he’d rented out the entire second
floor for himself, his immediate family, and close staff. A guard showing a
holstered sidearm stood at the elevators in the lobby. When Jack showed his ID
and badge, the guard gave only a cursory nod before stepping aside to allow
them to press the UP button.


“This is feeling more and more
cloak-and-dagger the deeper we get into it, don’t you think?” Jack asked as the
elevator doors slid closed in front of them.


“Maybe. But I also am trying to keep in
mind that this is a father that just lost his daughter. Being in the public eye
has to make things like this so much harder.”


Jack nodded and went quiet. She wondered
if he was thinking about the concept of grief, of dealing with loss…in the same
way Paige had lost her father, and how Rachel had almost lost hers. And maybe,
she hated to think, how he may one day have to deal with losing her, depending
on what this tumor decided to do.


The elevator opened up directly into what
looked like a large foyer. A single step led up to the main floor and it was there
that they found Governor Graham Young and a few others. All heads turned their
way. One man in a suit came walking briskly forward, his hand falling instantly
to his side.


“We’re FBI,” Jack said quickly, reaching
for his badge and ID.


“Well, it’s about time,” a woman within
the small crowd said.


The room was still with remorse, so it was
easy enough for Rachel to quickly get a glimpse of what they were dealing with.
Governor Young was sitting on a large, plush sofa to the right. A
familiar-looking woman sat beside him—presumably his wife. She was the one
who’d made the about time comment.


Another man was standing at a small bar
area, currently drinking something amber from a small cocktail glass. On the
other side of the room, two people—one younger-looking man and a middle-aged
woman—were sitting at an ornate table behind laptops. They both looked up at
Rachel and Jack, giving them only a moment’s notice before returning their eyes
to the screens. These, Rachel assumed, were employees of the governor’s or
maybe interns of some kind.


Rachel didn’t see the point in waiting for
an invitation. Once the suited man stood down, his posture softer and his hand
no longer going for whatever weapon was hiding on his hip, she made her way up
into the large living space where everyone was seated. It was elegant and very
chic, like something out of a modern interior design display brochure.


“Governor Young, we’ve been assigned to
this case and understand your desire to keep everything out of the headlines,”
Rachel said. “I’m Agent Rachel Gift, and this is my partner, Agent Jack Rivers.
We’d like to ask you some questions, if that’s okay.”


He nodded and she could tell that he was
trying to decide if he should lay into them because he felt the bureau had
taken too long to respond or if he needed to rely heavily on them to get to the
bottom of this. As he wrestled with this, Rachel realized that she did
recognize the woman sitting beside him as his wife. Rachel was quite sure it
was his second wife and not Madeline’s mother.


“Yes, of course, that’s fine,” Governor
Young said. He was a tall man by nature, but sitting on the couch with his face
worn out and slightly puffy from days of crying, he looked frail. He almost
looked like a frightened child to Rachel and Jack.


“Are we good to speak here openly?” Jack
asked. “Or would you like to move elsewhere?”


His wife looked nearly appalled at the
idea, but the governor was giving it some thought. After a few seconds, he
shrugged without much effort and said, “Here is fine. I trust everyone in this
room.”


Rachel took a seat in one of two available
wingback chairs. Jack remained standing, just a few steps behind her. “Governor
Young,” Jack said, “you understand that we’ll have to ask some difficult, blunt
questions, right?”


“Yes. I know.”


Rachel took the lead. She knew Jack did
have a softer and more sympathetic side, but she also knew its appearance was
rare. “We know that you filed a missing person’s report just a few weeks ago,”
she said. “Can you tell us the details about that?”


“Yes. She’d gone on a vacation to Jamaica.
She came back when she was supposed to. Even called me to check in. But then
after that, she went missing. No calls, she wasn’t returning texts, and her
boyfriend was even calling my offices to ask if I had seen her.” He was
speaking almost robotically, as if each word took a bit of processing and
effort to get out.


“When she checked in after her vacation,
did she mention anything odd about the trip?”


“No, nothing at all. In fact, she said it
was just what she needed. That she felt nice and relaxed and wished she’d done
it sooner.”


“You mentioned a boyfriend,” Jack said.
“How long had they been dating?”


“Three years, off and on. he’d actually
asked her to marry him last year, but she didn’t want to.”


“How well do you know him?”


“Very well. And—”


“And the police have already asked us all
of these questions,” his wife interrupted.


“It wasn’t him,” Governor Young said. “I
can guarantee you that. But I’ll have one of my assistants give you his contact
information all the same.” He nodded to the two people sitting at the table
with laptops as he said this.


“Can you think of anyone that may have
wanted her dead?” Rachel asked. “Anyone that may have held a grudge against
her?”


“No,” Young said. “And I’ve spent the last
two days trying to figure out who would want to do this to her. She’s had some
run-ins with people that disagree with our politics, even right down to that
animal charity she loves so much. But it was all just online squabbles, nothing
serious. I just…I can’t help but wonder if it’s someone that has something
against me…someone that is going after my family to hurt me.”


This jolted Rachel a bit. It was far too
similar to what she felt Alex Lynch was doing to her. She managed to keep her
composure, though, and asked, “Can you think of any one, single individual that
would do something like this?”


“No. But I have lots of opponents, lot of
people with vastly different views. I’ve had three death threats during my several
years in office. Right now, they,” he said, again nodding to the two people at
the table, “are scouring all of our social media histories to see if there were
any indications…anyone that hinted at doing something so severe.”


The man standing by the bar with a glass
in his hand cleared his throat. Governor Young looked at him and then nodded
briefly, as if giving permission. “I keep telling him that someone is trying to
get something out of him…that this was a message of some kind.”


“This,” Governor Young said, “is my son,
Teddy. He chose to—”


“I chose to not be a public figure when my
father decided to run for governor,” Teddy Young finished. He seemed irritated
more than anything else, as if being here with his grieving father was a pain
in his backside.


“Well, based on what we know,” Rachel
said, “I would be very surprised if this was someone looking to threaten or
frame you, Governor.”


“How can you be so sure?”


Before she answered, she tried to choose
her words carefully, doing her best to remain sensitive. “The way she was
found…there’s no way anyone would know when she’d be found…or if she’d ever
be found, for that matter. If someone wanted to send you a message and make an
impact, they would have done this in a way that would have hit you right away.
They would have done it in a more public and simple way. They’d want this in
the headlines if they were trying to send you some sort of a message.”


“Yeah, but we’re talking about the
daughter of a governor,” Teddy said. “Are you trying to tell me it was random?
That someone decided to kill her in this messed up way without knowing
who she was?”


“That could very well be the case,” Jack
said.


Teddy didn’t look convinced and, truth be
told, Rachel didn’t blame him. It did sort of feel like a stretch, like
something more than a coincidence. The trick, of course, would be finding out
if this was the case. Because if Madeline Young had been chosen on purpose, it made
the case entirely different. But so far, they couldn’t prove that. And as she
sat there in front of the governor, Rachel thought she knew where they needed
to look next. They needed to go back to where they started, back to square one.


Surely, the place where she’d been buried
had to have some significance, right? And now that they knew there weren’t any
clear answers to be had anywhere else, they were going to have to do the very
same thing that had been done to recover Madeline Young’s body.


They were going to have to do some
digging.











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


When they arrived back at the worksite,
they found it so empty that Rachel wondered if a decision had been made to shut
the site down again. But as they got out and walked back onto the churned-up
ground, she saw the foreman they’d seen earlier—the short man that had been
speaking to the chief of police during their first visit. He was leaning
against a forklift and speaking into a cellphone. Two workers milled around
behind him; one was loading old sections of boards into the back of a pickup
truck while the other was taking measurements of a particular plot of land.


Rachel and Jack made their way over to the
man. Seeing them come, he visibly began to hurry his conversation along. By the
time they reached the forklift, he’d already ended the call and was pocketing
his phone.


“Are you the foreman?” Jack asked.


“I am,” he said. “Michael Hutchinson.
You’re the agents that were here earlier, yeah?”


“That’s right,” Rachel said. “We’d like to
know everything you can tell us about the construction job going on here.”


“Well, it was planned late last year. The
land was purchased by O’Neill and Sons Properties and they’re putting up
middle-tier condos. I believe it’ll be their fifth condominium complex in
Alexandria once it’s up.”


“Can you tell us how much time elapsed
between your company coming in and clearing off the site to the discovery of
the body?”


Hutchinson gave it some thought before
finally answering, “I’d say four weeks. There was a change in the plumbing
blueprints that needed to get sorted out and then the folks at O’Neill told us
to wait a bit.”


“Did you and your crew stay away from the
sire during that time?”


“Not entirely. I mean, after all, I’ve got
a lot of manpower and money tied up in this place. While we were asked to stand
down, I came by about three or four times a week just to make sure everything
was still as it should be. It rained twice during that time, and I had guys
come out here just to make sure there weren’t floods along the bases or
anything like that.”


“While you’re sort of in a holding pattern
right now, just now getting the okay to start up again, where are most of your
workers?” Jack asked. “I assume they don’t like being told they won’t be getting
a paycheck for a few days because of this case.”


“Oh, no, I’ve got most of them over near
the hospital. There’s a job I just closed on last week, putting up the
foundation for the expansion of one of the hospital wings.” He chuckled and
then, rather proudly, said: “I try to make it so that my guys always have work
to do. It’s a small crew when compared to larger companies, but all of my guys
are happy to do whatever work I have for them.”


“And this hospital addition…something like
that comes right from the state, right?”


“The county. It’s set up like a bid
process.”


“So O’Neill and Sons aren’t at all
involved in that?”


“No, not at all.” He gave her a perplexed
look for a moment but then seemed to understand why she might ask such a thing.
“Oh, you’re looking for a link, huh? Sorry to disappoint you there. But…I’ve
got three guys over there right now. I can make a call and have them sort of
dig a bit deeper…maybe intentionally look for something that might be buried?”


Hutchinson seemed eager to help but Rachel
wasn’t so sure about putting him to the task of going around each construction
site as if he were digging for treasure. On the other hand, she wondered if
there might be something there.


“How long ago was that plot leveled out
and prepared for construction?” she asked.


“It’s been about five days, I’d say.
Construction from my end won’t start for another week or so.”


“You know…if you’ve got no qualms about
these men being on your dime while they do it, maybe you should have
them just keep an extra eye out. Don’t have them digging holes everywhere if it’s
not necessary, but just be a bit more vigilant than normal.”


“I can do that,” Hutchinson said happily.


Jack sighed and looked at Hutchinson as if
trying to telepathically convey sympathy.


“I hope you understand that we have to
ask this,” he said. “But do you trust all of your men? This case…what was found
here on this site…do you think any of your men could have been responsible?”


“No way at all,” Hutchinson said right
away. “You know, the police asked me the very same thing. It got me to
thinking, you know. And I thought hard about it. But I trust every single one
of my men. They all have clean records, and most of them are family men, you
know? Clean, respectable, stand-up guys. Sure, there are a few that are still a
little wild, on the young side. But I should probably tell you that I
did have a guy that quit recently. Out of nowhere, for no reason at all, the
man just quit.”


“Had you started on this project yet when
he quit?” Rachel asked. For all of his eagerness to help, she didn’t think
Hutchinson understood how potentially huge this little tidbit of information
could be.


“Yeah, by about three days. He ran the
excavator and helped lay out some of the trenches.”


“How long did he work for you before he
quit?”


“Oh, I’d say four months or so. It was a
damn shame to see him go, too. He had a knack for thinking outside the box…a
way of looking at blueprints that I really wish I had.”


“Had he ever caused any sort of trouble?”


“Nope. Not a bit. Though, for a man of his
caliber to just up and quit a job he seemed to really like, it did make me
think he might have some sort of secret issues he was wrestling with.”


“What’s this man’s name?” Jack asked.


“Harry Bentley.”


“I don’t suppose you know where he lives,
do you?”


“I do, in fact. If you give me a second, I
can grab the address from my accounting software.” He dug out of his pocket,
opened an app, and started scrolling around. “But listen,” he said as he looked
for the address. “Yeah. I know it seems sketchy and all, but I don’t think he’d
be the type to do this sort of thing, either.”


But Rachel could hear the slight
uncertainty in his voice—uncertainty born out of the disappointment of having
Harry Bentley quit on him. Hutchinson gave them the address and Rachel watched
as Jack typed it into the maps app on his phone.


“Thanks for your help,” Rachel said,
giving Hutchinson a nod to indicate that they’d be on their way now. “Please…if
you think of anything else or your men find something, let the chief of police
know and he’ll get in touch with us.”


“Sure thing,” he said. Rachel thought he
sounded hopeful, maybe thinking that now that the feds were here and seemed to
be rolling along with the case, he’d be able to get back to work and not have
to worry about moving around in the shadow of what had been found on one of his
worksites.


She wished the same for him. Because
honestly, it would start with her and Jack wrapping up this case quickly. And
with every minute that passed, she felt that finishing up this case in record
time might be a necessity for a number of reasons.


And for a new one as well.


Namely, because as they got back into the
car to head to the residence of Harry Bentley, a dull and very familiar ache
started to pound at the base of Rachel’s skull.











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


Rachel called one of her bureau contacts
on the way to the address, wanting to get a snapshot of Harry Bentley. Based on
the overview she got back just six minutes later, she found that Bentley had a
clean record. There were a few dings on his IRS forms from a few years back
when he’d tried working for himself, but that was it. In that regard,
Hutchinson had been right on the money about his workers being stand-up men.


Still, both Rachel and Jack had been at
their jobs long enough to know that coincidences were rarely legitimate. And
for a man to quit a decent paying job out of nowhere right around the same time
it was believed the body of Madeline Young had been buried on that
worksite…well, it was just too suspicious to ignore.


It was 4:07 when Jack parked in front of
Harry Bentley’s house. It was located in a quiet suburb just off the
highway—not a bad neighborhood at all but far from what would be considered
upper class. There was a new Toyota Tundra parked in the driveway, though.
Rachel took note of this as she and Jack made their way up the front porch
stairs.


Jack knocked on the door without much
enthusiasm. If the man had quit his job, chances were he’d already had another
one lined up or would be busy pounding the pavement trying to find another one.
They both knew there was a good chance Bentley wasn’t home. But Rachel found
herself surprised when the door was answered about ten seconds later. They were
greeted by a man that might have been thirty or so. His head was shaved, and he
had a long beard that came down to his chest. He had the sort of build that
made it hard to tell at first glance if he was muscular or overweight. The
baggy black t-shirt he wore also made this hard to judge.


“Yeah?” he asked, giving them a menacing
stare. “Who’re you?”


Jack showed his badge with a bit of
aggression, never taking his eyes from the man. “We’re Special Agents Rivers
and Gift, with the FBI. Would you happen to be Harry Bentley?”


“Yeah, I am.” But the moment it was out of
his mouth, it looked as if he regretted saying anything. He recovered quickly,
though, and said, “Can I help you with something?”


“Well, we’re working a case that took us
out to a worksite of your former employer,” Rachel said. “You were working for
Michael Hutchinson until quite recently, right?”


“Yeah, I was.” Rachel saw the curiosity in
his eyes, the skepticism.


“We really just need to ask you a few
questions about what it was like to work for him,” Rachel said, the ruse coming
to her just as quickly as she spoke it. 


Apparently, it worked; she could see the
skepticism drop from his face. He hesitantly stepped to the side and let them
into his house. But even then, as they passed through the doorway, she could
see a sort of tension in the man’s body. His knees were locked, and he was
gripping the doorknob tightly.


The front door led into a very small foyer
that split off into a small living room and a kitchen that looped around in an
L-shape. Bentley led them into the living room and gave a quick look around,
gesturing to the couch. It was the only seat in the place, but the living room
still had a comfortable feel to it. It was tidy and minimally decorated. Rachel
did detect the faint smell of body odor, though—as if Bentley had been sweating
quite a bit recently.


Jack, God bless him, had apparently picked
up on her approach. He sat down on the couch without being invited to do so and
said, “So, we have an issue out at one of the worksites.  We can’t tell you all
the details, but just know that your former employer could be in a bit of a
bind. So I guess we’ll ask with the reasons you had for quitting. He made it
sound like it was sort of out of the blue.”


“Yeah, I guess it was,” Bentley said. He’d
elected not to sit. He was standing at the front of the room with his hands in
his pockets. Rachel noted that his hands were fidgeting inside his pockets—a
sure sign of nerves.


“So, why did you leave?”


“I just got tired of it, you know? Same
old thing day after day. It’s good work, but it’s loud and gets very
repetitive.”


“Did you find employment somewhere else
afterwards?” Rachel asked.


She was pretty sure she caught a nervous
little twitch before he answered. But, like her own white lie to get him to
talk, he seemed quick with his own little lies.  “No, not right away.  mean,
I’m working as a Lyft driver right now while I’m looking for something else.”


“How about the other guys you worked
with?” Jack asked. “Did you ever have any issues with them?”


“Nope. They were a good group of guys. I
just…I got bored with the work.”


“Fair enough,” Rachel said. She was making
sure to go back and forth—one question from her, then one from Jack—to sort of
disorient Bentley. She could tell he was bothered by something but doing his
absolute best to play it off. Also, there was something about his expression
and overall presence that made her think he might be high…or, at the very
least, coming down off of one. She figured if they could keep nailing him with
questions in such a way, it might cause him to stumble and reveal something
worthwhile. “Tell us about Hutchinson. This is very important. Was there
something you had against him? Or maybe something he had against you?”


“No, he…he, uh…”


“It’s okay,” Jack said. “Anything you have
to say won’t leave this room. Not unless there are charges eventually pressed.”


“Charges?”


“Yes, as we said, we’re working a case,”
Rachel said. “And it looks like it might point to some of the men you worked
with...maybe a site you were working on. We just need to get as much
information as we can.”


Bentley nodded and started to pace a bit.
As he made his way to the other side of the room, he gave them an almost
childish look of alarm. “Sorry,” he said. “I need to go to the bathroom. I’ll
be right back.”


He didn’t wait for any sort of response
before leaving the living room and walking to the right, where a small hallway
led to a few other rooms. He hurried down the hall and entered the first door
on the right, closing it behind him. When he was gone, Jack looked over to her
with a mixture of humor and acknowledgement.


“He seems stoned, right?” he said.


“I thought so, too. He’s also very
nervous.”


“Yeah, something’s not jiving here. I
wonder if I should head outside and find that bathroom window…make sure he’s
not trying to make a run for it.”


“Well, for all we know, he didn’t even go
into the bathroom. He may have gone into a bedroom for a gun. If he’s stoned,
he might also be paranoid.” As she said this and tried to figure out the next
best approach, she felt that dull throbbing ache in her head. Compared to some
of the pains she’d experienced there while dealing with the tumor, it was
miniscule. But she knew better than to just ignore it. She noted it and
acknowledged it—but still didn’t think it was worth mentioning to Jack. Not
yet.


“Let’s see, then,” she said, looking past
the irritating pain.


She got to her feet and quietly made her
way across the room, following in Harry Bentley’s footsteps. She made her way
to the hallway, her feet light and measured. When she came to the room Bentley
had gone in, she could easily hear the noise of motion and movement on the
other side. Acting quickly, she ventured further down the hallway, making sure
she continued to be as quiet as she could. 


She checked the next room and found a
small office of sorts, currently cluttered with a few boxes. A single, twin-sized
mattress was propped up against the wall. She then tried the third and final
room along the hallway, the door partially closed. She pushed it open and found
the bathroom—a room Harry Bentley claimed to be visiting but was not currently
occupying.


Rachel looked back down the hallway and
saw that Jack had also gotten to his feet. He was standing at the entrance to
the kitchen, giving her an inquisitive look. She motioned for him to go out the
front door, giving a nod and hoping he would take it to mean that their hunch
was right—that Bentley was definitely up to something.


Jack was just as keen as ever, instantly
turning and heading for the front door. Rachel, meanwhile, turned back to the
closed door—presumably a bedroom. She placed her hand on her Glock, but left it
holstered. She leaned in a bit, listening for more sounds from inside, but
heard nothing.


“Mr. Bentley?”


There was no answer. She raised her hand
to knock but before she had the chance, she heard Jack’s voice, it was distant
and slightly rushed but the words were clear.


“He’s on the move!”


Rachel tried opening the bedroom door but
found it locked. Figuring there was no real reason to knock the door in, she
turned on her heel and made her way back through the house, stepping out into
the afternoon She went around the side of the house quickly and when she turned
the corner, she saw Jack already running in pursuit.


She took off as well, running at a full
sprint to catch up to them. As she did so, passing between a strip of yard and
the rickety picket fence that separated Bentley’s yard from his neighbor, she
noted that the first window she came to along the side of the house was opened.
Bentley’s escape route, she guessed.


She heard Jack yelling up ahead, demanding
that Bentley stop, that he was an FBI agent, and he was armed. But Bentley was
apparently not taking heed. When Rachel came around the back side of the house,
she found a backyard in need of maintenance. The grass was tall, the deck was
deteriorating, and a small shed near the back of the property looked to be one
strong wind from toppling over. She wondered, idly, how such a little structure
had passed the HOA standards in a neighborhood like this. She was also unable
to keep herself from thinking just how eerie the little shed seemed—like the
sort of place someone might secretly build makeshift coffins.


But her full attention was on Jack and the
still-running Harry Bentley. When Rachel realized what the idiot was doing, she
got frustrated but then also redirected her own course. He was cutting hard to
the right, intending to go back around the opposite side of the house and, very
likely, trying to get into the new truck they’d spotted in the driveway.


She came to a skidding stop in the tall
grass and went back the way she’d come. She pressed a bit harder this time,
knowing that Bentley had a decent head start on her. When she came back to the
front of the house, she saw that her hunch had been correct. Bentley was
attempting to get into his truck, having come around the front of it so he
could get in on the driver’s side. She saw a look of success on his face as he
opened the door just as Jack came bounding around the side of the house. As far
as Bentley knew, he’d outrun them.


But he then saw Rachel at the last moment,
out of the corner of his eye. Rachel continued to run, knowing that asking him
to stop and drawing her gun would do no good; his race with Jack had proven
that much. Instead, she dashed at him and was a bit surprised when she saw him
take on a clumsy fighter’s stance.


She didn’t bother with a warning. Rachel
advanced on him and she could see his slow jab coming from a mile away. She
sidestepped it easily, threw a single, stiff jab of her own into his ribs, and
that did it. He crumpled right away, reaching for his opened truck door to keep
from falling on the concrete driveway.


Jack was there just as she reached down to
pick Bentley up. They worked quickly and efficiently together, getting Bentley
to his feet and in handcuffs in a matter of seconds.


“Why’d you try sneaking out on us, Mr.
Bentley?” Jack asked.


But Bentley wasn’t answering, he was too
busy trying to draw in a whole breath, still a bit woozy from Rachel’s punch.
She wondered if she’d maybe put a bit too much power behind it.


As they made their way back to their car,
Jack guiding a still-quiet Bentley into the back seat, Rachel realized that
she’d gone a bit tense. In the past, it had been running or other physical
exertions that had caused the rumbling little headaches to escalate into
something much larger and much more painful. But as she got into the passenger
seat and buckled up, she was relieved to find that, if anything, the creeping
pain had diminished.


She felt that now familiar flicker of
hope…which, in tandem with so easily capturing their first lead for the case,
made her dare to hope everything else on her plate would be handled just as
easily in the days to come.











CHAPTER TEN


 


 


The case had such a sense of urgency to it
that Rachel barely even registered the interior of the local police station as
she and Jack hauled Harry Bentley to an interrogation room. As they made their
way through the building, though, Rachel couldn’t help but wonder if this case
felt so urgent because she had placed her own issues into it somehow. She was
no longer seeing this as just a case in which they needed to figure out who had
drugged and buried a woman alive in a wooden box; no, she was also banking on
this case to draw Alex Lynch out into some sort of final confrontation.


This remained in the back of her head, a
nagging voice constantly at the ready, as she closed the door to the
interrogation room behind her.


Jack gave Bentley a little nudge and then
pointed to the single chair on the other side of the table. “Sit down and tell
us why you thought it would be a good idea to try running.”


Bentley sneered at both of them but did as
he was asked. The slight haze of confusion Rachel had seen on him back at his
house had lightened. If he had indeed been stoned, it had worn off over the
course of the last half-hour or so.


He cast his hateful gaze toward Rachel and
said, “I think you broke one of my ribs.”


She shrugged and said, “Wouldn’t have
happened if you hadn’t thrown the punch at me.”


“Or run from us in the first place,” Jack
said. “So what the hell is going on?”


Bentley finally sat down, making a
dramatic performance about the apparent pain in his side. “You weren’t there to
talk about Hutchinson at all, were you?” he hissed.


“Well, in a way,” Rachel said. “Here’s
what we’ll do, just to make it a bit easier on you. We’re sort of crunched for
time here, so we’ll get right to the point. We found something on that
worksite…the one Hutchinson and his crew are putting up for condos. We know you
were still working for him when the place was starting to be cleared out. So…if
there’s anything you want to tell us, you tell us now. If you make it hard,
we’ll send a police unit to your house. Maybe have them start searching in that
shed out back.”


He was still sneering at them, but it
seemed like there was something else to his stare now Maybe caution…maybe
worry. It was hard to tell. She also noted that he was sweating again, linking
it back to the hint of body odor back at his house. After a few seconds, she
saw his face soften and then he looked away from them. The look that came over
his face as he stared at the table was one she’d seen lots of times in
interrogation rooms: shame.


“I’ve got this habit…this Oxy habit that I
can’t kick. And I let it get the best of me. I couldn’t work, couldn’t function
without it.”


“Oxycodone?” Jack asked for clarification.


“Yeah…but it didn’t always have to be just
Oxy. Any opioid would do, really. I fractured my tailbone on a job last
year…this was before working for Hutchinson…and the doc prescribed Vicodin. It
didn’t take long…I got hooked. I was taking them even after the injury healed
and it just…it got me.”


“Okay,” Rachel said, careful not to
dismiss what looked to be a very real problem. “But what does that have to do
with you quitting your job with Hutchinson without giving any sort of warning?”


When he looked back up to her, there was a
baffled look on his face. It seemed that he was shocked that she couldn’t
figure it out. “Because it’s gotten to the point where I can’t do a damned
thing without being at least half stoned. And when you work construction,
that’s not exactly safe. I got embarrassed and scared, and I quit.”


The same look still prominent in his eyes
told Rachel that he was being honest. But she also knew it didn’t immediately
let him off the hook for the reason they were here in the first place.


“So let’s go back to the main issue for
right now,” Jack said as she thought this through. “You said you had to go to
the bathroom and then you tried to run on us. People don’t usually run away
from FBI agents just because they’re addicts.”


“I was stoned and paranoid. And I…I’ve
been selling. I can’t…”


It was here that Harry Bentley broke. He
started to sob, a loud and retching sound that came from deep within him. Maybe
it was because he knew he’d messed up by just admitting to FBI agents that he
was selling opioids. And maybe it was because having to speak these things out
loud was making him realize just how bad things had gotten for him.


Rachel saw that even Jack had softened up
in seeing this. She did her best to carry on from that point, knowing that
getting any concrete information out of him was going to be tricky now.


“Mr. Bentley,” she said with as much
compassion as she could, “we weren’t coming to you because of anything opioid
related. We need to know some information about the time you spent working with
Hutchinson.”


He looked up, surprised, but he seemed
willing to continue talking. “What the hell did he do?”


“It’s not what he did,” Rachel said. “Mr.
Bentley, a body was discovered buried on the worksite we’ve been asking you
about. And that body just happens to be the daughter of someone in the public
eye. We have—”


“And you think I had something to do with
it just because I quit?” Suddenly, he seemed almost clear-headed. He wiped some
of his tears away and took a deep breath, trying to reorient himself to the
situation.


“That was the train of thought we were on,
yes,” Jack said.


“Well, I’ll do whatever I can to help…to
show you I have absolutely nothing to do with it.” He placed his hands on the
table, not quite slapping the table, but loud enough to express a point.


Rachel figured this would be a smart play,
but it might be something they could task the police with. Based on what
Bentley was telling them, the likelihood that he’d have the stamina, focus, and
wherewithal to drug someone and then bury them in a coffin of his own design
was extremely low. The lifestyle of an addict would not allow for that sort of
time and focus.


“We appreciate that,” Jack said.


“For now, though,” Rachel said, “we’ll
hand you over to the local PD. There may be a few officers that will indeed
take you up on that offer—to ask questions and get evidence as to your
whereabouts over the past few weeks.”


“And…what about the selling? The pills…?”


“Yeah, that will be covered, too,” Rachel
said, almost apologetically.


She almost hated to leave the
interrogation on this note, but she’d been around enough criminals (and
addicts, for that matter) to know when the well of useful information had been
exhausted. She was all but certain that Harry Bentley was not their killer and
to spend any more time on him would be a waste.


She gave him a small, sympathetic nod and
then stepped out into the hallway. Jack followed and when he closed the door
behind him, he placed his hands on his hips and let out a deep sigh.


“Well, that was unexpected,” he said. “And
if I’m being honest, a little anticlimactic.”


“Yeah, but we should still have the police
look his place over. Especially that shed in the back.”


“And what about us? What do we do in the
meantime?”


She opened her mouth to answer before she
realized she didn’t have one. She supposed they could collaborate with Governor
Young’s aides to see if they could find any severe red flags—suspects that had
caused the governor grievances and issues before. But even that seemed like a
useless road to pursue for now.


“I hate to say that I have no idea,” she
admitted.


“That’s a first.”


“How about you?”


“Well, the coroner said there were trace
amounts of Rohypnol in Madeline Young. We could run a search in the criminal
database for Rohypnol, I suppose. Maybe tag up with Young’s aides to see if we
can help with their background checks, too.”


“I’m good with any of that,” she said.
“Let’s just…let’s get out of here and get to work.”


Jack didn’t argue the point as they
started toward the bullpen area to initiate the remainder of Harry Bentley’s
part in all of this. She was glad…because honestly, she was starting to
understand why she felt the need to close this case as soon as possible. The
faster they moved and the more urgent it seemed, the less she thought of Alex
Lynch; but even then, as they started out on their next step of the case, she
could feel him lurking, always in the back of her mind like a ghost that just
wouldn’t stop rattling its chains.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


He sipped from his lukewarm lavender tea
while he studied. He had a modest little set-up—a basic laptop and an old iPad,
angled slightly apart from one another. The laptop screen showed a Facebook
page, while the iPad was currently showing the same TikTok clip on a loop. He’d
been sitting there for about an hour, scanning the profiles, studying the faces
and the bios.


He supposed it was sort of like hunting,
though he’d never been a fan of the sport—not that he even considered it a
sport, really.


He’d probably seen at least five hundred
different faces…women between the ages of eighteen and sixty. Using dating apps
would have made his selection process a bit easier but the way he saw it, there
was something a little desperate about dating apps. If he were to choose his
next victim from a dating app, he would be sort of cheating. They’d be people
that were already looking for attention, people that were seeking out someone
to notice them.


But going about it this way, his victim
would never suspect a thing.


They never did.


He was quite sure he had his next victim narrowed
down among three people: two women and a man. The women were middle-aged and
pretty in their own way. One had the look of a woman that was more accustomed
to the finer things in life, which made her very appealing. The man was
thirty-two years old and, according to his Facebook profile and several TikTok
posts from a few weeks ago, had just come out as gay. So he’d clearly be
looking for some sort of acknowledgement and affection.


But the more he thought about it, the less
attractive the gay man became. He had nothing against homosexuals at all. In
fact, the reason he was close to ruling the gay man out was because he saw what
the man had done as incredibly brave. It would be a shame to kill a man when he
was on the threshold of discovering something new about himself.


So that took him down to two—a brunette
from D.C. and a redhead from just outside of the city. And, like the others,
they were both linked in a way that only he knew. He’d weeded them out
carefully, selecting ones he’d already had in mind.


These weren’t random…though he thought the
cops might see them as such.


No, they were connected to him, whether
they knew it or not.


He was just about to start looking through
their photos and profile information on all the social media platforms they had
but he was distracted by a somber and faint voice from behind him.


He was sitting in his little cubby between
the kitchen and living room—the only place in his small house that could
properly serve as an office of any kind. The voice was coming from the TV, a
local male news anchor with a deep and polished voice.


“…identified as Governor Young’s daughter,
Madeline. We’ve just learned that the body was discovered three days ago but
the governor’s family has understandably done their best to keep it out of the
news.”


He got up out of his chair and stormed
into the living room. The little flat screen was showing aerial footage of a
construction site. It looked slightly different than when he’d been there
nineteen days ago, but he recognized it easily enough. He could see the area
where the coffin had been uncovered, though it appeared as if it had already
been filled back in. It stuck out pretty obviously in the overhead shot.


“What we know for certain,” the reporter
went on, “is that the body of Madeline Young was discovered by construction
workers on the site you’re now seeing on your screens. Reports are flying in
quickly, as this news just broke, but some are saying she was buried in a
container of some kind, though we aren’t sure about that. We can only speculate
as to—”


He shut the TV off, using the remote on his
armchair. He then threw the remote control across the room. The clatter and
cracking noises it made as it struck the wall were delightful. One of the
batteries rolled toward him, stopping just a few inches away from his feet.


He was furious…devastated.


He never wanted his work to be discovered.
He never wanted his victims to be found. That wasn’t what this was all about. He
didn’t want to be in the news. He didn’t give a damn about what it might do in
terms of getting caught. No…it was just the publicity of it all that irritated
him. He didn’t want people thinking he’d done something for attention or for
the grandeur that national news provided these days.


He’d been so careful. He’d not left a
single clue, certain that the body would eventually be covered up by another
ghastly condominium complex. And if that had happened, the body would never
have been found.


“The governor’s daughter…” he said. He
mulled it over, shrugged, and then started to pick up the mess of his broken
remote control. “The governor’s daughter.”


He tossed the broken remote shards into
the trash and reclaimed his seat behind the laptop and iPad. He sat quietly for
a while, not speaking, not moving. Without the TV giving its nonsensical noise
in the background anymore, the house was deadly quiet.


He wasn’t sure how long he sat there,
thinking. All he knew was that the blood-red colors of dusk had settled in just
after he’d thrown away the remote, filtering in through his blinds. And when he
started looking back through the profiles and pictures again, it was night.


He scrolled with new purpose now. One of
them had been found. He had more work to do, and now, because of the fluke
discovery of the governor’s daughter, he needed to work faster.


This body being found…it messed things up.


But maybe that was for the best. Maybe he
could learn something from it.


And maybe he’d find ways to be even more careful
with the next one…and the one after that and the one after that.


And then, he stopped scrolling, smiling at
the iPad screen.


He’d made his decision. Chuckling softly,
he eyed his next victim and started making plans.











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


Rachel had been surprised by just how
eager Governor Young’s aides had been to share their information. But before
she even had a chance to comment on this to Jack, she understood why. She heard
murmurs of it in the station all around them and then, when she checked her
phone, it was right there in the news.


Someone had leaked the story about
Madeline Young’s death. No one had all of the verified details, but it was more
than enough to have Governor Young’s employees up in arms. In terms of the
case, the breaking news really meant nothing. If anything, it might even help
in terms of public outcry and a reliance on witnesses that they may never have
thought of otherwise.


The news broke right around seven in the evening,
and Rachel had the files the governor’s aides had been looking at twenty
minutes later. She started reading through them while Jack used the local PD’s
servers to look for crimes within the past year involving the drugging and
abduction of women.


Because of her training at Quantico,
Rachel wasn’t surprised to find that the list Governor Young’s people sent her
was rather long. The trick was to weed through and eliminate entries that were
a far cry from murder. For instance—the nineteen-year-old college student that
had thrown two raw eggs at Governor Young’s car a few months ago was not going
to be their killer. But the man that had been arrested for almost breaking into
Young’s garage during Christmas would be worth a closer look.


After just fifteen minutes of weeding out
the more harmless candidates, she found herself looking at six potential
people. This list of six was quickly knocked down to five when she realized
that one of them was currently doing jailtime for the attempted murder of a
policeman.


She and Jack were sitting in a rather
large office at the local police station—a room that was apparently in the
middle of a very lazy and haphazard renovation. The desk was the only stable
thing in the room, and there was a stack of boxes in the right corner that
nearly touched the ceiling. They’d left the door open, and it was through this
door that a familiar face entered. She recognized him as the chief they’d
spoken to at the worksite. This time, now that they weren’t in such a frantic
rush, she took the time to notice the last name pinned above his breast on a
gold badge: Hunt.


“Sorry to bother you,” Captain Hunt said.
“But I’ve got Governor Young barking at me, demanding to know where this leak
came from. I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t at least come in and ask the
two of you.”


“I assure you, it wasn’t from either of
us,” Jack said.


“Yeah, sorry about that,” Rachel added. “I
assume you’ve checked with Hutchinson?”


“I have,” Hunt said. “And he’s been a bit
standoffish over it.”


“Well, I’m not going to accuse the man,”
Rachel said, “but he did seem like he was in a hell of a hurry to get off of
the phone call he was on when Agent Rivers and I went back to speak with him.”


Hunt sighed and said, “Yeah, I hate to
make accusations without proof but I’m pretty sure it came from him. Or maybe
one of his men. I don’t know. And I don’t know if we’ll ever find hard evidence
one way or the other.” He crossed his arms over his chest and said, “So what
about the two of you? Any breaks?”


“Nothing,” Jack said. “Though we did rule
out a potential lead. I think we need to—”


But he was interrupted when an officer
came hurrying into the room. There was a grave look on his face as he sized up
the situation. He barely looked at either Rachel or Jack as his eyes focused on
Chief Hunt.


“Chief…sorry to interrupt,” this man said.
The fear in his eyes made Rachel believe that he truly meant this. “But we just
got a call from—”


At the same time, Rachel’s phone rang. It
was enough to interrupt the officer for a moment, but he went on as she took
her phone out and set it to silent. She didn’t recognize the number but, as an
FBI agent that never really meant much. She continued to listen to the
interrupting officer.


“—a call from a fellow named John Corbin.
He’s one of Hutchinson’s employees. He says they found another coffin.”


It took Hunt a moment to process the
information. As he did, Rachel thought she knew who was on the other end of her
ringing phone.


“I know, sir. They said it’s—”


“Where?”


But Rachel answered first, somehow certain
that this information, along with her ringing phone from a local number at the
same time as the interruption, could only mean one thing. “It’s over at the
hospital, right?”


The interrupting office looked at her,
somewhat amazed, and nodded. “Yeah, over at the hospital, where they’re laying
the groundwork for a new wing. One of the men said they were just using a
forklift to graze the ground a bit extra and—”


“Excuse me, please,” Rachel said. She
quickly answered her phone as she stepped out of the office space. She didn’t
even bother with formalities. She answered: “Mr. Hutchinson?”


“Yeah. How’d you know?”


“We’re at the station and they just got a
call from one of your men.”


“Yeah, I’m on the way over to the site
right now,” Hutchinson said. “I guess I’ll see you over there.”


“And tell no one, sir. News of the
governor’s daughter hit the press earlier this evening. If word of a second
crate or coffin or whatever these things are gets out, this is going to get
messy.”


“Are you kidding? These things are popping
up on my worksites. If anyone else finds out about this, I could be
ruined.”


They ended the call just as Hunt, his
officer, and Jack came walking out of the office. “You heading over there?”
Hunt asked.


“Yes. And I’m fine if you go, too, but it
has to be just you. And before you leave here, you make damn sure there’s a
tight lid on this for right now.”


“Already on it,” Hunt said. “I guess I’ll
see you out there.”


They all split up, going their separate
ways. Rachel and Jack made their exit from the building in a hurried silence
she’d grown accustomed to with him. Sometimes, the gravity of a moment didn’t
need to be verbalized or discussed. Sometimes, the urgency just pushed you on
to the next step in the case before the importance of it could be fully
grasped. And that’s exactly what Rachel felt as Jack got behind the wheel and
drove them into the night, toward the second corpse of the day.


 


***


 


To the credit of the workmen on site, no
one had touched a thing. They hadn’t even removed the coffin from the ground.
When Rachel and Jack arrived, Hutchinson was already there. He’d apparently
asked his crew to hang back, to stay as far away from the coffin as possible.
He was standing about ten feet away from the hole when Rachel and Jack appeared
on the scene. She noted that Hutchinson had asked someone to position a truck
toward the hole so that its headlights lit up the scene.


The site was on the backside of the
hospital which was, in and of itself, a small blessing. The last thing they
needed was this site to be on the side of the road or even within sight of the
hospital’s primary parking lot.


They approached the edge of the hole and
looked down. Hutchinson took a few more steps in their direction but kept a
respectable distance from the very shallow grave. Rachel studied as many
details of the makeshift coffin as she could. It was made of rough-looking
boards, nothing finely sanded or polished that you’d buy at a hardware store.
The wood didn’t look to have been treated. She could see the nails along the
top board, sinking down to attach the corner.


She estimated the coffin to be six feet by
three feet. And because there were no cuts along the length, that meant the
boards weren’t standard two-by-fours—though that had been her first assumption.
It made her wonder right away if they’d been cut specifically for this purpose.
Untreated wood, rough around the edges and surface, and of a measurement that
wasn’t standard in most retail home goods stores…it made her think the killer
had done every part of it. The cutting, the building, all of it. That was all
just guesswork, of course.


As she studied it, she listened to Jack
talking to Hutchinson. “You saw the first coffin, right?”


“I did.”


“Does this one look the same?”


“It’s identical,” Hutchinson said with a note
of worry in his voice.


 “Do you have the equipment to get this
thing out of here?” Jack asked.


“Yeah, I can manage that.”


‘Well, the first thing we need you to do
is make sure every worker you assigned to be out here tonight is in fact
here. We’re going to need to talk to each and every one of them.”


“I’ve already told them not to go
anywhere. They’re ready whenever you are.”


“It may be a while,” Rachel said. As she
said this, she watched Chief Hunt’s patrol cruiser come pulling up alongside
their sedan just a few feet away from the far edge of the construction site.
“The first thing we need to do is pop this thing open and get an ID on the
victim.”


“If there’s even a body in there,” Jack
said. “I mean, we don’t know for sure, do we?”


It was a good point. She looked around,
her eyes finally landing on Hutchinson. “Can you give us a few crowbars?”


He nodded and rushed back to his truck and
the scattering of work equipment and machines behind it. As he strode off, Hunt
came walking over. He gave them both a brief nod of acknowledgement before
casting his eyes down into the hole. He seemed almost annoyed that it hadn’t
yet been opened.


“Can I ask both of you something?” Hunt
asked, his eyes quickly coming up and looking behind them, in Hutchinson’s
direction.


“Of course,” Rachel said.


“Two of these coffins are found…both at
worksites being operated by that fellow over there. Seems a little fishy,
right?”


“It does,” Jack said. “And you’re more
than welcome to speak with his crew in a moment. I think at this point, a full
round of questioning is in order.”


It looked like Hunt was going to say
something else, but Hutchinson arrived before he could. He had a crowbar in
each hand and when he walked directly past Rachel to hand one to Jack, she did
not take offense. Every now and then, she found herself in situations where men
showed actual chivalry. It was happening less and less these days, but it did
happen.


“You mind?” Hutchinson asked Jack.


“Not at all.”


There wasn’t enough room along the sides
of the hole to wedge themselves in, so both men had to hunch over, bending in a
way that nearly folded them in half. Hutchinson seemed to struggle a bit but
had the practice and experience necessary to get it done; he pried the crowbar
beneath the plank along the top and the corner board along the side. Jack was
the opposite, in that he didn’t have much trouble angling himself down to reach
the coffin, but it took him a bit of extra effort to get the crowbar between
the boards. When he finally got it in, he and Hutchinson shared a glance across
the hole and nodded to one another. They both applied pressure at the same
time. 


The boards popped and groaned a bit but
did not come off with the first try. Another attack of the crowbars did the
trick, though. The board on Jack’s side cracked and splintered and then, with a
sound almost like thunder, popped free of the corner. It wasn’t much, but it
was enough to reveal that there was indeed a body inside the makeshift coffin.


It was a man. From his face alone, Rachel
guessed him to be in his early twenties. Jack and Hutchinson paused for a
moment to take this information in as well. As they started to attack the
coffin again, Hunt stepped forward.


“Mr. Hutchinson, now that we know there’s
a dead body in there, maybe I should be the one to handle that crowbar?”


“I’ll give it up if it’s a legal thing,”
Hutchinson said. “Otherwise, I really don’t mind.” When a few seconds passed
without further argument from Hunt, Hutchinson went right back to work. 


Together, he and Jack spent roughly three
more minutes tearing the cover from the coffin. They stopped just below the
knees, Jack dropping the crowbar as he walked back over to join Rachel.


“Does he look familiar to anyone?” Rachel asked.
Given that the first victim had been the governor’s daughter, she thought it
was a logical question. What she was actually asking without really
asking at all was if this was a man of any significance or importance.


Hutchinson and Hunt both shook their
heads. Rachel peered down closer, nearly dropping to her knees. It was hard to
tell in the poor light, but she thought the situation was the same as before.
There were no obvious signs of a struggle. The man almost looked peaceful, his
head tilted to the side and his eyes closed.


“I’ll call the coroner,” Hunt said. “The
sooner we can ID the body, the better. And though I hate to say it, I wonder if
we need to get the governor in on this. If this is someone else he
knows…”


“No,” Rachel said. “That’s the last thing
we need right now. We need to get a positive ID on the body before anyone
finds out about this—let alone a man that just learned his missing daughter was
dead.”


Hunt nodded as he took his cellphone out
and started placing a call, presumably to the coroner.


“In the meantime,” Jack said, turning to
Hutchinson, “we need to start talking to the men here on-site. And while Agent
Gift and I do that, I need you to call the men that you know for absolutely
sure have been on this site ever since ground was broken. We’ll need to speak
with them, too.”


“Yeah, I can do that.” He hurried off to
where his handful of workers were waiting in the shadows, back behind the truck
that was beaming its lights onto the hole.


“This is going to be a long night,” Jack
breathed as he and Rachel started walking over toward the workers. 











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


By the time they’d finished speaking to
the second worker, Rachel was nearly overcome with just how busy and hectic the
worksite had become. Two more patrol cars had arrived, as well as a sedan. The
coroner had arrived, and the forensics team was also milling around. Miniature
spotlights had been set up and one of Hutchinson’s workers had been assigned to
carefully pull the coffin—which really looked like nothing more than a busted
crate now that the top was splintered and mostly removed—out of the ground.


The first two men Rachel and Jack had
spoken to checked out. They had solid alibis for the afternoon and for every
night nearly two weeks out. They were also adamant that they were more than
willing to resume further lines of questioning if the need should arise.


Just as they were about to question the
third and final man that had been on the site when the coffin had been
discovered, Hutchinson approached them from the far side of the site. The
hospital loomed behind him like an ancient castle in the darkness.


“Agents?” he asked.


“Yes?”


“A few things, actually. Um…well, two of
the four other men that have had access to this worksite in the two weeks since
it’s been active just showed up. They’re ready to talk whenever you guys are.
Also…Chief Hunt wanted me to tell you that they just ID’ed the body.”


Rachel looked to Jack, surprised. “That
was fast.” Then, looking back at Hutchinson, she said: “Thank you. Please tell
your men to hold tight. We’ll have some local officers speak with them soon.”


Together, they hurried over to the area
immediately to the right of where the coffin had been pulled from the ground.
The worker that had removed it was currently taking the chain and straps away
from the base that had been used to slide it out of the hole.


They found Hunt speaking with the coroner
and one of the men from the forensics department. The coroner was the same
woman they’d spoken with earlier in the day, Susan Neeley. She looked very
troubled as she spotted them and then said something to Hunt, which also had
him looking up quickly. 


“The body has already been identified?”
Jack asked.


“Yeah,” Hunt said. “And it was simple.”


Neeley held up a gloved, right hand to
show the simple brown wallet she was holding. “It was in his front right
pocket,” she said. “Driver’s license, credit card, and supermarket value points
cards all identify him as Peter Weston, of Alexandria.”


“Any signs that point to a cause of
death?” Rachel asked.


“Nothing yet,” Neeley said.


She kept her answer short and sweet. The
knowing glance she shared with Rachel communicated a ton. Neeley had the same
assumptions as Rachel: a dead body that looked to have been untouched, buried
shallowly in a homemade coffin…it likely meant they’d find the same results
they’d found with Madeline Young. This man had very likely been drugged and
then placed in the coffin to die.


Rachel took out her phone and ran a quick
Google search for Peter Weston, Alexandria, VA. The name didn’t sound
familiar, but then again, she may not have instantly pegged Madeline Young as
the daughter of Governor Graham Young under normal circumstances.


Her Google search showed nothing of
interest. She found a link to Peter Weston’s Facebook page and that was all.
“Unless someone knows something I don’t, Peter Weston doesn’t have any
immediate ties to the governor or to Madeline Young.”


“So what’s that mean, exactly?” Hunt
asked.


“I think it means the killer selected
Madeline Young by total accident,” Rachel said. “I don’t think he had any idea
he was drugging and burying the daughter of the governor.”


“And that makes this whole thing more
dangerous now,” Jack said. “I hate to say it, but we would almost have caught a
break if this had been someone linked to Governor Young.”


“Ah, yeah,” Hunt said. “It would have
thinned out the pool, right?”


“Right. But as it stands…”


Rachel finished it for him. “As it stands,
we have a killer that doesn’t seem to have a certain type. We have one middle-aged
woman linked to a powerful family and now a younger man that seems to have no
connection to the governor at all. This killer is striking randomly…or so it
seems for now.”


“Okay, so what do we do now?” Hunt asked.


It was a loaded question because the
answer had so many layers. And while Rachel didn’t feel like she was
necessarily taking charge, she did find herself talking quite a lot in the
minute or so that followed. Between herself and Jack, Hutchinson, Hunt, and
Neeley, they came up with a plan that everyone seemed pleased with…a plan that
would cover as many avenues as possible.


First, Hunt took on the task of taking
charge of questioning all of Hutchinson’s relevant workers. He also made the
point that maybe they needed to speak to workers that hadn’t been on the
grounds. After all, he argued, just because they hadn’t operated on the
grounds, they still likely knew where their employer was breaking new ground on
new projects.


While he was doing that, Neeley was going
to get the body back to the lab as quickly as the process would allow, trying
to determine how long the body had been dead.


“Just looking at the pallor of the skin
and rigidness of the body, I’d be surprised if it was more than a week,” she
said as Rachel worked to divvy up the responsibilities. Rachel tucked this
estimate away in the back of her mind, thinking it would come in handy in terms
of the daunting task she and Jack were about to take on.


“As far as Agent Rivers and I are
concerned, we’ll locate and speak with the victim’s parents. If we can get a
timeframe on the death and a bit about the victim’s history over the past few
weeks, we should be able to narrow down our window.”


She saw the bit of relief in Hunt’s eyes.
With the bureau taking the responsibility of informing the parents, she figured
Hunt’s night had just gotten a lot easier.


With that said, they all started on their
separate paths. As Rachel and Jack headed to their car, Neeley worked with a
small team to start removing Peter Weston from the coffin. To Rachel, the night
started to feel heavy and daunting—a feeling that she’d felt far too many
times. It was a feeling that seemed to come with the knowledge that she was
about to speak with a family and tell them that a loved one had just died.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


Because of the driver’s license and social
security card found in Peter Weston’s wallet, Jack was able to locate Peter’s
family rather easily. Any hopes that breaking the news would have to come via
phone call were instantly dashed when the address of Peter’s parents came back
as a local, Alexandria address. Because of this, Rachel sat rigidly in the
passenger seat as Jack parked in front of the residence of Amy and Wayne Weston
at 8:48.


They lived in an affluent suburb, roughly
ten minutes from the heart of the city. The porch light was off, leaving the
majority of their two-story home in the dark. As they walked up the sidewalk to
the porch, Rachel could easily imagine the thought process that whoever
answered the door would go through. It was nearly nine o’ clock at night and two
FBI agents were knocking at their door. A visit like that was never going to
net anything good. It almost made Rachel feel guilty even before they met the
parents.


She took the lead, stepping in front of
Jack and knocking on the door. It took a while for anyone to come to the door
and when they finally did, Rachel caught a glimpse of a man peeking through one
of the top windows, little rectangles of glass high up in the door. The porch
light was switched on and then the door opened.


And just like Rachel had assumed, the
moment she showed her badge, the man knew. And the woman that entered the
hallway behind him, staring on from a distance, also seemed to know. It never
got easier, and Rachel didn’t think she’d ever quite get used to it. But as the
Westons allowed them inside and the news of their son’s death was delivered,
Rachel found that she was able to still remain professional—to push her
emotional reactions to the side. Perhaps, she thought, it was because of her
own recent brushes with death and doctor appointments with potentially
devastating consequences at the end of them…but she found it a bit easier to
deliver the news. Watching the reaction to the news was awful, of course, but
she felt almost removed from the situation by understanding just how close
death always is, how natural and routine in can often be.


Of course, she’d never say anything like
that to a parent that had just learned their son had been killed. Not only
that, but he’d been killed and then placed into a shoddy coffin and buried in a
shallow grave. And he hadn’t been the first to receive such treatment.


Amy Weston seemed to nearly pass out from
the heartbreak of the news. She was speechless and in a state of shock for the
first ten minutes of their visit. The only thing that seemed to pull her out of
it were the anguished cries of her husband—cries that had, within that ten
minutes, evolved into rage and coasted back down into something that was almost
like a shaky sort of acceptance. Rachel had seen this from time to time, the
grief of a parent managing to create a platform for logic and action—a platform
that wanted answers and justice.


As his wife wept silently into his
shoulder, Rachel did her best to remain sympathetic but with an eye toward the
case at the same time.


“Before we answer any of your questions or
ask you about your son,” she said, “is there anyone we can call that would be
of assistance in the next few hours?”


“Amy’s sister and brother-in-law,” Wayne
said. His eyes were already red, and he wore a mask of absolute sadness, but
for the time being, he seemed to have his senses about him.


Jack stepped forward and spoke softly. “If
you give me their number, I’ll call them for you.”


Wayne nodded and grabbed his cellphone
from the coffee table in front of the couch. The phone’s facial recognition
unlocked it, which was good; his hands were trembling terribly, and Rachel
didn’t think he’d be able to even punch in a four-digit passcode. He managed to
scroll to the number, pressed Call, and handed the phone to Jack.


“I won’t pretend to know how hard this is
to accept,” Rachel said as Jack walked out of the living room and into the
kitchen. She could hear him quietly introducing himself. “But right now,” she
went on, “time is of the essence, and I do need to ask some questions.”


“Of course…” Wayne said. Amy continued to
shudder and weep against his shoulder. It was mostly quiet but every now and
then she’d let out a moan.


“First and foremost, do you know of any
problems he was having with friends or family? It doesn’t have to be
recent…anytime over the past several months, maybe?”


“I…I don’t think so,” Wayne said. “Peter
wasn’t the sort of kid to share everything with us, though. If he was having some
sort of issues or arguments with friends or people he worked with, he likely
wouldn’t have shared those things with us.”


“Do you happen to know if he was friends
with anyone that worked for Hutchinson Builders? It’s a construction company
out of Alexandria that’s recently started work on a condo complex and just
broke ground for an addition to the hospital.”


“Again…we never knew much about his
friends.”


“When was the last time you saw him?”
Rachel asked.


Here, Wayne Weston’s eyes went
wide—perhaps with alarm in that he couldn’t instantly recall the last time he’d
seen his son—a son he’d never get to see again. “Um…maybe…a little less than
two weeks. We had dinner here, at the house. Played some Rummy.”


“And did he seem fine then? Anything out
of sorts?”


“I think he was fine. Normal. He…”


“He destroyed us at Rummy,” Amy Weston
said without lifting her head from her husband’s shoulder. “He was happy and
laughing and nothing seemed to be bothering him. I just don’t know what could
have happened or who would have wanted him d-d…”


She couldn’t bring herself to say the
word: dead.


At the same time, Jack walked back into
the living room. He handed Wayne’s phone back to the man with a bit of caution
in his movements. She had to give that much to Jack—while he was usually quick
to move on from overly emotional moments, he did have a streak in him that
respected the grieving and loss of the people they met with during the course
of any given case.


“They’ll be here in fifteen minutes,” Jack
said.


Wayne nodded and then, for just a second,
his eyes seemed clear. Yes, they were still red and streaked with tears, but
there was acknowledgement and alertness there.


“Are there any clues at all?” he asked.
“Any idea of who might have done this?”


“Nothing yet,” Rachel said. “However,
after a thorough investigation by the coroner, we can compare the results to
what was found in the other bo—”


Amy Weston let out a deep, anguished wail.
Rachel wondered if it had been the word coroner—if that was what
drove that final nail of acceptance and understanding home. Hugging her tightly
to him, Wayne also began to lose it. And it was then, as both parents clung to
one another in their loss, that Rachel understood they’d get no further
information from the Westons. Not for a few days, at least.


Helpless to do anything of substance,
Rachel could only sit in the armchair across from the couch, simply being there
with them so they would not be alone. But already, she was thinking about
Neeley and Hunt, wondering if they were having any more luck than they were.


 


***


 


They left the Weston home just as soon as
Amy’s sister and her husband arrived. There was an awkward moment of
introduction as they left but then Rachel and Jack were back in the car, not
quite sure where the night would take them from there. Jack decided to drive in
the direction of the police department while Rachel checked in with the other
cogs in the case.


She called Susan Neeley first and wasn’t
surprised to find that there just hadn’t been enough time to make any sort of connections.
According to Neeley, it would be at least another three or four hours before
she had any results, and those would be best guesses and nothing more. It would
be as much as six-to-eight hours before any real information was available.


“Don’t get me wrong,” Neeley said on the
other line. “Based on the similarities we already have—the weird coffin, the
lack of any marks on the body—I’m expecting to find traces of Rohypnol. But I’m
sure you understand, I can’t just make that assumption and run with it.”


“Yes, I understand,” Rachel said. “And
what about the timeframe? How long do you think he’d been dead?”


“My best guess just from the state of
deterioration and skin color…maybe two weeks, give or take a day.”


Rachel considered this, not liking what it
meant. They had no idea how long this suspect had been operating. There was no
telling how many of these crates were out there. She wondered if they should
start looking into missing person’s cases filed within the past month or so.
Maybe they could compile a list of potential victims out of that.


“Thanks, Dr. Neeley,” she said, ending the
call.


“So,” Jack said, I suppose that means we
see what we can do about helping Hunt out. We can step in and help question
Hutchinson’s workers, right?”


“At this point, I think it’s about the
only thing. I do wonder, though, if it might also be worth looking into recent
missing person’s cases. Madeline Young had been reported as missing, and we
know Peter Weston’s parents hadn’t seen him for almost two weeks.” As she said
this, more ideas came to her, namely how they needed to look deeper into
Weston. Maybe the people he worked with or the friends he had would confirm
that they hadn’t seen him for several days, giving Rachel and Jack something of
a timeline to go by.


So Jack continued on to the police
department. As he did, Rachel allowed her mind a moment to switch gears, to
think about her own family and the danger she’d been putting them through lately.


“Hey, Jack? I’m going to make what I would
usually consider a personal call. Try not to read too much into it.”


“Um…ok. Is this the sort of call you’d
usually make in another room so I don’t hear it?”


“Yes.”


“Gotcha. So I guess we’re close now.
Because you kissed me.” He grinned at her, but she saw the truth and hope
lurking in it.


“Maybe,” she said. “And if you ever want
it to happen again, I suggest not mentioning it.”


He nodded and looked ahead to the highway.
Meanwhile, Rachel pulled up Agent Carson’s number on her phone and called him.
It rang just twice before he answered. He sounded as if he’d been laughing in
the seconds leading up to her call.


“Hello there, Agent Gift. Everything
good?”


“More or less. This is going to be a
fast-paced case and I wanted to check in before things got deeper. Have there
been any disturbances or anything out of the ordinary there?”


“Well, have we called you?” Carson asked
in a snarky fashion.


“No.”


“Then everything here is fine. Not a
single occurrence or even anything that could be considered a maybe.”


“And have you spoken with the cops
watching over my father?”


“Not to them directly, no. But I did talk
to the police chief in charge of them. That was about an hour and a half ago.
Everything seems perfectly fine there, too.”


“And you’re not just placating me?”


“Not at all. Agent Gift…Rachel, if
I may. You have my unequivocal word that you will be called and notified the
instant anything out of the ordinary takes place around here. We’ve got it all
under control.”


She believed him. His voice alone made her
feel confident and secure.


“Now,” Carson went on. “Paige is upstairs
and in bed, per the house rules. But we both know she’s not asleep yet. Would
you like to talk to her and your grandmother?”


“Yes, I would. Thank you, Agent Carson.”


As the phone was jostled a bit and she
could hear Carson moving through her house—well, actually the safehouse—she
realized that the news of all being normal wasn’t as reassuring as it should
have been. If things were normal there and in Paducah with her father, then
where did that leave Lynch?


Where the hell was Alex Lynch now, and
what was he up to?











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


Cheap hotel rooms didn’t bother Alex
Lynch. Not after spending so much time in prison. Granted, even the walls of
his cell had been cleaner than the ones in his current hotel room, but the
freedom made this cheap room feel like a luxury apartment.


He was staying at a Comfort Inn in
Mechanicsville, Virginia, roughly thirteen miles away from Rachel’s house. He
was quite certain Rachel, her grandmother, and her precious little girl were no
longer staying there. He supposed they’d been moved out to a safehouse of some
kind. And so far, he had not been able to pinpoint where that might be.


And honestly, it didn’t matter much.


After what had happened at her father’s
house, he knew this game had to end. The relentless cat and mouse had to stop, even
if it meant an end to his fun. By God, it had been fun tormenting Rachel Gift
this past month or so. And it had been more than worth the planning and
patience it had taken to pull off his escape from prison.


But now he knew he’d underestimated Rachel.
She was not only brave, she was tough. He wasn’t sure what physical malady she
was suffering from, but he knew it was there. He’d predicted such a thing
several months ago and the look of shock he’d seen in her eyes had been…intoxicating.
He supposed it was one of the reasons he was so intent on causing her so much
panic and trouble.


But even that wasn’t stopping her. When
he’d lunged at her with his knife after stabbing her father, he’d seen
something in her eyes—something filled with rage and almost feral. He’d feared
her in that moment, and even more when she’s tossed him into the wall as if he
were nothing more than a pillow. But then he’d seen the fear and weakness in
her when her daughter had stepped into the room and he’d fled. 


She was human after all…she had weaknesses
and soft spots just like anyone.


The hell of it was that he knew he could
never go after her daughter. It had been in his plans at first but then he’d
seen just how much protection the FBI had put around her. They’d put that
protection in place and then Rachel had gone off to work, to bring in more bad
guys and do her part to make the world a better place. And it was there, in
that fool’s errand, that she and the insipid bureau had made their mistake.


He supposed they thought that by going out
on cases with her partner, she may lure him out of hiding. After all, it was no
secret that at the end of this game, it was Rachel he wanted. They’d been right
in all of that. But they’d been wrong in thinking he’d take the bait in
such a way. No, he was perfectly fine to wait on her. He needed to attack while
she was close, so he could feel the thrill of the hunt and, if he was lucky,
get a sense of how badly she was hurting.


He’d taken her ex-husband. He’d put a
scare into her grandmother. He’d nearly taken her father and got a glimpse of
her daughter.


Alex knew he was in her head. And he also
knew that he had just enough time for one more attack on her—one more way to
hurt her. After that, he’d have to face her. He was perfectly fine with that,
despite that feral thing he’d seen in her eyes. He wondered if it was the look
of someone with a sickness, someone that knew their life was rapidly
approaching its end, so it really didn’t matter how recklessly they acted.


Alex looked out of the dingy curtains, to
the night beyond. Headlights wound up and down I-95 on the other side of the
highway. In a while, he’d go out driving. He’d drive to her house, he’d drive
by the bureau headquarters to see if her car was there. He’d keep tabs as best
as he could and then he’d attack again. Not her grandmother, and not her
daughter. Those were out of play now and to go after them would be foolish.


But he thought he knew where to strike.
From what he’d seen and heard, there was a new development, someone that she
may miss just as badly as those others.


Just one more attack and then it would
just be Rachel.


He smiled into the darkness as he grabbed
his keys, realizing that he honestly didn’t care how that fight ended. He
wanted her dead, of course, but if she were to beat him and he ended up losing
his life, that was fine. She would have to live the rest of her life dealing
with just how much he’d taken from her. And if that was the case…well, he could
die happy.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Rachel had gotten a quick nap sometime
between two and four in the morning. She and Jack took shifts, Jack napping
first (and for only an hour) while Rachel continued to dig tirelessly into a
variety of shaky leads and avenues. When it was her turn to get some rest, she
simply walked over to the little hardbacked chair in the corner, used her
jacket as a pillow, and leaned against the wall. Sadly, it wasn’t the worst
sleeping condition she’d ever endured while on a case.


She woke up because she was slightly
startled when Chief Hunt came into their borrowed office. He was carrying two
cups of coffee, which he handed out to Rachel and Jack. He looked tired and
worried, but Rachel could also tell that there was an underlying excitement as
well.


“How are things going in here?” Hunt
asked.


“Slow and depressing,” Jack said, taking
his coffee. “But this helps, thanks.”


Stretching her back and tilting her head
to get an ache out of her neck, Rachel took her coffee as well. “After speaking
to Hutchinson’s men, we started looking into missing person’s cases going back
a year, looking through the reports to see if anything at all might line up
with what we’re seeing here.”


“Yeah,” Jack said, turning away from the
laptop he’d been using and facing Hunt. “Missing person’s cases, kidnappings,
even reports of people that thought they had been drugged—and I have to say,
there are some really interesting cases in there. Nothing that fits what
we need, but…some interesting reading for your future needs, for sure.”


“Well, we may have one more thing to look
into,” Hunt said. “We got a call from one of the men you guys spoke to earlier.
I can’t remember his first name, honestly. Last name was Thompson.”


“Larry,” Rachel said.


“Yes, that’s it. He called us back about
ten minutes ago. Said he had this nagging feeling in the back of his head that
he’d forgotten something. He said it came to him when he was trying to get back
to sleep—that one of you had asked about any secondary workers that weren’t
really part of Hutchinson’s crew but still came in and out of the worksites. He
told you he couldn’t think of anyone, but something did come to him when he got
back home. He said there’s a small company that runs dump trucks. These guys
sometimes bring gravel or fresh fill dirt for the construction sites at the
early stages.”


“Did he give the name of the company?”


“Benson Trucking. He said he’s pretty sure
the same driver had been out to both sites—the condo site and the hospital.
Sort of a quiet guy…gets there, does his job, and then leaves. But Thompson
didn’t know his name, so we called up Hutchinson and he got it for us. The
driver’s name is Kent Benson, and the company is basically just him and his
brother. They sort of sublet their business to smaller gravel and dirt quarries
outside of the city. So we ran the name through the database and we did get a
hit. The guy has a record.”


Before Hunt had even finished the
statement, Jack had swiveled back around to the laptop and started typing the
name in. As the result popped up, Hunt continued on.


“It’s not much. Petty larceny fifteen
years ago and, a little more recently, an ex-girlfriend took a restraining
order out against him.”


“When did you learn about this?” Rachel
asked. She was actually a bit peeved that he seemed to have been sitting on
this and was talking about it rather nonchalantly. The restraining order in
particular made her think there might be something to this.


“We literally put it all together as I was
pouring these coffees. No one has acted on it yet; I wanted to give you two the
first crack at it.”


“Well, I won’t say it sounds promising,”
Jack said as he typed Kent Benson’s address into his phone. “But it’s all we’ve
got for right now. Thanks, Hunt. Maybe pick two guys to serve as backup, just
in case it gets screwy.”


“Sure thing,” Hunt said, heading out of
the office.


Rachel got to her feet, a bit amazed at
how quickly the weariness of very little sleep slid right off of her. She and
Jack left the office with Hunt leading the way. They split up near the front of
the building, Hunt veering off to find two officers to be on stand-by should
the agents need them.


As they pressed through the doors and
stepped out into the pre-dawn darkness, Rachel forced herself to take a quick
physical check. Other than being tired, she thought she was doing fine. There might
have been the slightest bit of pounding in the back of her head, but she felt
comfortable in chalking that up to lack of sleep.


Jack took the driver’s seat, giving her
the quickest of looks. Months ago, the decision over who would drive was
something of a joke to them, something to argue about. But ever since her tumor
had caused a traffic accident several weeks ago, it had no longer been a
discussion She got the feeling that Jack was starting to feel almost guilty
about it. Regardless, he drove with some urgency as the sun started to paint
the darkness with the first faint colors of morning.


Fifteen minutes later, they found out that
the Benson Trucking business was apparently operated out of Benson’s home. The
house was a bit older, a basic brick-style that Rachel thought had a sort of 1960s
feel to it. There was an old garage tucked to the right and slightly behind it,
cushioned by a small grove of woodland that hid the yard away from the
four-lane highway that stretched out beyond.


“That garage bay looks pretty big,” she
pointed out as Jack parked in the driveway. He’d pulled in beside a beat-up
Ford truck. “You think a dump truck would fit in there?”


“It would clear the entrance for sure,”
Jack agreed.


Jack parked and they got out, stepping
into the first true light of dawn. Rachel wasn’t sure how she knew it,
but she got the feeling that no one was home. There were no lights on in the
house and everything was eerily quiet. As an agent, she’d come to expect people
that worked in construction or hauling industries to be out and about in the
early hours. Sure, the Ford pickup indicated someone might be home, but it was
just a sense that she got.


The porch was cement and ran along the
entire first floor exterior, covered by a slanted, shingled roof. As Jack
knocked on the door, Rachel peered at the two windows to the right. Again,
there appeared to be no lights on inside. When no one came to the door after
thirty seconds or so, Jack knocked again. As he waited, Rachel left the porch
and walked along the side yard to the garage.


She approached the closed accordion-style
door and saw that there were two rectangular windows along its length. Not
glass, for sure, as they would shatter when the door was rolled up, so probably
plexiglass or pure plastic. She had to stand on the tips of her toes to bring
her eyes level with the closest one. She peered inside and, though the window
was tinted and the inside of the garage was dark, she saw that it was empty.


She stepped away just in time to see Jack
walking across the yard toward her. “Anything in there?”


“If it is where he keeps the dump
truck, it’s not there,” she said.


“And if he’s something of a freelancer,
there’s no way to know for sure where he might be.”


“There can’t be but so many rock and dirt
quarries in the area. A few calls to see if he’s reported to any of them is all
we’d need. They’d likely know where Benson could be headed this morning.”


“Maybe,” Jack said as they headed back to
the car. “Why don’t you start on that route, and I’ll see if I can get
Hutchinson on the phone. If he works with the guy in any capacity, maybe he
knows some of the other locations Benson would be delivering to.”


They sat together in the car and did
exactly that. It was an odd feeling to have gone from a stirring of excitement
to sitting in the car, watching the sun come up over a complete stranger’s
house and making a series of phone calls. As it turned out, though, they didn’t
have to waste much time on the phone. By the time Rachel was in the process of
placing her second call, Hutchinson had come through for them.


Jack shifted into reverse and started
backing out of Kent Benson’s driveway. “Hutchinson is pretty sure where Benson
would be headed. There’s a construction site about two miles away from the
hospital. Apparently, an old grocery store was gutted and stripped and is now
being remodeled into a retirement home. Hutchinson said he knows the guy in
charge of the project—says the initial work for what will soon be the parking
lot started yesterday. He knows Benson is supplying the gravel and dirt…and
that if he is headed over there today, it would be first thing in the
morning.”


The momentary lapse of excitement came to
an end as Jack headed back out to the four-lane highway. And with the sun now properly
spilling daylight across the pavement, Rachel was willing to give herself a bit
of hope that Kent Benson might be the man they were looking for.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


The construction site sat along the
western ridge of a large parking lot that also contained an Italian restaurant
and a small day spa. Both of those businesses were separated from the
construction mess by a temporary wall that looked to be made out of some sort
of white plywood that stood up on black, metal rails. As they pulled in behind
this wall, Rachel took note of the two different vehicles that were already
present at the site.


A large, flat-bed truck, and a dump truck.
Once they stepped out and walked around the wall, she could see more of the
dump truck—specifically that a tattered logo was on the driver’s side door,
reading: Benson Trucking.


As they stepped into the broken foundation
that would be the new parking lot for the retirement home, Rachel saw that
there were two men standing behind the dump truck. One was waving in a strange
sort of gesture, something that seemed to say keep coming back. Meanwhile,
the dump truck did just that, rolling back slowly as the tailgate started to
tilt upward.


They waited for the job to be done. The
tailgate lifted as the bucket was pitched up at a ninety-degree angle. As the
gravel started to pour out in a controlled way through the slit in the
tailgate, the driver—presumably Kent Benson—pulled the truck forward. After
about thirty yards or so, he closed it all down, tilted the bucket back the
right way, and backed up to cover more ground.


The process took about five minutes in
total and during the entire time, neither of the men or the driver had noticed
the two FBI agents standing at the edge of the site. But when the dump truck
pulled off to the opposite edge of the freshly graveled ground, the two men
noticed them right away. They were both dressed in basic work attire—long
sleeved shirts and jeans, with work boots. One of the men was already wearing a
vest of some kind, a sizable toolbelt attached to the bottom. The other man,
the one without the toolbelt, came walking over in their direction.


“Something I can help you folks with?” he
asked.


Rachel showed her ID, mainly because the
man made no attempt to hide the fact that he was ogling her a bit. “Agents Gift
and Rivers with the FBI,” she said. “We actually need to speak with Mr. Benson.
I assume he’s in the truck, yes?”


“He is,” the man said. He took a step
closer and lowered his voice, this time making a point to look at Jack. “Is it
something I need to worry about?”


“No, not at all,” Jack said. “But beyond
that, we can’t tell you anything.”


As the man nodded and Jack and Rachel
walked away, she wasn’t so sure that Jack was right, Maybe the man did have
something to worry about. This was, after all, a construction site—the third
they’d stepped foot on. And so far, every construction site they’d visited had
turned up a body. Regardless of what the verdict on Kent Benson was, she
couldn’t help but wonder if there might be a third body buried somewhere
beneath their feet on this site.


They’d come to within ten feet or so of
the dump truck when the driver’s side door opened up. A man of about fifty
stepped down from the seat and onto the ground. He was dressed in a t-shirt bearing
the Benson logo, and a trucker cap. He barely saw Rachel and Jack at first, his
attention already headed for the two men that had been directing him. But
seconds after he spotted them, his attention was drawn right back to them, as
if he knew they didn’t quite belong there.


“Are you Kent Benson?” Jack asked.


He regarded them with a strange
expression, maybe a little startled, but he nodded. “Yeah, that’s me. Who are
you?”


Rachel still had her ID out, so she showed
it to him, giving the same introduction she’d given the other man.


“Oh,” he said. “Out here? What for? What
can I do for you?”


“Mr. Benson, we need to ask you some
questions in regard to a pair of bodies that have recently been discovered in
the area,” Rachel said.


“Bodies? Like, dead bodies?”


“Yes. Both were buried in wooden boxes at
construction sites. Both of the sites they were found at were sites you’d
delivered gravel to.”


The idea of what she was getting at slowly
started to sink in; she could see it on his face. There was something like fear
there, but it was mostly muddied by absolute confusion. “And you need to ask me
about them…because why?”


“Because you’re the only person that has
had access to both of those sites that we haven’t spoken to yet.”


“What two sites are you talking about
specifically?” Benson asked.


“They’re both sites Michael Hutchinson and
his crew have been working on,” Jack said. “The condo complex job and the
addition to the hospital.”


“And you’ve spoken to him?”


“Him and his crew,” Rachel said.
“But one of the workers pointed out that you were at both of those sites. That,
and given that you have a record, we can’t just—”


“Are you kidding me?” Benson interjected.


“No, we’re not,” Rachel said. “There are
two bodies, disposed of in a strange way, and one of the last people we’re able
to question with access to the sites has a criminal record. So we can either
ask you the questions right here, right now, or we can take you to the local
PD.”


“I’m fine to talk here,” he said. “The
feds showing up to talk to me in front of one of my clients isn’t doing me any
favors, so you’ve already screwed that up.”


“First,” Jack said, “you seem almost
irritated that we brought up your record. Why is that?”


“Because I made some mistakes and things
like this prove that even when you put the work in to change, it doesn’t
matter. Those old scars will follow you around forever.”


“Restraining orders are hard to live
down,” Rachel said. “Want to tell us about it?”


“Sure,” Benson said, clearly agitated. “Not
really, but I’m sensing it won’t matter. I was dating a woman for about a year
or so and found out she was cheating on me. I didn’t handle it well. I got obsessed
and stalked her and the guy for a bit. She served me the restraining order, I
went away to Atlanta for a few weeks, and came back better. The end. What
else?”


Ignoring his barbed comments, Rachel said,
“With these bodies, we have no clear timeframe of when they were killed. We’re
guessing no more than a month for the oldest one. If we asked you to try to
come up with a timeline of how you’ve spent your time over the past four weeks,
would you be able to do it?”


He smirked, the sort of expression that
made Rachel think he had an answer at the ready. “Yeah, that should be easy
enough. I wake up at about five every morning and go to work. I usually don’t
work longer than six or seven hours so that I can go back home take a shower,
and then get over to my father’s house. I stay with him until he goes to bed
and then go home. That’s if I haven’t spent the night at his place.”


“Your father?” Jack asked with a skeptical
tone.


“Yes, my father. He’s suffering from early
onset dementia and some kidney issues. We don’t have the money to hire in-home
care, so he just gets me. And I just have to hope something terrible doesn’t
happen to him while I’m working. And if you need proof of any of that, I have
to keep a log of when he takes his meds. I do it on an electronic system the
docs are having me use. And we do have a nurse’s assistant that stops by
twice a week. Just to check in, not to stay with him. Because it’s all we can
afford.”


With each word he spoke, Rachel could see
more and more of his innocence. He’d just dropped at least two different
threads they’d be able to easily investigate. And while she knew personal
reactions and expression could never be accurately used as proof of anything,
she saw the anger and pain in his face as he explained it all. She saw sadness,
too; it had shown through strongest of all during the time he’d repeated how
they were unable to afford proper in-home care for his father.


“How long have you been caring for your
father in this way?” Rachel asked.


“Nearly three months now. I should have
been doing it longer but…well, I didn’t realize how bad it had gotten before it
was a little too late.”


“Mr. Benson, thank you for your time,”
Rachel said. “I hope you understand that we need the name of the nurse as well
as the doctor that has you using the electronic medicine record.”


“Yeah. I’ve got both their cards, if that
helps.”


“It does.”


Benson dug into his pocket for his wallet
and as he fished out the cards, Jack seemed to also feel the regret and sadness
coming off of Benson. “One other thing…we need to ask that you not leave the
city for at least several days. We’ve asked it of Hutchinson and all of his
men, too.”


“My father needs me,” Benson said, shoving
the business cards out to them. “It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”


Jack gave a cursory nod, one that almost
seemed sympathetic, before turning and walking away. 


“Thank you,” Rachel said. “And I’m sorry
to hear about your father. I hope everything works out.”


She surprised herself by saying these
things. She’d always done her best not to get emotional or try to get at all
personal or overly sympathetic with suspects. But it was harder than usual.
Maybe it was because of the experience her own father had gone through less
than a week ago. Maye it was the loss of Peter or the overall trauma of Alex
Lynch being on the loose.


Whatever it was, Kent Benson nodded his
thanks and headed back to his truck. Rachel walked back in her own direction
and tried to tell herself it was only her imagination that the ache in the back
of her head seemed to be getting more intense.


Back in the car, she looked out over the
torn-up ground, thinking. “I wonder how many construction sites are active at
any given time in Alexandria,” she said. “And I wonder if there’s any way to
find out.”


“Why? What are you thinking?”


“I’m thinking that if the Alexandria
Police Department has access to ground penetrating radar, it might be worth
looking over every active construction site that still has exposed ground.
Starting with this one.”


And without even inviting the
conversation, she grabbed her phone and called Chief Hunt.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


Emily had left her husband three years ago
or, rather, had kicked his cheating ass out of her house three years ago, but
every now and then, she did miss him. She hated to admit it, but it was the
truth. Those moments were usually first thing in the morning when she woke up
and wanted the comfort of another body in the bed. She felt it this morning as
her alarm blared at her, reminding her that she had to go to work.


She grimaced and grunted as she slapped
the alarm off and, for a moment, simply stared at the empty side of the bed.
She’d had a few other men sleep there in the time since the divorce, but none
of them had lasted. She was beginning to think that if she was ever going to
move on and finally allow herself to step outside of the ruins of her failed marriage,
she was going to have to leave the house. But she loved this house and if she
was forced to sell it just to move on…well, that meant he won, right?


It was something that crossed her mind at
least once a month. Apparently, this morning was going to be that instance. As
she started her day by staggering into the kitchen in her undies and a t-shirt,
she set the coffee. She then grabbed the orange juice from the fridge, took a
swig straight from the bottle, and put it back.


She then took out the waffle maker, the
little miniature one she’d been making her special gluten-free waffles in. She
plugged it in and while she waited for it to warm up, she made her way into the
main bathroom along the hallway. She splashed some cold water in her face and
looked at herself in the mirror Thirty-nine and looking like fifty…not what she
was striving for. But she knew that with a good twenty minutes in front of the
mirror, she could fix that. Well, that and coffee.


She frowned at herself. “Move on,” she
said out loud. She sighed, shook her head, and started trying to make herself
presentable. And even as she started, she couldn’t shake the feeling that
sometimes it felt like he was actually still here, his presence filling the
house like a bad reminder of who they used to be.


 


***


 


He heard her moving through the house, her
footsteps soft and somehow reassuring. He closed his eyes, listened, and
waited.


He’d watched her enough to know that she
never used the back door. It was at the corner of her garage and entered
through a small mudroom of sorts. If for some reason she happened to go back
there—for shoes or a coat, perhaps—then she’d see where he’d forced himself in.
He’d done his best not to make a mess, but he was sure there were signs of a
break-in somewhere along the floor or the doorframe.


But as the seconds stretched on into
minutes, he was pretty sure she wouldn’t be heading that way. He could hear her
in the kitchen. She was running water, then something was pouring, and then
there was a beep. Probably making coffee. He then heard the sounds of
rummaging, of things being shifted around in cabinets.


After another few seconds, he heard her
moving again. Her footsteps, light and with the assured weight of a place they
knew well. She was coming his way, drawing closer. And when she stepped into
the bathroom, he did not get too excited. He stood in the tub, hidden behind
her navy-and-teal colored shower curtain, hunkered down just the slightest
little bit.


She cut on the water at the sink and
sighed. She said something to herself, something that sounded like, “Move
on.”


He knew when he wanted to strike. He’d
thought long and hard about this—as he’d thought long and hard about the others
he’d claimed. There was a particular sound he was waiting for, a moment when
she’d be particularly unsuspecting. He waited calmly as she continued to run
the water. She then started to do something with her hair and then, a few
minutes later, he heard the sound.


She was brushing her teeth. He could
nearly smell the mint of the toothpaste. A smile touched his lips as he reached
up for the shower curtain, He took it gently in his hands, took a deep, quiet breath,
and pulled it open.


He only saw her eyes in the mirror as they
met his. Even then, the muscle memory of morning routine carried on. There were
a few more scrubs of her teeth and by the time she understood what was
happening, the toothbrush falling from her lips, it was too late.


By then, his hands were already on her.


 


***


 


Emily’s brain seemed to lock up when the
shower curtain was pulled back. There was genuine terror at first and that was
one of the reasons she was so slow to act. But then as her eyes met the face of
the man in the mirror, her brain went somewhere other than survival instinct.
It went to recognition and familiarity.


I know him, she thought.


But then that thought went spiraling away
into a very dark place as he came clambering out of the tub as if he had done
this sort of thing before. She felt his hands on her and noticed that he was
wearing gloves, leather gloves that sank into her neck. But there was only
one…the other hand was…oh, there it was. He was…


There was a slight pinch high up on the
back side of her left leg. Emily screamed and he applied more pressure to her
neck, but nothing too painful…just the insinuation that if he wanted to do so,
there was plenty more strength there that he could use to break her neck. Not
that it mattered…a swirling sheet of darkness came barreling at her. She felt
almost drunk for a moment, a pleasing and dizzying feeling.


But then she passed out, the world
trembling and swaying, until the last thing she saw was his eyes staring down
at her. Her final thought repeated something she’d processed just moments ago.


I know him.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


The flurry of activity at the construction
site was serving as a boost for Rachel. With so many people coming and going,
and with several potential new avenues opening up before them, she was no
longer tired at all and the strange phantom thumping in her head had
dissipated. She and Jack had set up something of a central hub within the
worksite, stationed by a stack of unused lumber that sat beside several
sawhorses.


Less than half an hour after they’d left
the site, they’d circled around and come back. As it turned out, the Alexandria
PD did in fact have access to ground penetrating radar. When she’d called and
made the request, Chief Hunt had seemed annoyed that he hadn’t thought of
Rachels’ idea—to use the technology to scan every active construction site in
the city.


As Hunt worked at getting the radar and
clearing all workers and freelancers from the site, Rachel and Jack had spent
their time digging into Kent Benson’s story. That was how, at 9:50, she found
herself on the phone with Stanbraugh In-Home Care Services. The woman on the
other end sounded rather old and, when told why Rachel was calling, sounded
terrified and aghast.


“Well, Agent Gift, I understand you need
to get your murderer quickly, but I can tell you right now you’re wasting your
time looking into Mr. Benson.”


“You know him personally?” Rachel asked.


“Not well, no. But enough to know that
first of all, he’s no killer. And secondly, if he did have those sorts
of urges, I don’t know when he’d find the time. Any spare time he has is spent
with his father. We have proof of it, too. He has this little security monitor
that he’s tried to get his father to learn to use—a way to stay in touch when
he’s not there. Neither of them really knows how to use it all that well. I’ve
checked it a few times when I’ve gone over just to peek in to see how Mr. Benson
is doing and I can see where Kent has come and stayed over.”


Rachel was already sensing that Kent
Benson was not their man but felt she had to ask the final question. “Well, if
to comes down to it and we need someone to verify times and dates, would you be
able to help with that?”


“I absolutely can. And I’d be happy to.
Anything to prove that Kent Benson didn’t do these terrible things.”


Rachel ended the call as another patrol
car pulled up to the edge of the site that would one day be a retirement
village. She watched two officers get out and walk over to the right side of
the site where another cop was chatting with Michael Hutchinson. Neither he nor
any of his crew were likely suspects but because Hutchinson was the one key
link between all of his workers, he’d been asked to stay on as something of a
consultant until all of them could be one hundred percent cleared. The man
looked worn out and drained, but he was being a very good sport about it.


“It’s not Benson,” Rachel said as she
pocketed her phone.


“I figured it wouldn’t be,” Jack said. He
eyed her with a bit of friendly suspicion and asked: “How are you holding up?”


“Surprisingly well. You know how awesome I
can run on very little sleep.”


“I do. But I was talking about…the other
stuff.”


“Oh, that. I’m fine. I thought about
calling Paige just to check in but then realized she’s already in school.”


“And the other other stuff?” he
asked, tapping his head.


She sighed and decided to be honest with
him. “For a while, just as we left the PD early this morning, I thought there
was maybe a headache coming on. But somewhere between turning back around to
come here and looking into Benson’s alibi, it disappeared.”


“You’re being honest with me, right?”


“Absolutely.”


“Good.”


He looked at her in a way that once again
reminded her of the kiss they’d shared. And on the heels of it, fleeting and
almost without any semblance of real acknowledgment, was the desire to do it
again. Before she could let herself even dwell on this, a voice from behind
interrupted her.


It was an urgent shout, one that had every
head within the construction site turning toward it. Rachel found the source of
the excited yelp and saw that it was one of the officers—this one dressed in
jeans and a button-down. It was the officer that had showed up with the ground
penetrating radar, and he was looking around with wild eyes.


“I got a hit!”


The site was overcome with silence for the
space of about two seconds and then there was a flurry of activity. Rachel
spotted a forensics specialist that had arrived on the scene just ten minutes
ago. He’d griped about how the previous site had been handled, the coffin
having been opened before a thorough review and examination could be done. He
was rushing to the spot where the man with the GPR now stood as if making sure
he was the first to get there this time.


At the same moment Rachel and Jack reached
the spot, someone else nearby jumped up into a small excavator and cranked it
to life. As it crept over toward them, Rachel looked to the man holding the
piece of radar equipment. It resembled a metal detector, but the display was
much larger and the pole that connected the two ends was wider with a series of
wires attaching them.


“Can I see?” Rachel asked.


The officer stepped to the side, making
sure to hold the end of the radar where he had it pointed. The screen showed a
faint golden-colored outline amid a field of grays and blacks. It looked like
nothing but a blur at first but then she saw the curve of a neck and the
separation of an arm from a shoulder.


The flood of excitement and dread that
washed through her was almost intoxicating. The source of dread was easy to identify;
there was a third victim right under their feet and telling how many more there
were. The excitement came from the fact that her hunch to check each
construction site in the city seemed to be paying off. She knew that they
already had a list of at least three more sites that would be scanned after
this one and, though she hoped to God each of those sites did not reveal a
body, she was relieved that they actually had places to check rather than
stumbling around blind and doing nothing more than guessing.


The excavator pulled itself into position
as the man with the radar marked off the spot with a simple but effective
measure: dragging the heel of his foot along in a semi-rectangular shape.
Rachel and Jack stood back patiently along with a group of eight others—mostly
random members of the police force, including the anxious-looking forensics
expert.


The man running the excavator looked
nervous as he started digging into the ground, He worked with a practiced
experience, taking only six inches or so at a time. He moved the bucket in a
way that allowed him to scratch the surface and draw along the rectangular
shape he’d been given. And then, on his third pass, they all saw the first sign
of wood. They didn’t hear the bucket scraping the wood because of the
excavator’s engine, but the wood showed through, giving more than enough
warning.


Jack raised his hand in a stopping gesture
and yelled out, “Woah, stop!”


The operator obeyed, tossing the controls
into neutral. He then hopped down and took a look at his handiwork. “Give me a
second,” he said. “I can clear the sides and make it easier to get out.”


Rachel and Jack looked to Hunt for the
authorization, which he gave with a nod. The operator resumed his position,
kicked the excavator back into operation, and they all waited again. In an odd
way, it felt like a strange funeral, all of them gathered around this hole in
the ground where someone had been buried.


After another seven minutes, the excavator
operator shut the engine off. Right away, three officers started working at the
remaining loosened ground with shovels. Jack pitched in as well and by the time
they had most of the wooden box revealed, the forensics expert had accumulated
a small kit that he carried in his right hand. He was standing at the top of
the hole like a self-proclaimed funeral director.


“The lid is not going to be pried off of
this until I get some pictures and prints from the wood.” He looked around with
a glaring expression, as if daring someone to challenge him on this.


No one said anything, but it was clear
that everyone else on-site was growing impatient. Rachel understood the need to
follow protocol, but she also knew that every minute they went without
identifying this victim, the more time the killer had to plan his next move.


That’s if he’s still around, she thought. 


The thought scared her because of the way
the bodies had been disposed of. This wasn’t a man that would be waiting and
watching, wanting to see how the authorities responded to his work. He’d been
methodical and patient. He could have buried God knew how many bodies and then
skipped town, considering his work done.


On the other hand, if he’d put so much
time and effort into this, maybe he would stick around. Maybe he was proud of
what he’d done and wanted to enjoy the thrill of what would happen next.
Really, it was all just guesswork. For all the cops (and Rachel and Jack) knew,
this man had buried the bodies, never expecting them to be found.


Then why bury them in such shallow places
where dozens of people would be walking across the ground and, in some cases,
even digging into it?


All of these questions knotted themselves
together in her head as the forensics expert set to work. She watched as he
took prints, photographs, and measurements, and asked a few questions of Hunt. 


When he was finally done, he climbed up
out of the hole and looked around, His eyes finally landed on Rachel and Jack,
and he gave a nod. “You’re good to go.”


Almost instantly, Hunt stepped down into
the hole, carrying two crowbars. He offered second one to Jack. This time, a
third officer came seemingly out of nowhere and joined them. They worked
together seamlessly and it took less than another minute before the top of the
box was loosened. Jack reached back and handed Rachel his crowbar, giving her
an anxious look before turning back to the coffin.


Another silence fell around the site as
Jack, Hunt, and the third officer lifted the top off of the makeshift coffin.
They hefted it up onto the ground, which wasn’t much of an effort, seeing as how
the coffin was been placed less than three feet deep in the ground.


Rachel peered down into the hole. The body
in the coffin was that of an African American man, his age somewhere between
thirty-five and forty. He was dressed in a t-shirt and jeans and his eyes were
open. Like the two that had come before him, there were no apparent signs of a
struggle or obvious indicators as to how he was killed.


“Chief, when was the last time you spoke
with Susan
Neeley?”


“The coroner? About ten minutes ago. She
should be here any minute.” And then, with a heavy sigh, he said, “Just what in
the hell is going on here?”


Looking down into the hole at the third
victim, Rachel asked herself the very same question.











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Because nearly the entire police force
was, in some way or another, helping with the case, all of the information
Rachel and Jack needed came together fairly quickly. Identifying the victim was
simple enough, as his wallet was still in his pocket. He was Wayne Dupree,
thirty-nine years old. His driver’s license placed him as living in D.C. and a
preliminary search on the police database didn’t turn up any sort of criminal
history.


While Susan Neeley ran a quick study of
the body on the scene, Rachel stepped away from the shallow grave and placed a
call to the bureau. She knew that Hunt already had someone running a search
through the local missing person’s reports, but being that the victim hailed
from D.C., she figured it couldn’t hurt to get the bureau involved. She was
assured that someone would start looking into it right away and if there were
any hits, she’d know within the hour.


As soon as she ended the call, it occurred
to her that she’d not yet taken her medicine for the day. She’d only been
actively taking it for seven days but she wanted to be able to give her doctor
an accurate record. She’d gotten just enough good news in terms of her
condition to cause her to hope—and she’d be damned if she was going to dash
that hope by not taking ten seconds out of her day to take a pill.


She walked to their car and grabbed the
bottle out of her pocketbook, which she always kept stashed beneath the
dashboard while on a case. She swallowed it down with lukewarm bottled water
from the console cupholder and took a moment to look around the site. She once
again allowed the many different scenarios to unwind in her head and tried to
get a gauge on which was the most likely: Were they dealing with a guy that had
already split town because he didn’t want to get caught, or was he the sort
that would watch from afar while the authorities raced around to figure out
what was going on?


There was a third option, of course, but
she didn’t want to consider it. What if the killer was still here, still in
Alexandria? What if he was still abducting people and killing them in this
creative, yet awful way? And what if—and this was the truly awful part—he’d
already buried several more bodies elsewhere in the city?


As she was about to step away from the car
and go back out to join in the madness of the moment, she saw Jack walking over
to her. She stayed where she was and waited.


“How are you?” he asked when he joined her
at the passenger side of their car.


“Fine. Almost forgot to take my meds.”


“Any side effects?”


She chuckled and shook her head. “After
what we just found, is that really what you’re thinking about?”


“It is. Things seem normal now…well,
almost. But that tumor in your pretty little head is going to be the ghost that
is always haunting us.”


“For now, I’m fine. And that’s the honest
truth.”


He nodded and considered something for a
moment. He stepped closer to her and when their eyes met, she wasn’t able to
look past the flutter in her stomach.


“What are you making of this?” he asked,
nodding out to the commotion in front of them.


“I think we worked on my hunch, and it
turned out right. So I think we’ll find more bodies. Or, if not that, at least
more places the killer has scouted out.”


“What if there are more, though? What if
he’s been at this for a while and there are more of his grisly little boxes
spread out through the city, just waiting to be discovered.”


“That’s crossed my mind, too.” 


And as she thought of it, there was
something about the way Jack said it that opened a new thought in her mind. It
was a bit attached to something she’d also thought just moments ago about the
killer scouring out these areas. She thought of Kent Benson working to dump the
gravel, of Frank Eaves accidentally coming upon that first wooden box.


Before she could start to truly unpack it,
though, Hunt and Neeley started walking in their direction. Apparently, the
outside of their car was going to serve as the new hub of activity. Hunt was
talking animatedly to someone on the phone—a rather eerie sight, given that it
looked like he was just a breath or two away from giving out due to exhaustion.
He ended the call by the time he reached the car, shaking his head at
something.


“Chief, when is the last time you slept?”
Rachel asked.


“Don’t remember. Don’t care. We’ve got to
put a stop to this. The media knows about Madeline Young and how she was found.
If it gets out that two more people have been found in that same way…this city
is going to lose its damned mind. I’ve got five men looking into trying to find
a link between the three victims, but I already feel like it’s going to be a
waste of time.”


“Madeline Young lived around here, right?”
Jack asked.


“Yes. But honestly, I don’t think anyone
knew about it until all of this mess.”


“And Peter Weston was also a local,” Rachel
said.


“I know where you’re going with this but
it doesn’t matter,” Hunt said. “Alexandria and D.C. are pretty much
interchangeable for something like this.”


“I know,” Rachel said. “But what worries
me is that this could mean the killer is pulling from a pool of victims in D.C.,
too. Not just here in Alexandria. And if that’s the case—”


“Jesus, I don’t even want to think about
that.”


“Anyway,” Jack said “I saw that the fellow
with the GPR left five minutes ago. Is he heading to the next site on the
list?”


“Yeah. It’s over on the western edge of
the city where they’re about to put up some sort of healthy foods store.”


“Any idea when they broke ground on that
project?”


“Hutchinson says he thinks it’s been about
a week. He’s been a real asset. The man knows everyone in the construction
business, it seems.”


“How about your end?” Rachel asked,
looking to Susan Neeley. “Are you about to take the body?”


“Yes. I just thought I’d tell you that
this body doesn’t look to have been in the ground for very long. I’d guess
they’ve been dead for no more than a week.”


Before this tidbit could settle into the
growing pile of case facts, the inkling of a thought she’d had before Hunt and
Neeley arrived flickered back into view. This time, she grabbed hold of it and
realized it had come back when Hunt mentioned Hutchinson knowing everyone in
the construction industry.


“Is Hutchinson still here?” she asked.


“Yeah,” Hunt answered. “He’s over there by
the excavator talking to the operator.”


When she moved away from the car and
started walking in that direction, Jack followed her. He didn’t ask what was on
her mind or what she was up to; he simply followed along. Hutchinson saw them
approaching and stopped whatever it was he was saying to the operator. Like
Hunt he also looked like he was extremely tired.


“Mr. Hutchinson, I have a question for
you,” Rachel said.


“And hopefully I have an answer.”


“When you placed bids on the condo project
and the hospital, did you work directly with the property owners?”


“I didn’t really work with them,
but I do usually end up at least having one or two conversations with them. The
folks in charge of the actual sale are almost always the real estate
companies.”


“And in both of those cases, did the sales
go smoothly?”


“Yeah. They were both with the same
company, actually. After a while, you start to create these sorts of
partnerships with the agents. They look out for you to make sure you get the
job because that means they get a commission.”


“So both the hospital and condo job came
to you through the same agency?”


“Yeah. Williams and Meyers.” He eyed her
skeptically for a moment and then a worried expression settled over his face.
Then, after apparently understanding what she was getting at, he added: “They
were also in charge of the sale of this bit of land, too.”


“Did you place a bid on it?”


“No. I tend to stay away from retail
jobs.”


“But you do know for sure they were the
agency that was pushing this property?”


“Yeah. One hundred percent. I get pinged
every time a job is announced and they’re ready to accept proposals.”


“Williams and Meyers,” Rachel said. 


She wasn’t sure if it was a promising
thread to follow, but it was a thread, nonetheless. And it gave them one more
avenue to pursue while Hunt and his men did what they could to find links
between the three victims—if there were any at all.


She thanked Hutchinson and walked back to
her car. Hunt and Neeley were still huddled there; Hunt looked at her expectantly
as she opened the passenger side door.


“Chief Hunt, please call us if there are
any breaks at all,” she said. “And Dr. Neeley, same for you…but I guess we know
what you expect by now.”


“Sadly, I think you’re right.”


“And also, Chief…” Rachel added. “For
real. Get some sleep.”


He smiled at her as he started walking
back toward the little gathering of cops over by the now-empty hole in the
ground. And with another tenuous lead ahead of them, Jack started the car and
pulled away from the third crime scene they’d visited in just over twenty-four
hours.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


The offices of Williams and Meyers were
located right in the center of town. It was the largest building within the
confines of an upscale strip mall, bordered by a small marketing agency and a
shoe outlet. Based on the location, Rachel doubted Williams and Meyers was a
major mover in the real estate business within the city—which, she supposed,
was why they seemed to deal primarily in undeveloped lots rather than larger
business. On the other hand, she supposed it must take a bit of a good
reputation to get involved in any projects dealing with a hospital.


Being mired down with the inner workings
of real estate while the police were trying to track connections and leads
between their three victims wasn’t exactly exciting…but Rachel felt that it was
necessary. She kept this thought in mind as she and Jack walked into the small
lobby. It smelled of coffee and pastries, a reminder that she’d had a meager
breakfast back at the station.


Two women sat at a long front counter, a
set-up that separated the lobby from the rest of the mostly open space behind
them. There were a few desks positioned around the larger room, with five
different offices along the walls. Rachel saw only a single person sitting out
in the open space, typing something up on a laptop.


“Good morning,” the younger of the two said.
She couldn’t have been any older than twenty-five and was far too bright and
perky in Rachel’s opinion. “How can we help you this morning?”


Jack showed his badge and ID, keeping them
low. “We’re agents Rivers and Gift, with the FBI,” he said. “We’re trying to
find some information related to three different property sales that have been
made by Williams and Meyers in the past few weeks.”


The younger woman made no attempt to hide
her surprise and amazement. She stared at Jack’s ID for a good three seconds in
awe before turning her eyes back to them. The other woman, somewhere near
middle-aged and with much less wonder in her eyes at the sight of Jack’s ID,
offered a slightly impressed look and nothing more.


“Which properties were these?” she asked.


Rachel was rather surprised when Jack was
able to rattle off the addresses of all three pieces of land. As he gave the
address of the construction taking place at the hospital, Rachel saw the older
woman give a little grimace of worry.


“I know you don’t have to tell us
anything,” the older woman said, “but are you able to let us know what’s going
on with these properties?”


“Not in detail,” Rachel said. “All we can
tell you right now that all three are part of an ongoing investigation and—”


“The condominium plot was where they found
that governor’s daughter,” the younger woman said softly. “Do you think these
other sites are—”


“Again, we can’t give you specific
details,” Rachel said. “For right now, we need to know who was in charge of
those sales.”


Both women looked at each other, sharing
an uncomfortable glance. The older one nodded after a few seconds and then
shrugged when she turned back to Rachel and Jack. “We’re not a very large
company,” she said. “We only have two agents that are involved with larger,
industrial sales. And one of our guys is spending six weeks out in Akron, Ohio,
doing some trainings. Anything sold in the past six weeks was done through Stephen
Dean.”


“Is he in the office today?” Rachel asked.


“He’s on the clock, but he’s rarely in the
office,” the older woman said. “He’s almost always out meeting with potential
buyers or in meetings. Right now, I believe he’s somewhere out and about meeting
with clients.”


“Any idea with who, or where?”


The older woman appeared to give it a bit
of thought, but the younger girl seemed to have switched personalities
completely. Her eyes scanned the counter as if she was trying to find something
else to draw her attention.


“Is he in some sort of trouble?” the older
woman asked.


“Ma’am, we just can’t give you details on
anything right now,” Jack said. “But please…if you know anything…”


“There’s a small marketing company
downtown,” the older woman said. “Bowen Marketing. I think the meeting is
supposed to last until noon. You could find him there, but…”


“But what?” Rachel asked.


“Do you have to tell him that we told you
where he is?”


“No, not at all,” Rachel said. “And just
in case…do either of you have his business card so we’ll have his number?”


The young girl seemed to snap out of
whatever stupor she was in at this question. She nodded, opened a drawer on the
other side of the counter, and grabbed a business card out of it. She handed it
to Jack, her eyes darting nervously between them. Her tone was very different
than it had been less than a minute ago, making Rachel wonder if she already
knew something.


Best not to call her out on it in front of
her co-worker,
she thought. If necessary, we can always come back to her.


“Ladies,” Jack said, pocketing the card,
“thank you for your help. If we can manage it, Mr. Dean doesn’t even need to
know we came by here.”


Both of the women were uneasy by then, so
all they managed were quick nods of acknowledgement as Jack and Rachel made
their exit. They walked quickly back to the car, with Rachel already typing Bowen
Marketing into the maps application on her phone. As she reached for the
passenger side door, a mousy voice stopped her.


“Agents?”


They both looked back to the door of Williams
and Meyers and saw the young girl coming out. She looked just as nervous as
she’d seemed inside before they left. She gave one quick glance back to the
door, maybe to see her co-worker’s reaction.


“Yes?” Rachel said. “What is it?”


The young woman came closer to the car,
standing just a few feet away from them. In a low voice, she said, “You know…if
you want, you can find out where he is pretty easily. He’s got one of those
OnStar systems on his car.”


“You’re sure?”


“Yeah. Most of the agents that work here
do.”


“And why didn’t you bother telling us this
inside?”


The anxious look came back across her
face. She looked almost scared, squaring up her shoulders as if it might make
her invisible just in case her co-worker was spying on her through the glass in
the front door.


“Because…there’s something about Stephen
no one else knows…just me. And he…”


Rachel could tell the girl was about to
lose her nerve, so she stepped forward and did her best to match the quiet,
soft tone of the young woman. “Whatever it is, you can tell us. We’ll make sure
you’re protected. It’s doubtful you could lose your job.”


“No, it’s not that. Not really. A…a few
months ago, Stephen hit on me. A few of us went out for drinks and I had a bit
too much. He offered to drive me home, so I let him. I was…well, I was very
drunk and got flirty and so he and I messed around in his car. But when I told
him to stop, he got very angry. I opened the door to get out and he
pulled me back in and slapped me.”


“Did you report him?” Jack asked.


“No. I was about to storm away from him
but he begged me to let him apologize, to hear him out, I was…I don’t know. I
was sort of shocked, so I waited to hear him out. And he told me that if I kept
it quiet, he’d give me a thousand dollars. Five hundred right then and there
and another five when I got to work the next day. Plus another thousand from
the next commission check he got and a small percentage of anything he made
from sales in the next year. I…I really know it was a mistake but two thousand
dollars so quick and a little stipend for a year or so…I was just drunk enough
to not even question it.”


“So why are you telling us?” Rachel asked,
but she thought she saw a bit of fire in the woman’s eyes and thought she already
knew why.


“Because I’ve regretted it every day since
it happened, despite the money. And if he’s done something else…something that
warrants FBI involvement, you can help make it right…I guess. I don’t know if
it makes sense.”


“I think I understand,” Rachel said,
meaning it. “It was brave of you to come out here to us.”


“At the risk of sounding uncaring,” Jack
said, “let’s get back to the OnStar thing, because we could be up against the
clock here. You’re certain he has it?”


“Yes.”


“Any chance you have his license plate
number anywhere?”


“Yes. That sort of information is on every
agent’s profile in the database.”


“We probably won’t need it if he does have
OnStar, but I need you to text me his license plate information as soon as you
can,” Jack said. Then, in an almost symbolic gesture reflecting the business
card collection inside, Jack handed her his own card. “Text it to me as soon as
you can, okay?”


“I will,” she said.


“Thank you,” Rachel said. “Really. This
could be an enormous help.”


The young woman nodded dismissively and
then went back into the building. Rachel watched her go inside, curious to see
to see if the older woman at the counter would question her. But as far as
Rachel could see, everything seemed perfectly fine between them.


When she turned back to the car, she saw
that Jack had wasted no time at all. He’d already placed a call and just as
Rachel started to watch, he began to speak. “Hey,” he said, “it’s Jack Rivers.
Look, I need you to track down the OnStar data for a guy named Stephen Dean of
Alexandria, Virginia. How long do you think that’ll take?”


Rachel watched over the roof of the car as
Jack nodded a few times and then, about twenty seconds later, he said “Thanks a
ton,” and ended the call.


“Well?” Rachel asked.


“Five minutes, tops. If that.”


Rachel nodded. “Given the story we just
heard about this guy—the abuse and the monetary solution to cover it up—it does
sort of fit the profile.”


“You mean you already have a profile for
this guy?”


“Not officially, but…”


“I was just teasing. I was thinking the
same thing. It had all the alarm bells going off.”


As they got in the car and waited for the
call to come, Rachel thought about the sort of man that would try pushing
himself on a woman and then quickly and promptly offer her money to keep it
quiet. She thought about a man that was apparently quite successful in his
career, selling property for others to build upon. She supposed some of it did
indeed fit a profile of sorts, but she also understood what Jack was getting at.


A man that was drugging people—not just
women—and putting them into a wooden box in the ground to suffocate and die…how
did you start putting a profile together for a man like that?


Jack’s phone rang shortly after. He
answered the call with a simple, “It’s Rivers.” He nodded a few times, gave a
quick thanks, and then ended the call.


He looked over at Rachel while he started
the ignition, with an excited smile on his face. “We got him.”











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


Rachel’s back was pressed firmly against
the seat as Jack sped to the location he’d been given on the phone. He was
currently blasting through a strip of small businesses, speeding but not in a
reckless manner—just twenty over the limit.


“The address is just eight miles away,”
Jack said, his eyes glued to the road. “It’s also not Stephen Dean’s address.
It’s in the system as the address of Sharon Mowry.”


He left it at that, but Rachel knew what
he was thinking—mainly because she was thinking the same thing. If Dean had
left work under the guise of being in meetings and was, in fact, somewhere
else, he was keeping secrets. It made Rachel instantly think that Sharon Mowry
could very well be the next victim. And it meant they needed to get there as
soon as they could.


Rachel announced each turn they needed to
take, looking at the map on Jack’s phone. After a series of turns that wound
them further and further away from clusters of businesses and restaurants, they
ended up on a well-to-do throughfare that seemed to connect Alexandria’s downtown
district with the more retail-oriented end of things. Sharon Mowry lived off of
this two-lane road, down a cute subdivision that was positioned in a way that
it was almost hidden from everything else.


As Jack took a quick and skidding turn
into the subdivision, he started to instantly scan the mailboxes for the
address.


“Five houses up,” Rachel said.


“I have the guys at the bureau keeping an
eye on the car through OnStar,” Jack said. “If he’d moved while we were on the
way, we’d know. So the bastard is still here.”


Just as they pulled up to the curb
alongside Mowry’s house, Jack’s phone buzzed. Rachel looked down and saw that a
text had come through—a text that came at just the right time in a sort of
cosmic synchronicity. It was the young woman from Williams and Meyers, sending
Stephen Dean’s license plate number.


As soon as she read it over, Rachel looked
at the pristine concrete driveway of Sharon Mowry’s house, leading to a closed
two-car garage. There was only one car in the driveway. It was a relatively new
Honda Pilot and the license plate matched the one from the text that had just
come through to Jack’s phone.


“That’s him,” Rachel said.


Jack shifted into park and they both got
out together, a well-oiled machine with the possibility of ending this bizarre
case right at their fingertips. As they made their way by the Pilot, Rachel
took a moment to look inside.


“Oh my God. Jack…look at this.”


He was already a few steps ahead of her,
heading for the house. He stopped, pivoted back, and looked inside the car as
well. 


A tarp had been meticulously folded and
laid down in the back seat and on the floor behind the front seats. This had
been done to protect the seats from the numerous boards sitting in the back of
the car. The wood was cut at different lengths, most if it barely able to fit
inside the space.


They looked away at the same moment, their
eyes locking on one another. The flurry of excitement that spread through
Rachel had nothing to do with the strange little romance that they were both
keeping stomped down; this time, it was purely related to the case. Everything
matched up…the cut pieces of wood in the back of the Pilot serving as the
proverbial nail in the coffin.


As they took the stairs to the porch,
Rachel drew her Glock. Jack did the same. He approached the door and, figuring
it was worth a try, gave the knob a turned. It was, unsurprisingly, locked. 


“Kick it in?” Jack asked.


She appreciated that he often looked to
her to make decisions like these, but she felt the pressure of this one more
than she usually did. Something told her that kicking the door down might be a
bit impulsive— until they checked the rest of the house. It was just something
her instincts insisted upon. She didn’t understand it in the moment, but knew
there was no time to overthink it.


She shook her head and made her way to the
side yard, where a wooden fence came off of the side of the house. It separated
the house from its neighbor—which had a similar fence up—and provided access to
the backyard in the form of a beautiful wooden door. It was the sort of thing
that might have looked perfectly in place in Alice in Wonderland in a
garden of some kind.


The door was not only unlocked but had been
opened by about three inches. Rachel pushed it open and stayed back as Jack
advanced inside with his gun still drawn. They filed into the backyard, one
right behind the other, and came to a set of wooden stairs that led up to a
back porch. It was quite large and looked like it had been recently stained.
They hurried up the stairs with quiet, practiced footsteps and came to the back
door.


It was Rachel that tried the door this
time and she found that it turned without issue in her hand. She slowly pushed
the door open and instantly looked around the frame and edges of the door
itself for any signs of forced entry. She saw none and then gave Jack the nod
to go inside. He did and she followed directly behind him. They entered in
through a tidy kitchen that still smelled strongly of the morning batch of
coffee. The house was built with an open floor plan design, allowing them to
see straight into the living room from the kitchen. No one was there and there
were no signs of a struggle. Rachel was walking in that direction when a noise
sounded from their right—something thudding, sort of skidding. It made Rachel
think of something being pushed against a wood floor, maybe furniture.


This was followed by a woman’s muffled
voice saying, “No…please…”


Without a word or even a glance shared
between them, they walked out of the kitchen and found a wide hallway that fed
off of the living room. There were three rooms in this hall, one to either side
and one at the end. Only the door at the end was opened; it was just a few inches,
but it became quite clear that’s where the noise was coming from.


A woman, in distress, and the sound of a
scuffle. They traipsed down the hallway, faster now but not quite at a run. And
they were so on fire with the idea of knocking this case out that Rachel didn’t
even think about what else they might find on the other side of the door—what
other activity all of that noise sounded like.


It did dawn on her, though, as Jack
hurried forward and pushed the door open quickly. Though Jack was standing in
front of her, she was able to see that this second thought was indeed what was
taking place.


A man had a woman propped up with her
backside on a large, oak dresser. Her sun dress was hiked up and his pants were
down. They were extremely close together and, though they’d been caught,
neither made any real move to cover themselves for a few seconds. Shock, Rachel
supposed.


“What the hell?” the man finally
said. He finally withdrew himself from the woman and turned around to pull his
pants up.


Rachel was impressed at how Jack was able
to remain professional. She knew him well enough to know that there had to be
at least a hundred different one-liners ready in his head for a situation such
as this.


“Apologies,” he said. “We’re FBI agents working
on a case that led us to this house. And when we came in through the back, we
heard what, to be fair, did sound like cries of distress and a skirmish of some
kind.”


“Distress?” the man barked.


The woman, meanwhile, was starting to look
mortified. She’d slid down from the dresser and was straightening her cute
little sun dress. She looked at Jack and Rachel for only a moment before
deciding to fix her eyes on the bed on the other side of the room—a bed that
was apparently too boring and mundane for their afternoon tryst.


“Sir, are you Stephen Dean?” Rachel asked.


“I am.” He was still too embarrassed for
Rachel to properly read his reaction. He did look shocked, but that could be
for any number of things at the present moment.


“And ma’am,” Rachel said, “are you Sharon
Mowry?”


“Yeah,” she said, her embarrassment now
slipping into something that more closely resembled shame.


“And I take it you’re in no immediate
danger?” Jack asked. He did inject a bit of sarcasm into the question but still
remained professional.


“No. I’m not in any da—”


“Now wait a damn minute,” Dean said. “Let
me see some IDs.” 


“Sure,” Jack said, and obliged. He also
holstered his gun, but did so hesitantly. Rachel kept hers out, fully aware
that just because Dean had been having sex with this woman rather than putting
her into a coffin of his own making it still didn’t immediately clear him.


Stephen Dean looked like he was about to
say something else, but the anger had gone out of him and now he looked both
confused and concerned that he’d seen proof that the two intruders were, in
fact, federal agents. Before he could get another word out, Rachel started
talking. The fact that all of that wood was out in the Pilot still sat very
strangely with her.


“Mr. Dean, we need to speak with you
rather urgently,” she said. “And since this is Ms. Mowry’s home, I think it
would be respectful to come outside with us to have a chat.”


He nodded, but there was some angst to it.
“And what is it you think I’ve done?”


“We’ll fill you in outside,” Jack said,
putting a bit of bass into his voice. “Come on. Let’s head out to the back
porch.”


Dean went willingly enough as Jack
gestured for him to go first. Sharon Mowry took the moment to check herself in
a mirror along the wall, still finding it hard to look anyone in the eye. As
they made their way through the house, Dean said nothing at all. At the same
time, Rachel also didn’t get the sense that he’d be the type to make a run for
it. He wasn’t going to try anything stupid. She wondered if that said something
about him or if he was still in a strange sort of shock from being interrupted.


When they were on the back porch, Rachel
instantly positioned herself at the stairs. If Dean did plan on trying
to make a run for it, it would be much harder now. Jack took note of this and
started speaking right away.


“Mr. Dean, we found you here because we
tracked your OnStar. You’re one of the top-most agents with Williams and Meyers,
correct?”


“Yes, I am.”


“And recently, you’ve had a string of
successes with selling land or properties for re-development and construction,
right? A hospital addition, a new row of condos, and the soon-to-be retirement
home.”


“That’s right.” Slowly, something like
acknowledgement dawned in his eyes. “This is about that body being found out at
the condominium site, isn’t it?”


“Partly,” Rachel said.


“Mr. Dean,” Jack went on, “I’m afraid it’s
a bit worse than that. In less than two full days, there have been a total of
three bodies found. And all three of them have been buried at the sites you
have sold.”


Horror filled his eyes as he looked back
and forth between them. “Are you suggesting…”


“We’ve interviewed every member of the
construction crews that had access to the areas,” Rachel said. “Some of their
alibis are still being checked out but, so far, everyone has passed. You happen
to be the final person we need to look into.”


“And right now, it’s not looking good,”
Jack added.


“And why the hell not?”


“Well, we know you’re lying about where
you’re going a bit of the time when you leave your office,” Jack said. “Also,
the bodies we have found have been buried in some very peculiar ways. The fact
that you have that bit of wood in your car happens to be a very strong
indicator that you could be a very likely suspect.”


“Wood? What? I don’t even…what the hell
are you even talking about?”


“The coffins, Mr. Dean,” Rachel said.


“Coffins?” He said the word as if it might
have been Greek and he wasn’t sure he was getting the pronunciation correct.


“Yes,” Jack said, sharing an uncertain
look with Rachel—a look that asked So, are we revealing just enough or the
full details?


Deciding to subvert the matter altogether,
Rachel got right to the point. “Can you tell us why all of that lumber is in
your car?”


“Yes, actually. I put it in there
yesterday. I had it cut at the Home Depot where I purchased it. I promised this
older client of mine that I’d do my best to fix the broken stairs that lead to
her hot tub.”


“Do you have a background in
construction?” Jack asked.


“No. I’m terrible at building pretty much
anything. But this woman…she’s having a hard time and the guy she called to
build her a new set was going to charge her this astronomical price.”


“Who’s the older client?”


“Darlene Jacobs. She’s a—wait. What does
that have to do with anything?”


“Trying to put your alibi together,” Jack
said.


“Or your excuse,” Rachel countered.


“Wait…if you’re even trying to suggest
that I have anything to do with these murders you’re talking about, you’re
crazy.”


“Based on what we’ve told you, you can see
the suspicion, yes?” Jack asked.


“I suppose. But…you said something about a
coffin?”


“Forget that,” Rachel said. “So you were
just going to make a set of stairs for an older client? Stairs that led to a
hot tub?”


“Yes.” He pulled out his cellphone and
handed it to her. “There’s a text thread between me and her. You can probably
also see in my search history where I spent an hour or so trying to find a
simple tutorial on how to make the stairs.”


Rachel took the phone, just to show that,
if necessary they absolutely would check on those two things.”


“Okay, so let’s say that explains the wood
in the back of your car,” Jack said. “Would you be able to provide a fairly
accurate picture of what every night has looked like for you over the course of
the past month or so?”


“An entire month?” he asked. But now that
he could see an end to this out-of-nowhere madness, Stephen Dean seemed a bit more
willing to help.


“As best you can.”


Dean thought about it for a moment and
eventually nodded. “Yeah, I mean if it’ll clear my name, hell yeah I can try.
Am…Jesus, am I under arrest or something?”


“No, not yet,” Rachel said. “But we’re
going to need you to stay in town until this is all taken care of. And also
know…we can track your OnStar and we know your license plate number.”


“Hey, I’ve got nothing to hide.”


“Not even paying off a co-worker when you
got a little violent one night when she wouldn’t put out?” Rachel said.


Dean grimaced as if he’d been punched in
the gut. He opened his mouth to respond but decided to say nothing—just nodding
curtly instead. Rachel was a bit incensed by this reaction and almost pushed a
little harder.


“Let’s start with this week,” Jack said.
“Could you tell us where you’ve been every night this week?”


Dean thought about it, looking like he was
glad the conversation had moved on from his abuse. “Yeah. Monday night, I was
in D.C., at a bar with some friends. I got home around one and went to work the
next day. Tuesday and Wednesday night, I was here with Sharon.”


“Sleeping over?” Jack asked.


“Yeah.”


Rachel deflated a bit. Proving this would
be easy enough. And she also knew the chances were good that there were other
nights in the past month or so when he’d also been here. The truth of the
matter was that Stephen Dean thought he was a big shot because many people
viewed him as such. It wouldn’t be hard to provide alibis for someone that
spent time in D.C. bars and banging a younger woman on a daily basis,
especially when he was sleeping over at her house.


“Thank you for your time, Mr. Dean,”
Rachel said, hating that nothing was panning out. She was distraught not only
because they didn’t have their killer after all, but also because she would
have loved to nab the bastard that had so willingly paid for a woman’s silence.


“Really, though” Jack called out as he
followed Rachel down the stairs. “Don’t leave the city. And if you have to for
work or something, you need to let us know.”


“I will.”


Rachel and Jack made their way back around
the house and through the strange wooden door in the fence. Walking back to
their car, Rachel took another look into the back of Stephen Dean’s Pilot. She
looked over the wood and noted that few of the pieces that were tilted upward on
the floor did look to be about the length of a small stair.


“You think it’s worth calling up the old
woman he mentioned?” Jack asked. “What was it? Delores something?”


“Darlene Jacobs. And yes, I think we need
to look into it. I’ll call Williams and Meyers and get her information.”


“Rachel…are you okay?”


She smiled thinly at him as they got into
the car. “I know it sounds bad, but I really wanted to arrest him. Killer or
not…just for what he did to that young woman back at the agency.”


“And the heada—”


“Please don’t say headache.”


Jack snapped his mouth shut quickly and
started the car, yet again pulling away from another dead end.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


Roughly three minutes after leaving Sharon
Mowry’s residence, Rachel started to get the feeling that this was going to be
one of those cases where the timing of things was going to seem like some grand
design—that there was a sort of cosmic force at work. She’d been on jobs like
that from time to time, where a lead or a break would come at just the right
time.


She’d sensed it first on this case when
they’d received the text with Stephen Dean’s license plate number just as soon
as they’d spotted the Pilot. It came for the second time three minutes after
leaving and came in the form of a call to Jack’s phone.


“Shit, it’s Anderson,” Jack said,
grimacing. “That can’t be good.” With a sigh, he answered the call, instantly
placing it on speaker mode. “Hello, Director Anderson.”


“Rivers, hello. Is Gift there with you?”


“She is, sir. And I’ve got you on
speaker.”


“Good. I need you two to know that word
has finally gotten out. Every little detail of the case. I don’t know if it was
the cops or what…but it’s about to hit the news. The coffins, the number of
bodies, all of it. Governor Young is going to be livid.”


“And you have no idea where the leak is
coming from?” Rachel asked.


“No clue. But that’s out of your power. I
need to know where we are on the case right now.”


“It’s a bit disheartening, that’s for
sure,” Jack said. He and Rachel then spent five minutes waling him through each
step of the case, ending with the disappointment of knowing that it was very
likely that Stephen Dean was not their killer.


“What’s the latest from the coroner?”
Anderson asked.


“Nothing since we left the scene where the
third body was discovered,” Jack said. “I’ll check back in with her after this
call…but if she hasn’t reached out to us…”


“I know. But we’ve got to start doing
something. I just spoke with Mayor Tennet and he said the city offices are already
starting to get calls asking if business owners need to be worried that their
businesses could be built over dead bodies.”


“Good Lord,” Rachel said, rolling her
eyes.


“I know. It’s stupid. But it’s what we’re
dealing with. Are you getting help from the PD up there?”


“Yes, sir,” Rachel said. “They’ve actually
been incredibly helpful.”


“Do you need more agents?”


“If there are a few available, it may not
hurt,” Jack said. “I mean, if we’re really under such a time crunch…”


“I’ll start scrambling our resources. It
may be as much as twelve hours, though.”


“Well, I hope we’ll have the damn thing
knocked out by then,” Jack said.


“I’ll get the process started all the
same,” Anderson said. “Anything else you need from my end?”


“Nothing that’s going to be of help right
now,” Rachel said. “But, sir…have you gotten an update from Carson?”


“Half an hour ago. All is well. Paige is
in school and there’s a car parked across the block. Carson’s in the lead on
that one. Another car remains stationed outside of the temporary safehouse with
your grandmother. And the word is, she hates being followed around. Unless it’s
Carson.”


“Sounds about right.”


“And there’s no sign of Lynch…which is
amazing, considering just how much manpower we’re putting into the effort to
find him. Now…how about you, Gift? How are you?”


“I’m fine,” she said. The question annoyed
her at first but then she realized just how much it meant that Anderson was
showing such real concern for her family. Sure, he didn’t know about the cancer
diagnosis—something she still felt slightly guilty about—but there was more
than enough to be worried about even without her tumor.


“Well, if things get anymore—”


Jack’s phone beeped as another call came
in. The number that showed up wasn’t saved to his contacts and had an
Alexandria prefix.


“Sir, I’m getting another call…an
Alexandria number.”


“Take it. And keep me posted.”


Because Jack was driving, Rachel ended the
call with Anderson and switched to the incoming call. She left it on speaker,
allowing Jack to still answer. “This is Rivers.”


“Agent Rivers, it’s Chief Hunt.”


“I’m hoping you’re calling with glad
tidings because things are looking grim over here.”


“Sorry, but I’m going to have to
disappoint you on that front.”


“What is it?” Rachel asked.


“We’ve got a new missing person’s case. It
came in no more than five minutes ago. There’s of course no way we can link it
to your coffin guy, but—”


“No, you’re absolutely right,” Rachel
said. “Under the current circumstances, it has to be checked out.”


“I can meet you over there in about ten
minutes and maybe we can figure it out together. Can you take down the
address?”


Rachel took out her phone, opened the maps
app and said, “Go ahead.”


And though she typed it in, listening
closely to the address, Rachel’s mind was already elsewhere. She was wondering
if the victims that went into the coffins were at all aware of what was
happening to them and, beyond that, how long it took them to suffocate once the
dirt was tossed over them.


“Got it?” Hunt asked.


“Got it. We’ll see you in a few.”


Rachel ended the call and, as if she’d
pressed a button to control Jack’s right foot, he increased his speed, blasting
through Alexandria’s business district for the second time that morning.


 


***


 


It was just shy of one o’ clock when Jack
pulled their car into the driveway of the small house just off the four-lane
road. It was still considered to be in Alexandria’s city limits but sat just
outside of the hustle and bustle of everything. Hunt had just arrived as well;
he was getting out of his patrol car just as Jack started turning in. He waited
by his car as Jack parked and they got out.


“It’s just us for now,” Hunt said. “I
figured we should get a look first and then send in the cavalry. And I mean all
of the cavalry because if this thing doesn’t get solved quickly, I’m going to
have a mess to contend with.”


“Let’s not jump to conclusions, though,”
Jack said. “Let’s see if we can even determine if this has anything to do with
our coffin killer.”


Hunt led them to the front door, walking quickly
up the porch stairs.


“How did the call come in, anyway?” Rachel
asked.


“The woman in question is Emily Draven,
thirty-nine years old. Single, from what we can tell. Divorced. A friend came
by this morning to pick her up for their once-a-week run around the little
trails of Briarman Park. She knocked on the door a few times and didn’t get an
answer. She tried calling and texting, and also got no answer. She started to
worry at that point, so she went around to the back door. She said it was
closed but she could tell by just looking at it that it was loose, not fully in
the frame.”


They were at the front door at that point.
Hunt reached into his inner coat pocket and removed a set of latex gloves,
which he slipped over his hands. He opened the door and the three of them
stepped inside as Hunt continued to fill them in on the call.


“The friend says she looked everywhere but
she just wasn’t here…even though her car is parked right there, right outside.
She says she felt silly to call, but wasn’t sure what else to do. So I told her
to please unlock the front door and we’d be on the way. She’s also been
instructed to wait at her house for someone to come properly question her.”


With the update given, the three of them
stepped into the house. It was a modest little place; the front door opened
onto a living room and small sitting area. The kitchen was separated from it
all by a half-wall and counter. To the left was a small alcove of sorts, which
Rachel assumed led to the back door. To the right, a hallway led deeper into
the house.


Together, they walked to the kitchen and
to the left. The little alcove did indeed give way to the back door, but also a
laundry room and broom closet. The back door was wooden, with four small,
adjoined panes of glass looking outside. Rachel reached the door first and
could see exactly what Hunt had mentioned. The door looked closed at first
glance but as she got closer to it, she could see that it wasn’t sitting flush
in the frame.


She reached out and was able to push it
open without even touching the knob. With the door standing open, the bit of
damage done to the frame was clear. A chunk of wood, roughly seven or eight
inches in length, had been torn away from the frame. There was the smallest of
gashes along the door at that same height.


“Crowbar?” Jack asked.


“Looks like it,” Rachel said.


“Okay, so forced entry for sure,” Hunt
said.


The comment served as almost a warning
shot or a starting gun for a race. While there had certainly been a sense of
urgency already lingering among them, it went supernova in that moment. All
three of them turned at the same moment and started making their way through
the house to see what else they could find—anything that might indicate what
had happened to Emily Draven.


Hunt started looking around the kitchen,
checking the counter, the table, even opening the refrigerator. Jack veered off
into the living room, doing his little stand-and-peck routine. Rachel had often
teased him about how he investigated smaller scenes, saying that he looked like
a pigeon at the beach…waddling a few feet ahead and then stopping to look
around almost robotically before taking a few more uncertain steps forward and
doing it all over again.


Rachel, though, headed directly down the
hallway. She was quite sure the bathroom would be where they’d find any clues.
The coffee had been on, the house still smelling of the brew. That meant the
chances were very good that Emily had gotten out of bed before she’d been
taken. And where was the first place a woman went in the morning other than the
coffee maker? The bathroom.


It was the only door on the right side of
the hallway. There wasn’t a ton of space, just enough room to turn around
between the sink and the shower-tub combo. The toilet sat nestled in the corner
by the sink. And it was then, looking at the toilet, that she saw the small
indentation in the wall. It was a hole of sorts, not very big at all but more
than noticeable. She walked over to it and noticed the slight gathering of
white dust along the edge of the wall and floor—dust from the sheetrock.


That meant that either the dent in the
wall was very recent or that Emily Draven simply didn’t clean very often. But
the bathroom itself looked fairly clean, as had the rest of the house. So
Rachel assumed this little dent in the wall was new. It might be very
new, the result of whatever had happened in the house this morning.


She took a closer look around the bathroom
and noted that the shower curtain had been pulled back all the way. Again,
noting the cleanliness of the house, Rachel found this a bit suspect. A wet
shower curtain caused mildew to grow and that seemed like something someone who
kept a clean house would be aware of.


It was peculiar enough to cause her to
look in the bottom of the tub. She saw nothing at first but as she leaned in
closer, she thought she saw a stray dusting of dirt. It was hardly anything at
all, something she may have missed if she’d simply glanced casually into the
tub.


“Hey, Jack?” she called.


She heard him respond right away, his
footfalls quickly approaching from the hallway. He stepped into the doorway of
the bathroom, his eyes wide with anticipation. “Yeah?”


“I’m pretty sure she was attacked in
here.” She walked him through her findings, and he nodded the entire time.


Hunt had joined them by the time she was
done. They all thought about it for a moment, realizing that time was wasting
but that these findings alone did nothing to help them locate Emily Draven.


“I assume there’s already an all points
bulleting out for her?” Rachel asked.


“There is.”


“And you’ve still got men running that
radar equipment at new construction sites?”


“Yes. As a matter of fact, we got a report
from two more earlier today and they were both clear.”


“That’s good, I suppose,” Jack said. “But
it does make the whole lead of construction sites a bit more tenuous. I mean,
why would you start burying these bodies at construction sites and just quit?”


“Unless the three bodies we’ve found are
his only victims,” Hunt countered.


Something Jack said had ignited a thought
in Rachel’s head. Why just quit? It made her think of their first suspect, the
man that had quit working for Hutchinson and how the timing of it had been
suspicious. Now that they also had Williams and Meyers Realty as a link, she
wondered what other secrets and histories they’d be able to provide. They were
surely making a mistake turning a blind eye to them just because it seemed
Stephen Dean wasn’t their killer.


“We’ve got too many uncertainties here,”
Rachel said. “I know there are tons of people working on this thing right now,
but I think we still need to divide and conquer. Chief Hunt, are you okay
heading over to properly interview the friend that made the missing person’s
call?”


“Yeah, I can do that.”


“Meanwhile, Jack and I will start pushing
on Susan Neeley to get us the results from the third victim. And I also want to
do a deep dive into Williams and Meyers, the same way we dug deeper into
Hutchinson’s crew.”


“And I’ve still got one man researching cases
over the past five years that involved Rohypnol.”


“I think for now, that’s all we can do,”
Jack said. “How long before a forensics team gets here?”


“They’re on stand-by, just waiting for my
call.”


“Make the call, then. And let’s get to
work.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


He looked down at Emily Draven and smiled.
Seeing her in such a prone position, tucked away securely in the wooden box
he’d made, he just couldn’t understand how men could defile women sexually. It
was his view that rapists and sexual abusers were the lowest of the vile, creatures
that should be disemboweled in a public square and then set on fire.


She was beautiful, tranquil, and even sort
of a light in death. It was a shame he’d had to do this to her.


With the gloves still on his hands, he
pushed away a little wisp of hair that had fallen across her face. “Goodnight,”
he told her prone body.


He then lifted the lid of the box from the
floor and placed it on top. The sound it made as it was set down was soft and
almost reassuring in the space of his tiny workshop. The entire place smelled
of sawdust, a sweet and stale smell. Behind him, leaning neatly against the
entire back wall, were four more boxes. He’d made them all at the same time and
would have made even more if his small workspace would have allowed it.


It had taken some trial and error to get
his procedure just right. Once he screwed in the top, Emily would have about
eight hours of oxygen. There was also the work at the site to be considered, so
he had to time it just right. It should be dark in about four hours, so he had
plenty of time. But for some reason, this was the part of the job where he got
nervous. It wasn’t in transporting the body or even while he was placing the
box into the ground. No, he always worried about getting the box into the back of
his truck. He had a simple ramp to help, and he was fairly strong; he’d never
had a problem angling the ramp and the box in a way that allowed him to easily
get it into the back of his truck. 


But in the back of his mind, he always
wondered what he’d have to do if he started pushing the box up the ramp and
then heard a knocking from inside the box. What if his victim woke up and
started screaming? What would happen then? Yes, he could just subdue them
again, could just give them another injection, but it would taint his work. He
was very much all about the phrase “work smarter, not harder.”


The hardest part, actually, was what he
was about to do. He used an old, steel ramp from a derelict U-Haul to get the
boxes into the bed of his truck. He started by placing the ramp at an angle on
his lowered tailgate. He then took a few seconds to make sure the angle wasn’t
going to be too severe; the last thing he wanted was to throw out his back
loading the body and then be in horrendous pain when lowering the box into the
hole at the site.


He positioned the box along the ramp in
just the right way, then placed his gloved hands on either side of the top and
gave a push. He’d done this enough to know that he’d have to stop for a moment
once the full weight of the box was on the ramp. At that point, he needed to
switch his grip, bringing his hands down to the center and pushing from there.
He did this now, as he loaded up Emily Draven, and the weight (which was
already light, as Emily was a very small woman) against his back lessened
considerably.


With the box fitting perfectly into the
back of his truck, he removed the ramp and closed the tailgate. He got behind
the wheel and pulled the truck out of the workshop’s rusty old rolling door. He
then pulled his truck under the old, tin carport just beside his concrete front
porch. 


Sitting behind the wheel, he wished night
would get here quicker. The cops knew what he was up to now; he’d seen it on
television after they’d discovered the body of one of the victims out at the
site where condos would be going up soon. He figured he’d get caught eventually
but he wondered how many more he could put into the ground before that
happened.


He got out of the truck and grabbed the
old black tarp from behind the seat. It was the same tarp he’d used to cover
the other bodies and boxes. It was quite old and worn, but he got it tied down
over the bed of his truck with ease. With one last look at the truck, he headed
inside for a quick nap.


He’d need his rest. There was so much work
to do tonight—not only to put Emily Draven in the ground, but to start planning
strategies for how to get his next victim.











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


Before heading to the station, Rachel and
Jack went back by the offices of Williams and Meyers again. Rachel was banking
on being able to get at least some sort of information on any secrets of recently
fired or disgruntled employees. She’d interviewed enough members of small
companies and organizations to know that they operated pretty much like their
own little townships…complete with a gossip circle. She could only assume it
was the same—if not more widespread—in the case of a real estate agency.


When they walked inside, Rachel was
delighted to see that there was only one person at the front counter, and it
just happened to be the same young woman that had given them the tip on Stephen
Dean earlier in the day. However, when she saw the pair of FBI agents coming
back through the door, she looked alarmed.


“Hello again,” Jack said. “Sorry to bother
you but we need some information, and we need it fast. So if you could help
us…”


The young woman nodded right away, some of
her blonde hair falling across her brow as she did so. “If I can. Were you able
to find Stephen?”


“We were,” Rachel said. “And I’m not sure
how you feel about it, but it seems like he wasn’t the person we were looking
for after all.”


“We’re here for a different reason, though,”
Jack said. “I wonder if you have a supervisor or manager around?”


“No. Actually, right now it’s just me.
There’s a small meeting taking place in the back, but there are no managers. A
team of two trying to put a proposal together for a country club.”


“Well, you helped us with Stephen Dean, so
hopefully you can help again,” Rachel said. “We can’t give you details about
the case, but what I can tell you is that we’re having to do background
checks on a lot of people. Now, Williams and Meyers have been brought up in a
case we’re working on—not the company itself, but maybe one or two people that
work for the company. What we’re looking for in particular are any employees
that may have been recently released or quit their job because of some sort of
grievance against the company. Can you think of anyone like that?”


She thought about it for a moment and
after a while, she slowly shook her head. “Not that I can think of. Nothing
super recent, anyway. I’ve only been here for like a year and a half, though.”


“You said nothing super recent,”
Jack said. “Does that mean you know of something that’s not-so-recent?”


“Sort of,” the young woman said. She
looked over her shoulder quickly, as if to make sure no one had magically
appeared behind her. “It’s sort of like a gossipy rumor…like something you’d
hear on a true crime show or something. I don’t even really know how much truth
there is to it.”


“Well, what is it?” Rachel asked.
She was starting to get a bit annoyed with the woman’s reluctance.


“About two or three years ago, there was
apparently a guy that worked here that got into a lot of trouble. Lile serious
legal trouble. He came from a banking background and, from what I understand,
was sort of a player. He got caught cheating with two clients and his wife lost
her mind. From what I understand, they got into a fight over his cheating and
it ended with him killing her. It was an accident, I think. I guess it had to
be because he ended up being found not guilty.”


“Are you sure about this?” Jack asked.


“The base of the story, yes. I Googled it
to make sure the other workers here weren’t just pulling my leg. Yes…he killed
his wife in some sort of fight that happened because of his cheating. But
that’s all I know for sure.”


Rachel’s head was spinning. It was
information they would have been able to find in less than ten minutes with
access to a police database. But to know the information had been right
there, as common and as easily accessible as office gossip, was maddening.


“What’s his name?”


“Devon Murphy.”


“Do you know if he still lives around
here?”


“No, I don’t. Sorry.”


Rachel nodded, already turning back for
the door. They had a name, a crime, and a previous employer. It would be easy
enough to find out on their own.


“Thank you again,” Rachel said, pushing
the door open.


“Wait, I don’t understand,” the woman
said. “Is our company in some kind of trouble? What the hell is going on?”


Without thinking it through, Rachel sighed
and said, “Watch the news in the next couple of days and you’ll probably find
out.”


And with that, she dug her phone out of
her pocket as she hurried to the car, pulling up the number to the Alexandria
PD to request a background check on Devon Murphy, a former employee of Williams
and Meyers.


 


***


 


“Well, that was easy,” the man on the
other end of the phone said. He’d introduced himself to Rachel as Officer
Hamlett less than two minutes ago when she placed the call to the station.


“What have you got?” Rachel asked. She was
once again in the passenger seat of the car, Jack driving in the general
direction of the police department because they had no true destination in mind
just yet.


“Devon Murphy was charged with involuntary
manslaughter of his wife just a bit over two years ago,” Hamlett said. “The
details of the report state that the two had engaged in a heated argument that
escalated into a physical altercation. According to Murphy’s testimony, he was
rushing downstairs, trying to get away from her, heading for the back door so
he could get in his car and leave. But she gave chase, yelling at him and when
he turned around to confront her, she came to a skidding halt. Apparently, she
tripped over her own feet and fell down the stairs.”


“Sounds…thin.”


“It does. Honestly, I’m not sure how he
got off. According to what I’m looking at here, there simply wasn’t enough
evidence to convict. A series of text messages from his wife in the hours
leading up to the argument included threats to castrate and kill him. I’d guess
those might have had a lot to do with the conviction.”


“How about a quick records search? Can you
tell me if he’s still living locally?”


“I can. Give me a few minutes, would you?”


“Sure thing,” Rachel said as another
thought came to her. “Can you call me back the moment you have it?”


“Will do.”


Rachel ended the call and looked over at
Jack. “Even if he looks like a suspect, the fact remains that he’d need access
to the Williams and Meyers network…or at least still be friendly with someone
that works there if he’s getting access to their records. If he hasn’t worked
there for two years, how’s he getting the information on projects they’re
landing?”


“It’s a good question. I wonder if our
friend at Williams and Meyers might know the answer to that.”


Rachel nodded, realizing they didn’t have
the number to the offices. She Googled it and placed the call, muttering under
her breath: “At this point, we may as well put this woman on bureau payroll.”


The phone was answered on the third ring,
and Rachel recognized the woman’s voice right away as she said, “Williams and
Meyers Property Management. This is Amy. How can I help you?”


“Amy, this is Agent Rachel Gift. Believe
me when I say that I am very sorry for the continued disturbances. But
we do have one more question. And if you can’t answer it for us, I need you to
direct us to someone who can.”


“Okay. What do you need?”


“Is there a records database or network of
some kind the agents use there?”


“Sort of. It’s more like a shared list of
property listings that gets updated every few days. It’s pretty simple and
basic.”


“And everyone has access to it?”


“Yes.”


“So I assume Devon Murphy would have had
access to it when he was an employee, right?”


“Yes, I’d assume so.”


“And is there any way you can find out
when he was last logged on?”


“Yes, there is. But his account isn’t
active. Whenever someone leaves the agency, they’re taken off of the network.”


“The entire agency network, or do they
just lose access to the page?”


“Ah…you know, I don’t know. Hold on, let
me see something…”


Rachel heard the clacking of keys in the
background. After about thirty seconds, Amy’s voice spoke softly on the other
line. “That’s…weird.”


“What’s that?”


“Well, I don’t have the ability to see the
names of people that no longer have access. But he is listed as a former
moderator for the listings. And when I click on his name, it seems like he has
been going into the listings recently.”


“How recently?”


“As recent as…yesterday? No, that can’t be
right…”


“Why would he still have access after the
way in which he left the company? Being nearly convicted of murder and all?”


“I have no idea. I assume if he was a
moderator, he had page privileges that he can still use and exploit?”


“Maybe,” Rachel said. It certainly did
seem strange. She wasn’t sure how something like that went unnoticed but the
actions of Murphy seemed shady at best. “This helps a lot, Amy. Thanks again.”


Rachel ended the call and looked over to
Jack. “What do you make of that?”


“I think if a man that used to work for a
real estate company that deals primary in land management still had access to a
system like that, he could sort of spy for other agencies. For a cost, maybe
keep an eye on Williams and Meyers to let competing agencies know what they’re
up to and what properties and land they’re looking at.” He shrugged and added,
“And I also think it does highlight this Murphy guy as a potential suspect.
He’d know where all of the new lots are and maybe even at what stage of
development they’re in.”


“And if he can—,” Rachel started, but then
her phone rang. She answered it right away, pleased to hear Officer Hamlett’s
voice on the other end.


“I’ve got an address for you. He doesn’t
live in the city exactly, but a little town about ten miles outside of
Alexandria. You ready for the address?”


“I’m ready,” she said.


She took down yet another address and as
she recited it out loud to make sure she remembered it when typing it into her
phone, she started to understand just how quickly the day was getting away from
them. But at least now they had another suspect, a potential lead that could
hopefully bring the day, and this miserable case, to an end.


 











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


The town of Crescent wasn’t really a town
at all—not that Rachel could tell anyway. It seemed to be just a smaller
offshoot of Alexandria, a collection of fast-food restaurants, small
businesses, and a few empty car lots. It was also loaded down with small
neighborhoods that all seemed to be knotted around one another. There were
hardly any lawns, just plots of land that had been set aside for identical
housing.


Devon Murphy lived in one of these
neighborhoods, down a small street that looked like it had been ripped right
out of a movie or TV show with a typical American family as its center. A Tesla
was parked in front of his house, which was bordered along the front with
well-manicured hedges. When Jack parked behind the Tesla, Rachel could feel the
tension coming off of him. She’d felt it broiling up within herself, too. For
her, it had started the moment she’d seen the hole in the bathroom wall at
Emily Draven’s house. And now she felt it pushing her like some bizarre
electrical current as she and Jack made their way to Devon Murphy’s front door.


Jack knocked on the door and then cast a glance
toward her. It was an almost watchful glance, and she couldn’t help but wonder
if it was one of worry. Whenever he looked at her now, she wondered if he was
thinking about the tumor. Or the kiss they’d shared. She almost grinned at the
thought, at the complete opposites.


Jack was about to raise his hand to knock
again but a voice from inside stopped him. “Yeah, I’m coming. Hold on!”


Seconds later, the door was answered by a
man that looked to be in his late forties or early fifties. He had the sort of
gray hair that made him look a bit rugged, and black-rimmed eyeglasses that
made it hard to pinpoint his age. He was also wearing a small Bluetooth
earpiece. He frowned at them when he saw them. A Ring doorbell was installed by
his door, so Rachel assumed he’d seen them on his phone or a computer somewhere
in the house. But now that he was standing there in front of them, it was clear
he had no idea who they were or why they were there.


“Yeah?” was all he said.


“Are you Devon Murphy?” Rachel asked.


“Yeah, I am. And who are you?”

Rachel beat Jack to the punch this time, showing her badge and ID first. “We’re
agents Gift and Rivers with the FBI, and we need to ask you a few questions.”


Murphy studied the ID for much longer than
was necessary. When he finally looked back up at them, there was something like
annoyance in his eyes…maybe even disappointment. “Questions about what?” he
asked, in a tone that suggested he might already know.


“Can we come in?” Jack asked.


Murphy considered it for a moment and then
nodded. “Yeah,” he said, clearly annoyed. “Come on in.”


He stepped aside and allowed them through
the door. The front door led into a small foyer, which then opened up into a
large living area. Off in the corner, nestled in a small U-shaped space that
looked almost like a reading nook, there was a built-in desk with a laptop and
desktop monitor. Somewhere in the house, ‘80s pop music was playing softly.


“Mr. Murphy, do you have any guesses why
we might be here?” Jack asked.


Rachel noticed that he was making a point
to stay within ten feet of Devon Murphy at all times. He seemed tense, as if he
sensed Murphy might act erratically at any moment.


“Oh, I can take a guess. But it’s been a
while since the police came to question me. Maybe like eight months or so? Even
after the damned case was closed and the news around Alexandria had died down.
Why the FBI would be digging into a murder case that I was not convicted
of is beyond me, but…whatever. Here we are.”


“Actually,” Rachel said, “that’s not why
we’re here—though it does play into it a bit, I suppose. You formerly worked
for Williams and Meyers Property Management, correct?”


“Yes.”


“You worked there until everything
happened with your wife’s murder case?”


“Yeah. Once management learned that there
was going to be a proper investigation, they released me.”


“Was there any grief or tension there?”


“Of course there was,” Murphy said. He’d
made his way over to the desk, sitting down at the monitors. The chair was the
kind that rolled and swiveled, though, allowing him to turn and face them. “I’d
worked there for four years and landed some of the projects that evolved them
from a fledgling agency to…well, not a major player, but at least a contender.
So I raised a bit of hell, trying to keep my job.” He eyed them suspiciously
and said, “I don’t get it. What does this have to do with anything?”


“When you worked there,” Jack asked,
ignoring the question, “you had admin privileges to the listings, right? The
network or page you all used to keep track to new potential projects?”


“Yes…”


Rachel saw a flicker of concern in his
eyes. He did not like where the conversation was headed at all.


“Have you used that resource since you
left Williams and Meyers?” Rachel asked.


Devon Murphy didn’t answer right away. He
sighed and reclined back in the seat a bit. Rachel couldn’t decide if he was searching
for an excuse or just refusing to answer the question outright.


“Mr. Murphy?”


He shook his head and laughed nervously.
“I…well, I don’t know why the FBI would get involved in this.”


“In what, exactly?”


“Oh, you’re going to make me say it, are
you?”


“Well, you can say it, or we can tell you
why we’ve come to question you. It’s your call…and one will be seen as being
much more cooperative in the long run.”


“About three months after the case was
over, I was still pissed at management over at Williams and Meyers. So I hired
this kid, this hacker guy, to allow me to get access back into the network.
That didn’t really work out because I’d get booted every single time, but he
did manage to get it so that I could get into the listings…which was easy, as I’d
had admin privileges once. So I made a point…maybe once a month…to log on, see
what they were up to and what offers they were making. I’d then turn this
information over to two different competitors for a fee.”


“How many times did this actually work
out?”


“Nine. And if I’m being honest…I guess I
may as well if you’re here and know the deal…I’m working on ten right now.”


As Rachel saw the strange sort of relief
come over his face, she understood that Murphy thought it was over. He thought
these shady dealings were why they’d come to question him. She could see the
slight confusion on Jack’s face as well as he also came to understand this.


“Mr. Murphy,” Rachel said, “have you had
any dealings with the properties at the hospital or where they are going to
reconstruct a building into an old folks’ home?”


“Dealings? No. But the hospital was
one of the properties I tried to snatch out from under them. It didn’t work
out. They broke ground on it a few weeks ago.”


“We know. And we need to know right now if
you have ever physically been to any of those sites. Any of them…even
ones that you tried stealing away from them months ago.”


“No. That would be pretty stupid, now
wouldn’t it?”


“It would,” Jack said.


“Now let me tell you why we’re here, Mr.
Murphy,” Rachel said. “We’re currently investigating three deaths. Each body
was discovered buried at a site that Williams and Meyers are currently about to
build on. We’ve questioned everyone involved with the construction crew for
each site and right now, we have local police questioning anyone working with
Williams and Meyers.”


“Bodies? Like, murder victims at the
sites?”


“Yes.”


It took a few moments, but realization
slowly dawned on Murphy’s face. “Wait…and you’re here because you think I had
something to do with it?”


He stood up from his chair in frustration
and shock. Jack moved instantly, just one step forward, his hand going in the
direction of his holstered Glock.


“Put the pieces together,” Jack said.
“Look at your criminal record. Look at your ties to the agency that managed to
buy the three sites currently in question. You have to—”


“I have to nothing!” Murphy roared. He
turned and kicked over his desk chair. “I went through that trial and the
headlines and the death threats from her family members. I didn’t kill my wife
and I’m tired of proving it!”


“Well, then, it’s a good thing we’re not
here to take you in for the murder of your wife.”


“I didn’t kill anyone, dammit! This is
insane.”


“I need you to calm down, Mr. Murphy,”
Jack said.


But even Rachel could see that the lights
had gone out in Devon Murphy’s eyes. He was overcome with anger, an anger that
he was unable to take control of as he took one large, threatening step toward
Jack and put his finger in Jack’s face. “You can’t come into my house,” he
said, angling his face so close to Jack’s that their noses nearly touched, “and
tell me how to feel when you bring up this bullshit about my wife.”


Murphy finished off his outburst with a
shove. To his credit, Rachel could see him realizing the error of it at the
very last minute. He seemed to attempt to stop himself, the force of the shove
decreasing drastically before his hands struck Jack.


Rachel could almost see what Jack was
about to do. She sensed it in his posture and in the hard, rigid lines of his
face. He moved lightning quick, grabbing Murphy by the arm, and spinning him
around; before Murphy had any real idea of what was going on, Jack had pulled
both of the man’s arms slightly behind his back and produced a set of handcuffs
as if by magic.


“What…what the hell?” Murphy bellowed.


“You’re not quite under arrest,” Jack
said, “but you are coming with us.”


“I’ll sue you!” Murphy screamed—the last
threat of a guilty man with nothing left to use.


Jack kept his mouth shut as he escorted
Devon Murphy to the door, with Rachel following behind. As she closed the man’s
front door and listened to his continued complaints, she did her best to focus
on his threatening comments…and not the building, aching pressure starting to
rumble near the center of her head.











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


By the time they reached the police
department, it was 5:17 and the pain in Rachel’s head had stopped escalating.
It had a found a nice, uncomfortable sort of drone, just a bit beyond an
ice-cream headache, that simply camped out. It was minor enough so that she
could look past it when she and Jack hauled Devon Murphy into the building.
Because Rachel had called Chief Hunt on the way over, he was already there and
waiting. When he saw them coming, he waved them on to follow him. They did,
escorting Murphy down a hallway on the western edge of the building. Just about
every head in the place turned in their direction, murmuring and talking
excitedly.


Hunt took a right at the end of the
hallway and then stopped in front of the first door they came to. He opened it,
revealing a basic-looking interrogation room: a single table in the center of
the room, tiled floors, unremarkable walls, and three chairs situated around
the room.


As Jack guided Murphy inside, Hunt nudged
in next to Rachel. “I pulled his report. Seems like it would be a pretty good
fit. I dare say it might come down to alibis. Any indication of woodwork at his
house?”


“No. No shed or shop that we could see,
and no woodworking paraphernalia, either.”


“I’ve sent a unit over to his house all
the same, trailing forensics. If there’s anything that will nail him to this,
they’ll get it.”


Rachel nodded and then tilted her head
toward the interrogation room. “Come on, Chief.” She usually didn’t like to
invite local PD into their interrogations unless it was absolutely necessary.
But she knew how this case had been tormenting Hunt and she figured he deserved
a spot.


“Mr. Murphy, this is Chief Hunt,” Rachel
said. “I need you to tell him everything you told us. When we told you why were
there to talk to you, what did you say?”


“That it was insane,” he snapped as Jack
helped him to a seat behind the table.


“And why is that?”


He looked at her like she’d lost her mind.
“Because I’m not a killer! And quite frankly, it’s just lazy on your part. Hey,
that guy was charged with killing his wife, so he must be our problem…even
though I wasn’t convicted of it! A jury found me innocent!”


“Yes, we understand that,” Rachel said.
“But we’re really not here to talk about your wife and what may or may not have
happened. We told you that—”


“That bodies had been found buried at sites
of future construction…sites that had recently been purchased by a company I no
longer work with!”


“But,” Jack said, “a company you’ve been
actively trying to undercut. Tell Chief Hunt about that. Because if you really
wanted to hurt a specific company, I think planting dead bodies on their
worksites would be a great way to get it done.”


Murphy wasted no time. He seemed almost happy
to tell Hunt about the schemes he’d concocted against Williams and Meyers. She
thought he might admit to just about anything if it meant the speculation of
murder would be wiped away. And as he went through it all again, Rachel found
herself crossing her arms over her chest and spinning down a funnel of thought
she didn’t like at all.


On the plain and polished surface,
yes…Devon Murphy was absolutely a suspect. There were just too many marks
against him. But at the same time, there were just as many that made him not so
appealing to the case. First of all, even if he was guilty of murdering
his wife, everything in the report indicated that it would have been an
accident—an accident fueled by hatred and anger but an accident all the same.
And making the jump from such an accident to the bizarre and very strategic
murders they were currently investigating was a bit of a stretch. Secondly—and
this thought was only now beginning to take shape in her mind— why would he
bother burying bodies at those sites while also trying to steal them away from
Williams and Meyers and give them to other competitors? Would a man trying to
make money in such a way risk losing a payday and partnership with those
competitors by placing dead bodies on the sites? If it was one or the
other—undercutting by way of spying on them or tainting the scenes with
bodies—it might make a bit more sense. But with both things taking place, one
sort of contradicted the other.


Then there were the victims themselves.
How would Devon Murphy be connected to them? The governor’s daughter was the
one that really tossed a monkey wrench into the whole thing. Unless…unless the
killer was choosing at random. But even she knew that with such staging and
presentation with the coffins, the chances were good that the killer had some
sort of grudge against the victims. Even if the killer wasn’t linked to the
victims in their personal lives, maybe just the victims had some sort of
link between them…a link they’d overlooked or missed because they’d been so
horrified and distracted by the makeshift coffins.


She felt Jack nudge her from the right.
She’d zoned out for a moment, not even listening intently to Hunt and Murphy go
back and forth. Currently, Murphy was talking about how crazy it was that they
thought he’d kill anyone—that he’d gone through the hassle of his wife’s trial
and would really rather never relive the experience.


“You okay?” Jack asked.


She nodded but took a step toward the
door. “Chief Hunt, would you excuse us, please?”


Hunt nodded but gave her a confused glance
as she and Jack made their way out of the room. Rachel saw that even Murphy
looked confused.


“What is it?” Jack asked when they were out
in the hallway. “You’re about to do that thing you do, aren’t you?”


“What thing?”


“When you start to doubt the entire case
now that we have what looks to be a real, potential suspect in custody.”


“Yeah,” she said, smiling nervously. “I
guess I am. Because the more I think about it, the less I think he fits.”


Jack sighed, leaned against the wall, and
smiled back at her. “Okay…explain.”


She did her best to walk him through the deconstruction
of what she’d been thinking in the interrogation room. She could see him start
to agree with her in the form of something akin to disappointment in his
eyes—disappointment in the fact that he, too, understood that though Devon
Murphy checked a few boxes, he wasn’t the great fit they’d been hoping for.


“So…a link between the victims,” Jack
said. “Where do we even start?”


“With the most recent. Emily Draven. Late
thirties, divorced, a clean house. I think the chances are at least fifty-fifty
that she was on a dating app of some kind. Or maybe a Facebook group for local
singles. I say we start there and work our way backward.”


Jack nodded and looked to the
interrogation room door. “I’ll go in and tell Hunt. You go start doing your
magic.”


Their eyes met for just a moment and while
it did stir up the romantic interest that continued to grow, it was briefly
overshadowed by the urge to tell him about the faint headache that was
lingering in her head. She had an excuse at the ready, though, more than happy
to assume it was the result of a lack of sleep and not the tumor.


So in the end, she simply turned and
walked away, in search of a quiet place where she could start doing a social
media dig on Emily Draven.


 


***


 


Rachel was treated like royalty for about
half an hour. Two officers and an assistant made sure she had an office space
to herself, a laptop, access to the network, a cup of coffee, and a honeybun
that had been left over from the morning’s pastry haul. She enjoyed the coffee
and the snack as she used her phone and the provided laptop to run cross-checks
on not only Emily Draven’s social media accounts, but Peter Weston’s and Wayne
Dupree’s as well.


The good part of this was that she felt
that she was making progress while allowing herself a moment to rest. The bad
part, though, was that her immobility was also causing her mind to wander a
bit. And, as it tended to do these days, her mind instantly went to Alex Lynch
when it had a moment to breathe.


He was like her own personal Boogeyman;
she knew he wasn’t actually always lurking at her shoulder, but that’s
how it felt. She wondered where he was, how far away he was from her family,
what his next move was. And as those thoughts crowded in, she couldn’t help but
continue to feel that the next time she saw him, that would be the end of it.
Whatever little endgame needed to go down between the two of them, she sensed
that it was coming soon. Next time, she wouldn’t allow him to slip away so
easily.


Feeling confident in that, she forced her
entire mind to focus on the case at hand. As it turned out, she’d been right in
that Emily did have a dating profile. And based on the activity she saw on it,
she had gotten quite a lot of attention. She had one of the helpful officers
looking into the accounts of Madeline Young, mainly because she knew there
wouldn’t be much there. She was a public figure, in a way, and those in
political circles tended to be a bit tight-lipped online. 


Peter and Wayne didn’t have dating
profiles from what she could tell, though she also knew there were about a
million to choose from. In fact, Wayne’s only social media footprint came in
the form of a Facebook account that he rarely used. The last post had been from
seven months ago, an announcement for his mother’s funeral. Other than that,
there were a few pictures of Wayne on a golf course with a group of friends.
The pictures were over a year old.


After half an hour and not yet making any
connections, Jack opened the door and stepped inside.


“How’s it going out there?” Rachel asked.


“It’s okay. I think Hunt is starting to
realize that Murphy isn’t our guy and he’s not taking it well. He and one of
the deputies are currently working with him to figure out alibis and timelines.
How about you?”


“Nothing so far. It won’t be anything
that’s resolved quickly, I don’t think. There are a lot of hits on Emily’s
dating profile and if it comes down to it, we can just question everyone she’s
interacted with on there over the past few weeks, I suppose.”


“This is a mess, huh? I mean, even if
Anderson sends in another few agents, the most we’re going to be able to do is
just double up on questioning anyone that has been in contact with the victims
recently or—”


He stopped there, but Rachel knew where he
was headed. The case was to the point where they were almost hoping they’d find
another coffin. That might at least give them the opportunity to look for the
faintest of clues or trace evidence the killer might have accidentally left
behind.


Rachel nearly commented on this, but a
knock at the door stopped her. The officer helping with Madeline Young’s social
media accounts poked her head in. Rachel could already read the look of defeat
on her face.


“Just so you know, I came to the end of
her Instagram feed and didn’t find anything. She’s on LinkedIn, too, but I’m
going to need to get someone else to get me in because the account is locked.
It might take another twenty or thirty minutes.”


“That’s fine. Thank you. And you’re sure
there’s nothing noteworthy on her Instagram?”


“Not unless you’re really
interested in her dog. Or golf.”


“Golf?” Rachel asked.


“Yeah, there are several pictures of her
on a golf course. Some are candid, with her playing, but most are cutesy poses
with some her dad’s friends and political folks.”


On her phone, Rachel closed out her
current search on Peter Weston, getting rid of a Twitter feed that was mostly
used to gripe about a variety of things he thought the federal government was
getting wrong. She then pulled up Madeline Young’s Instagram feed and started
scanning for pictures of gold courses.


“What is it?” Jack asked.


“There were lots of pictures on Wayne
Dupree’s Facebook page…pictures of him playing golf.”


Jack leaned in and, still standing, used
the laptop to bring up some of the pictures she’d been talking about. Her eyes
remained on her phone screen, though. She found that the officer hadn’t been
kidding about the dog; there were countless pictures of some strange Yorkshire
breed all over Madeline’s page. But buried in between all of those, there were
indeed pictures of Madeline on golf courses. As a woman in her fifties, she
really did rock the golf-skirt look, Rachel had to admit. 


She scanned through the golf-related
posts, looking for pictures with other people. She saw a few where she was
posed with her father and many others with just an assortment of random people
and friends. In these pictures, she looked to see if Madeline was the sort that
tagged others in her posts…and it turned out, she was. She read through the
names, recognizing none of them. After four posts like this, she started
jotting the names down with a pen, writing on the first thing she could
find—the napkin her honeybun had been brought in on.


She ended up with just five names, as a
few had been repeated. She then looked up at the pictures that Jack was
scanning through on Wayne’s account. “Start paying attention to the tags,” Rachel
said.


“What do you mean?”


She let out a soft laugh, having almost
forgotten Jack’s aversion to all things social media. “Like, if she tags the
picture with someone else’s name. On Facebook, it’s near the top of the
post…like Madeline Young is with so-and so.”


“Oh, yeah. I knew that.”


He stopped scrolling and they both checked
the current picture. None of the names that were tagged in the picture were on
the list she’d scribbled down from Madeline’s. He went to another picture of
Wayne on the greens but again, there was no result.


The third picture he came to, however, was
a bit harder to decipher. It was a large group of people, maybe twenty in all.
And while there were no tags in the picture, several people commented. The
first thing Rachel saw beneath the photo was a notification that read: Avery
Reed and 7 others commented.


“Avery Reed,” she said, looking quickly
back to her list on the napkin. Sure enough, the name Avery Reed was written
there.


With no way to tell which person in the
picture was Avery Reed, she went back to Madeline’s posts. She found the two
different posts where Reed was tagged and, after just a few seconds of looking
back and forth between the pictures, she was able to pick him out.


“Avery Reed,” she said, pointing to the
screen. “Back row, third from the left.”


Jack and the other officer both leaned in
closer for a better look. “Okay,” Jack said. “So, he’s called out in social
media posts by both Madeline Young and Wayne Dupree. But what about Emily
Draven and Peter Weston?”


But Rachel was already on it. She went
back to Emily’s dating profile and scrolled through the other profiles that had
liked or otherwise interacted with her. Sure enough, within ten seconds, she
found the name there, too: Avery Reed.


“Okay, now we’re on to something,” she
said.


“I’ll say,” Jack said excitedly from
beside her. “Rachel…look at this.”


He’d clicked on the photo on Wayne’s
account, making it bigger. He then zoomed in on Avery Reed. Rachel saw what he
meant right away, and a flare of satisfaction rocketed through her.


Reed was wearing a thin windbreaker,
zipped up to the neck. There was a logo for a business on his left breast. It
was a logo Rachel and Jack had seen several times in the course of the past
day.


“Williams and Meyers,” Rachel said.


With nervous energy suddenly flowing
through her, Rachel minimized the Facebook window and pulled up the PD
database. She typed in the name Avery Reed while calling out to the officer
over her shoulder.


“I need you to call Williams and Meyers.
Ask for Amy, and then find out anything you can about what connection Avery
Reed has with the company.”


The officer nodded excitedly and then
rushed out of the room. This left Rachel and Jack to sit in the excitement of
their new revelation. They now had a man that was connected with three of the
victims and the realty agency they’d been digging into. The only missing
link was Peter Weston, but she felt certain that a bit more digging might turn
up something there as well.


“So we need to hit Peter Weston hard,”
Jack said. “Find out how he’d be connected, too.”


“Exactly,” she said, but she was already
moving on to what she thought was the next logical step. She ran a quick search
on Facebook for Avery Reed and found it easily enough. She went to the About
page and when she read it, she felt almost stupid for not taking this route
sooner. She blamed it on the coffins and the absurdity of the burial sites. It
had all felt so surreal, so distracting. She couldn’t help but wonder if the
killer—now presumably Avery Reed—had planned it this way.


“Jack…his work history…”


“What?”


Rachel was already getting to her feet,
ready to get moving, ready to go find Reed. “He’s an accountant. He could have
easily been—”


“He was,” came a voice from behind them.
They both turned and found the female officer with a cellphone to her ear.
“Amy’s on the line right now. She says Avery Reed is an accountant. And up
until about five months ago, he had Williams and Meyers as a client.”


“Any idea why he quit?”


The officer shook her head. “She doesn’t
know.”


“Well, then,” Jack said. “Let’s go find
out.”











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


He’d nearly been caught when he’d dug the
hole for Emily Draven’s box. The worksite was tucked away behind a derelict
office building and a partial privacy wall to keep the construction mess away from
the street, but the occasional glare of headlights would sweep by just a bit,
keeping him on his toes. But then, there had been a pair of headlights that
came by and turned into the bumpy entrance to the site. 


Once he’d seen the lights coming, he knew
he could only hope. He’d dropped down into the hole, hugging his shovel to him,
and waited. The idea of getting caught was wretched but it wasn’t something he
feared. Not really. Still, he had much more left to do and would hate to have
to put an end to the adventure earlier than he’d planned.


While he lay in the hole—no more than
three feet deep—he thought of his mother. She’d call him a coward for laying
down in the hole. If the headlights belonged to some random person pulling over
or turning around, then he could deal with them if they caused problems. And if
it was the police, well, he may as well go ahead and confront them. Maybe take
one or two out if he could. He did have a gun in his truck, and he’d use it if
he had to.


He’d been thinking of his mother a lot
lately. She was dead and gone now, but she haunted his mind every day. Her last
words to him and been painful—more painful than he cared to admit, and too
painful to properly process.


“You’re too scared, son. Scared of
everything. Scared of getting close to someone…and that’s why I’ll die with no
grandkids. Life…it can’t just all be columns and numbers, order and structure.
I love you, but…”


But.


She’d died before she finished the
sentence, meaning that her dying words to him were “I love you…but…”


And then he’d sat on the corner of her
hospital bed while doctors and nurses tried fruitlessly to bring her back. It
had been two strokes and a heart attack, just too much for her eighty-year-old
body which had already been in poor health.


He was still clinging tightly to the
shovel when the glare of headlights faded and then disappeared. He waited
another few minutes before getting to his feet and finishing the hole. His
hands were callused and rough from the work he’d been doing for months now so
he didn’t need to rest them at all as he walked back over to where his truck
was parked. He’d positioned it behind a large crane so that anyone snooping
around wouldn’t see his truck, out of place at the construction site. He
cranked the engine to life without using the headlights to bring the truck
around to the hole, backing carefully up to it.


He killed the engine and instantly went to
work in the back. He removed his ramp from the top of the wooden box and, after
lowering the tailgate, positioned it as best he could along the mouth of the
hole. This was the trickiest part of the entire ordeal, as the ramp sometimes
wanted to slide right down into the hole with the coffin. The trick was to
stand in the back and ease the coffin down the ramp until gravity just became
too much to contend with.


He did a fair job of it this time as the
wooden box containing Emily Draven made it down the ramp, thumping softly into
the hole. With the back end still sticking up, he then hopped down from the
truck and got back into the hole. He guided the box into the remainder of the
hole and when he was done, pulled himself back out.


He was sweating and his back ached, but he
was used to it. He didn’t even take a brief break just to catch his breath as
he picked up the shovel and started filling the hole back in.


He could hear his mother in his head,
badgering him, tearing him down even though she was gone. That’s right, you
coward. You do the deed and then hide your mess. I know you think you’re
proving some sort of a point but deep down you’re nothing more than a scared
little boy.


He may have started crying then…the sweat
made it too hard to tell.


Time seemed to slip by like syrup in the
night, slow and sludgy, but before he knew it, he had the hole and the box
covered. He took a moment to divvy out the remainder of the dirt, using some of
it to cover the tracks he left on the ground on his way back to the truck. He
then tossed his shovel into the back of the truck and got behind the wheel.


He didn’t turn his headlights on for about
half a block. And when he did, he realized the street was mostly empty in front
of him. Smiling, he continued on his way home. It really was starting to feel a
little too easy and he couldn’t help but wonder how many more he’d be able to
put into the ground before he was caught.


He drove through the city, tired but
feeling quite satisfied. He couldn’t quite recall when he’d felt the need to
set about this work. Maybe it was one day out on the golf courses—not that he’d
been to one recently, but he could easily recall the feeling of absolute filth
he’d felt when associating with the people there. He had sensed the fakeness,
the greed, and the need for power. It had been enticing, sure, but…well, it
wasn’t anything he’d ever quite identified with.


Or had he? Maybe that was why he was doing
his work…the work that had become an obsession soon after his mother had died.
Drugging them, putting them in the ground in shallow holes. Maybe they’d be
discovered, and maybe not. Well, they were being discovered, if the news
concerning Madeline Young was any indication.


These thoughts guided him home. It was
11:09 when he pulled his truck into the driveway and then around to the back,
where he parked it next to the woodshed. He took the shovel out, removed the
tarp, and removed any dirt that had accumulated during the course of the
burial.


He was already thinking about the cold
beer he’d have at the kitchen table. Not just for his thirst but because of the
cool sensation on his hands. He fished his keys out of his pocket unlocked the
back door and stepped inside.


He turned on the kitchen light and had
taken three hurried steps toward the fridge before he saw the two people
standing in the entryway between his kitchen and living room. A man and a woman—the
woman was quite pretty but looked tired. The man was handsome, but also with a
rugged sort of weariness to him.


They both wore casual-style outfits that
might be considered suits. And they both wore guns on their hips. The man was
slowly reaching for his as they eyed him across the kitchen.


The man spoke, his fingertips now resting
on the butt of his holstered gun. 


“Avery Reed?” the man asked.











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


 


 


Rachel had learned quite a bit in the two
and a half hours that had passed since concluding that their killer was very
likely a former accountant named Avery Reed. First and foremost, she’d learned
via his Facebook page that his mother had passed away six months ago. In the
two posts he’d made about her passing, she’d read through the comments of his
Facebook followers that had left their condolences. Among them was Wayne Dupree
and Peter Weston.


That one Facebook comment was the only
real link they’d been able to find between Reed and Weston, but for now, it
seemed like more than enough. It had been more than enough for them to enter
his home unannounced and, once there and discovering that he was not home, to
call Hunt and have him send out a few units to known construction sites.


That had been forty minutes ago. And while
Hunt had no luck on his end, she and Jack were standing in Reed’s kitchen when
they heard an engine turn into the driveway and headlights washed through the
living room window.


“No guns drawn,” Rachel said. “We don’t
know how he’ll react and the last thing we want is an altercation where we’d
have to shoot him. I don’t want to risk him bleeding out and not being able to
tell is if there are more bodies.”


Jack clearly wasn’t a fan of this idea,
but he nodded all the same. They waited as the truck rounded the back of the
house and came to a stop just beside the workshop—the very same workshop they’d
discovered upon arriving. All of the evidence had been there…right down to the
ready and waiting wooden boxes propped against the shop wall.


And now there was a truck parking by that
shop. Seconds later, they heard the door of the truck close, and then the
tailgate was lowered. Rachel walked to the kitchen window, standing to the
side. She was quite certain he’d not seen their car, parked half a block away
behind a neighbor’s van on the other side of the street. There was no way Avery
Reed knew he was being watched from his kitchen window.


She watched as he cleaned out the back of
the truck, including the removal of a shovel. He entered the shop and came out
a few seconds later, heading for the house. Rachel leaned away from the window
and joined Jack, standing directly between the small kitchen and the living
room that sat behind them.


They heard him going up the rickety old
back porch, heard his key hit the lock, and then the door opened. After that, Avery
Reed stepped inside and turned on the kitchen light. It took him about two full
seconds before he realized they were there. When he did, he froze but the look
on his face was one of amusement, not fear.


“Avery Reed?” Jack said.


The man blinked, and that was all. He was
absolutely filthy, his arms covered in dirt, but his hands miraculously white,
showing the clear lines where the gloves had come to an end just above his
wrists. There was dust and grime on his face and in his hair as well. He’d been
in copious amounts of dirt very recently.


“I asked if you’re Avery Reed,” Jack said,
louder this time.


The man nodded and said, “Yeah, that’s
me.”


“Where have you just come from, Mr. Reed?”


“Working.”


“Working on what?”


Reed smiled and walked to the
refrigerator. Rachel impulsively reached for her gun. Jack, meanwhile, took one
large stride in Reed’s direction. He was pissed, and she wasn’t sure if Reed
could tell just yet.


“No, sit down, Mr. Reed.”


He stopped at the fridge and eyed them for
a moment. He wore the expression of a man that thought he might be getting
pranked. “You guys cops or something?”


Rachel wasn’t sure if he was trying to be
difficult or if he literally had no idea how much trouble he was in. She
stepped in before Jack’s fuse could blow. “We’re Special Agents Gift and Rivers
with the FBI. Avery Reed…we’re in Alexandria to investigate three bodies we’ve
discovered buried at construction sites. We’d like to talk to you about it.”


“Can I grab a beer first? I’m dog tired.”


“No,” Jack said, now going red in the
face. “Where have you come from?”


Reed sighed and then frowned. He looked to
the kitchen window and said, “So, did you see the shop? You saw what I’ve been
working on?”


“We have,” Rachel said. “Mr. Reed, you’re
not taking this seriously enough. Do you know what we’re here to speak to you
about? What we’re here to accuse you of?”


“Yeah, I guess so. I’m covered in dirt, so
I guess there’s no use in denying anything, huh?”


Jack unholstered his gun and raised it,
the barrel no more than six feet away from Reed. “Where did you just now come
from?”


Reed only shook his head. “I’m not going
to tell you. I worked too hard for you to go in and mess it all up.”


Rachel was also growing furious, and a bit
uneasy. She also wanted to go for her gun but didn’t see the need. Reed looked
rather docile…and maybe a bit checked out. “Mr. Reed, please take a step
forward and place your hands on the kitchen table.”


Reed seemed to take a moment to consider
the instructions and then did exactly as she asked. When he placed his hands on
the table, he groaned a bit, and said, “I’d at least like to get some of this
dirt off of me.”


The comment anger Jack even more. When he
pulled Reed’s arms behind his back, he used much more force than was necessary.


“Avery Reed,” Jack said. “You’re under
arrest for the murders of Madeline Young, Peter Weston, and Wayne Dupree.”


Reed nodded, as if he understood
perfectly. But she saw something in his eyes and the leering smile that came to
his face—both of which indicated that he knew something they didn’t.


 











CHAPTER THIRTY


 


 


“You know,” Rachel said as Jack sped them
away from Reed’s house and back toward the police station, “your silence is
only going to make things worse for you in the end.”-


Reed, sitting in the back of the car and
seemingly without a bother in the world (other than wanting his arms and face
cleaned), said nothing.


“You’re filthy and we suspect you of
burying people in those coffins you have in your shop. You’ve clearly just come
from burying one and we need to know who it is and where it was.”


Reed simply shook his head. Rachel could
see that he was deep in thought, maybe trying to figure out his best play. As
she was about to say something else, flashing lights and a blaring siren
approached from their right as Jack came to an intersection.


“Hunt’s escort,” Jack said. He’d called
Hunt as they hauled Reed into the car to let him know they were headed back to
the station with a very likely suspect in the form of Avery Reed.


Following the patrol car with its lights
slicing through the night, Jack increased his speed. With his eyes still
staring straight ahead, he asked: “It was a woman named Emily Draven, wasn’t
it? The woman you just buried.”


Rachel saw the brief spark of surprise in
Reed’s eyes at the mention of this name.


“Yeah, it’s her. And you know what?” she
said. “Jack, forget taking him to the station. If he drugged her like the
others and she’s in that box…she may still be alive. We need to find her.”
Then, wheeling back around to Reed, she said: “Was she dead when you put her in
the ground?”


His only response came in a devious,
tilted smile. It wasn’t as defiant and sure as his previous lackluster expressions.
That told her that she’d been right again. She was pretty sure Emily Draven was
still alive.


“Where is she?” Rachel asked. “If you let
us know and she’s still alive, it will look good on you. It might help
somewhere down the road when it comes to judges and juries.”

 However, if he truly was the killer, she doubted this was true…but he didn’t
need to know that.


“Screw him,” Jack said. “We can figure it
out on our own. We know there’s no way in hell he buried her at any of the
primary sites the cops have been staking out. So let’s take those off the
list.”


“That still leaves more than a dozen
sites,” Rachel said. “But he doesn’t do anything small…it would be a bigger
site, so there’s more room to bury the box. So probably no small house plots. And
nothing right out on the street, in view of anything.”


“So we need a list of sites where there
are security fences up, or where the site itself isn’t directly visible from
the road.”


Not knowing the area well, Rachel knew
they’d be at a loss and could be searching for the site all night. She grabbed
her phone and placed a call to Hunt, fully expecting him to pick up on the
first ring.


He didn’t disappoint. “This is Hunt.”


“Quick change of plans,” she said. “We
believe there’s a chance the victim is still alive—and we’re pretty sure it’s
Emily Draven. Instead of bringing Reed in, we’re going to whatever construction
site is closest to us. But we need the help of your force to figure out where.
And if at all possible, I need as many brains as you can get on it.”


“Okay…so what do you need?”


She walked him through what she and Jack
had just discussed, about the sort of construction site they were looking for.
She knew there were a few maps in the precinct with some construction sites
already marked, a result of the earlier stages of their search.


“Got it,” Hunt said. She could hear the
exhaustion in his voice. “I’ll direct everyone to call you as soon as they
think they have it narrowed down.” 


Rachel ended the call and looked back at
Reed again. She was starting to hate him, something she’d always managed to
avoid in the past. “Are you sure you don’t want to at least try to be
cooperative?”


He was genuinely smiling, perhaps enjoying
the chase and guessing of it all. She had to turn back around and make herself
look away from him before she started lashing out.


Jack continued on in the direction of the
police station, still without any clear destination in mind. “Do we just start
checking them out ourselves, one by one?” he wondered out loud. “I mean,
there’s not that many of them.”


“That would take too much time. We have no
idea how much air this woman has left and—”


“Oh, it’s not much by now,” Reed said from
the back.


Rachel couldn’t remember the last time
she’d felt so much anger toward a suspect. She’d felt it for Lynch when he’d
dared to come into her father’s house and when he’d taken Peter’s life…but
she’d rarely felt such unbridled rage for a suspect.


She was about to turn around and tear him down,
but she was thankfully saved by the ringing of her phone. It was from a number
she’d seen quite often over the course of the last two days: Hunt.


“That was fast,” Rachel said as she answered
the phone. “Please tell me you’ve got something.”


“My team quickly came up with two possible
locations that fit your description. One is just off of Evergreen Avenue,
tucked away behind an old car wash. The other is on Paisley Road, near the
intersection of Paisley and West. Where are you right now?”


Rachel looked out of the window to look
for signs, but Jack already had the answer. “Farmington Street.”


“Well damn, you’re just a few miles away
Evergreen Avenue. You head over there, and I’ll send a team to the Paisley
location.”


“Sounds good. Where is that radar
equipment currently?”


“Right here at the station.”


Rachel did her best to think quickly, trying
to best use their resources. After a few seconds, she said: “Send a team over to
Paisley with the radar equipment. You go with them and head that up. But send
as many as you can to the Evergreen site to join us.”


“Got it.”


They ended the call and Rachel instantly
opened up the map on her phone. She typed in Evergreen Avenue and when it came
up, she saw that they were now just a mile and a half away.


She looked back and tried to get a read on
Avery Reed’s face. He seemed to be more stone-faced than she’d seen him since
his arrest. He had nothing to say and his eyes were cast forward. It was almost
as if he’d been caught in a lie or was trying to maintain a fragile poker face.


It was nearly enough for her to feel
confident that they were headed to the right place.


She then turned back to Jack and said,
“Two lights up, take a right.”


Jack nodded, still trailing the speeding
police escort. She assumed Hunt would contact them to tell them the plan. And
as the swirling lights led them on, Reed remained quiet in the backseat…and his
silence unnerved Rachel more than she cared to admit.


 











CHAPTER THIRTY ONE


 


 


The old car wash looked like a derelict
ruin from some other time, nothing more than a dusty square of a building
surrounded by cracked concrete. It seemed to give a good snapshot of what the
rest of Evergreen Avenue looked like, and Rachel couldn’t imagine what someone
might be building on this faded stretch of street. Another car wash, perhaps?
It seemed the only thing that would fit in the forgotten little space.


But, small as it might be, the
construction area behind the car wash lot did indeed fit the description she’d
given Chief Hunt. One side of it was mostly hidden by the old car wash, and the
rest of it was blocked off by thin stretches of security fence. The fence was
about eight feet tall, so they weren’t able to look over it. They weren’t able
to get a good look at the site until they came around the car wash side. Jack
pulled the car into the bumpy dirt entrance, the headlights washing across the
area.


The police escort that had been leading
them had dropped back when Jack made the turn onto Evergreen; it now pulled in
beside him, the siren no longer blaring but the bubble lights still doing their
work.


Rachel once again found herself turning
back to face Reed. “Is this the spot?”


He said nothing.


“Where did you bury her?”


He continued to remain silent but
something like the beginning of a frown appeared at the corners of his mouth.
In the fragmented lights from the patrol car behind them, he looked like a
demon.


“Don’t waste your time with him,” Jack
said. “It’s a small site. We’ll find it.”


With one final sneer at Reed, Rachel got
out of the car. She estimated the site to be about seventy-five feet long and
fifty feet wide…relatively small compared to the other three sites they’d
visited during their time in Alexandria. Almost all of it was touched in some
way by either the headlights from their car or the headlights and flashing
lights of the patrol car.


Two cops got out of the car and hurried
over to them. “What can we do to help?” one of them, a younger man with a
stocky build, asked.


“Just look for freshly churned up ground.
He’s still filthy with dirt, so the hole was dug and covered back up very
recently.”


“And if you see anything you think might
be it, start digging.”


It then occurred to Rachel that the only
equipment on the site were two work trucks and a small concrete mixer. There
was no excavator…nothing to dig with. But she figured they could worry about
that problem when it arrived. If Hunt was sending a few more teams over to
assist, surely they’d think to bring something to dig with.


Both the officers had flashlights, and the
younger one handed his to Jack so both teams would have an additional light source.
In a slow but methodical march, the four of them split off into teams of two
and started looking for areas within the clear and leveled land where the dirt
looked softer and recently churned up.


After just a minute or so of this, the
sound of approaching engines could be heard at the end of the street and, soon
after, two pairs of headlights. Rachel turned her attention briefly to their
car, where Avery Reed was still locked inside, the approaching headlights
outlining him perfectly through the windows. Jack moved along beside her,
scanning the ground with the flashlight.


Rachel returned her full attention to the
search as well. Moments later, the two other cars pulled in and three other
officers got out. One of them went to the trunk of his car, popped it open, and
removed several shovels. It was a far cry from an excavator, but they’d do. She
supposed if they had more time and these two sites hadn’t been so last minute,
they could have all prepared better.


At the same moment these three new
officers came rushing over, one more car came speeding down Evergreen Avenue.
Rachel turned to watch them quickly approach but just as she turned her head,
she heard Jack’s voice less than ten feet away.


“Right here!” he called out. “I’ve got
something!”


Every ounce of Rachel’s attention went to
him, as did the attention of everyone else. There was a mad dash in his
direction as Jack dropped to his knees and started digging at the dirt. It was
a section that sat almost in the center of the piece of land, and far to the
right, near one of the privacy screens. As a number of flashlights came over
and beamed down on the ground, she saw that he was right. The softness and
loose nature of the dirt was unmistakable. As she further studied the immediate
area, she could also see where some dirt had been scattered around in what was
supposed to be a casual manner—probably a way to get rid of the fill dirt that
couldn’t fit back into the hole because of the coffin.


Right away, two officers began digging at
the soil with shovels. A third and a fourth came over to help as well and Jack
yanked a shovel out of their hands. It wasn’t necessarily rude, but they were
all beyond the point of niceties and manners.


Rachel realized that for now, four shovels
was all they had. So she could only stand by with three other officers while
Jack and the other three dug frantically. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Jack
so focused and determined. He was digging at the dirt as if his life depended
on it. At some point, he’s shucked off his jacket and was digging in just the
white button-down beneath. And even though the moment was tense and a woman’s
life was on the line, watching Jack work like that brought one quick and
powerful thought to her mind.


My God, I’m falling hard for that man…


Roughly two minutes later, another patrol
car arrived. The two officers were carrying yet another shovel and when Rachel
tried taking it from the older African American officer, he shook his head.
“I’ve got it, agent.”


“No, please…” she said.


He handed it over reluctantly and Rachel
started to dig with the others. There were almost too many of them at work,
their blades often clanging together as dirt went flying out of the hole. Rachel
glanced up for just a moment, noting that one of the two officers that had just
arrived had opted to stand guard by their car where Avery Reed still sat. She
hoped he was beginning to worry, to really agonize over things as they dug into
his hole.


And in that wondering, someone hit
something hard. Everyone stopped for a split second and then went right back to
work, faster now. Within seconds, there were more thumping noises as the
shovels struck something firm. And just a few breaths after that, a
rustic-looking wood was revealed.


It took just another three minutes before
the entire top of the coffin was revealed. 


“We just need to clear the edges of the
lid,” Rachel yelled out over the commotion. “God, please tell me we have
crowbars!”


“Right here, ma’am,” said the first young
cop that had arrived on the scene. He came rushing over with three crowbars in
his hand.


As more of the edges along the lid were
revealed, a few of the shovel-wielders stepped out to make room for the
crowbars. To Jack, not taking part seemed to not be an option. He
reached out for one and within the space of just a few moments, he’d traded his
shovel for a crowbar.


Rachel, having only been digging for about
two minutes, wormed her way out of the hole as Jack and two officer worked at
the edges of the lid. One of the officers managed to pry up the bottom right
corner right away, the wood popping up with a satisfying noise. Jack also had
success along the left edge. For a moment, the entire site went quiet, the only
sound coming from the creaking wood being pried up and the grunts from the men
at work.


The top came loose before Jack or the other
two men were fully aware. One of the officers slid the crowbar into the gap
between the side and the lid and just like that, the top shifted. Taking a
triangulated look at one another, the three men worked together to lift the lid
and toss it to the side. It thumped to the ground with a noise that sounded
louder than it really was in the deafening quiet of the moment.


Everyone looked down into the shallow
hole. A woman—presumably Emily Draven—was lying in the box. Her eyes were
closed and she looked pale. Before jumping to her first conclusion (she’s
dead…we’re too late, and she’s dead), Rachel slid back down into the hole.
She placed the pointer and middle finger of her right hand to the woman’s neck,
just beneath her jaw. Rachel closed her eyes, waiting, hoping…


“A pulse,” she said after a few seconds.
“She’s alive.”


A few celebratory noises sounded out from
the rim of the hole. One of the officers was already on his phone, calling in
the information. Another one, the older African American man that had
begrudgingly handed his shovel to Rachel, came rushing to her side.


“There’s already an ambulance out and
waiting for the call. Every precaution you can think of was called in on this.”


Rachel nodded, but she kept her fingers to
the woman’s pulse. As silly as it seemed, she feared that removing her hand
meant Emily Draven would die. Plus, it seemed almost heartless to leave this
poor woman alone after she’d been placed into a box and then into a shallow
hole in the ground. Even if she had no idea that’s what was happening, Rachel
thought it the decent thing to do.


Jack looked down at her and then, slowly
and with a great deal of care, he also made his way back into the hole. He
stood beside Rachel, looking down at the prone face of Emily Draven. When he
subtly reached out and took Rachel’s hand, she let him. She even squeezed it
and was hopeful enough to think that the flicker of pulse she felt beneath her
fingers at the same moment Jack squeezed back was a good sign.


 


***


 


In the forty minutes that passed between
discovering Emily Draven’s body and watching the ambulance leave with Emily in
the back, Avery Reed had not made a single peep from the back of the bureau
sedan. Even now, as police cruisers started rolling out, he remained still and
patient in the back of the car.


Currently, a few of the forensics team
members were having a heated argument with Chief Hunt over near the hole where
the wooden box still remained, now free of its contents. Apparently, the
forensics unit was steamed that the body had been removed so quickly and that
the site had been so terribly defiled. Hunt was arguing that ignoring such
measures had resulted in saving a woman’s life. Rachel strongly agreed with Hunt.


And it was with the knowledge that Emily
Draven was going to make it that Rachel walked back to the car. She got into
the passenger seat while Jack finished speaking to a local detective just
outside the car.


“You found her,” Reed said. His voice was
dry and unenthusiastic.


“We did. And she’s going to live. So it
seems you put all of this effort into your work for nothing.”


“No. Not nothing…”


“Then for what?”


“My legacy. And to show my mother that I…”


“What about your mother?” Rachel asked.


But Reed shook his head. There was
something like sadness on his face, but it was muddied. Still, it was the most
emotion he’d shown since she and Jack had greeted him in his kitchen.


Jack got back into the car and when he
did, Rachel realized how lonely she’d felt, sitting in the car by herself with
Reed. She got the sense that he wasn’t all there mentally—and it apparently had
something to do with his mother.


“So how did you choose them?” Jack asked
as he started the car. He cast a quick glance into the rearview mirror, his
eyes sinking into Reed.


“Ah, but they chose me, didn’t they? Came right
to me.”


“No they didn’t. You were in Emily
Draven’s house. You went to her.”


“Before that,” Reed snapped, the anger
showing through a bit more now. “Mingling with them at parties and galas, on
golf courses and ribbon-cutting ceremonies for new buildings and offices. And
then…and then…”


Rachel and Jack exchanged a look of
exasperation. They weren’t going to get any answers out of Reed—none that made
sense, anyway. She almost pitied Hunt and whatever detective or other agent
ended up running with the case post-arrest. She got the feeling that Avery Reed
was going to be a handful.


“Can I ask where we’re going?” Reed asked
a few minutes into the drive away from the old car wash site.


“I imagine you’ll be spending a good chunk
of your near future in either an interrogation room or a holding cell,” Jack
said.


“Oh.” There was curiosity in his tone and
something a bit like disappointment. “Interesting.”


“Why’s that so interesting?” Jack asked.
Rachel could hear the grating annoyance in his tone.


“Because you’re acting as if this is
over.”


“Oh, it’s over…” Jack said. But he seemed
to catch Reed’s meaning at the last moment.


In the back of the car, Reed chuckled a
bit and rested his head back against the seat. “For me, sure. Maybe,” he said.
“But what about for the others that are still buried out there? The ones no one
has found yet.”


“How many more?” Rachel asked.


Reed smiled at her and shook his head.


Rachel had no idea how to respond, and
even Jack remained quiet. The car grew tense and for a moment, Rachel could
feel the headache in the back of her head stomping across her mind and
threatening to take over completely.


“You tell us right now, damn you,” she
hissed. “How many more? And where are they?”


This time, Reed didn’t even respond with a
smile. He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, and looked as if he might be
asleep. Rachel looked forward, her head starting to ache, her stomach in knots.
They’d arrested him and were bringing him in; they’d done their job. From here,
whether or not there were more bodies, it would be the state PD and
another branch of the FBI to investigate.


But as for her and Jack, they were done
with Avery Reed.


And despite all of the unanswered
questions, Rachel had to admit to herself that she was perfectly fine with it.


 


 


 











CHAPTER THIRTY TWO


 


 


It was 6:07 in the morning when Rachel and
Jack arrived back in Richmond. They were both terribly exhausted and in need of
showers, but the adrenaline of the night was still racing through them both.
About halfway through the drive, she’d made Jack switch with her behind the
wheel, and he hadn’t argued. That went to show just how tired he was—something
that made her wonder if they should have reconsidered spending one more night
in Alexandria.


But when the field office came into view,
Rachel knew they’d made the right decision. She fully planned to grab a shower
in one of the locker rooms off the small gym, report to Anderson, and then go
home to sleep the day away. Well, not home…but the safehouse. She honestly
didn’t care where she was, so long as she got to see Paige when she woke up.


Rachel didn’t bother to deliver the car
back to the lot where the other sedans were usually parked for agent use.
Instead, she parked near the rear entrance, not wanting to have to answer
questions about the case if anyone happened to have come in early and ran into
them in the lobby or the main elevators.


“Home sweet home, huh?” Jack grumbled from
the passenger seat. He opened the door and got out right away, ambling in the
direction of the rear entrance. He held the door open for her and they both
walked straight ahead down the hallway and to a set of stairs that would take
them to the locker room and showers.


When they came to the intersection between
the men’s and women’s locker room, Jack paused and said: “Are you bothering to
go upstairs after you’re cleaned up?”


“Maybe for a bit. I called Anderson while
you were dozing and told him I wasn’t sure we could pull a full day.”


“Dozing? I wasn’t dozing.”


‘Um, you most definitely were.”


He smiled at her and headed down the
corridor for his shower. She watched him go, noting the dirt and sweat stains
all along his back. It brought back to mind how she’d been so enamored with him
while watching him tear into the dirt with the shovel in order to rescue Emily
Draven…how he’d help tear the lid off.


She smirked tiredly to herself as she made
her way through the locker room and to the showers. Maybe she needed to take a
cold shower instead of the hot one she’d planned. She found the locker rooms
empty, which was no surprise. Even the agents and recruits that came in early
to use the gyms didn’t arrive quite this early. She figured it would be another
half an hour or so before anyone else would be down here.


She stood under the water for a moment
before washing off, letting the steam work itself into her muscles. She thought
of Avery Reed’s final statement to them, suggesting there might be more bodies
buried. Though that aspect of the case would not come down to involvement from
her and Jack, she had no idea how she was supposed to just let it go. She’d
been forced to step away from ongoing investigations in the past when her part
had been executed, but this felt almost like a defeat, in a way.


As she neared the end of the shower, her
thoughts then turned to Alex Lynch and her family. She wondered where he was in
that moment and if he had maybe been discouraged to find out just how much
protection the bureau was putting into keeping her and her family safe. Maybe
he’d left the state, on to some other place to live out the rest of his days in
quiet and solitude. It wasn’t an ending he deserved, but she was almost willing
to accept it for him if it meant freedom for Paige and Grandma Tate.


She wasn’t sure how long she’d stayed
under the water…ten minutes, maybe. But when she stepped out, she did feel a
bit reinvigorated. Maybe she’d head upstairs and start on the case reports after
all.


She dried off and got dressed in the
change of clothes from the spare overnight bag she always kept in one of the
lockers on the back side of the room. She’d only ever needed to use her backup
outfit on two occasions but knowing it was there was a relief.


She left the locker room and as she
started down the corridor, she looked in the direction of the men’s locker
room. She wondered if Jack was done yet. She wondered if she loitered long
enough if she’d catch him coming out, clean and still slightly wet. She
wondered if he’d object to her kissing him again. She wondered…well, she
wondered a lot. And thoughts like that made her heart feel a little light, like
she—


The sound of a slamming door nearby tore
her from these little daydreams. It had been very close, not in the locker
room, but closer. He eyes turned to the walls along the corridor, to the men’s
restroom door, situated almost exactly between her and the entrance to the
men’s locker room. As her eyes landed on the door, she heard another sound…not
as loud this time, but a dull and almost muted thump.


She supposed it was possible that another
agent was down here, maybe an overzealous rookie wanting to get that early
morning workout in. But at the same time, she knew how tired Jack had been, how
hard he’d been working, and how little sleep he’d gotten. Had he passed out?
Had he passed out and fallen in the bathroom?


With just a bit of embarrassment in her
step, she hurried down to the men’s room. She pushed the door open the tiniest
bit and poked her head in. “Jack?”


She heard no response at first. But then,
as she was letting the door fall back into place, she heard a groan.


“Jack?” she asked, terrified now. She
pushed the door open just in time to hear the groan again. This time there was
a word to it, and she identified the voice right away as belonging to Jack.


He said only one word, one that made no
sense.


“Run…”


She couldn’t do that. She stepped into the
restroom and saw two impossible things in the space of a second.


First, she saw Jack. He was lying on the
floor, half in and half out of one of the stalls. A pool of blood was slowly
starting to grow on the floor in front of him.


Second, there was the man coming out of
that same stall. A man she recognized at once and made her feel as if she’d
finally lost her mind. Maybe the tumor had taken over and she was seeing
things, hallucinating her worst fears.


But as Alex Lynch smiled at her and
stepped over Jack’s body, Rachel knew this was no dream. This was real.
Somehow…


“Are you not happy to see me again?” Lynch
asked. “After our last meeting at your father’s was cut short…”


She saw the knife in his right hand. It
was small and blunt. It was also covered in Jack’s blood.


She felt the mix of emotions that had
seized her at her father’s house. Absolute rage mixed with worry. For all she
knew, Jack was dying right now. She’d managed to save her father and keep Lynch
way from Paige last time…but he’d gotten away.


She’d be damned if that was going to happen
again. Her hand drifted down to her waist. But then she recalled that her Glock
was back in the locker by the showers, bundled up with her dirty clothes. After
all, there was no need for it if she was just going upstairs to her office and
then heading home, right?


“I hope you’re prepared to use that on
me,” Rachel said, looking to the knife…a knife she was now starting to
understand was really just a letter opener. “Because you’re not getting away
this time.”


“Good,” Lynch said. And then, with his
teeth bared, he came charging at her.


She could see the pent up rage in his
eyes, years of untapped anger he’d directed at her. He’d dreamed of this
moment, had lusted for it, and now here it was. And even before he reached her,
she understood that the fight he was bringing to her would not end until one of
them was dead.


She dared one last glance at Jack, saw
that he was just barely moving, and then clenched her fists. 


Lynch slashed out with the letter opener,
a fast and brutal motion. She saw it coming from a mile away, though. She
sidestepped it, planted her feet, and delivered a crushing right-handed blow to
Lynch’s ribs. He grunted but barely stopped moving. He wheeled back around,
flashing his right arm out once again as he pivoted on his heel.


The blade of the letter opener caught her
shoulder. It tore through the fabric of her shirt and just barely sliced into
her skin. The pain was sharp but brief, and she was able to capture his right
hand between her arm and her ribs. As she did this and started to bend his arm
at an awkward angle, Lynch lowered his shoulders and drove himself forward. It
not only took some of the pressure off of his arm, but it slammed his left
shoulder into her stomach. The wind went out of Rachel as she was driven back.
As the wind went rushing out of her, her back slammed into one of the sinks.


Caught for a moment between those two
painful elements, Lynch had another opportunity. He drove his knee up into her
stomach and when she doubled over from the force of it, he pulled his right arm
free. She knew he was bringing the blade up and then driving it down, aiming it
directly for the back of her neck. The best she could do as a defense was
stumble to the right. Rather than the blade catching her right at the base of
her spine, it sliced her from the shoulder all the way down to the elbow.


Her arm was suddenly engulfed in fire, and
she could feel her blood flowing instantly. She screamed then, not in pure pain
but in her own rage. He’d killed Peter, he’d threatened Grandma Tate, he’d tried
killing her father, and he may have killed Jack. 


To hell with him. If she died in taking
him out, so be it.


He was drawing his arm back for one more
slashing attack as Rachel placed all of her weight in her feet. She made a
perfect fist with her right hand and brought it up in a hard arc as she pushed
off of her feet. The punch caught him right in the jaw. There was so much force
behind it that Lynch was nearly lifted from his feet. He went sprawling
backwards, his back slamming into the wall.


And though he was clearly dazed, he still
came forward. He was crazy with rage, no longer even caring that he had a
weapon in his hand. When he gritted his teeth as he charged at her, Rachel saw
that she’d busted his lip and knocked two teeth out. And now that he was
nothing more than a machine fueled by rage, she knew the rest of the fight
could be easy for her…but a bit more dangerous.


As he charged with a roar, Rachel faked
another right-handed punch. As he pivoted to avoid it, Rachel brought up her
right knee. It caught him squarely in the ribs. When he buckled, she grabbed
his right arm, swung her own body around in an arc, and threw him as hard as
she could at the wall. Lynch slammed into the same sink her back had collided
with only seconds before, only he went forehead first. The impact sounded like
someone pounding out a steak.


He stumbled backward, his knife-wielding
hand still trying to do something, anything…


Staying as far away from that blindly
slashing hand as she could, Rachel grabbed Lynch’s left arm, drew it hard
behind his back, and then slammed his face into the wall. When his knees
wobbled, she let him fall, pushing him once again into the sink. This time, the
side of his head hit with an almost musical thunk.


When he hit the floor, he was bleeding
from the forehead and the mouth. His eyes were hazy and he groaned absently.


She had no handcuffs, so she knew what she
had to do. First, she would have to kick the letter opener out of his
still-grasping hand. And then she was going to have to pin his arms behind his
back and march his ass upstairs, maybe straight to Director Anderson. She
glanced over to Jack for just a moment. He’d stopped moving, but she could see
his chest rising and falling.


“Jack…how bad is it?”


“Bad. But…fine…for now. Take care of—”


Searing pain tore through her leg. She
screamed and fell forward, looking back to see that Lynch had sliced her in the
calf. Blood was pumping out at an insane rate already. He leered at her, trying
everything he could to get back to his feet.


Rachel felt something move to the side in
her mind, almost like a mental shifting of gears. For that moment, she was not
an FBI agent. She was a woman being attacked. A woman trying to stay alive. A
woman wanting to make sure her family was taken care of, and that Jack didn’t
die.


Unable to put much pressure on her wounded
leg, she fell to the ground. But when she did, she planted a knee directly on
Lynch’s wrist. She heard the crunch of it breaking. He finally released the
letter opener and the moment it was on the floor, they both scrambled for it.


Lynch, unable to support himself on his
wrist and still dazed, moved slowly but in a spastic fashion. Rachel grabbed the
letter opener and when Lynch slapped at her in an attempt to get it, Rachel
drew her arm back and brought it down in a hard jabbing motion.


It caught him just below the neck, making
a quick and hollow popping noise. His eyes went wide as Rachel gave the letter
opener one last shove, burying it to the silver hilt.


With one last scream of guttural emotion,
Rachel slid away from Lynch, his eyes losing their light and color as she
somehow made her way over to Jack.


“Jack…please…”


He was trying to reach into his pocket,
trying to grab something. “Phone…” he said.


Rachel reached into his pocket and grabbed
the phone. In doing so, she realized just how badly Jack was bleeding. She saw
at least two wounds, one higher up on the right side, near the ribs, and the
other right in the navel.


When she pulled up Anderson’s number, she
saw just how badly she was bleeding, too. her entire left arm was coated in
blood and her slashed calf had trailed it all over the floor. Her fingers were
shaking as she tried to navigate the phone.


But as it turned out, none of that
mattered. Two people came rushing into the restroom, one clearly an agent
because of the suit and tie, and the other a janitor.


“Jesus…” the agent said. “Are you…”


“Medic,” was all Rachel said.


The agent ran while the janitor came in to
see what he could do. In an almost dreamy fashion, Rachel placed Jack’s phone
beside him. She then took his hand and looked into his eyes. He was fading, his
breathing was ragged, and his eyes kept wandering from left to right.


“Please, Jack…hold on.”


She kept his hand in hers and then lay
down on the blood-covered floor beside him and started to cry.


 


 











CHAPTER THIRTY THREE


 


 


Rachel spent three days in the hospital.
Her doctor told her she really only needed two from her injuries but that her
exhausted body simply needed another day’s worth of uninterrupted and
well-monitored rest. On the first day, all of her stitches were in—forty-three
for her left arm and nine in the right calf—long before three in the afternoon.
Therefore, Paige and Grandma Tate were able to come visit. Grandma Tate seemed
terrified about what happened while Paige thought her mother having stitches
because she got into a fight was pretty cool.


While Paige was occupied by studying the
bed controls, Grandma Tate sat carefully on the edge of the bed. With tears in
her eyes, she said: “So Lynch is…he’s gone?”


“Yeah. He’s gone.”


Even saying it made it hard to believe,
but when Grandma Tate took her hand, Rachel could feel the freedom in it. No
more security, no safehouse. Lynch was dead, and they could get their lives
back.


“Grandma, did you ask about Jack? The last
time I asked the doctor, he told me to focus on me. And when I called him a bad
name, he seemed to get upset.”


“I did ask about him. He needed surgery.
Something about his small intestine. But the doctors seem to think he’s going
to be okay.”


Rachel nodded and looked at the ceiling,
doing everything she could not to cry. When Paige settled in beside Grandma
Tate and made her next comment, keeping the tears away was a bit easier.


“So we can move out of this stupid
townhouse now?”


Rachel laughed and pulled her daughter
close with her unstitched arm, thinking that now all she had to do was beat
this damned tumor and life might actually get back to normal.


 


***


 


When there was a knock at her door at 9:25
that first night at the hospital, she’d hoped it would be Jack. Maybe he’d been
in a wheelchair, sneaking around the halls to come see her. But the face that
greeted her, though warm and familiar, was not Jack. Director Anderson entered
the room with a surprisingly pleasant look on his face.


“Sorry to bother you,” he said. “I told the
night nurse who I was and she allowed it. They said you’re all stitched up and
going to be fine.”


“That’s what I hear.”


“Have you eaten?”


“A bit.”


He shrugged and placed a brown bag at the
side of the bed. It was a Burger King fast-food bag and the smell of it seemed
to make her ravenous. “I know how bad hospital food can be at times,” he said.
“Consider this a token of my appreciation.”


“Thanks,” she said, instantly reaching
into the bag. “Now…don’t get me wrong…I appreciate the visit, but you aren’t
usually the type to make hospital runs.”


“I know. But I also don’t usually have
agents that capture a serial killer several hours away only to come home and
murder another serial killer in a men’s bathroom. I just wanted to make sure
you were okay.”


“Yeah, I think I am. Lynch got my left arm
pretty good…but other than that I’m fine. I’m more worried about Jack.”


“No need to be,” Anderson said. “The nurse
said he came out of surgery totally fine. Two stab wounds, one of which chipped
a rib and the other of which went right through his small intestine. He’ll need
a few weeks of recovery, but he’s going to be fine.”


“Do you know how Lynch even got into the
building?”


“I do, actually. He came in through the
janitor’s entrance. Had a scan card and everything. We still don’t know how he
came across it, but we do know the name listed on the card and logged into the
entry records is fake. No idea where it came from, but we’re looking into it.”


“But he would have had to have known we
were down there, in the locker rooms. How did he even know that?”


“I don’t know that, either. We’ve got
people looking at the security camera footage from the parking lots to see if
he’d been scouting the place out. But as you know, that may not give any
answers, either. I’m sorry, Ra…Gift. But with him dead, I think we’re going to
have some questions that aren’t answered.”


“Seems to be the theme for cases this
week.”


“If you’re referencing the aftermath of
Avery Reed, I think I do have some answers. We found out that each of
the victims had some sort of ties to Reed’s mother. She died of cancer about
seven months ago and every one of the victims had commented on a post he’d made
about her funeral service.”


“That’s weird.”


“It is. But it’s a decent lead and I’ve
asked Chief Hunt to keep me in the loop.”


“Reed suggested there were others. That
he—”


“There are. Maybe. One more has been found
using ground penetrating radar. The box was dug up three hours ago. The man
inside was a friend of Reed’s mother and a caddy at one of the golf clubs Reed
used to frequent.”


“Jesus…”


“But you and Jack got him, Gift. He can’t
get anymore. And you just have to rest easy in that.”


Rachel nodded and she could sense
Anderson’s visit coming to a close. He started walking toward the door but
turned back just before he reached for the doorknob.


“One more thing. These last three days
have been a lot. I want you to take two weeks to yourself. Rest up, take care
of yourself. Check in on Rivers.”


“Thank you,” she said. And in that moment,
she almost told him the rest of her truth. She almost told him about the
cancer. She felt the moment deserved the truth but at the same time, she didn’t
want to admit to the lie she’d been keeping from him.


So instead, she bit into the burger
Anderson had brought her and watched him leave. She ate in quiet and silence,
once again overcome with the concept that now it was just her and the tumor…her
and the diagnosis she’d been trying to run from over the last several months.
And as she took the final bite of the burger, she decided that it was okay to
hope. It was okay to think that she would beat it and that the remainder of her
life was hers to control.


 


***


 


It took some sweet talking, but just
before she was discharged, the nurses and the doctors allowed Rachel to visit
Jack. She found him in mostly good spirits and the smile he offered her when
she stepped into the room warmed her heart.


“I’m headed home,” she said.


“Are you bragging?” he responded.


“Not at all. But I wanted to see you
before I left. I had to see you.”


“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “I wish I
wasn’t in this hospital gown with this tube in my stomach and bag to catch my
poop for a while, but…” He shrugged, as if that was a proper way to finish the
statement.


“Thanks for that image.” She sat down in
the chair beside the bed, not sure what to say. After a while, she finally
asked. “Has Anderson been by?”


“No; he tried, but the docs wouldn’t let
him come back. But the nurses have been delivering messages and updates. Emails
and faxes, things like that.”


“Faxes?”


“Yeah, it’s Anderson.”


“So… you know how he got in?”


“Yeah. And it makes sense, I guess. I
mean…the guy was right there, in the restroom and I didn’t even know who it was
until he came at me with the letter opener and—”


“Nope. Don’t relive it.”


He nodded and then, under his breath,
said: “I still want to know where he got the letter opener. It had to have come
from somewhere in the building. If he’d brought it from outside, the metal
detectors would have gone off, even back at the janitor’s entrance.”


“How long will you be in here?” Rachel
asked, eager to change the subject.


“They said three more days. And then three
weeks of doing nothing so I can heal up properly after that.”


“Sounds good. I want you to know that if
it weren’t for Paige, I’d stay here with you.”


“Nah, I wouldn’t let you do that.”


“But I think I’d want to. And that…well,
that brings me to something I need to ask you. A favor, sort of.”


“What is it?” he asked, genuinely curious.


“When you’re out of here and feeling
better—and aren’t using the toilet through a tube and a bag on your side—I want
us to go out to dinner. No work talk. Just us and food. And wine, and
conversation.”


“Like a date?”


She felt foolish for not wanting to echo
the word, but there it was, plain and simple. “Yes, exactly like that.”


He locked eyes with her, and she could see
a storm of emotion in them. And though it was hard to read it all, something in
there was comforting. “Yeah,” he said. “We can do that. But I have a question
for you, too.”


“What?”


“Does this hospital gown do anything for
you?”


She laughed and shook her head. “No. It
really doesn’t.”


“Just as well. I was going to ask for as
kiss but then realized I haven’t been able to brush my teeth in like three
days.”


Rachel walked over to the bed slowly and
carefully, feeling the tightness of her skin where her calf had been stitched
up and bandaged. She leaned down and gave him a small but lingering kiss on the
mouth, lips unparted for the most part.


She pulled back just a bit and with their
eyes still locked, she said: “There will be a much better one waiting for you
after our dinner.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


She ran her hand along his arm and said,
“Get some rest. And call me if you need anything.”


She headed for the door and had it opened
when Jack called out to her. “Hey, Rachel?”


“Yeah?”


“This thing with Avery Reed and the other
bodies that haven’t been found. Does it feel sort of like we lost even though
we caught the creep, or is it just me?”


“No, I feel it, too. But it’s like
Anderson told me; we caught him, and he can’t do it again.”


“And we’re supposed to be happy with that
and call it a day?”


She shook her head. “I don’t know. But we
can talk about that later. Get your rest, Jack. I expect a full-fledged date
when you’re ready.”


They shared a smile before she left the
room. She walked to the elevators, ready to go home. Her leg ached and her arm
itched, but she knew she had a daughter waiting for her at home—at their actual
home. And with an unpredictable tumor lurking in her head, Rachel intended to
make the most of however many days she had left.
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