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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

One day ago…

 

 

The sudden blast from outside startled Claire so much that she had to bite back a little scream of surprise. She sat bolt upright in her chair behind the nurse’s station, looking to the vacant seat to her right. That seat was usually occupied by Frannie Ayers, but Frannie was currently down the hall in Mrs. Koontz’s room. Frannie would have teased her to no end for jumping in such a way. After all, it was just a little thunder.

And apparently, she wasn’t the only one the sudden burst of thunder had frightened. She heard several gasps and comments coming from the different rooms of Trautman Hospice Care. The loudest of these was from cantankerous old Mr. Levingston, all the way down at the end of the hallway. The man rarely spoke more than a sentence without dropping two F-bombs, something she and Frannie—and a few of his family members—had tried to stop him from doing, but he always ignored them. He was unleashing a few now, complaining about this sudden thunderstorm.

It had started as an almost pleasant late-afternoon storm. Being late October, the temperatures were fluctuating quite a bit, from low thirties in the morning to low seventies in the afternoon. So some storms were to be expected. But this one had snuck up and surprised everyone. Now, three hours after the first rumble, it was 10:05 at night at the thunder and lightning was putting on quite the show. A slight drizzle of rain accompanied it, but the pleasant noise of rainfall was being drowned out.

As the hallway fell silent again, Claire heard footsteps approaching from the right. She watched as Frannie came walking back to the nurse’s station, already rolling her eyes.

“And how is Mrs. Koontz?” Claire asked.

Frannie plopped down in her chair and shook her head. “She believes there’s a conspiracy against her because we are currently out of diet ginger ale. She also seems upset that we can do nothing to silence the storm.”

“Yeah, Mr. Levingston seems pretty upset about that, too.”

“How many F-bombs did the last blast get out of him.”

“Two that I heard.”

The entire conversation was all in good fun. They had to inject some humor when they could because, though the management at Trautman Hospice Care was top-notch, the fact remained that they were working with people who didn't have much longer to live. On any given week, they could watch two or three people wheeled out on gurneys destined for a funeral home. Sometimes, they'd receive a new arrival only to have them pass away within two or three days. She’d been working here for nearly three years now, mostly on the night shift, and she’d lost count of how many residents had passed away. 

But then there were some, like Mr. Levingston and Mrs. Koontz that refused to go peacefully. And while Claire cared a great deal for both of them, she knew that only meant she’d feel the loss that much more when they did pass.

“If this storm doesn’t quiet down soon,” Frannie said, “it’s going to be a rough day for some of them tomorrow.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too. Especially Mrs. Koontz. If she—”

Claire was interrupted by a spectacularly loud blast of thunder, followed by a flash of lightning that briefly illuminated the hospice hallway via the one long window slightly to their left. Claire could feel the rumble of it through her set, but before she could focus on that, the lights flickered.

She and Frannie shared a nervous look. This job became significantly harder if there was no power. Nearly everyone on the hall was connected to monitors or machines of some kind.  They had two people they could call in such emergencies, medics that could run continuous checks on each patient around the clock until power was restored, but that would make for a long night for everyone—Claire and Frannie included.

Clair reached for her phone to send a text—a group text that she'd send to the medics, the owner, and the say shift manager. The sooner they got here, the better. And even though the power wasn't out, it was better to be safe than so—

The lights flickered again and then went out completely. Frannie uttered a curse, though not as bad as the ones Claire fully expected to hear out of Mr. Levingston at any moment.

“I’m sending a text to the crew,” Claire said.

Frannie sighed and said, “And I’ll check in on everyo—”

“Frannie! What’s happened?”

They both recognized the shrill, tired voice of Mrs. Koontz. When she’d come in three weeks ago, doctors and family members had only expected her to last another week or so. But two weeks later, she was still alive, perfectly capable of shouting for help.

“You start at her end of the hall and I’ll take the other end,” Claire said as she typed up the text for help. She knew that one of the medics lived just ten minutes away, so the good news was they’d have some backup help quickly.

Frannie hopped up from her chair and, for the second time in less than five minutes, walked down to check in on Mrs. Koontz. Claire sent off her text and, feeling confident that help was on the way, left the nurse’s station and headed for the other end of the hallway. She could hear Mr. Levingston muttering already. A few other people were murmuring nervously, but not many. The sad fact of the matter was that over half of the people on the hall were in such conditions that they likely weren’t’ even aware the power was out or that there was a storm raging outside.

As she made her way toward the sound of Mr. Levingston’s complaints, she kept looking up to the paneled lights in the ceiling. The generator should be kicking on at any moment. Hopefully that would help to calm those that were frightened.

“Hey!” Mr. Levingston was yelling from the end of the hall. “That damned power had better come back on or—”

But in that moment, Claire didn’t hear the rest of what he said. His room was on the left side of the hall, but something on the right caught her attention. A figure came out of a room on the right, slinking like a shadow with no owner. It paused in the doorway for just a single moment, and for a moment, Claire thought it was coming for her…whatever it might be.

But just before she had time to process this fear, the figure dashed for the back of the hall. It happened so fast that Claire didn’t even think to yell out at them. In fact, it wasn’t until the figure was near the end of the hall, headed straight for one of the hall’s two emergency exits, that Claire understood the impossibility of this figure even being there at all.

She and Frannie were the only employees in the building. And the patient currently occupying that room was incapable of moving at such a speed—if at all.

As it all came crashing together for her, Claire acted on her instincts. A strange figure had come rushing out of a patient’s room while the power was out. Her first reaction was to check on the patient, so that’s exactly what she did. She did, however, do her best to get some sort of glimpse of the person as they slammed into the emergency exit and made their escape out into the storm. Had the power been working, an alarm would have sounded as the door was opened, but all there was to hear was the drizzling rain and thunder through the opened door.

She spun into the room and for a moment, fully expecting to see an empty bed. It was the only explanation she could think of.

What she did see, though, was worse.

The patient was still in the bed. The man who had been brought in four days ago was very small, practically having withered away. In the dark of the room, his shape nearly looked like that of a small child, curled into a bent U-shape.

She took a few steps closer and halted in her tracks with the generator kicked on. The lights overhead flickered and even before they remain constant—though only at a portion of their usual power—Claire saw more of the full story.

She saw the wide-opened eyes, unblinking—and the look of horror and shock on the patient's frozen face.

She opened her mouth and let out a scream. She meant to call out Frannie's name, but it got lost in the horror of what she saw on the bed. And in that moment, she wished she’d just gone after the intruder…out into the storm and far, far away from this room.

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Rachel had no problem with the specialist who had replaced Dr. Helmsdale, but she felt haunted every time she stepped into the office.  Dr. Helmsdale—the specialist who had pointed her toward the treatments in Switzerland—had been killed slightly less than three weeks ago. And though this was only the second time Rachel had stepped back into his office since then, she couldn't help but feel as though she was almost walking across Dr. Helmsdale's grave.

There were other things about the murder of Dr. Helmsdale and his wife that unnerved Rachel, but she was forcing herself not to dredge it all up as she sat in the waiting room just off of the lab center. She knew she had to focus on her latest test results and what they could mean. She had no reason to think anything had changed, but Helmsdale’s death seemed a bit foreboding. Rachel had never bought into signs or fate of any kind, but Helmsdale being murdered immediately after she’d gotten well enough to return to work was hard to look beyond.

But she had to for the moment—especially as the assistant for the new doctor came walking out of a door to the left. She held the door open, spotted Rachel, and smiled. "Mrs. Gift, you can come on back."

Rachel followed the assistant out of the waiting area and into a short yet wide hallway. Dr. Helmsdale's office was the last office on the right side…though now it technically belonged to his replacement, Dr. Abagail Sanderson. Rachel had only had one in-depth conversation with her; it had been during her last appointment, just six days after Helmsdale had been murdered. She was certainly qualified and had a good understanding of the advancements and research that was being done not only in Switzerland, but all around the world.

When Rachel entered Sanderson's office, the doctor was sitting behind her large desk that was a new addition—not a piece of furniture that had belonged to Helmsdale. She was close to fifty, but when she smiled and her face lit up, she could have easily passed for a woman in her late thirties.

“Hello, Mrs. Gift. Good to see you again.”

“Same to you. And please….just Rachel.”

“Very well.” Sanderson clicked a few things on her laptop’s trackpad and turned it toward Rachel. Sanderson then wheeled her chair to the side of the desk so that they were almost sitting side by side. “Does all of this look pretty routine to you by this point?”

“More or less.” This was true. She’d sense enough updates with blood counts, MRI scans, platelets and so on that it was starting to become mundane to her.

“Well, one of the notes I saw in your files was that you prefer for things to be direct and to the point,” Sanderson said. “So, with that in mind, I’ll tell you this: I have good news and not to good news…but not bad news by any stretch of the imagination.”

“Okay.”

“So, as you can see, the cancer has continued to no longer grow. But as you understand, I’m sure, it would be a falsity to say that you are cancer free. However, you’ve responded s well to the treatments that I don’t know that I’d be confident is saying that you’re only delaying the inevitable. If you don’t mind, what sort of timeframe was Dr. Helmsdale and the specialists overseas giving you?”

Rachel didn’t like where this was headed, but she’d become something of a pro at receiving bad news. And perhaps more importantly, she’d become all too familiar with handling good news that was quickly deflated into something much less that what it was originally hoped to be.

“Dr. Helmsdale had predicted another twenty years or so, so long as my body responded positively to the treatments. But yes, he did make every point to make sure he got across the idea that I’d never be actually cancer-free. Not unless there were huge strides in the treatments."

“Exactly. And so far, I’m afraid to say, there haven’t been any such advancements. However, based on what I’m seeing here and comparing it to your lab results from your last few appointments, the treatments do indeed seem to be helping you. And that’s the good news. The not-so-good news, though, is that I don’t see your numbers really improving much from your last appointment. it could mean you’ve reached something of a plateau…the best you can ever expect. And for it to continue to stay in that plateau and never rise again, you’d need to continue taking the treatments at least three times a year.”

Rachel knew all of this, though the term plateau seemed to have a heavy-handed meaning. “So the hope of this treatment eventually cutting me is now no longer a possibility?”

“Not based on what I’m seeing here…or based on the latest I’ve heard about the treatments.” Sanderson paused for a moment to let this sink in and then carried on in a soft, loving tone. “But the treatment itself is still the most effective thing going right now. I do know of a few other up-and-comers, one of which is even building steam here in the states, but none of the result of their clinical trials have been made public yet.”

"So…what do I take away from this?" Rachel asked. She knew it was juvenile, but she really wished she was speaking to Helmsdale. So many different people knowing about her cancer and the struggles of trying to beat it for good was starting to make her feel far too vulnerable.

“Well, I see no reason to change anything. Even after returning to work, are you still feeling good?”

“I am. Better, maybe.” While her first case had turned out to be much more demanding that she, Jack, or Director Anderson had suspected, everything that had followed was rather mundane. Mostly in-office things and partaking in a two-day stakeout in DC. But the flow of getting back into work, back to what felt more like a normal life, had her feeling more energized and hopeful than she had in almost a year.

Plus, there was her engagement to Jack. But she wasn’t naïve enough (or lovestruck enough, she supposed) to think that had anything to do with the way she felt physically.

"Then change nothing. Take the same meds, continue to take your trips to Switzerland, and do as they ask you. I'll ask you to come back here a month after your next trip to run some more tests, and I think that will give us a clearer picture, honestly." She closed the id of the laptop and smiled uncertainly at Rachel. "But for now, I don't see any cause for concern. Just give me a call if you do start to feel ill or out of sorts."

“I will. Thanks.”

Rachel left the office feeling almost numb. She'd never actually expected to get the news that she was cancer-free. Even from her first experimental treatment here int eh States when she'd first found out about the tumor, the doctors had told her that becoming cancer free was a very slim chance. It was weird…because honestly, if this was the best she'd ever get, she could be okay with that. The way she saw it, she was pretty much capable of living life the way she'd lived in a year ago, only now she had the nagging worry of cancer. Maybe she'd make it that twenty years, or maybe the treatments would stop working and her health would start to fail again.

There was just no way of knowing. But for now, while she felt perfectly healthy, she had to make the choice to bury the worry. She had to focus on the new life she was putting together, a new life where she’d be getting married soon, where she could purposefully spend time with Paige and Grandma Tate with more certainty.

But as she got in her car, leaving the office she had just barely come to associate with the now-deceased Dr. Helmsdale, the worry she'd been keeping away while in the office reared its head. And now, outside of the office, she allowed it.

She thought of the photos she'd seen of the crime scene, of the bodies of Dr. and Mrs. Helmsdale. They had been brutal and grisly…and the moment she'd seen them, her mind had ventured into unhealthy places.

Even though Alex Lynch was dead and gone, something about the layout and nature of the scene at the Helmsdale’s had brought him to mind. It made her wonder if he would somehow end up winning their battle anyway. It was a strong enough feeling that Rachel sometimes had to remind herself that she was dead, in the ground, rotting away. She'd seen to that herself.

She knew these things to be true but somehow, even from the grave, Alex Lynch was finding a way to torment her.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Although Director Anderson was expecting her to take the rest of the afternoon off following her appointment, Rachel found herself pulling into the field office parking garage just shy of four o'clock. She had Helmsdale on her mind and knew the case would continue to haunt her until some answers were found. So far, there were no leads, no clues, no hint as to who the killer might have been. And with all of the case's questions storming through her head after her appointment with Dr. Sanderson, she figured she could at least make one more pitch to Anderson. Her hope was that if the case ended up on the verge of becoming completely cold, he may let her look into it.

When she arrived at the small waiting area alongside his office, she saw that Anderson was wrapping up a meeting. Rachel recognized some of the faces that came out. Most were directors or assistant directors, though there were a few Senior Agents as well. A few nodded politely as they passed, and when the last of them was gone, Rachel knocked on Anderson's door.

It was still open, and when he turned and saw her, he waved her in. She noticed the tight, almost fearful look on his face. The poor man was likely assuming she was coming to him directly after her appointment because she had bad news. If that was the case, he played it off well, though.

“What can I do for you, Agent Gift?” Anderson asked. He was standing by the edge of the small conference table at the back of his office, tidying up a small stack of file folders.

She entered the office and didn’t bother sitting, mainly because she wasn’t asked to. Also, she was pretty sure Anderson was about to get mad about what she was going to ask.

“Sir, I want to ask just one more time to please consider letting me have a crack at the Helmsdale case.”

Anderson took a moment before he responded. She watched relief come over his face as he realized she wasn’t there to break bad news about her health. But then she watched a bit of irritation work its way in as well.

“Agent Gift, I really don’t want to go over this again. You’re a bright agent. You know full well why I can’t assign you to that case.”

“Because you think there’s a personal connection that would cloud my thinking.”

“See? Bright.”

“Sir, I visited Dr. Helmsdale a total of three times, and none of those appointments were longer than fifteen minutes.”

“But he’s the one who put you in touch with the specialists in Switzerland.”

“Yes, he was. But I…” She stopped there, not sure if she wanted to address the real reason she was so interested in the case. But then, with just the two of them in the office and having just come from Helmsdale’s old office, she figured it was worth a shot. The worst thing that could happen was that he’d say no again.

“Can I be blunt, sir?”

Anderson smiled thinly and stopped sorting the files. He nodded and looked to her, making sure she knew she had his full attention. “Of course.”

“Helmsdale was killed within just three days of my coming back to work. And he wasn’t just murdered, sir. We’ve both seen the crime scene photos and read the autopsy reports. They were bludgeoned. Someone was making an example of them, and it reminded me of—”

“All of this has occurred to me as well, Agent Gift,” Anderson interrupted. “But if you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, it’s impossible.”

“I know.”

And she did. Alex Lynch was dead. She’d killed him herself. So how could she think he was at work somehow, still taking lives? She knew it was impossible. But she had the information on the Helmsdale murders memorized. She knew that Dr. Helmsdale had been stabbed thirteen times, twelve of which came at least thirty seconds after the initial stab wound. His wife had been stabbed six times, all in the stomach, and then her throat has been cut ear to ear. The coroner’s report indicated the knife used had been quite sharp but by the time Mrs. Helmsdale’s throat had been cut, it had lost some of its edge and it had become a ragged and rough cut.

It had been grisly and excessive, and it had reminded her of how Lynch had claimed his victims. Subtlety had never been his forte.

Still, even though it was very clearly not Lynch, she could see a bit of doubt on Anderson’s face. “Even I have to admit that the idea crossed my mind, too.”

“Lynch?”

He nodded. "It's not even the terrible way in which they were killed. It was just the timing of it all and the coincidence of it being the doctor who had lined you up with effective treatments. And when Lynch got out…how he seemed to know far too much about you. it does make me wonder."

“But not enough to put me on the case.”

“It’s another reason not to put you on the case. However, if you’ll allow it, I would like to work with the Richmond PD to keep routine patrols on your family.”

“Is that necessary?”

“I don’t know. But I’m fine using the resources for a bit to take the chance. Besides,” he said, starting to walk over to his desk, “I’ve already done it.”

“You already authorized the patrols?”

“Yes. I initiated the first patrols two days after the murders. And it seems you never even noticed. That was almost three weeks ago.” He chuckled in a good-natured way and said, “It seems you still have some ring-rust, Agent Gift. Though, I suppose you have been a bit distracted,” He gestured lazily to her left hand, which was adorned with Jack’s engagement ring.

“Thanks for that,” she said. “The patrols, I mean. Not the acknowledgement of my engagement ring.”

“Of course. I’ll call them off when the murderer is found or, worst case scenario, after several weeks if all still seems well. And there’s one other thing…maybe even something you’re aware of but are maybe wanting to ignore.”

“What’s that?” She felt strange, having Anderson string her along like this. He was usual quite formal and to-the-point.

“Let’s say this killer did target the Helmsdale’s because if Dr. Helmsdale’s link to you. I assume that’s what ‘s kicking around in your head, right?”

She couldn’t bring herself to admit it because it did sound slightly exaggerated. It also made her feel like she might be thinking a little too highly of herself. So she could only nod in response.

“Well, if that’s the case and the killer wanted your attention…why would you want it give it to them? It’s almost as if you didn’t learn that lesson from Lynch.”

It was a bit harsh, but she knew Anderson wasn’t trying to be cruel. And she had indeed considered this very same thing. She signed and gave a nod of understanding. “Okay, yeah. I get it.”

“Now…I take it the doctor’s visit went fine?”

"Yeah, it was good." She didn't see the point in going into detail. Honestly, there was no news to report anyway. Everything was exactly the same.”

“That’s good to hear. It’s been nice seeing you around the building again.”

“Thank you.”

"You, however, won't be seeing me for another day or so once you leave here. So if you need anything, you'll be reporting to AD Skinner."

“Going on vacation?”

"Hardly," Anderson said. "There's a meeting in DC tomorrow with about eighty directors and assistant directors. Trust me…I'd much rather be here, but…" He shrugged, as if to show his indifference.

Coming from Anderson, the entire exchange was rather touching. It was rare that he came off as genuinely friendly. But she also figured it was his way of saying the conversation about the Helmsdale case was over without having to come out and actually say it. This was another aspect of her new, rejuvenated life that she knew she needed to work on…to take no for an answer without pushing to the point of pissing people off.

So with his polite dismissal, Rachel simply said, “Thank you,” and walked out of the office. And though she found that she truly wasn’t all that upset about being shot down over the case again, she did find that it was harder than she’d expected to get the grisly images of Dr. and Mrs. Helmsdale’s body out of her mind.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Alice's day had been quite active, although by the time three o'clock came around, she realized she'd really not done much at all. Most of her days had felt like this, though, ever since taking the lives of the Helmsdales. Really, most days had felt like a boring blur ever since that night.

Currently, she was walking through a grocery store, one aisle over from Rachel Gift’s grandmother. She didn’t know the woman’s real name, just that Rachel referred to her as Grandma Tate. Alice walked to the end of the cereal and breakfast aisle, pausing at the endcap and picking up a box of instant oatmeal, pretending to be interested in the two-for-one deal currently going on.

She stood there until Grandma Tate came out of the aisle to her right. She was moving quickly and with a bit of urgency. Alice had been following her long enough to know why. It was three o'clock. School pick-up for Paige was at 3:20. If Grandma didn't put some pep in her step, she was going to be late.

Alice placed the oatmeal back on the shelf and watched the woman hurry to the registers. There were only a few items in her basket, so she opted for one of the self-checkout lanes. When Alice left the store, she intentionally walked directly by Grandma Tate, so close she could smell the old woman’s perfume. She exited the store and got into her car, which was parked in the same row as Grandma Tate’s car, just a bit farther up.

She’d been doing this for two weeks. She’d started once she’d gotten over the initial shock of killing Dr. Helmsdale and his wife. There was no real reason to it, just to become more and more comfortable with trailing and tracking Rachel and her family. Following Grandma Tate was easy enough because the old broad never suspected a thing. Alice had followed her into the public library, into a local pizzeria to pick up dinner one night, and into this very same grocery store on two occasions. She just wanted to know that she could do it and not get caught, to get more skilled at keeping herself hidden in plain sight.

With Rachel herself, though, it was a bit more difficult. First of all, there was police protection of some kind. It wasn’t a constant presence, but there were sedans and police cars skirting about along Rachel’s street all of a sudden. And Alice doubted it was just a coincidence that it had started happening shortly after she’d killed the Helmsdales. On a few mornings, a police cruiser would tail Rachel into work. On others, there were two that would split off if Grandma Tate was carrying Paige to school. But on some mornings, there was nothing at all. It made Alice think someone, somewhere, was being cautious. But not overly so. She assumed this also meant that there were people in authority who at least had the suspicion that the Helmsdale murders were directly linked to Rachel somehow.

And that was good. That’s what Alice wanted. She wanted Rachel living in a state of fear, of wondering if she was ever truly going to be safe.

Quite honestly, Alice wasn’t sure what her next move was going to be. The end result was the death of Rachel Gift. But when? Alice supposed the bitch needed to live in fear for a while first, to really learn her lesson. And Alice hoped that the longer she followed the woman and her family, new ways would come to her.

The idea of placing Paige in danger was so appealing, but Alice was still unable to cross that bridge. Somehow, the thought of taking someone's child seemed so much worse than killing people who were only loosely tied to someone's life—like a doctor, for example. But Alice also knew that if it came down to it and her hatred for Rachel Gift continued to grow, there may be no telling how low she’d be willing to stoop.

This question bogged down her mind as she watched Grandma Tate come out of the grocery store. She hurried along with her single bag of groceries and quickly got into her car. Alice thought about following her to the school but decided against it. She’d driven by Paige’s elementary school so many times that it was becoming almost boring. She knew their routes, their schedules…she knew pretty much everything about them.

Whether Rachel knew it or not, Alice was a part of their life now.

And it was all up to Alice how much time would pass before she finally made herself fully known. She didn’t know when she would come out of the shadows and finally confront Rachel, but what she did know was that the more time she put between herself and murdering the Helmsdales, the act of murder started to seem less serious…a smaller offense.

And as that settled in, it occurred to her that she might like to do it again sometime soon.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Rachel had come to accept the fact that one of the side effects of her treatments were random periods of high emotion. Fortunately, these emotional moments tended to only come about when she was overwhelmed with a feeling of gratitude or happiness. There had been a few times when the treatments had been making her feel ill where she had wept for a bit, but she was convinced that was just her body's reaction to feeling like crap. But more times than she could count, she had found herself openly crying about sweet, touching things as simple such as a drawing Paige had brought home from school, or a particular scene in a movie she'd seen a dozen times already.

That night at dinner, she found herself wrestling with another of these emotional moments. It came out of nowhere while she was sitting at the kitchen table, eating dinner. She was sitting at the head of the table, Grandma Tate was to her left, while page and Jack sat to her right. Paige was in the middle of one of her thousands of stories about the magical trip to Florida. Rachel had finally taken her on. She was explaining to Jack how gross and slimy the fish had felt when one of the trainers had allowed her to feed a dolphin at SeaWorld. Jack was genuinely laughing at the story, and Grandma Tate smiled thinly, having already heard the story roughly twenty times.

The tears came quickly, but she fought them back. Unlike other times the emotions had snuck up on her, she knew exactly where these were coming from. Looking across the table, she got a very definitive snapshot of what her life could look like from here on out. Based on today's information from the doctor, even if her treatments stopped improving her condition and she stayed the same, she had at least twenty more years of this sort of love and contentment. Sure, barring a miracle, Grandma Tate would likely not be here twenty years from now, but she was a healthy old bird and had at least another good decade in her.

And if this was what her life would be like for the foreseeable future, she considered herself a very lucky woman. It was one of the few moments where she found it easy to consider her life without her job being perched at the top of all things.

The emotions remained with her all throughout dinner, even as Jack and Paige rinsed off the dishes and placed them into the dishwasher. It was good to see Paige interacting so warmly with another man. Rachel had not yet broached the topic of how Jack was not intended to be a substitute for her father. She had no idea when the right time for that would be. Hell, was there ever a right time for such a talk?

The night carried on as it usually did, only with slight variations. Over the past week or so, Rachel had been asking Jack to stay well past Paige’s bedtime. She was trying to get a feel for how Paige handled it. If she was weird with it, Rachel knew that she’d have to approach the eventual conversation about what marriage was going to look like with a bit more tact and cautions. However, Paige seemed to love it when Jack was still there when it was time for bed. The one rule Rachel put firmly in place, though, was that Jack not yet take part in the process of putting Paige to bed—a process Paige livingly referred to as Snuggle Time.

It was during Snuggle time that Paige mentioned, for the first time, the reality of Jack staying over. Rachel had just tucked Paige in for the night, listened to one more quick story about her day, and kissed her on the forehead. A small storm had started outside, thunder rumbling almost peacefully. As Rachel was making her way out of the room, Paige called out, her voice sounding a bit cautious…as if she wasn’t sure she was allowed to ask the question.

“Mom, is Jack staying over?”

She and Jack hadn’t made plans for him to stay over, but he had stayed over a few times since the proposal. Whenever he had, he’d woken up early and made sure to be gone before Paige woke up.

“Maybe,” Rachel said, testing the waters. “Would that be okay with you?”

Paige considered it for a second and smiled. “If he did, would he be here for breakfast?”

“Yeah, I suppose he would.”

“Do you think he likes pancakes?”

“I know he does.”

“Then I guess it’s fine.”

Rachel sensed that this might be the chance, the opportunity to go ahead and broach the topic. "Hey, Paige…you know after Jack and I get married that he'll live here, right?"

“Yeah, I know.”

“And you’re fine with that?”

“Yeah!” Paige answered excitedly. “I think it’s awesome.”

Rachel smiled and said, “I do, too. Goodnight, sweetie.”

She left Paige’s room, closing the door all but a crack behind her. When she got downstairs, she found Grandma Tate in the kitchen brewing up tea. Jack was sitting on the couch, checking his email on his phone. Rachel sat down beside him and kissed him on the cheek.

“Just so you know, Paige just asked if you were sleeping over tonight.”

“And what did you tell her?” he asked, setting his phone down.

“Nothing. I asked if she was fine with it. And as long as you’re around for pancakes in the morning, she’s on board.”

“I see. Is this an invitation to stay?”

“Yes. As far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to stay over whenever you want.”

Grandma Tate came into the room with a cup of tea—peppermint, from the smell of it. “I’ll say,” she said. “Someone else to help wash the dishes is always welcome.”

“How about you?” Rachel asked, looking to her grandmother. “You’re still good with everything?”

“Yes, I am. I’m a bit old school in that I don’t know how I feel about you two living together before you’re married, but it’s not an every-night thing. And even if it did really bother me, it doesn’t matter. This is your house. And I’m just worried about my status once you’re married and both living here.”

“Status?” Jack asked. “Um, you better still stay here.”

This touched Rachel’s heart, and she again found herself struggling with emotion. This was again something she and Jack had only briefly discussed. It was good to know how he felt about it before the conversation took place.

“I’ll be here until I’m kicked out,” Grandma Tate said. “Now…where are you two on wedding plans?”

“All we know is we want it to small and quaint,” Rachel said. “Not a lot of people…just family and very close friends.”

“Any location in mind?”

Rachel and Jack shared a slightly uncomfortable look but chuckled at the same time. “Um, no, not yet,” Rachel said. “I think somewhere outside, if we can swing it.”

“Oh…really?” Jack asked.

Grandma Tate laughed and started to make her way to the stairs. “Well, I see I’ve opened up a rather uncomfortable little discussion. I’ll leave you two to hash it out. If you end up watching anything interesting on TV and don’t mind a third wheel, let me know, will you?”

She made her way upstairs, leaving them to a silence that Rachel didn’t find necessarily uncomfortable, but a bit uneasy. Outside the storm picked up a bit, the thunder louder and now accompanied with rain.

“So, yeah, I supposed we do need to sit down and plan this stuff out,” Rachel said. “You, um…you really don’t want to get married outside?”

“Oh, I really don’t care. I was just giving you a hard time. Do you want to talk it out right now? We’ve got nothing better to do.”

She knew they needed to, but she didn’t think she had the mental capacity to tackle it in that moment. With the Helmsdale deaths and the uncertainty of her current treatments, her mind already felt cluttered enough as it was.

“Am I a terrible fiancé if I ask to push it off for a bit?”

“Not at all. Am I terrible because I’m relieved that was your answer?”

She shook her head and leaned in closer. “I think I’d rather make out instead. Would that be okay?”

“On the couch?” he asked in mock surprise.

“Why not. Paige is in bed and Grandma Tate will be asleep in like fifteen minutes.”

“Good enough for me,” he said, leaning in to kiss her.

She knew it would lead to nothing (not yet, on the couch, anyway) but it was comforting. It nearly made her feel like a teenager again, sneaking kisses and uncertain of what the future might hold. She hoped it was yet another glimpse of the future that was headed her way…a future that, by the looks of it, was shaping up to be better than she could have ever imagined.

 

***

 

“Rachel, I’m just a ghost.”

Rachel sat at a long, black table. The table was positioned in a field, the grass swaying in a breeze that tousled her hair. A bright blue sky filled with cartoonishly puffy clouds filled the sky. Rachel was sitting at the head of the table, wearing a wedding dress, and looking down its enormous length. Several faces filled the chairs along the sides: Grandma Tate, Jack, Paige, Director Anderson, even Dr. Helmsdale. Two of the doctors in charge of the treatments in Switzerland were sitting beside him, whispering in his ear. Even Alex Lynch was at the table, staring blankly over at Dr. Helmsdale.

But most paralyzing of all was Peter. He was the one who had spoken. He was standing on top of the table at the other end, pointing at her. “Rachel, I’m just a ghost…and you can’t let our daughter forget me. You can’t let her forget how I was taken away from her.”

The table began to crack down the middle. As it did, Jack got to his feet and started to walk away. Alex Lynch cackled, his laughter sounding like thunder.

“You need to figure this out, dear,” Grandma Tate said from her chair. "Your life will be shorter than you think, and you have to figure this all out—"

Rachel sat up with a gasp. She could feel her heart slamming in her chest like an inmate trying to break through prison walls. She instantly felt Jack’s presence in bed beside her and couldn’t decide if this was a good or a bad thing. He had, after all, been in the dream.

But she also realized that perhaps the dream wasn’t what had yanked her out of sleep. There was something else, some noise coming from somewhere. When she realized it was the ringing of Jack’s cellphone, she understood just how disorienting the dream had been. It took her mind far too long to recognize the sound of a phone.

Jack answered it, but his attention was divided. He rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder as he reached for the phone. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she said in a shaky voice. “Just a bad dream.”

With worried eyes still locked on her, he answered the call. Rachel knew it had to be work related because Jack had his phone set up so that the only calls that came through after ten o’ clock were from work-related numbers.

“This is Agent Rivers.”

Rachel focused on her breathing, trying to calm her heart rate as she listened to Jack’s side of the conversation—trying to plant herself firmly in the real world.

“Yes, sir,” Jack was saying. “Yeah…okay. And the police?...Got it. I’ll be on the scene in…oh, I’m into sure. Yes, I think that would be fine. Thank you, sir.”

He ended the call and looked over to Rachel. Before he could check on her again, she said: “Anderson?”

“Yeah. I need to get going. There’s a murder scene he wants me on.”

“Where?”

“Trautman Hospice Care. Weird, huh. Anyway, he asked if I thought you’d be up for it.”

Her heart had evened out. She looked to the beside clock and saw that it was 4:06 in the morning. The sudden news of a possible case settled her down a bit, especially one where Jack was being called out so early.

“Why wouldn’t I be up for it?”

“No clue. Maybe he’s weird about you working so soon after one of your appointments?”

“Maybe.” It made her wonder if Anderson truly thought she was close to being back to normal—that she was truly ready to handle a regular caseload again.

“So, I assume you want in?” Jack asked, sliding out of bed, and instantly starting to get dressed.

“Yes. Give me ten minutes, would you? I need to leave a note for Paige and Grandma Tate.” She felt a slight sting of guilt at this, as she’d be simply assuming her grandmother was okay with taking Paige to school. And that she wouldn't be there when everyone else woke up. The only reason she felt fine with it was because of Paige's insistence that she wanted her mother to resume a normal life, especially when it came to her job.

“Ten minutes, Gift,” Jack playfully scolded. “And not a second more.”

They got dressed together, bobbing and weaving around one another as they hurried. This would be what marriage is like with him, she thought. It made her giddy in a way that she didn’t expect, a feeling that stuck with her even as she wrote the note for Paige and Grandma Tate…a feeling that remained even as they got into Jack’s car eleven minutes later and drove through the early morning darkness to the scene of murder.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

As far as murder scenes went, Rachel supposed a hospice care facility was a rather strange one. Why would someone kill a person at a place where people were essentially sent to die, anyway? It felt odd to her, and became odder still as she and Jack received the brief and hot-off-the-presses initial police report. The report was so fresh that it hadn’t yet been properly filed; it was sent to them from the bureau via text.

Rachel read it aloud while Jack drove. She found that it was a bit harder than she’d expected to shake the fog of sleep away. She’d gone six months sleeping as late as she wanted, so springing awake and rushing right away at a bit after four in the morning was difficult. As she read the information, though, she became more and more awake with the oddity of the case.

“The victim is Casey Lowell, aged twenty-three. He’d been a resident of Trautman Hospice Care for five days, transferred from his home where his mother and sister had been caring for him. He was murdered while asleep during a power outage due to the storm. He seems to have been suffocated with a pillow.”

“Twenty-three and in hospice care? Does it say why he was there?”

“It just says medical condition. Nothing specific. Also, one of the night nurses reported seeing a figure some out of his room during the blackout. They made an escape through an emergency exit.” She carried on, reading word for word now. “The victim is the second hospice patient to be killed in the past week.”

“Any details as to why the patients were in hospice?”

“None that I can see. But this information is brand new. They're still bringing in details and data on it.”

“So the question remains,” Jack said, “if the patients were similar in some other way, other than just being hospice patients.”

Rachel also thought this was the most important question to start off with; if the killer had a specific target in mind, this case might very well be over before it was properly begun.

Jack drove on, the streets glistening and wet with rainfall from the storm. The streets and the expressway were practically empty, given the hour, but she knew that the morning rush would start in a little over an hour. Something about the feeling of the night being so wide open and isolated helped to further bring her around and by the time Jack was pulling into a parking spot in front of Trautman Hospice Care, Rachel finally felt perfectly awake.

Trautman Hospice Care was located roughly a quarter of a mile away from one of Richmond’s general hospitals. Offshoots of the primary building included Trautman Hospice Care, a pediatric ward, and an osteology department. The pediatric ward was directly attached to the hospital, while the hospice and osteology centers were comprised of their own separate buildings, sitting in the shadow of the larger hospital. The parking lots to them all were nearly vacant, just like the streets. This meant it was easy to also see the two police cars parked to the side of Trautman Hospice Care, likely where the emergency exit was located.

When they stepped out of the car, they headed for the side where the police cars were parked rath than the front doors. There, a string of crime scene tape had been tied up between two short, brick columns that bordered a small sidewalk. A set of five concrete stairs led down into an alcove where the emergency exit was located. When they reached the door, Rachel found it unlocked. Before they had a chance to step inside, a large policeman stepped in their way. As soon as Rachel and Jack showed their IDs, he stepped to the side almost gladly.

“Who’s in charge of the scene?” Jack asked.

“Deputy Yancey,” the large cop said. “He’s in Room 117, where the man was killed.”

They walked in that direction, finding that the victim’s room was just two doors away from the emergency exit. Rachel also noticed as they walked to the room that the resident of a room behind them was very much awake. An older man’s voice was quietly muttering a string of obscenities among the unexpected chaos of his early morning hours. 

Stepping into the room, Rachel saw a single cop and a woman dressed in a plain white tee shirt and slacks. The gloves on her hands and the small kit resting on the visitor’s chair in the corner indicated that she was with Forensics. The cop, meanwhile, was looking at a large plastic evidence bag. A thin, white pillow was encased inside.

“Deputy Yancey?” Jack said.

The cop turned around and greeted them. Yancey appeared to be in his mid-to-late forties. His shaggy, brown hair had just started showing signs of gray, and his thin beard made his slightly chubby cheeks look slimmer than they actually were. He looked very tired but, more than anything else, upset. It was a look Rachel had seen many times on the faces of policemen and agents alike on cases like this—cases where the victims were people who had no chance at all of protecting themselves. Beyond him, Rachel noted that the body had already been moved…a smart move if there was indeed speculation that this murder might be linked to one from earlier in the week.

“That’s me,” Yancey said.

“Agents Rivers and Gift,” Jack said, showing his ID again. “How long ago was the body removed?”

“About forty-five minutes ago.”

"Immediately after, I checked for prints and loose fibers or hairs," the woman from Forensics added. "They already had an ambulance waiting to transport him over to the hospital."

“And have either of you found anything?” Rachel asked.

“Not a damned thing,” Yancey said.

“The police report never came out and states what Mr. Lowell’s medical condition was. Would you happen to know?”

“I do actually…juts found out about it five minutes before you for here, actually. And I’d never even heard of it until tonight. Mallerman-Diggs progeria.”

“That’s a mouthful,” Jack said. “What is that, exactly?”

“Well,” Rachel said, “progeria is a very rare genetic disorder. It causes children to age rapidly, sometimes as early as the age of two. But Mallerman-Diggs…I have no idea."

“I can tell you,” another voice said from behind them. They turned to find an exhausted night nurse standing in the doorway. It was clear she’d been crying and that, combined with the weariness in her eyes, made her look particularly brittle and frail. The small, silver name tag pinned to her navy-blue top read: Claire.

“Were you on duty when the murder occurred?” Rachel asked.

"Yes. I'm also the one who saw the person come out of the room. Maybe I should have chased after whoever it was, but I was more concerned with Casey, and…"

“I think lots of people would have made that same choice,” Rachel said. “Have you already given your story to the police?”

“I have. Twice. And there was really nothing to tell. The power was out, so it was dark. I couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman. They were dressed in baggy clothes and were maybe six feet tall. That’s all I know for sure.”

“And what, exactly, is Mallerman-Diggs progeria?” Jack asked.

“It’s a more unpredictable type of what’s more commonly known as Hutchinson-Gilford progeria syndrome. The more common type causes kids to start aging very fast from a very young age. It’s a very unfortunate and unfair condition, but doctors can, for the most part, track it with enough certainty to be able to make things as comfortable as possible for the patient until the end of their lives—which tends to only be about fifteen or twenty years.

“But with Mallerman-Diggs, things are a little more gradual and sporadic. The rate of aging can be nearly nothing for several months and then, almost overnight, it’s like the condition is trying to catch up. It makes it so much harder for doctors to properly assist and treat their patients. Most Mallerman-Diggs patients do live longer than other progeria patients, maybe by about five-to-seven years. But it’s a more painful ordeal at the end of life. In most cases, as was the case for Casey, the most graceful and humane way to help them spend those last few days is medicated and as comfortable as possible.”

Rachel had far too many questions, and they all seemed to present completely different avenues for the case. She wanted to know more about this figure who came out of the room and escaped, but she also wanted to know as much as she could about Casey Lowell and Mallerman-Diggs progeria.

“Claire, would you please give us one moment?” Rachel asked. “Please, don’t go anywhere…literally, just one moment.”

Claire nodded and stepped back out into the hallway. Rachel and Jack followed, but turned to the left to take a few steps away from her. “Are you okay?” Jack asked.

"Yes, I'm fine. But there are too many paths to follow. While I speak with Claire, how do you feel about heading over to the nurse's station to see what information you can get on Casey Lowell and his family?"

“Yeah, that’s a good idea. I’ll also see what they know about the other victim. Already, I think this bizarre medical condition being the link between the two is painting a pretty clear picture, tough.”

With that, Jack walked further down the hall, passing by Claire, and heading to the nurse’s station. There were two women down there, one in the same nurse’s garb as Claire, and another police officer currently speaking on the phone. Rachel walked back over to Claire and noticed that she was looking to the other end of the hall—just beyond Casey Lowell’s room and the exit door.

“With the power out,” Rachel said, “can I assume the security cameras didn’t catch anything?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Frannie—the other nurse on duty—even went back through the footage with our manager and they never saw anything suspicious—as far back as the afternoon, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Then again, there’s only two cameras on the property. As you might imagine, there’s very little need for security on a hospice ward.”

“So there have never been any security concerns here?”

“None. Noting remotely like this has ever happened here.”

“And how long has Mr. Lowell been here?”

“Four days. The doctors weren’t really expecting him to make it much longer.”

“What about his family?” Rachel asked. “Did they ever come by to visit during those four days?”

"No. The only person he had taking care of him up to this point was a grandmother. I don't know the full family history, but the grandmother had been caring for him for most of his life. He was sent here because the grandmother is having her own health issues—dementia, I believe. It was heartbreaking, really…she said her goodbyes when he was checked in. To her…to her, it was his funeral."

“Is there any chance at all the figure you saw might have been the grandmother?”

“Hardly. This person was moving fast. The one time I saw Casey’s grandmother, she had a severe limp in her left leg. She’s also a rather plump lady. This person…they looked to be about average build.”

“Did you know that a patient with the same condition was murdered earlier in the week…likely in the same way?”

“Not until tonight, when I heard one of the cops mention it. It’s awful…just evil. I mean…why? Why would someone do such a thing?”

“I don’t know,” Rachel said. And though it came to mind, she didn’t say what popped into her head next because it sounded trite and cliched. But I’m damn sure going to find out.

Two victims with the same debilitating disease. The killer clearly had specific targets in mind, which meant he should be easy to find.

However, with such a small pool of victims to choose from, Rachel knew that another thing was true as well: that the killer likely already had a plan and would very likely be striking fast, with very little wait time between victims.
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“I didn’t find out much," Jack said. "I know that Casey Lowell was checked in by a representative of his grandmother because she was mentally unfit to do so. She was seventy and had been suffering from dementia, which was getting progressively worse. I don't know the exact details, but it seems that when Casey was born and diagnosed with his condition, the father walked away. The mother started using drugs to cope; she overdosed and died about two years later.”

“So in other words, it seems like there are no family members to question or look at in terms of a suspect,” Rachel said.

“That’s right.”

The sun was just beginning to grace the city as Jack pulled his car out of the Trautman Hospice Care lot. Another police car had arrived, but other than that, the place was still quiet and pretty much empty. It was eerily peaceful, and something about that gave Jack an uneasy feeling about how this was all going to shake out.

“So the coroner is our next logical stop, right? We’re talking about a body that was moved about an hour ago. And I’d assume they still have the body of the first victim.”

“That’s how I understand it. Refresh our memories, would you?”

Rachel nodded and pulled up the very brief file Anderson had sent them sometime between their leaving Rachel’s house and arriving at Trautman Hospice Care. The bits about Casey Lowell were pretty much non-existent, just copies of the files from the hospice center that reiterated what Jack had just said. But he listened closely as she started to read about the first victim. His hope was that the very obvious connection between the victims would make finding the killer that much easier. If they were fortunate, they’d maybe even have a killer to pursue by lunchtime.

"The first victim was Frank Cayman. Aged twenty-three years, with an address in in the Monroe Ward neighborhood. He was murdered four days ago in his home while his caretaker was running errands. It also looks like Cayman’s father was in the house when it happened but had absolutely no idea what was happening until the caretaker returned. Signs of forced entry through the back door.”

“So the killer broke in during broad daylight?” Jack asked.

“Looks that way. I say we head over there after visiting the coroner.”

“Sounds good. You want to make the call and make sure there will be someone there for us to speak to?”

She made the call at that very moment. When she did, Jack caught a glimpse of the ring on her left hand. Whenever he saw it, he would feel a flush of emotion and nerves—as if he was asking her to marry him all over again. He supposed it was because he still couldn’t quite wrap his head around the fact that she’d agreed to it. Deep down, he supposed he’d known she would say yes but it had all happened so quickly, and coming out of that very dark period of her life. To Jack, it all seemed surreal—to think that he had regained what he’d feared he might lose nearly a year ago.

These were peculiar thoughts to have while on the way to the coroner’s office to have a look at two recently deceased bodies, but he was finding himself easily distracted by her more and more. It seemed to have gotten worse ever since they’d gotten engaged, as if he’d fallen in love with her all over again.

When the coroner’s office came into view, he was able to re-center himself. It was something he’d trained himself to do just before Rachel had been forced to take all of that time off. He’d told himself from the start that he wouldn’t pursue anything with her if it affected their work. And so far, neither of them had any issues.

As they walked toward the coroner’s office, morning had officially fallen over the city. The hum of morning traffic grew louder and louder all around them as Jack opened the door for her and they walked inside. Because of the early hour, there was no one at the front desk, so Jack used the buzzer for after-hours visitors located in front of the empty check-in desk. It took about twenty seconds before anyone answered from elsewhere in the building. The speaker next to the buzzer poured out a man’s voice, gently laced with static.

“Yeah, hello?”

“Agents Rivers and Gift, here on the Casey Lowell case.”

“Come on back, then. I’ll buzz you in.”

Jack and Rachel walked over to the large door to the left of the front desk. It buzzed to indicate it was unlocked before they reached it, and Jack pushed it open to enter the rear hallway. It was wide and brightly lit. As they started down the hallway, a woman who looked to be in her late thirties came hurrying around a corner at the end of the hall.

“Agents,” she said, “this way, please.”

They followed her back down the hall, where she took a left and then entered the first room on the right. As many times s Jack had been in this building, he could never quite get used to the almost featureless manner in which the coroners and their assistants were able to go about their day. The woman ahead of them looked like she might be on the verge of showing them an apartment for rent rather than the body of a dead man who had suffered from a rare medial affliction.

She had led them into one of the examination rooms. The body of Casey Lowell was on the examination table. Though there was a sheet covering everything from the shoulders down, the results of the progeria were clear to see. It was a situation where Jack felt ashamed of himself for grimacing at the sight of the body—not because of the death itself but the way Casey would have looked even before he’d died. Jack was pretty sure he’d seen people afflicted with the condition on television and news articles before. It was jarring, to say the least, and his inability to accept it as normal right away made him feel deplorable. Casey Lowell had been twenty-four when he died, but the corpse on the table had the appearance of someone north of eighty. His body was squat, though not as small as Jack had been expecting.

He noticed that Rachel had no hang-ups at all; she’d approached the examination table to give introductions to the coroner on duty.

“Agent Rachel Gift,” she said. “I know it’s early, but can you tell anything other than what we already know?”

“Depends on what you know,” the coroner said. He was an older gentleman that they’d spoken with a few times in the past. Though he didn’t bother introducing himself, Jack was fairly certain his name was Dennis, but he couldn’t recall a last name. “The only obvious clue I can see that the man was suffocated comes in the form of slight bruising around the sides of his nose and above his upper lip. I've also spotted a few loose fibers in his mouth. They'll need to be tested, but based on my preliminary look, I can assure you the fibers are from a pillowcase. A bit of thin lint, as well. lastly, some of those fibers were in the back of his mouth, nearly having been swallowed.”

“What would cause that?” Jack asked.

“Gasping for breath, trying to pull in whatever air he could,” Dennis said. “It’ further evidence that he was suffocated with a pillow. Trying to draw in air, all he got was the dust and loose threads from the pillow.”

“And did you see the same result with Frank Cayman?” Rachel asked.

“Yes, right down to the fibers in the back of the throat. On Mr. Cayman, however, the bruising was much more prominent. I believe the killer used a lot more force in that instance.”

Jack stepped a bit closer to the body of Casey Lowell. The bruising was indeed evident around his nose, like a set of small parentheses. His eyes were still open, wide, and frozen in a state of alarm.

“Is there any way of knowing just how much force was applied to the pillow?” Rachel asked.

“Well, the very nature of the murder—with an actual pillow—does make it difficult to figure that out,” Dennis said. “But based on the bruising alone, I’d say there wasn’t a great deal of pressure applied. There was no brute force. I’d say the killer is either not very strong at all or just knew exactly what they were doing.”

“And I don’t care for either of those possibilities,” Rachel said. “Tell me, with Mr. Cayman, were the signs that he’d been suffocated clear following the autopsy?”

"Oh, absolutely. It was a textbook case. There were petechial hemorrhages on the lungs, and the blood vessels had dilated. I firmly suspect I'll find the same here, with Mr. Lowell."

Other than waiting on the autopsy results, Jack didn’t think there was much else for them there. With such a clear and unmistakable link between the victims, he didn’t see the point in staying any longer now that they had confirmation on the method of death the killer had chosen.

However, before he could ask Rachel if she was ready to leave, Dennis looked to them both with a sad yet knowing look in his eyes. “I wonder if I might be able to offer a suggestion,” he said.

“Of course,” Rachel said.

“As sad as it sounds, I have seen this sort of thing before—more times than I care to count, actually. Suffocation of an already ill or disabled person by pillow or, in one case, even a very thick coat. And in almost all of them, the person who ended up being the killer spoke as if they were doing the deceased a favor.”

“So you think we’re looking at someone who believes these are mercy killings?” Rachel asked.

“I’m no FBI agent,” Dennis said, looking back at Casey’s body, “but I think that’s a very good assumption to begin with.”

The idea did give them a new avenue to pursue, but it also made Rachel’s heart sink. If a killer believed they were doing the right thing, the chances that they’d just suddenly decide to stop were very small. They could very well be dealing with a killer motivated by what they thought was a good cause—and that often made for the most dangerous and unpredictable type of killer.
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As they maneuvered their way through morning traffic, Rachel looked out to the clogged roadways as Jack drove them into the Monroe Ward section of Richmond. It was a nicer neighborhood, maybe just a step above what most would consider middle-class. She was doing her best to shake away the odd mental images that had come to her mind the moment she'd been confronted with the idea of a mercy killer. She couldn't help but wonder if, at any point over the past six or seven months Ja,ck or Grandma Tate had felt the urge to firmly place a pillow over her face to just end it all—not just to put her out of her misery, but to be removed from theirs as well.

She was sure this had never been the case for either of them, but the thought was there all the same. It began to lose some of its power as Jack pulled the car in front of the Cayman residence. It was a lovely brick home, two stories, with a white porch running along the entire first level. The porch was accentuated with two rocking chairs and a porch swing. When they walked up the stairs to knock on the front door, a tiger-tabby cat greeted them by winding itself between Rachel's ankles.

Jack rang the electronic doorbell and then leaned down to give the cat light scratches. between its ears. “Are we going to have pets when we get married?” he asked.

“I don’t particularly like cats,” she said, frowning down at the one that was currently trying to be friendly. “And if we get a dog, I can’t do one of the small froo-froo ones.”

“So is that a yes or a no?”

The door was opened before she could answer. A tall, pale woman answered the door, looking out at them with vague interest. A glass door still separated them, but she made no move to open it.

“Sorry to bother you, ma’am,” Rachel said. “We’re looking to have a word with the father of Frank Cayman.”

The woman narrowed her eyes and scowled at them. With her arms crossed over her chest, she asked: “Who are you?”

Jack was the first to show his ID, but Rachel was only a moment behind. “Agents Gift and Rivers, with the FBI,” Rachel said. “We need to ask him some questions about Frank.”

“Are you kidding me?” the woman asked. “More questions? Christ, you may as well arrest the man and put him in a cell. It would be better than the relentless grilling.”

This struck Rachel as odd at first, but she then recalled that the father had been at home when Frank was killed. It did make him a suspect, but there was nothing in the police report to indicate his guilt. And while she and Jack would certainly revisit the same questions he'd already been asked in regard to his movements during the day his son had died, she had no intention of focusing in on that…unless their conversation led her to believe it was necessary.

“Are you the caretaker?” Jack asked.

“I am. Deborah Griffith. I’ve been in and out for the last few days to make sure Mr. Cayman doesn’t fall apart—which is hard, given that the police essentially made him feel like he was a murdered for the first few days.”

“That’s not why we’re here,” Rachel said. “There is another case we’ve recently been pulled into that looks very similar to Frank’s. And because the bureau has yet to speak to Mr. Cayman, we—”

But Deborah had no interest in listening to the rest. With an exaggerated sigh and a roll of her eyes, she opened the glassed-in screen door and allowed them in. “He’s in the kitchen. But stay here…give me a second to let him know what to expect.”

Jack looked like he was going to argue this for a moment but settled when he noticed that Rachel seemed fine with it. Rachel also noticed that the cat had come inside with them, sauntering behind Deborah. The tall woman walked through a small foyer and into a large living room. With the exception of a wall to the left, blocking off most everything in that direction, the house seemed to be comprised of an open-floor plan. Form the foyer, she could see the living room, a sitting area with a bookcase in the corner, and part of an area that she thought might be the kitchen. Sure enough, a few seconds later she heard Deborah speaking in a low volume. A gruff male voice responded, making no attempt to be quiet.

“That’s fine. I’m fine, Deborah.”

“But—”

“It’s okay.”

Rachel then heard Deborah’s footsteps returning. When she stepped back into the foyer, she looked like she might be on the verge of crying. “Go on, then. He’s in the kitchen.” And then she immediately stormed off, heading for the stairs to the right that led to the second floor.

Rachel and Jack moved through the house, stepping out of the foyer and into the large open space. A beautiful counter space served as the divide between the living space and the kitchen. A small but cute dining table sat at the edge of the dining room, which fed directly into the kitchen. Mr. Cayman sat there, looking through a stack of sympathy cards and holding a cup of coffee. He looked to be in his early fifties or so, but it was hard to tell from his exhausted appearance. Partially gray stubble covered his chin, and his eyes were bordered with dark circles of fatigue.

“Thank you for giving us some time, Mr. Cayman,” Rachel said as they approached the table.

“Of course. Have a seat.” He sighed deeply and barely even looked at them as he said: “So, Deborah thinks you’re here to accuse me of killing Frank.”

“That’s not our primary goal at all, sir,” Jack said. "As Agent Gift told Ms. Griffith, we're currently working on another case that has eerie similarities to what happened to your son. Now, that does lead us up to the inevitable question of what you were doing at the time this other victim was killed, but the initial police report never indicated you were a strong suspect for your son.”

“I know. I was on a Zoom call for work when it happened. The cops looked over the entire recording…a recording where I was in a stupid meeting while my son was being killed. I’m there the entire time, up until you heard Deborah scream in the background because she discovered his body.”

Rachel knew that if they needed to watch the video, the police would have access to it; she didn’t see the need in asking him to see it. Instead, she got right to the point. “Mr. Cayman, what did you do last night?”

He showed the first true sign of awareness, looking at her as if she’d asked him a riddle. “Last night? I was here. I’ve been in this house ever since Frank died.”

“Was Deborah here as well?”

"Yes. She…well, she has a bedroom upstairs. It used to be a guestroom, but I gave it to her when it was clear Frank was going to need around-the-clock care. She stayed in her room last night. She has every night since Frank died. I think…I think she feels responsible. She was running errands when he was killed, and there are so many things she's beating herself up over."

“Like what?” Jack asked.

“She didn’t lock the front door, she made a few extra stops for herself—by Starbucks, then Barnes and Noble.”

“The front door shouldn’t matter, right?” Rachel asked. “Didn’t the killer come in through back? The police report indicated there was a forced entry at the back door.”

“Exactly. But, still…that’s just how she’s feeling. I mean…he had good and bad days, and that was a decent day. It wasn't like she was being negligent. But she's just not being receptive to things like that right now.”

“Was anyone else here with you last night?” Rachel asked.

"Yeah, quite a few, actually," he said with another sigh. Apparently, he hadn't been a fan of all of the guests. “I think Deborah finally manage to push the last of the visitor’s out around 10:15 or so.”

“Who was here?” Rachel asked.

"The pastor of my church and his wife. And then while they were here, someone from the insurance company came over with a check and…Jesus, it was so much…I think they hung around longer than I wanted them to because no one wanted to go out in that storm."

Rachel did the math. Based on what they knew of what occurred at Trautman Hospice Care, Mr. Cayman would have been sitting in his house with his unwanted company around the time Casey Lowell was being suffocated.

“Can I ask a question?” Mr. Cayman asked. He suddenly didn’t seem so tired. In fact, he now seemed very interested in the conversation.

“Yes, sir,” Jack said.

“You said this new case is eerily similar. How similar?”

“The victim also had Mallerman-Diggs progeria,” Rachel answered. “And he was also suffocated with a pillow.”

The shock on Cayman's face made him look wide awake for just a single moment. He then covered his mouth with his hand and stifled back a cry of anguish. He hung his head and began to weep, but Rachel could tell that he was doing his best to regain his composure right away.

“Sir, do you have any idea who may have done this?” Jack asked. “Even any wild theories?”

“Not a single one,” he managed to say through a hitching sob. “I’ve thought…thought about it constantly for the past four days and can’t…can’t come up with an answer.”

Rachel reached out and gently placed her hand on Jack’s arm, an unspoken instruction to lay off and give the poor man a bit of time to regroup. It took about thirty seconds or so, and when he looked back up to them with tear-streaked eyes, he said: “I’m sorry. It just…it doesn’t make sense.”

“There is no need to apologize at all,” Rachel said. “I do wonder, though, if before we go you would show us where Frank was when it all happened.”

“Upstairs, the last door on the hallway on the left.”

“And where were you working?”

He pointed to the right, toward the back door. A thin hallway opened up into a smaller space that served as the mudroom. There were two rooms there—the laundry room and a small home office, the doors open to both. Rachel wondered how terrible it must feel for Mr. Cayman to know that his office door was less than a dozen feet away from the door the killer had come through.

“Would you mind if we have a look in Frank’s room?” Jack asked.

Cayman shook his head. “Help yourself.”

When they walked to the stairs, Rachel made sure to move slowly, not showing a sense of urgency. The last thing she wanted was to appear rude or uncaring about what Mr. Cayman had been through. So she and Jack made their way up the stairs and to the hallway. They walked to the last door on the left and found it closed. There was another room a bit farther up the hall, and Rachel could hear Deborah weeping softly from inside.

She opened the door to Frank's room and found it almost featureless. There was a twin-sized bed situated along the back wall, centered and sticking out into the room. A large bedside table sat beside it; several pieces of medical equipment and a monitor were situated neatly on the top, cast aside and no longer of any use. A single window sat in the same wall the head of the bed was pushed against. The curtains were mostly drawn, but a small crack allowed some sunlight inside.

One thing was clear: the room had nothing to tell them. However, Rachel began to think about the layout of the house. The killer had come in through the back door and then made their way through the house. They’d come up the stairs and into the room, which pretty much suggested that the killer knew where to go and that there was a very good chance they’d go undetected. Given the timing of it all, the killer would have had to know that Deborah had left the house. And they'd probably also known that Mr. Cayman was on a work call in his office. That all left the pressing question of whether the killer had known these things because they'd been surveilling the house or because they knew the Cayman’s well enough to know the layout of the house and when the caretaker would be gone and Mr. Cayman would be occupied.

She went to the window, pulled the curtain aside a bit, and peered out. The window looked out onto the front yard. The street was empty, save for a single car parked in the neighbor’s driveway across the street. There was plenty of room along the curb and sidewalks for someone to park and study the house.

“Any ideas?” Jack asked.

“A few inklings…but nothing solid. You?”

“I’m wondering about the doctors. I know that for Casey Lowell, the grandmother had to sign him into the hospice center. And I’m assuming that there was a doctor that was at least tending to Frank Cayman’s check-ups…someone who had suggested he might be okay to have in-home care.”

“You think they may have seen the same doctor?” Rachel asked.

"I think it's at least worth checking. And it'll be easy, too. Just a quick call to Trautman Hospice and then a single question to Mr. Cayman. It's worth a shot."

He was right. And even if the doctors themselves turned out to be of no help, they could certainly help them find other potential leads. She felt like a bit of an idiot for not thinking of it herself. It made her wonder if maybe she did still have a bit of rust to work off…if this new and more balanced version of Rachel Gift may not be as sharp as the previous model.
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They decided to split up as they left Franks’ room; Rachel would speak with Mr. Cayman in the kitchen while Jack would return to the car and make a call to Trautman Hospice care. Rachel returned to the kitchen and this time she took a seat across from Mr. Cayman while Jack excused himself and headed outside.

“Are you okay to answer just a few more questions?” Rachel asked.

“Yes. If there is someone out there targeting people with this wretched condition…such a monster needs to be stopped. I’ll do what I can.”

“Thank you. And really, for now, I’d just like to know a bit about the doctors who were treating.”

Mr. Cayman rolled his eyes; it was the first time Rachel had seen him as anything other than purely sad since they’d arrived. “God bless them,” he said. “They were all doing their best, but it was sort of a mess there for a while.”

“A mess? Why was that?”

“Well, it’s such a strange and rare condition that we went through three specialists in the course of about nine months. So having to deal with paperwork and medical histories being passed back and forth among new doctors was sort of exhausting. When I made the decision to just keep him here at home, I was told he may only have about three months remaining. And the thought of keeping him in such an uncertain environment with the doctors was heartbreaking.”

“Aside from the constant changing in doctors, was the experience on the medical side of things difficult? Did you have any complaints?”

“No. I feel that they were indeed fighting a losing battle from the very start. I will say, though, that the second doctor we were seeing seemed a bit detached at times. We found out later—just a few weeks ago, actually—that he’d been terminated by the hospital for a bit of controversy last year.”

“What sort of controversy?”

“I’m not entirely sure. Something to do with writing phony prescriptions. Honestly, it had nothing to do with Frank or his condition, so I didn’t pay it any mind.”

“This doctor…as well as the other two specialists you were seeing…are they all local?”

“Two were here in Richmond, yeah. The other one was out of Alexandria, but he’d come down here for the appointments. I think he was more interested in learning more about Mallerman-Diggs than how Frank was doing, but the guy was a genius.”

Rachel took out her phone, pulled up an empty note, and said, “What were the names of those doctors?”

She saw a slight spark in Mr. Cayman’s eyes. She supposed it was doing him some good to feel that he was helping—to be doing anything other than grieving. “In order of appearance,” he said with a chuckle, “there was Dr. Muntz, Dr. Fallen, and Dr. Agee. Agee is the most recent and is a good guy. He was calling every three or four days just to check in.”

“So that would mean Dr. Fallen was the one who was recently terminated?” Jack asked.

“That’s right.”

“Alexandria or Richmond?”

“Richmond.”

“Thanks so much,” Rachel said. "I'm very sorry for your loss, Mr. Cayman. Please believe me when I say we're doing everything we can to find the person who did this to your son."

Mr. Cayman said nothing, just gave a polite little nod. Rachel felt that she should say something else but simply couldn’t find the words. She turned and headed for the front door, stepping outside where she saw Jack speaking on the phone. He was leaning against the driver’s side, his back to her. He turned when she opened the passenger side door, wrapping up his conversation.

“So,” he said, pocketing his phone. “Casey Lowell had recently seen two specialists. One was a local, a guy named Richard Fallen. The other was very much not local…a lady out of Boston, Dr. Myeong.”

“Fallen is the link, then,” Rachel said, wasting no time and already getting into the car. “He was seeing Frank Cayman, too. Up until he got fired after it was discovered that he had been writing phony prescriptions.”

“Ah, okay…the folks at Trautman left that part out when I spoke with them. Also…did you know there’s a small research team for Mallerman-Diggs here in Richmond? It’s apparently very small, but is supposed to be getting a ton of funding in the coming months.”

“But it’s supposedly very rare.”

“Exactly…which is why I’m so shocked that there’s a research facility for it in Richmond of all places.”

This did surprise her, but she wasn't sure if it would really have much bearing on the case at all. It did, however, explain why there had been two specialists for such a rare condition in the city. And if they were pulling doctors from places like Alexandria and Boston, maybe it was truly on the fast-track to being a big deal.

“Anyway,” Jack said as they got back into the car, “I’ve got the home address for Richard Fallen, as well as his former research offices. From what I understand, the offices are closed for right now, but Fallen is still listed on the contacts sheet. Apparently, even though he’s hit a bit of disgrace, his brain is still quite valuable in terms of learning more about the treatment of Mallerman-Diggs.”

“Fine. The let’s go pay him a visit at home. You got the address?”

He showed her his phone and offered a smile. “Already plugged in and ready to go.”

They got into the car and followed the directions the phone gave them. Rachel caught herself as she reached over for Jack’s free hand. While it did seem like a small gesture, she knew that she had to keep these boundaries and barriers in place if they expected to be able to work together as an engaged couple—and well into their marriage. As she made a point to keep her hand to herself, she wondered if Anderson was starting to plan for what their future might look like. Neither she nor Jack had truly stopped to consider whether or not Anderson or the higher-ups at the bureau would allow a married couple to work together. She nearly mentioned it then and there, as they closed in on Richard Fuller’s address; she opted not to, though, because there was no point in stressing over it if they could only speculate. She didn’t see the point in wasting her time and mental energy on it until Anderson himself brought it up to them.

This train of thought delivered them to the Fuller residence. While it was a good distance away from the hospital, the neighborhood still felt like one of those stretches of homes near hospitals or universities, where doctors and professors tended to live. The Fuller home was a two-story brick house and for a moment, Rachel felt a momentary wobble of de-ja-vu.  The house resembled Dr. Helmsdale’s so much that it was eerie—right down to the half-circle shape of the porch that surrounded the front door. The driveway was a rounded U that connected to the street on both sides, the house itself not offering a garage. A single vehicle was parked in the driveway, a new Chrysler. 

Jack parked behind the car and sighed comically. “Medical research and phony prescriptions are paying well, it seems.”

They exited the car and made their way up to the porch. It, too, was made of brick of the same shade and texture as the rest of the house. Jack rang the doorbell and as they waited for an answer, Rachel could hear a slight humming noise from inside—something mechanical and drone-like. Jack was reaching out to ring the bell again when the door was finally answered. It was opened by a woman of about fifty or so, her hair up in a cute bun but slowly coming apart. She looked a bit flushed, as if she’d been caught in the middle of doing something taxing.

“Yes, can I help you?” she asked.

Rachel showed her badge and started introductions. As she did, she saw the source of the mechanical humming over the woman’s shoulder. A Roomba vacuum was making its robotic circuit along the floor behind her.

“Special Agents Gift and Rivers,” Rachel said. “We’re looking for Richard Fallen.”

“Ah, I see,” the woman said. She leaned against the doorframe, her arms crossed across her chest, with a look of annoyance on her face. “Is this something new, or more of the same with the prescriptions?”

“We’re not really at liberty to say just yet,” Jack said. “Is he here?”

“Nope. He honestly doesn’t spend too much time here anymore. Not since everything blew up in his face. And if I'm being honest, I'm done answering questions about the bastard. So useless this is really pressing, I'd rather not get into it.”

“I take it you’ve had to deal with police and lawyers coming around to ask questions?” Rachel asked.

“Oh yeah. It finally stopped about two weeks ago, and that was a bunch of malpractice lawyers. So that was fun. But now it looks like the FBI is needing to speak with him? But…as I said…I’m done. I don’t want to come as rude or anything, but I’m so damned tired of it.”

“I assume you’re his wife?”

“Yes. For now. He’s been…well, that’s neither here nor there.”

“If he isn’t here right now,” Jack said, “do you know where we would be able to find him.”

“Absolutely. Even after he got fired and lost his license, Richard is still a creature of habit. He wakes up at five in the morning, looks at the news on his iPad, does some reading about whatever is new and cutting edge in medicine, goes for a run, then comes in and journals for a bit. After that, he heads out to the bar. Every…single…day.”

“So, he’d be at the bar now?” Rachel asked.

She looked to the watch on her arm and nodded. "Yeah. For at least another two hours. After that, he'll come home and do one of three things: apologize profusely for what he did and try to get me to sleep with him, bitch about how he was the victim in all of this, or go to his study and read until he falls asleep on his little couch."

“What bar does he go to?” Jack asked.

“On weekdays, the Matador. On weekends, it’s Gil’s Irish Pub.”

“Thanks,” Rachel said, already turning back toward the car.

“Wait, hold on,” Mrs. Fallen said from the doorway. She took a single step out, holding the glass screen door behind her so that it wouldn’t close. “What the hell has he done now? What else can I expect?”

Rachel frowned and said, “Right now, we just need to speak with him about a case we’re working on. So let’s leave it at that for now.”

Though she’d looked irritated and had responded bitterly and sarcastically during their brief conversation, Mrs. Fallen now looked slightly concerned. But she only nodded as she took her step back into the house, the Roomba still whirring along behind her. Rachel gave her a parting wave as Jack drove away, toward what would hopefully serve as the first real lead for this case.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

It was 3:05 when Rachel and Jack walked into the Matador. It was a bar Rachel had heard about and driven by countless times but had never visited. When she drank, she was more of a light beer girl. If she was feeling particularly fancy, she'd often go with white wine. From what she'd heard about the Matador, she wouldn't exactly fit in. And when stepped into the place in search of Richard Fallen, she’d heard right.

The place appeared dark at first, but once her eyes adjusted she got a better feel for the place. The floor was black tile, and the bar itself looked to be black marble. It was outline in white and red LED lights, giving it the appearance that danced a very strange line between a minimalist spaceship a tame version of Hell. Still, there was something pleasing about it, especially as they stepped in further and more of the intricate lighting scheme came into view. A lounge area sat in the back, complete with immense booth seats and tables. Only one of the tables was currently occupied, and six people were scattered around the long, sleek bar. Behind the bar, there was a calming mixture of long mirrors, liquor, and wine racks, and more of those white and red lights.

They approached the car, and when the bartender approached them, Jack shook his head. Without saying a word, he subtly placed his FBI badge on the edge of the bar. He did it so smoothly that it was like a magic trick. When the bartender finally saw the ID, Jack said, “We’re looking for a gentleman named Richard Fallen. Might he happen to be at the bar?”

The bartender nodded and just briefly looked to his left. “He’s the one dressed in the white polo.” And with that, he walked away as if he wanted nothing else to do with the situation.

Rachel and Jack walked toward the man in the white polo. He was sitting by himself, the closest drinker three bar stools away from him. He was looking at his phone with his right hand and cupping a tumbler of amber-colored fluid with his left.

“Mr. Fallen?” Jack said.

The man looked away from his phone, eyeing them with surprise and, just seconds later, trepidation. He was a decent-looking man, though there was a weariness and anger in his eyes that made him look a bit unpredictable. Rachel figured that if you added liquor to that equation, it could lead up to a bed result in no time.

“Yeah?”

“We’re agents Rivers and Gift, with the FBI. We were hoping to ask you some questions.”

“The feds? They finally called the damned feds on me?”

Rachel could hear the antagonistic tone in his voice right away. She supposed a small part of him had always been expecting this day would come; maybe he’d been expecting it and after all he’d already been stripped of, wasn’t all that upset about it.

“Well,” Rachel said, hoping to keep things calm before they blew up. “We aren’t here to speak to you about what you obviously think we want to talk about. Truth be told, we don’t much care about the prescription issue at all. We have something much more pressing to discuss.”

Fallen looked baffled, and Rachel could see him switch from confusion to suspicion. “Bullshit. You trying to trick me?”

Rachel wondered how many drinks he’d already had. She didn’t think he was drunk, but he was slurring his words just enough to make her think he was going to be fairly loose-lipped. Which may play out in their favor.

“Not at all. We’re here to ask about two different people…patients you had been seeing near the end of your tenure. Frank Cayman and Casey Lowell.”

All of the suspicion slid right out of his face. The on-the-edge look in his eyes deflated as well. For a moment, he looked like a man who had just received a very bad phone call with horrific news on the other end.

“What…what about them?”

“They’re both dead,” Jack said. “They’ve both been killed in the past four days.”

“Killed?” There was a tremor to his voice, something that Rachel thought might have actually been sadness.

"Yes. Casey was killed at Trautman Hospice Care, and Frank was killed in his home. Based on what we know, it appears that they were both suffocated by holding pillows over their faces."

Rachel kept her gaze locked on Fallen’s face as Jack relayed this information. She was looking for signs of guilt, for even the slightest of contortions in his face that might indicate an oh shit reaction. But all she saw was stark confusions and something resembling horror.

“Oh my God,” he said, turning the stool toward them so quickly that he nearly sent his drink spilling into the floor. “Did they….I mean, Jesus…are you sure?”

“We’re positive,” Rachel said. “And given the Mallerman-Diggs link between the two, we’re working under the assumption the killer is targeting them because of it. And now here’s the difficult part: because of your connection to both of them, as well as your recent brush with notoriety, you can understand why we’d come to speak with you, right?”

He shook his head, but not in any sort of confrontational way. “I don’t…you think I knew about it?”

“There aren’t many other people who had links between the victims,” Jack explained.

“Yeah…of course, yeah, I see that. But…what can I…”

He was clearly at a loss for words. Rachel found herself a bit surprised to see the emotion in his eyes as he came close to tears.

“The short solution to it is simple,” she said. “If you can provide us with alibis for the nights they were both killed, it clears you easily enough.”

“Me?” he asked, appalled. “I would never do something like that! I was…I mean, Casey had become very special to me.”

Based on his genuine expression and the fact that Rachel could see the shock continuing to set in, she believed him. “Last night during that storm…where were you?”

He looked back down to his drink as if he expected to find the answer floating around in there. He was piecing together an answer, trying to pull memories through the shock of the moment. “Last night…um, I left here around six or so. Stopped at the grocery store, picked up some chips. Went home, fought with the wife for a while, a big argument. And then I went into my study. Had a bit more to drink from my liquor cabinet and fell asleep on my couch."

“Other than your wife, is there any proof of this?”

He grimaced and nodded, again looking to his drink. “I don’t know what kind of proof you’re looking for. I…I signed into my Only Fans account around 10:30.”

“How long were you on there?”

“I don’t know. Maybe like an hour. I know my wife was asleep when I came out and got some water. So it had to have been around 11:30 when I finally called it a night.”

“What about the argument with your wife?” Jack asked. “You said it was a bad one. How long did it last?”

“Oh, a while. Off and on…one of those, you know? Started around seven and maybe ended around nine.” His eyes then went wide, as if some huge idea had just come to him. “Oh…and we have a security camera out front. It shows everyone coming and going, you know? You could check that…see when I came in and that I never left.”

“We may take a look at that,” Rachel said. “I assume there’s an app, right?”

“Yeah. And the…the OnlyFans thing…you can check the time logged in and everything, right? Because I swear…I mean, I know I’ve screwed up a lot lately…made some bad choices. But I would never harm a patient like that. Especially not someone dealing with something as terrible as Mallerman-Diggs.”

“Can you open up the app?” Jack asked. “Pull up footage for last night.”

Even as he asked, Rachel could tell that Jack was only going through the motions. He knew Richard Fallen wasn’t their killer. His alibi was too tightly tied down. And even if they had doubts about any of it, he had his wife as a third layer of proof.

Still, she did her due diligence and watched as Fallen opened up the security app and showed them the night’s footage. As she watched him arrive home, stumble to the door and then go inside, Rachel was already thinking about their next steps. And while Fallen sped through the night, showing the front door and his car, never once moving, she had no idea whatsoever where that step might lead…if they could find it at all.




 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

She sat alone in her house and looked out of the kitchen window. She was hoping for another night like the one before—a savage storm to come and wash away the filth of the world. Last night’s storm had been a blessing; she wasn’t sure she would have been able to take the life of Casey Lowell if the storm hadn’t knocked the power out at the hospice care facility. If she’d needed yet another sign that she was doing the Lord’s work, that had been it.

She’d felt the calling about a year ago when she’d been at church. The mission pastor was up on stage, asking for love offerings that would go to the unhealthy and impoverished. There were a few different causes they were trying to help with these offerings, and he was boasting how local missions had contributed more than forty thousand dollars to help feed the homeless and to assist with the hospital bills of a family who had lost everything in a house fire—including skin grafts and other treatments to help with the burns.

The pastor had gone on to discuss this year’s goal—to raise that much or more for similar causes. And as he’d discussed those causes, he’d mentioned a new and innovative realm of medicine and research that was taking place right there in Richmond. He’d then told the congregation about progeria, and how there was a small research facility in the area that was working toward treatments to make the lives of those suffering from it more comfortable in their final days…and maybe even a way to extend their livers by many years.

He’d shown a picture on the large flat screen behind the stage…and she’d been appalled. And really, she’d almost felt like she’d been slapped in the face. He’d educated the congregation of about two hundred on progeria while showing pictures of those affected by it on the screen. She’d seen the small, childlike bodies perplexed by the ravages of old age. In the images, they were all walking and smiling, acting as normal people would. But there had also been a few images of their bodies weakened and shriveled.

She knew it was sinful to think badly of people just because of the way they looked or because of any medical conditions they had. But what she felt in that moment went beyond a simple physical revulsion. She had something of a personal tie to what she'd seen, and as such, she'd felt almost targeted

But she had also felt called. She’d felt the prompting of God to not help them, but to eliminate them. These poor, unfortunate people were an afront to God’s natural design. It was a scar among the natural order of things. And he wanted her to serve as his guiding hand and eliminate them. More than that, what of the people who helped care for them, always in search of the next miracle or handout?

As she drank her tea and stared out of the kitchen window, she could easily recall the prayers she’d offered up to him after that. How it had seemed wrong, how there was no way she could eradicate them all herself.

And over time, he’d made a few things clear to her—namely that throughout his Word, he had used his hand of glory to wipe certain people from the face of the Earth. The Bible was rife with stories of God wiping out people that stood in opposition of what he intended for the world. And as far as her not being able to take all of them out, she only needed to worry about her immediate area.

And as his divine plan would have it, that was also the very same day she learned about the Mallerman-Diggs research facility. And because Mallerman-Diggs was an even more horrific abomination than its point of origin, she knew that was where she must begin. She’d heard of the place before but had decided to ignore it, to pretend it didn’t exist. Science and money…that was all they cared about.

She’d been quite careful, seeking time as a volunteer at hospice facilities and scouting the buildings to see when patients were moved. She’d felt protected the entire time, knowing she had God’s provision.

But now that she had taken the lives of two already, she knew it was only just beginning. Because of the research facility, she knew there were at least seven others with Mallerman-Diggs…seven more souls she needed to free. She saw herself as an angel of mercy not because that’s how she felt but because it’s the identity the Lord had given to her.

She peered outside to the afternoon light as evening shoulders its way in. Slowly, she dropped to her knees, letting the sunlight fall perfectly on her face through the window. She closed her eyes, clasped her hands together in front of her, and prayed.

“Lord, show me my next path. Show me your will and help to keep on the same, steady path…”

And with the sun on her skin, creating small filaments of light even through her closed eyes, she couldn’t help but wonder if maybe—just maybe—she really was an angel of some kind after all.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Rachel hated to return to the office because it had always felt like defeat for her. It was the place she went when a case had no legs, when she had to gather herself up and admit that things weren’t going the way she’d wanted or the way she’d planned. But that’s exactly where she and Jack found themselves going upon leaving Richard Fallen at the bar.

They’d tried starting their office visit with a trip to Anderson’s office only to find that he was out of the office, away on a bureau meeting in DC. With that option removed, they made their way back downstairs to the second floor, to Rachel’s cubicle.

“Here’s my idea,” Rachel said as they settled in behind her L-shaped desk and she powered up her laptop. “We pay a visit to the research facility that’s heading up the Mallerman-Diggs research and make sure they've got their researchers, employees, project leads—everyone we can think of—on a tight leash."

“Yeah, I think that’s the next step, too. As for the facility itself, I don’t know that they’ll come into play, though. Out two victims had obviously seen doctors tied to the facility, but neither of them was actually in the facility when they were killed.”

“So maybe there’s a clue or lead hidden in that fact,” Rachel pointed out.

“Could be. And I suppose they’d have a list of everyone in the area that has the condition. That should include where they’re staying as well as their current condition, right? Because it seems to me that, based on Lowell and Cayman, the killer is going after people in the later stages of the disease, right?”

“Seems that way, yeah. So maybe one of us should call the facility and see if we can get that list. I don’t think we’ll run into any red tape or doctor-patient roadblocks. And assuming we can get the list, they all need to be under protection.”

“Well, we’d need to find out how many people we’re talking about first,” Jack said. “If I call the Richmond Police and ask for protection surveillance on a ton of people, I’m going to get laughed at.”

Rachel, tapping and scrolling through notes on her phone in search of the number for the research facility, nodded. “I don’t think that will be the case, though. It seems to me that it’s so rare there should only be a few.” She found the number, typed it in and shrugged. “I’ll let you know in about two minutes.”

She placed the call, and it was answered by a soft-voiced woman with a bit of sorrow in her voice. Rachel supposed everyone over at the research center for Mallerman-Diggs was likely feeling very emotional today. One victim could be seen as a tragic loss; two would certainly start to feel as if there was specific targeting taking place.

After introducing herself, the conversation went smoothly. The woman on the phone had to get permission to give her the names, but it was given right away. Rachel knew that if two people hadn’t recently been killed, there would have likely been a bit more pushback.

“Okay,” the woman said. “Do you need me to email you the list?”

“Do you also have addresses for each one?”

“I do.”

“Then yes, please email that information to me.”

“Do you want the names of patients in Richmond or all of the patients that have been seen at the facility?”

“Both, please. Separate, if possible.”

“Sure thing. You’ll have them in about three minutes. What address can I send them to?”

Rachel gave the woman her email address and ended the call. As she waited for the email to come through, Jack was speaking on his phone, pacing back and forth behind Rachel’s cubicle. Based on what she could hear from his end of the conversation, he was speaking with someone from the police department about the availability of officers for potential protection services. Even before having a concrete number, it would be a good idea to even know what sort of availability they’d be looking at.

By the time the email came through from the research center, she was starting to detect irritation in Jack’s voice. Opening the email, the last thing she clearly heard him say is: “Well, how can you even make that assumption before you even know how many units we’d need?”

When Rachel first glanced at the list, she felt a bit of relief. Maybe this wouldn’t be as difficult as they thought. The list for patients in Richmond was only eight people deep. And not only had the clinic provided addresses for them, but someone had taken the time to include the date of their last visit to the clinic.

The other list—of patients that didn’t live in the immediate area—was a bit longer but still manageable. There were only ten names on the list. Only one was from Virginia. Others were scattered all around the country. An eleventh was listed by themselves, hailing from Lyon, France.

“That’s it?” Jack asked. Rachel turned to face him, not sure if he was still on the phone or talking to her. But he’d come back into the cubicle, the phone stowed away as he looked to her opened email.

“Yeah. Just seven here in town. For the others, we can simply call to alert the care facilities and families.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Jack said with annoyance. “But that’s just a band-aid. And based on the conversation I just had with the police, I don’t know how plausible it’s going to be to get protective surveillance of seven people. Not right away, anyway.” He sighed and, almost like a child, sat down on the floor and pressed his back against the cubicle wall. “The only clear option to keep these people safe is to catch the bastard who is doing this.”

“Agreed. But where do we start now? We can do a deep dive over at Trautman. All of the employees…but with Frank Cayman never having been there, I don’t think it’s a viable choice.”

“I think the research center is our best play,” Jack said. “But there’s no actual staff over there from what I can tell. Most of it’s done through telecom services, right?”

“That’s the impression that I get. But, still…of this place is the epicenter of where all of these patients are going for studies and treatments, it looks to be our best shot. Even if there’s nothing to be gained directly, we’ll still get the names of people who’ve had contact with everyone on this list of seven.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jack said, getting up out of the floor. “I’ll drive if you hop on the phone and alert the seven local families.”

“Do you think it’s wise to scare them when we are sure if—”

But she stopped herself, mentally answering her own question. Of course, it's not wise to scare them…but they need to know. Especially if we won't have the convenience of surveillance for all of them. It's better to know and be scared so they can take any necessary precautions.

“Never mind,” she said. “That’s sounds like a plan. Let’s go. But…can I meet you at the car. I need to call home.”

“Yeah, of course.”

He seemed a little confused at first as he kissed her softly on the cheek and the left, headed for the elevators. She wondered if it was because she’d asked to meet him at the car—that he felt being engaged should give him access to these conversations she often had with Grandma Tate and Paige. Honesty, she couldn’t care less if he overheard or not. If anything, she felt embarrassed and a bit like a hindrance to be making this call at all. But it was something she’d swore to herself—to keep herself accountable and present to her family.

She quickly called her secondary cell number, the one that was answered on the iPad most of the time. It rang twice before Paige answered it. “Hey, Mommy!” She struggled with propping the pad up on something as she gave her greeting.

“Hey, kiddo. What’s up?”

“Homework. Boo.”

She finally got the iPad propped up, the angle slightly tilted. Paige was in the living room, sitting in the thin space between the couch and the coffee table so that she could use the coffee table to do her homework on.

“Did you have a good day?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah, it was pretty good. I was goalie for PE and I was so good that Mr. Francisco switched me out.”

“Well, yeah, they have to be fair to everyone else.”

Paige smiled, and as she opened her mouth to say something else, Rachel could hear Grandma Tate in the background. Her voice got louder as she came into the room, asking: "Paige, is that your mom?"

Paige’s head turned and said, “Yeah, it’s mom.”

“One second, sweetie,” Grandma Tate said. The iPad was jostled as Grandma Tate moved it. Rachel could tell right away that she was carrying it into the kitchen, away from Paige. Her heart instantly dropped, thinking there was bad news on the way.

Grandma Tate sat down at the kitchen table, and Rachel felt a bit of slight relief when she didn't see worry on her grandmother's face. In fact, she smiled for a moment and said, "Did you ask for someone to look in on us for some reason?"

The question took Rachel by surprise. She had mentioned the possible need for a lookout after Helmsdale’s death—back when she’d been certain the attack had been directed at her. Back when she had been absolutely certain it was somehow linked to Lynch. But Anderson had denied it, along with a long explanation of why the Helmsdale murders probably had absolutely nothing to do with her. But she’d never told Grandma Tate that she’d made such a request.

“I did, but that was almost three weeks ago. Why do you ask?”

“Because there was a black car parked across the street when I stepped out to get Paige off the bus. And honestly, I think I only noticed it because it instantly brought back memories of what it was like when we were under bureau protection was Alex Lynch was on the lose.”

“So you think it was a bureau car?”

“Yes, I think so. I didn’t get a look at the driver.”

“Is it still there?” Rachel asked.

“No. I poked my head out five minutes ago and it had left.”

Rachel pondered this for a moment. Maybe Anderson had decided it might not be a bad idea. And if that was the case, she wondered how long her family had been surveilled by the bureau without her knowing. It was both a sweet gesture on Anderson’s part but also creepy at the same time. Of course, he was out of town at the moment, in DC for his meeting, and wouldn’t be able to ask him about it.

“I can’t get an answer for you right now. But…I wouldn’t be surprised if that was the case.”

“Is there anything I should be worried about?” Grandma Tate asked.

Rachel briefly thought of the condition Helmsdale’s body had been in but shook the image away. “No, I don’t believe so. It was just a precaution after Dr. Helmsdale was murdered.”

“Ah, I see.” She sighed and said, “Are you calling to let us know you won’t be home for dinner?”

“Yes. And it might be incredibly late before I get in. This case is…well, it’s a strange one.”

“Aren’t they all?”

“Good point. Can you pass it on to Paige for me?”

“Sure thing. Stay safe out there.”

They ended the call, and Rachel took a moment to bask in the silence and strange peace of her cubicle before heading down to meet Jack at the car. She did so quickly, taking the stairs rather than waiting on the elevator, because she already had the feeling that they were in for a long night.

 

***

 

The research facility had no official name—no signage on the door and only a subtle identifier on a small plaque-like entryway column. That particular column read: Johnson Hospital Annex – B. Smaller letters underneath this initial title stated Research, Development, Records. It was 5:30 when they arrived, and though the woman Rachel had spoken to on the phone informed her that the offices closed at 5:00, two managers had agreed to meet with them after hours.

The building sat in the shadow of the city’s larger of two hospitals. Just around the corner and down a small connector road was Trautman Hospice Care. Rachel found herself looking in that direction as she and Jack approached the entrance to Annex B. They walked in through a set of unlocked glass doors only to be stopped at a secondary set that required a key card or a numeric combination on a small pad built into the wall. Fortunately, there was someone already waiting on the other side to buzz them in.

She was a tall, striking woman wearing a plain white blouse and a pair of dark pants. her wavy blonde hair fell over her shoulders as she buzzed them in, and she greeted them with a warm smile.

“Agents,” she said, “my name is Katherine Bathe. I’m one of the research coordinators here and should be able to answer any questions you have. Do you want to come on back to my office?” She looked sadly to Rachel and said, “Agent Gift, you made it seem like this was quite pressing when we spoke on the phone a few minutes ago.”

“There’s some urgency, for sure,” Rachel said. “So yes, please…lead us to your office.”

She did, leading them down the primary hallway. It was dimly lit, and there were only two rooms on either side. At the end of the hallway, they took a left and entered another hallway, this one clearly housing the offices.

Katherine’s office gave off the vibe of a cocktail lounge—sort of like the Matador, only if soft white and blues. Her desk was an enormous oak slab, and though there was a ton of material on it, it was all sorted and piled neatly.

“So, based on what you told me on the phone,” Bathe said, “what is it that I can get for you?”

“Well, right now,” Rachel replied, “the only think we have linking the victims other than Mallerman-Diggs is this research facility. So, for starters, it would be helpful if we could get a list of everyone who came into contact with both victims. And if possible, maybe even reports of how their time here inside the building went.”

“Of course. Now, if you want medical records, you understand that we have certain rules and regulations we have to follow.”

“Yes, of course. But we’d be more interested in incident reports…not medical reports.”

“You mean like disturbances or conflict?”

“Yes.”

Katherine nodded but looked a bit confused. “Ah, well, I can tell you without any doubt that we’ve never had a disturbance here. From time to time, a parent or loved one will get overly emotional and there has been some screaming a few times, but never anything that would cause tension.”

“Do you know if any of the doctors might have angered a parent or loved one?” Jack asked.

“Not that I’m aware of. But then again, as I said, I’m more on the research side of things. I so have some interactions with the patients, but most of my time is spent in here looking at pages and pages of data.”

“Is there anyone we can speak to about instances like that?”

“Well,” Katherine said, typing something into the large laptop on her desk. “I’m going to run a search through the records right now. I’ll use keywords like ‘argument,’ ‘aggressive,’ ‘fight,’ or anything else you think might be appropriate. Outside of that, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for Dr. Yang to return tomorrow.”

“Does he live here in town?” Rachel asked.

“He does, but he’s finishing up a trip out to California right now. He actually just finished up a workshop and conference of sorts with a group of doctors including Dr. Diggs—one of the men who was influential in beginning the treatment, research, and diagnosis of the disease.”

“And he’ll be back tomorrow?” Rachel asked.

“Yes. I’m not sure when his plane gets in, but he’s got a meeting scheduled here at the office at two in the afternoon.”

“Can someone contact him to let him know we may need to speak with him?” Rachel hoped they’d have the case wrapped by then somehow, but she figured there was no harm in planning ahead.

“Absolutely. I’ll send him an email now. And I’ll send it to his private one, an email reserved for emergencies that takes top priority.”

All three of them went quiet as Katherine turned her full attention to her laptop again. She frowned and shook her head. “No results. Any other terms you want me to look for?”

“Maybe even something like ‘disagreement’,” Jack said.

Katherine tried this term and again shook her head. “Sorry. Nothing.”

They tried several more phrases and keywords, but the reports offered them nothing of substance. The few hits they did get were concerning disagreements between the doctors on certain approaches to treatment, but there was nothing at all pertinent to the case.

When they were done, Katherine walked them back out to the entrance, buzzing them out with her keycard. Before they made their way out of the building, she stopped them with another of her professional smiles—the kind that felt warm at genuine at first but looked rehearsed the longer you looked at it. Rachel supposed such a practiced smile was necessary in her line of work.

Katherine held out a business card and said, “Again, I think it’s really Dr. Yang you need to speak with, but if you need anything else in the meantime, feel free to call me.”

Rachel took the card and pocketed it. “Thanks.”

Rachel and Jack walked back to the car as dusk started to settle in. It was going to be a chilly one, the sort that would leave more copper-colored leaves on the grass in the morning all around the city. Rachel also had no doubt that the night ahead would be long and painstaking because she knew she’d not be able to sleep until they’d found this killer—a killer who might very well feel as if they were in the right, completely justified in what they were doing.

A killer that could strike at any given moment, with no real fear of repercussions.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The damned raccoons were in the trash again. The sound of her trash bin falling over by the back door was unmistakable.

Marcy sat up quickly, causing a flare of pain to go rocketing through her back. She'd pulled something in it a few weeks ago, helping Brittany in and out of her bed on one of Brittany's worse nights. It was a pulled muscle that hadn't seemed so bad at first but quickly spread a bit. Somehow, through the maze of Brittany's appointments, Marcy figured she'd have to see the chiropractor in the next few days.

But that was a problem for another day. For now, she needed to scare the raccoons off. They’d always been a problem, not just at her house but in their entire subdivision. They came out of the little wooded strip of land behind the cul-de-sac and somehow managed to get into the waste bins. Some in the neighborhood had wised up and strapped their bins down with tension bands or weighed the lids down with cinderblocks. Those were all things Marcy had meant to get to but never actually carried out.

She was angrier with herself than the racoons as she walked over to her bedroom window and looked out onto the back yard. Sure enough, she could see the trash bin knocked over. An empty egg carton, an empty bottle of wine, some scrapped aluminum foil…it was all over her back yard and—

“Shit!”

Marcy jumped back from the window, scared out of her mind for a moment.

Someone was dashing across her backyard. She saw only the shadow at first, a murky shape cast by the streetlight out front. But then, just as the shadow slipped into the darkness of the wooded area behind the house, she saw the person to whom the shadow belonged. And just as Marcy registered this, the figure had hidden away in the forest as well.

“Oh God, oh God,” she said. Instantly, the call she’d received from the FBI agent earlier in the night flashed through her head. An Agent Gift, if she remembered. correctly. We have reason to believe someone is targeting individuals with Mallerman-Diggs, Agent Gift had warned her. Make sure all of your doors and windows are locked. And if you have security systems, make sure they’re properly charged and operating. Most importantly, if you see or hear anything out of sorts, call this number.

All of that raced through her head easily enough, but everything in her heart and mind told her that checking on Brittany had to come first. Hell, maybe she’d been seeing things. The trash had been knocked over so maybe it had been a racoon and the shadows all along the small back yard and played tricks on her.

Still, she hurried down the hallway of her modest little home, and though she didn't mean to do it, she was calling Brittany's name before she even reached her bedroom.

“Brittany? Honey, are you okay? Are you awake?”

In the three seconds it took her to get to Brittany's room, there was no answer. Walking so quickly down the hallway caused her back to flare up, but the panic of the moment drowned the pain out completely. Not worried about being careful or polite, Marcy slapped out to the wall and flipped the light switch on.

Brittany was there, lying on her back. Her body was still…which, of course, it was, as she was asleep.

But no…no, there was something wrong. Her eyes were staring up at the ceiling. Her eyes were open, wide open, and she wasn’t blinking.

“No…no…” Brittany muttered as she ran for the bed.

She knew before she even placed her fingers on her daughter's neck and checked for a pulse. She knew Brittany was dead. Twenty years old with the body and face of a seventy-five-year-old, robbed of the better parts of her life. The realization came ripping out of her in a guttural scream. It came from so deep within her that when she called her daughter's name out in a wail of absolutely grief, Marcy felt like she’d been pulled inside out.

There was so much she needed to do…to call the FBI agent, to check to see if the intruder she'd seen in her backyard was truly gone. But in that moment, her heart could handle none of it. So, for a moment or two of agonizing loss and pain, all she could do was crumple up beside her dead daughter. And when she finally did look for a pulse only to find none, she screamed again.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The only bit of good news and movement Rachel had experienced on the case during the night was that fact that the local PD had finally freed up two units to drive by the homes of each address from the list the research facility had provided. There wouldn’t be time for long extended surveillance, but fractions of about half an hour at a time. As she and Jack remained at HQ looking through records and profiles of the staff members of the facility as well as the loved ones of the patients, she fired off an email to Anderson. Maybe he’d be able to allocate a few bureau bodies to the effort. She hoped so; she was starting to feel enormously guilty that someone from the bureau had apparently been keeping an eye on her family…and like at Anderson’s request.

She also felt guilty to be returning home without any solid leads on the case. She and Jack figured looking at records could be just as easy on her patio or from the kitchen table as it could be in the less-than-inspirational cubicles and offices at the branch office.

When they arrived at her house, she found that Grandma Tate already had dinner on the table; she and Paige were already eating when they arrived. Rachel washed up at the kitchen sink with Jack right behind her. When she sat down at the table, she saw a simple yet delicious-smelling chicken alfredo in a large bowl, plus another bowl with a basic Caesar salad.

“Is there enough for us?” Rachel asked.

“Of course,” Grandma Tate said. “I’d made enough for leftovers, so both of you help yourself.”

Rachel did, digging in and finding it slightly amazing how being in the presence of Paige and Grandma Tate—and a nice meal—seemed to invigorate her. The idea of a few hours of digging around on the database didn’t seem quite as boring or daunting.

“I should tell both of you that Jack and I do have some research to take care of tonight,” Rachel said. “So, I’m here, but I'm not really here."

Paige giggled in response to the strange turn of phrase. It made Rachel profoundly happy to see such a look of contentment on her daughter’s face. To be sitting with her in a portrait of normalcy, all around the kitchen table with no cancer distractions or hurrying to finalize travel plans for therapy or treatment appointments, was a slice of heaven. And when Paige smiled even wider as Jack sat down to join them, she thought her heart might burst from the feeling of completion—the sense of understanding that there was a good chance this was what the next few years of her life would be like…until Paige got too old to appreciate such small moments, of course.

They finished dinner together, and Jack set up a little workstation on the patio. Because there was a bit of a chill in the air, he got the firepit going as well. While he did all of that, Rachel spent some time with Paige. She helped her with her World Studies homework and then played (or, rather, tried to play) Mario Kart with her. She found it surprisingly to switch into mother-mode, shoving all thoughts of work momentarily to the back of her mind. She was equally surprised by just how quickly she was able to switch her brain back into work mode once she’d helped Paige settle down to bed.

She found Jack sitting in one of the patio chairs, pushed up near the firepit. He’d also moved one of the small decorative tables between his chair and the other one he’d brought over. His laptop was set up on it, and hers was waiting in the other chair. At some point, he’d also managed to sneak inside and make tea without her knowing it. She could smell that it was peppermint tea as soon as she’d set down—her tea of choice ever since the worst of her days during treatment.

She kissed him softly before sitting down. She fired up her laptop and perched it on her knees. “Anything so far?”

“Nothing. But I’ve only really had a chance to look into that other doctor…Dr. Yang. His criminal record is spotless. Not even a parking ticket. And he apparently has so many awards and commendations in the medical field that he's like a saint. One more track to follow, though…I've copied and pasted the right names listed on the Research and Staff page from the research clinic. Yang is on there, but I figured we could check the others.”

"Couldn't hurt," Rachel said. But really, she didn't think there was much of a point. She looked at Jack’s list and started looking in the criminal database for a doctor named Shanda Keenan. Much like Jack had explained for Yang, there simply didn’t appear to be anything in the database for her. Just ten minutes into trying to find something, she felt another notion tickling at the back of her head, an idea that began to bloom out of nowhere.

Earlier on in the case, she’d referred to what this killer was doing as a sort of mercy killing. She’d meant it in a dry and almost sarcastic way, but now she wondered if there might be something there. Did this person honestly think they were maybe freeing the victims of their condition and the difficulties that came with it? And if so, what did that say about them? were they driven by their own possible deformities? Or maybe they considered themselves an angel of some kind, taking the pain of the victims away.

There’s something there, she thought. Maybe a faith angle or a—

The ringing of Jack’s phone broke her concentration. She filed the idea away for a moment as he took the call. When he answered, Rachel looked to the clock on her laptop. Somehow, it had gotten to be 10:02.

“This is Agent Rivers,” he said.

He listened for a moment and after a few seconds, apparently realizing it was regarding the case, he set it to speaker mode. He then placed the phone on the table and Rachel listened in, catching the caller mid-sentence.

“…residence of one of the patients on your list. Looks like the check-in team had come by about fifteen minutes before the attack.”

“And they’re dead? You’re certain?”

“Yeah, positive. We were told you contact you, so—”

“Yeah, thanks,” Jack said, closing out of everything on his laptop. “Can you shoot me the address? We’ll be there as soon as we can.

“You got it.”

As soon as Roger ended the call, Rachel asked: “Another murder?”

“Yeah. One of the patients on the list. Brittany Moyer. And you heard the rest.”

“I did,” she said, closing down her laptop and getting to her feet. “And if they struck just fifteen minutes after a patrol left the address—”

"It means they were watching the house," Jack finished for her. "It means if we act fast enough and get some answers, I might catch this bastard before the night is through."

 

***

 

Rachel walked between the parked police cruisers parked in front of the Moyer residence. It was a basic little house in a neighborhood where it blended in with every other house and yard. Most would likely see it as a middle-class neighborhood flirting with lower-class. The house had flimsy vinyl siding and a concrete front porch with black iron rails. The entire place looked like a Halloween attraction in the flickering red and blue lights of the patrol cars.

As Rachel and Jack made their way toward the porch, a cop had just finished tying up strips of crime scene tape. They both ducked under it, gave the cop a small nod of acknowledgement, and headed inside.

The interior was mostly opened along the front—the foyer merging immediately with a surprisingly large living area. A cop was sitting on the couch with a woman of about forty or so. The woman looked shocked, her eyes unblinking as she stared at nothing in particular, rocking slightly back and forth on her backside. Another cop was on the opposite side of the living room, looking at a side door as if he suspected someone had broken in there. The cop on the couch looked at their badges as they flashed them and then nodded to the back of the house.

The back of the house consisted of a split, where going to the left led to an area that served as a mudroom and laundry room; to the right, there was a hallway with four rooms. The room at the end of the hallway was where all of the activity was centered. Two cops stood in the hallway, chatting to one another. Rachel and Jack showed their credentials once again, and the cops parted to let them into the room.

Another cop waited inside, an African American woman of about thirty-five or so. The patch stitched to her uniform identified her as Simmons.

“Agents Gift and Rivers,” Rachel said. “How long have you been on the scene?”

“I was the first to arrive. My partner is out on the couch with Ms. Moyer right now.”

Rachel approached the bed and looked down to the shape partially beneath the sheet. It was the small body of a child, maybe a pre-teen at most, but the quiet, still face above the sheets was that of a sixty- or seventy-year-old woman. In the initial moment Rachel saw the lifeless face, ravaged by its condition, a knot of hatred twisted in her heart. For someone to take a life already tormented by such a condition…it was unfathomable. It was an emotion that didn’t last very long, though. She, of course, knew that there was very little that human beings weren’t capable of when it came to heinous acts.

From her initial study of the victim, she saw no blood, no bruises, no lacerations or signs of assault at all. The only indication that anything at all had happened here (aside from the dead body) was that the victim’s head was positioned just barely on the right side of the pillow. The rest of the pillow looked to have been ruffled and disturbed—almost like a bedsheet that had been twisted. It was a weak sign of a struggle, but it was the only thing of note.

“Signs of a break-in?” Jack asked.

"Not a single one," Simmons said. "There are some scuff marks on the knob of the back door, right where the key slot is, but it's impossible to tell if they're fresh or not. Forensics might be able to give a better answer, but for now, I've got nothing."

Rachel studied the room, looking to the floor for prints, the side of the bed for any sort of loose fabric or smudges. But there was nothing. “Was the woman on the couch the only person here when it happened?” she asked.

“She was. Her name is Marcy Moyer. She’d raised Brittany from the age of two. Brittany was put up for adoption by parents that couldn’t handle her condition.”

“And how old is she now?” Rachel hated to ask; such a simple question felt almost offensive, given the circumstances.

“Nineteen.”

“Ms. Moyer looked stunned when we came in. Has she talked at all?”

"A bit. She was understandably hysterical when we arrived. She was able to give us the basic details, and then she sort of crashed…just like you see her now.”

Rachel nodded and took one last look at Brittany Moyer. She looked at Jack and said, "I'm going to go speak with Ms. Moyer."

“Unless you need an assist, I’m going to go have a look at that back door. Maybe the side and front doors, too.”

Jack made his exit first, and Rachel followed behind him. They split up as they came to the small intersection in the hallway. As Jack took the left, Rachel looked after him and saw a kitchen attached to the small mudroom area. She then made her way into the living room, where the scene was very much the same as when they'd come in. The cop who had been sitting with Ms. Moyer remained in the same place; he wasn't speaking but sat rather close, apparently only there for the emotional support.

“Ms. Moyer,” Rachel said. “I’m Special Agent Rachel Gift. I spoke with you on the phone earlier and—”

"Yes, dear, I remember," Ms. Moyer said without looking at Rachel. She blinked her eyes slowly a few times and then turned her head slowly toward her. The look on her face wasn't that of someone stirred awake from a dream; it was more like the confused look on the face of someone who had just suffered a concussion. "And I did everything you asked. The doors were all locked. And I had my cellphone right there on the bedside table just in case I needed help. But when I heard the noise…the noise that woke me up…I thought it was the raccoons. I was half asleep, and I thought it was the stupid raccoons in the trash again and…"

She stopped here, and Rachel thought the woman was going to lose it. She did let out a single moan of sorrow, and several tears came pouring from her eyes. But she took a deep, trembling breath and seemed to regain her composure.

“I know you’ve already told the cops what happened,” Rachel said. “But I’d appreciate it if you could try to get through it just one more time.”

“There’s not much to tell, really. I woke up from a noise outside and even though I know you called, my mind went to the raccoons because they've been causing trouble all over the neighborhood—going through people's trash. I looked out of the window and saw someone crossing the yard, heading out toward the trees, and I should have…I should have called the police then." 

Her voice was hitching and growing louder, a tight sort of shout. She took a moment to collect her breath as tears fell from her eyes.

“But I was thinking of Brittany first,” she went on. “I had to check on her. And when I did and found her…found her dead…I froze up.”

“And I think that’s completely understandable,” Rachel said. “But if you can…do you think you can give me as estimate of how much time you think might have passed between the moment you saw the person in your back yard and when you placed your call?”

“I’m not certain. Maybe five minutes, but certainly no longer than ten.”

“And the last thing I’ll ask…I wonder if you can think back over the doctor’s appointments from the last few months and tell me if there was any tension or maybe a moment that someone seemed to be a little angry or aggressive with you or Brittany? Anything that seemed off at all.”

The question seemed to confuse her at first—that, or her mind was simply to absorbed with the grief of her recently murdered adopted daughter that she didn't understand what was being asked of her. Slowly, it started to register, though. She slowly shook her head and actually smiled. “No, as a matter of fact, Brittany’s doctors were sometimes the highlight of her day. They’ve all been so caring and kind.”

“Did she spend much time over at the research center?”

“A bit. But she…” Again, she stopped and had to wrestle for control of her voice. Rachel wasn’t sure how much longer Marcy Moyer was going to be able to hold it together and wanted to respect her privacy and grief. After this response, she’d leave the woman alone.

‘It’s okay…” Rachel said.

“She didn’t mind those visits, either. Whenever they had Mallerman-Diggs patients on the premises, they always made a big fuss about it—almost made it like this goofy sort of party atmosphere. It was clear that they wanted everyone at ease.”

“I see,” Rachel said. “Well, I’ll leave you alone for now. But please…if you think of anything or if anything else happens, you have my number from earlier. Please don’t hesitate to call.”

"Yes. I will. Thank you." She began to cry softly, and as Rachel stood up from the couch, the other officer came back to take up his position by Marcy again.

Rachel then made her way through the kitchen, heading for the back door. As she approached it, she saw Jack outside, illuminated by the porch light. She slowly opened the door, doing her own meager check along the hinges and frame for any obvious signs of a break-in. From a very cursory glance, she saw nothing.

“Did you find anything?” she asked Jack as she closed the door.

“Nothing. The cops’ initial findings were correct. I can’t see any obvious signs that anyone broke in.” He shone his little Maglite toward the doorknob and added, “and if someone picked that lock, they did so without much of a problem. No scratches, no dents, nothing.”

Rachel looked at the keyhole and then opened the door again to see the lock clasp on the other side. It was a simple one, the sort shaped like an indented knob that you turned up to set the lock. It was one of the easiest to pick, but you still had to have a good idea of what you were doing in order to pop it unlocked without any trouble.

“If they picked the lock and had any idea at all how to do it,” she said, “I think it’s safe to say it’s another check in the premeditated column.”

“Yeah, I’d say so,” Jack agreed.

“And that tells us absolutely nothing new.”

They filled the back porch with a collective sigh as a daunting thought settled over Rachel. The case should be easier than most because not only did they know the specific sort of person the killer was going after, but because the pool to choose from was so small. But if they didn’t find this killer soon, the local pool might be depleted and the killer would move on elsewhere. And if that happened, the chances of ever catching them would become infinitely smaller.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“Okay, so where the hell do we go now?” 

Rachel wasn’t sure of an answer as Jack pulled away from the curb of the Moyer residence. They’d remained there for forty minutes, working with the medical examiner, coroner, and forensics team in an effort to come up with some sort of clues, anything out of the ordinary that might give them something to pursue.

There were no prints found in the initial sweep by forensics, but they still had the body to look over at the coroner’s office. And with another dead body and still not a single answer, Rachel had no intention of trying to squeeze in a few hours of sleep at home.

“The office, I guess,” she said. “And I say just hot every single name we have as hard as we can. There has to be a connection buried in all of it somewhere.”

“So we’re back to doctors and the family members of patients?” Jack asked. She thought she heard traces of sarcasm, but it could also just be her frustration trying to find the smallest thing to be nitpicky about.

“Hell, and maybe other patients, too,” she said. “We’ve got to be missing something. I mean, think about it…this killer is without a doubt targeting these people for their disability. And what the hell kind of murderer is going to go after such a small population of people?”

“We could also run some records on criminal over the past ten years or so that have some sort of connection to others that have been diagnosed with Mallerman-Diggs," Jack suggested. "Though that would probably require getting our hands on medical records, and we know how much of a chore that can be."

“Doesn’t matter. We need to at least put the request in.” He stared out of the windshield with a deep look of worry on his face. She’d only seen this specific look on his face a handful of times before; it was a look of exasperation, of knowing that this case stood a strong chance of getting away from them. She understood it perfectly. On paper, this was a case that should be simple: you find the members of your small pool of victims and protect them. If the killer comes calling, you take him down. And hopefully by the time the sun rose again, the police and FBI could work together to make that happen.

Until then, though, there was no sense in taking any chances. It would be a long night of searching for links and red flags, of digging through a small mess of details that had somehow become a haystack. And while the thought of continuing that search on her patio was safe and almost comfortable, she knew that such a session needed the solitude and cold-hard thinking that only the bureau field office could provide.

It was just after one o'clock when they buzzed into the field office. As they made their way to one of the central conference rooms to claim a table, Rachel felt a wave of odd nostalgia wash over her. It had been almost seven months since she'd been in this building after six in the afternoon. It was almost peaceful, a sort of tranquil space she'd been expecting to bring up tension and defeat. It was almost enough for her body to overlook the fact that she’d not slept well in two days—and lately, her body had relied on ample rest to regroup after her therapy. 

They settled in around the conference room table and got to work. Rachel logged their laptops into the database while Jack walked down to one of the break rooms and brewed up coffee. Rachel started with the researchers at the center. One by one, she looked into each doctor, and then ran searches on their family members and previous employers. She did get a few interesting tidbits (a former nurse’s husband had been arrested for selling ecstasy to high-schoolers, and the daughter of one of the researchers had been sent to a juvenile detention center for selling sexual favors around her high school) but nothing that was directly tied to their case. And by the time she’d uncovered these little nuggets, it was already 3:00 in the morning.

It was the mental equivalent of slamming her head against a wall. She knew there was an easy answer here somewhere. Maybe they were making it harder than it had to be. Maybe they were overcomplicating it somehow.

She sat back down, thinking things through. She looked over to Jack; he had his head resting on his hand as he looked at his laptop with a slightly glazed expression. "What are you looking into?" she asked.

"Looking into the neighbors that lived around the deceased and the family members of patients who had passed away over at Trautman Hospice Care. So far, there's nothing—unless you think we need to grill a guy who ran two red lights while rushing his wife to the hospital after she fell off a ladder and fractured her skull."

She nodded and looked back through her files. Something easy, she thought. Something basic, something at the base level.

She pulled up the list of Mallerman-Diggs patients who had been seen at the research center again. With the recent loss of Brittany Moyer, there were now exactly seven remaining in the area. And while she was fully aware that this case might eventually reach outside of Richmond, it was so far being contained to the city. She continued to look through the research center’s records, coming up with no notes on notable situations that may have been disagreeable or even violent. But Rachel didn’t see why that search should have to end there.

She felt almost vile for doing it, but she started putting the names of the patients into the database and looking for results. It was quick work, as nothing came up for any of them…not until she inserted the sixth name on the list.

“Jack…look at this.”

He jerked a bit at the sound of his name, making Rachel wonder if he’d been zoned out or even if he’d nodded off. “Yeah,” he said, hopping to his feet right away. “What do you have?”

“Timothy Eastman. Looks like a promising lead if you ask me.”

Jack looked to her screen for a few seconds and then back to her as if she’d maybe lost her mind. “He’s a…a patient.”

“He is. But look at this. Two dings on his record.” And although Jack was clearly starting to read over the hits she’d come across, she went ahead and summed it all up for him anyway. “Eastman is eighteen and has had two visits from the police in the past year and a half. One of the strikes against him is breaking and entering—which makes me think he might know a thing or two about picking a lock. There’s another note here that says he lashed out at another patient while in the hospital and—”

“Not the research center?”

“No. It’s listed here as just the general hospital. Maybe just a routine check-up of some kind. What they’ve labeled a ‘physical altercation with a much older patient.’ And there’s a psych eval here that says Eastman seems to lash out in anger, particularly at those with ailments that he perceives to be inferior to his.”

Jack still looked to the laptop skeptically, back and forth from the screen to Rachel. It was almost like he was trying to determine if Rachel was being serious. When he seemed to understand she truly was considering this, he sighed and sat back down.

“Okay, I’ll give you the fact that he does seem to fit the sort of profile we’re looking at. But you’ve seen these victims, Rachel. You know what this condition does to their bodies. I find it hard to believe that someone with the build and strength of someone with Mallerman-Diggs would be able to kill someone.”

“Yeah, but look at the method of murder. A pillow over the head. And the coroner even told us that from what he could tell, the killer wasn’t particularly strong.”

“Okay…so your train of thought is…what? That this Mallerman-Diggs patient is killing off others with the same condition?”

“I know it sounds strange and messed up,” she admitted. “But it fits. And as much as I hate the idea, I think we have to look into it.”

Jack nodded, though it was clear he still wasn’t a fan of the idea. “I just…I don’t get it. What reason would he have to take out people with the same condition?”

Rachel, already running a search for an address for the Eastmans, said: “No clue. So let’s go find out.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

It was just after dawn when they left the office and headed for the Eastman home. It was on the exact opposite side of town, but Rachel figured they were getting out just early enough to avoid the often harsh morning traffic. Rachel knew she should feel tired, but the excitement and mysteriousness of the case had her on edge. She’d have to sleep soon; she knew this, not wanting to push the limits of her body while she was currently doing so well in terms of responding to the treatment and, overall, feeling better than she had in almost a year.

As Jack made his way across the still-quiet city, the number of vehicles on the roads increasing by the minute, his cellphone rang. It was sitting in the center console, and Rachel looked over to it just as he did. The caller display read: ANDERSON.

“I guess he’s back in town and wanting updates,” Rachel said.

“Yeah. I’m sort of glad we got out of the office before he showed up.” Jack thumbed the Accept button, and the car's Bluetooth did the rest.

“Hello, sir,” Jack said.

“Good morning, Rivers. I’m catching up on the active cases I had going on when I left town and wanted to touch base with you and Gift first. How’s the hospice care case going?”

“It’s sort of blown up a bit, sir. Agent Gift and I are currently on the way to speak with a potential suspect right now, actually.”

“What are the details?”

Together, they went over the finer details of the case. It took about two minutes, ending with Rachel’s discovery of Timothy Eastman’s criminal record. 

“I’ve got this email about possible police and bureau protections for the other patients on the list for the research center,” Director Anderson said. “What became of that?”

“Not much,” Jack said. “No one with the PD would commit to sending patrols. The best we’ve gotten so far were a few drive-by checks. From what we can gather, the check-in at the Moyer house was about half an hour before the killer broke in and killed Brittany Moyer.”

“I’ll make some calls and light some fires under asses about that, then,” Anderson said. “For now, I’ve got about a hundred other things to catch up on. But keep me posted on this. And Agent Gift…how are things?”

“Going great,” she said. “Maybe better than they’ve been in about a year or so.”

“That’s good to hear. You two take care.”

He ended the call, and Rachel found herself reminded of the care Anderson had always shown toward her condition. He'd always been respectful and kind about her cancer and how it had affected her work, but it was nice to hear the continued concern. It was a reminder that behind the boss, there was also a friend she could count on.

It was 7:20 when Jack parked in front of the Eastman home. It was in a nicer part of town, in a neighborhood with homes that Rachel assumed landed somewhere in the high six-figures. Light shone out through two of the windows along the first floor, indicating that at least one person inside was awake. Rachel was very aware of how tense and awkward the conversation was about to be and felt it pressing down on her as they made their way up the shrub-lined sidewalk an onto the porch.

Rachel felt that because this was her idea, she should be the one to take the lead. She rang the electronic doorbell and took a step back as they waited. Jack took the opportunity to quickly reach out to take her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. Moments later, Rachel heard a few faint footsteps approach the door. A man’s voice followed this, timid but with volume.

“Who’s out there?” the man asked. “It’s early.”

Rachel assumed he’d looked at their security app, viewing the doorbell footage and seeing two people he didn’t know standing out on his porch first thing in the morning. She didn’t blame him for such scrutiny, though.

“We’re Special Agents Gift and Rivers,” she said. “We were hoping to ask you some questions.”

“About what?”

“We’re looking for Timothy Eastman, for starters.” 

There was a moment of silence, and then she heard the lock disengage. The door opened about a quarter of the way, and she found herself looking at a middle-aged man with fury in his eyes.

“Timothy is my son,” he said simply.

“So then, you’re Stephen Eastman, correct.” Jack asked. He’d apparently read the anger in the man’s eyes and didn’t want Rachel to take the brunt of it.

“I am. And what in the hell could the FBI want to know about my son? And speaking of that, show me your IDs.”

They both filled his request. He even went so far as to reach out and touch the edge of Jack’s. The confirmation did nothing to improve his mood, though.

“Is this about the call I received last night, about Timothy being in danger?”

“It is,” Rachel said. “As a matter of fact, I’m the agent you spoke with. And I hate to say that since we spoke, there’s been another murder.”

“Well, I assure you that…” 

But Stephen Eastman paused here and seemed to gather himself for a moment. He took a deep breath and looked at both of them, now with a little less anger in his eyes. "Listen, I understand that you're only doing your jobs, and I do appreciate the phone call and this unnecessary early-morning visit. But Stephen is fine."

“Sir, this isn’t exactly a check-in on your son,” Jack said. “We’re here to make sure he was home all last night. It has come to our attention that he has something of a criminal record…one that has a ding on it as recently as three months ago when he lashed out at an elderly man at the hospital. We don’t w—”

Eastman opened the door the entire way, moving quickly. He then stepped out onto the porch and stood directly in front of Jack. Rachel watched with heightened nerves as Jack’s hand went in the direction of his holstered Glock.

“You don’t think we’ve had long, hard talks with him about that? Do you not think we’ve ever considered that maybe Timothy’s condition drove him to act out in ways that any teenager might when confronted with difficulties?”

“I need you to step back, Mr. Eastman,” Jack said, his tone heavy and leveled.

“He’s right,” Rachel said. “Please, take. step back and think this through. We now have three victims, all suffering from this terrible disease. We’re having to pursue every possible avenue we have and right now, there just aren’t many. What we do have is a police report on your son that indicates he has a criminal streak in him. We’re mostly concerned about the breaking and entering, as it seems the killer has most recently expertly picked the lock on the back door of the house of our latest victim. If we—”

The anger had returned to Eastman’s face, though he took two steps back just like they’d asked. He interrupted Rachel with a biting tone, glaring at her as if she’d just called him a despicable name.

“It sounds like you’re accusing my son of this heinous acts. And if that is the case, I’ll be calling your supervisor and—”

“Our supervisor knows we’re here, Mr. Eastman,” Jack said. “I know it’s an unfortunate situation, but this is what we have to do.”

“We need to ask you some questions and then speak with Timothy,” Rachel said. “Can we please come inside?”

“You may absolutely not.” Eastman stood his ground in the doorway with one hand against the frame as his body served as a shield through the still-opened front door.

Rachel felt the tension heightening, especially given the new possibilities that Timothy Eastman could represent. Was Stephen Eastman refusing to allow them inside because he was legitimately appalled at their accusations, or was he hiding something? There was simply no surefire way to tell.

“If you don’t let us in now,” Rachel said, “we’re just going to request a warrant to come into your house and speak with Timothy. It’ll take us about three or four hours to get it—maybe less than that, given the nature of this case. And if we arrive with a warrant and you still refuse to cooperate, you’ll be arrested. So…you go ahead and make that decision right now.”

Eastman shook his head and looked down to his feet. “This is sick,” he said, and Rachel thought he may be close to tears now. “Both of you…disgusting.’

“Mr. Eastman, can you—” Rachel started.

“You really want to speak with Timothy?”

“Yes, it would be a huge help. And if you need a lawyer, you can—”

“Then by all means, bring both of your sorry asses inside.”

And with that, Stephen Eastman turned away from them and walked into his large house, leaving the opened front door unattended. Jack stepped inside first, with Rachel following closely behind him. She felt like they were walking into a trap, some sort of strange set-up. Eastman led them through a large foyer and then a wide hallway that emptied out to a living space on the right and a huge kitchen straight ahead. Just before the kitchen, another wide hallway forked off on the left.

A woman stood in the kitchen, her long brown hair hanging down over her shoulders. She was still dressed in sleepwear, a beautiful pink set. The woman herself, presumably Mrs. Eastman, looked to be in her early forties and was strikingly beautiful, even for so early in the morning. “Stephen, who the hell was at the do—” Mrs. Eastman began to ask, but she turned around just in time to see her husband leading their unexpected guests by the kitchen and down the hallway on the left.

“Don’t sweat it, Tab,” Eastman said, his tone thick with sadness and sarcasm. “These are FBI agents who want to come and ask Timothy if he’s the one who has been killing these poor people.”

“Stephen, what—”

It became very evident in that moment that Mr. Eastman had snapped, that he might be on the verge of an emotional breakdown. But again, the question remained: was he behaving like this because he thought they were being absurd or because there was actually something to hide.

“No!” he snapped at his wife. “Let them have a look!”

The wife—Tab, apparently—came hurrying after them. She’d started to cry softly as they walked in a frantic chain down the hallway. There, at the second floor on the right side of the hallway, Eastman came to a stop and opened the door. He gestured toward the open doorway with a bit of flourish.

“There you go,” he barked, and Rachel could see that he, too, was crying now. “There’s your killer!”

Jack approached the doorway first and stopped just before stepping inside. A knot of fear worked its way tightly into Rachel’s chest. She nearly stopped short of the door, not wanting to see what waited on the other side. But she made herself. This had been her idea, after all. So she followed behind Jack while Eastman continued to stand by the doorway. His wife started to sob, hurrying over to him and grabbing him by the shoulders.

“What are you doing?” she pleaded to him. “What is this?”

"I told you! These clever FBI agents think Timothy is their killer."

There was more tear-soaked conversation behind them, but Rachel heard very little of it. She was concentrating fully on what waited beyond Timothy Eastman’s door.

It was the fourth body she’d seen affected by Mallerman-Diggs in the past two days, so the shape and size of Timothy’s body didn’t come as a shock to her. But the two carts parked by the side of his bed did surprise her. One showed Timothy's heart rate, and the other contained information that went over her head.

He was asleep, with a small mask over his nose and mouth. A single tube was attached to the mask, going slightly into his right nostril.

“Timothy has been in this state for the thirty-six hours," Stephen said. "He suffered a small heart attack nine days ago. He seemed to be on the mend, but as soon as we started discussing his discharge with the hospital, he had two strokes, one right behind the other. And it went downhill from there.” Eastman stepped into the room and essentially shoulder-checked Jack so that he could stand protectively by the head of his son’s bed. After three days of trying to find a way to bring him back around, a team of doctors told us we needed to start making a hard decision—hospice or home care. One way or the other, he’d likely be dead within five days. Congestive heart failure, random strokes…we’re just trying to keep him as comfortable as possible, with the help of an in-home nurse that had to come all the way from Charlotte, North Carolina because she understands the condition. We’re now on day three of those expected five days and it’s started off with you monsters accusing him of murder.”

“You have to understand where we’re coming from,” Jack said. “We know what this condition can do, but we then hear about Timothy being strong and fit enough to lash out at people. We wouldn’t be doing our jobs if we didn't at least—"

“Your jobs?” he roared. “YOUR JOBS?”

Feeling herself near tears, Rachel had to fight to keep control of her voice. “Mr. Eastman, you have to understand that certainly if we’d known his condition, we—”

“Oh, don’t stop now!” he roared. “You wanted to ask him questions, right? You wanted to ask him fucking questions! Then ask! Just ASK!”

Eastman stumbled a bit and went to his knees. A loud, tortured sob erupted from his throat and he covered his ace with his hands. This time, it was Rachel who was shoulder-checked as Tab Eastman came marching into the room. She went to the floor by her husband and looked up to the agents with such malice and pain in her eyes that it sent a chill through Rachel.

“Please get out,” she said. Her voice indicated that she wanted to sound very angry, but she was heartbroken. "Just…just leave, please…"

Jack nodded, and Rachel heard the tremor in his voice when he said, "Yes, of course. I'm so sorry."

He backed away and headed through the door. Rachel did the same, finding it harder than she’d expected to leave the room. She felt she owed these people a heartfelt apology, something to ease the pain and to take back what they’d done. But she knew anything she said would fall on deaf ears. So when Jack took her hand and pulled her out of the room, she went willingly. And to her credit, she managed not to cry until she and Jack were back outside.

“Jesus,” he said as he sank into the sat behind the steering wheel. “That was terrible.”

“Yeah, I’m so sorry. I can’t even…God, what was I thinking.”

“Don’t do that,” Jack said, taking her hand. “I may not have agreed with it at the start, but coming over here was the right call. It had to be looked into.”

“Yeah, I suppose. But now I feel like we have to make it worth it. We have to figure this out, Jack.”

His only response was a nod because, she knew, he was just as clueless as to where to go from here as she was. It was unnerving because she got the sense that their killer knew exactly where he was headed next…and it was only going to make the case that much more difficult.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

As far as Alice could tell, Rachel hadn’t come home last night. That meant she’d fallen right back into her old habits of burning every hour of the day trying to wrap cases and bring the bad guys in. She wondered what sort of case Rachel was running down right now. What sort of criminal was occupying her mind throughout the night while her house was being watched by a woman who wanted her dead?

What a stupid, selfish woman. She was already sliding back into those old habits. Of course, maybe she thought she was untouchable now that she’d noy only apparently beaten cancer, but had put Alex Lynch into the ground.

Why was it, Alice wondered, that women like Rachel Gift were viewed in such high regard? Were her accomplishments and achievements truly so brilliant that they allowed her family and peers to overlook the damage her career and self-centered goals had torn her family apart? What sort of bullshit excuses did Rachel give to her daughter when she tucked her in at night—that was, when she was actually home to tuck her in at all?

And speaking of Paige…there she was right now. She was coming out of the front door with her grandmother behind her. The girl really was the spitting image of her mother, right down to the way she strutted across the sidewalk as if the world owed her something. Alice understood all the girl had been through—losing her father and dealing with a mother’s cancer diagnosis. And again, Alice was confronted with the moral dilemma of harming a child. But good Lord, how badly would it hurt Rachel if little Paige went missing?

Alice watched Paige get into the passenger seat, bookbag slung over her shoulder and lunchbox held by her side. The grandmother got into the driver’s seat, smiling and laughing about something as she did so. Alice wondered how much either of them knew about Alex and how Rachel had taken him out. She wondered if either of them knew just how close Rachel had come to dying at Alex’s hands…how the cancer hadn’t been the only dangerous thing her life for that period of time.

She watched as the grandmother backed the car out of the driveway. Alice felt an urge she’d not been expecting…and urge she couldn’t deny in the moment. She started her own car and, after a few seconds of hesitation, pulled away from the curb half a block away and followed them.

She’d done this before, but only after much planning. She knew where Paige’s school was. She knew when the bells to begin and end the day rang. Se even knew what bus Paige rode on the afternoons when no one could pick her up. But she’d never simply followed behind without strategizing it first. And she always put some distance—and even a few cars—between them when she did follow then.

But now, she was right behind them…so close that she could see the grandmother talking animatedly about something. She was close…she was so close to them that the urge to do something was almost overwhelming. She could step on the gas and slam into the back of the car. It wouldn’t accomplish much, but she could do it. Such a brazen idea also made her wonder how hard it might be to check someone else’s child out of school early. She was sure that in today’s day and age, it would be nearly impossible. But how perfect would that be…to just take Paige right out of school in the middle of the day, giving her a three-hour head start before Rachel or the grandmother even knew the girl was missing.

Alice didn’t realize she was smiling until she started chuckling. The idea was another far-fetched one, but it more appealing that she would have ever thought. After all, she’d never allowed herself to think of such things because Paige was innocent.

But now…well, now he was closer to drawing up the nerve to actually act. And she wanted to hurt Rachel very badly. And what better way to hurt her than to take her daughter? That would be so much sweeter than just killing the woman.

Oh, it was certainly worth thinking about. And it wasn’t like she’d actually kill the girl.

Maybe there was something there. Maybe…

Alice was still smiling when the grandmother turned into the school’s drop-off line. Alice drove right on by with a smile still on her face. When it came down to it, she didn’t think she’d have a problem killing Rachel at all; she’d proven that to herself with the Helmsdales.  But maybe there was a better way—a way to inflict more pain than Rachel had ever imagined.

As it turned out, Alice thought, maybe she could overcome some of her own moral hang-ups if it meant bringing Rachel Gift to her knees in as much agony as possible.




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Someone was knocking on the door, and it sounded like thunder rumbling through the house. Rachel slid out of bed and made her way downstairs, each step down like a huge leap in the half-asleep state she was in. She barely awake when she reached the door. As she reached out for the doorknob, the person on the other side continued to knock. This close to the door, the heavy fists against the door sounded like cannon blasts.

She opened the door, and Alex Lynch was standing on the other side. His skin was pale and peeling in areas. His eyes were milky, his lips thin and worn away to nothing. The black suit he was wearing—the one he'd presumably been buried in—was badly wrinkled and covered in dirt.

“Hello, Rachel,” he said. Little filaments of grime fell from his mouth as he spoke. She could smell the grave on his breath. “Can I come inside?”

Rachel could only shake her head, standing in the doorway, frozen.

“I’ll get you in the end,” he said, leaning into her doorway. “I’ll get you the same way I got Dr. Helmsdale. It’s precious that you think you’ve won.”

“You’re dead,” she said simply, staring into his dead and colorless eyes.

“That I am. But I’ve brought you a little gift from the great beyond.”

With a dry smile that cracked the skin on his face, Lynch reached into the pocket of his jacket. He grabbed what was inside and offered it to her. Rachel jumped back, screaming. Lynch held her tumor in her hand. It was just as alive as he was, pulsing and bearing like a heart. It was reaching for her, moving in her direction from Lynch’s cold, dead hand…

Rachel jerked awake and, for a moment, had no idea where she was. She instantly understood that she’d been having a nightmare, but she also felt that once the waking word oriented itself in front of her eyes Alex, Lynch could be standing there, dead and with her tumor in his grip.

Of course, she saw no such thing. She was sitting at her cubicle, fighting to come fully awake. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she had to focus far too hard to simply draw in a breath. She couldn't remember falling asleep, so she had no idea how long she'd been out. Long enough for her brain to conjure up that horror…that was all she knew for sure.

Rachel found it ironic that she’d opted not to go home to sleep but ended up passing out at her cubicle sometime between seven and eight in the morning. And as the waking world started to slip into place all around her, so did the details of the last hour or so. She and Jack had come back to the field office, hoping to piece together enough information about the remaining names on the patients list—as well as the names of their loved ones, neighbors, and even minor acquaintances. Jack had gone upstairs to give Assistant Director Anderson a status update and to see what could be done about getting extra protections for the remaining patients on their list.

As she left her cubicle and walked down the hall to the breakroom for a cup of coffee, she looked back on her initial reasoning for looking into Timothy Eastman. She'd assumed, had he turned out to be the killer, his motives could have been out of bitterness or anger. He'd been among the younger patients on the list and had been in deteriorating condition. Perhaps he'd killed out of envy, not sure why he'd been dealt such a bad hand while others seemed to have surpassed their life expectancy. Of course, Eastman had turned out not to be their killer, which meant it had been a false theory. She wondered if she'd subconsciously found the idea of a killer motivated by envy easier to believe than one who was driven by mercy. Even in a situation where the victims were all patients dealing with something as Mallerman-Diggs, the idea of mercy-based killings baffled her. But maybe that’s where this was heading. Maybe they needed to put blinders on and start studying this case only with the idea that they were after a mercy-killer. It might slow things down a bit, but it would narrow their focus and be a better management of their time.

She did her best to shift to this train of thought as she headed back to her cubicle with her coffee in hand. When she returned, she was pleased to see that Jack had returned. He also had a cup of coffee, as well a thin file folder in his hand.

“What’s that?” she asked, nodding to the folder as she took her seat.

“This is a list and schedule, devised by Anderson, of the units that will begin to circulate among the houses of the remaining patients. The circulation will go on for about twenty-four hours, serving as a temporary fix before actual teams can be assigned to each residence for actual surveillance shifts.”

“That’s still not ideal, but better than nothing.”

"I know. You can blame the flu. Anderson said he's spoken with three different stations, and two of them have been hit pretty hard over the last few days. There’s apparently something going around. And that makes me think—”

“Don’t do it.”

He sighed and took her hand. “You seem perfectly healthy. Perfectly fit. But we both know these treatments, while totally effective, weaken your immune system. And do you really want to catch the flu while still dealing with these treatments?”

“I’ve only got one left. You know this.”

“I do. And I don’t want you dealing with any setbacks because of something as stupid as the flu.”

“Jack, I have a child in public school. If I’m going to catch the flu, it’s just going to happen. I’m sure as hell not going to let the threat of it knock me off of this case. Besides, I have an idea that might speed things along…. sort of.”

“Sort of? That sounds promising. What is it?”

She briefly told him about her idea of narrowing their focus to only avenues that would support the mercy killing approach. It didn’t take long, and Jack was already typing away on his laptop—set up in the left side of her desk—to start the search.

“So,” he said. “When I think of mercy killings, I think of doctors right away. Doctors or nurses who put patients out of their misery—mostly in a professional manner and at the family’s request, but sometimes the exact opposite.”

“Same here. There was a case out in Colorado somewhere about three years ago where a hospice nurse had been found guilty of killing five people. The cops only ever found her because she’d been stealing valuables out of the rooms of the patients and pawning them. But before the killings, she’d never done anything criminal.”

“I remember seeing that in the news,” Jack said. “She broke down in court, right? Said she just couldn’t stand to see those people in such agony, wasting away to nothing. So maybe that’s the sort of thing we’re looking for?”

“Possibly. But we’ve already looked at the records of every doctor and specialist attached to each of the victims. There’s nothing.”

“So maybe we assume this killer would be like the lady out in Colorado. Maybe there are no dings on their records. Maybe we just interview them anyway…see if something comes up.”

Rachel nodded; she liked the idea, but she also knew it meant they'd spend an entire day questioning people rather than actively searching for the killer. She thought it over for a moment, and her mind went back to Stephen and Tab Eastman, Timothy's parents. She thought of their grief and of their anger—of how they'd both basically collapsed at the idea of someone thinking their son was capable of murder. But it was more than that. They'd been shells of themselves as they looked to the future…to just the next few days, where their son would very likely be taken away from them.

“Maybe,” Rachel said, speaking slowly as the idea came to her and then directly through her lips. “Maybe we put the doctor interviews on the back burner for right now. What about the grieving parents of a recent Mallerman-Diggs death…a natural death, and not by the hands of our killer? If we’re sticking with patients solely in this area, that’s got to be a much smaller pool that the twenty or so doctors and nurses we’d need to interview.”

“Jesus, Rachel…that’s brilliant.”

“And I’d assume it would take nothing more than a call to the research center to get a name.”

She made the call with her cellphone, placing it on speaker mode and setting it between their laptops at her desk. When the call was picked up after just one ring by an automate voice, Rachel remembered how early it was. As she listened to the automated message, telling them that office hours began to nine in the morning, Jack pulled out his phone as well.

“We’ve got to have a doctor’s number somewhere in our notes…” he said, tapping and scrolling along.

“Oh, wait,” Rachel said. She turned in her chair and looked at her jacket, which was hung on the back. he dug into the inner coat pocket and pulled out a business card. “Katherine, the receptionist from the research center. She’ll be able to point us in the right direction.”

She wasted no time, placing the call right away. She and Jack sat at her desk, huddled around the phone as it started to ring. After three rings, Katherine picked up. She sounded rushed and irritated—like a woman getting ready for the day and maybe running a bit late.

“Hello?”

“Katherine? This is Special Agent Rachel Gift. You asked us to call you if we needed anything else, so that’s what I’m doing.”

“Oh, okay!” There was a pause and the sound of something moving around int eh background. “You’ll have to forgive me…I’m doing my best to get my daughter ready for pre-school. It’s sort of like wrangling up rabid cats some mornings.”

“I’ve got a daughter of my own,” Rachel said. “I remember those days well, so I’ll keep it quick. We’re looking to see if there have been any recent natural Mallerman-Diggs deaths in the area over the course of the past couple of months. Who can we speak with about that?”

“Well, you could speak to Dr. Muntz or Dr. Yang about it,” she said. “That’s if you’re looking for heavy details. But if you just need a yes or no and a name, I can give you that.”

“Yes, please do.”

“As far as I know, there’s only been one natural death from Mallerman-Diggs anywhere near Richmond in the past half a year or so. I know this because the team at the research center sent the family all sorts of condolence gifts. The patient’s name was Sophia Crawford. She—hold on a second sweetie, Mommy’s on the phone…”

This was followed by a loud, dramatic sigh and then the clanging of silverware. Katherine’s little girl was presumably preparing to eat breakfast and wanting help. Rachel smiled at the pang of nostalgia that passed through her.

“Sorry about that,” Katherine said.

“No worries at all. So…you said Sophia Crawford. Do you know much of anything about the family?”

“Only that the mother had a very hard time. She was admitted into a psychiatric ward for a bit. I don’t know the full scope, but I believe there were some suicidal thoughts, acts of rage, things like that.”

It wasn’t a perfect fit, but as far as Rachel was concerned it was more than enough reason to pay the Crawfords a visit. “Did Sophia ever come to the research center?”

“A few times, yeah. But again, I don’t know the specifics of her case.”

“That’s fine. Do you happen to know the name of the mother?”

“I don’t. I do know that they lived about an hour and a half outside of the city, though. A little, rural town called Lofton.”

“Well, that should be all we need, then,” Rachel said. “Katherine, thanks so much.”

“Of course.”

As Rachel ended the call, Jack was already putting the information into the database. “An hour and a half away,” he said. “It’s outside of our sixty-mile radius, but I don’t know that it matters.” He finished typing in the information and got the information right away. “Malory Crawford, age forty-seven. Lofton, Virginia.”

“The psych ward bit does add some weight to it. But still…if she’ been killing people here in Richmond, who’s to say she’s not here, in town, waiting for her next opportunity?” Even as she asked the question out loud, she understood the risk they were taking. She’d not wanted to waste the day interviewing doctors, assistants, and nurses…but there was a good chance they were going to waste at least for hours chasing after a suspect that might already be right under their nose.

“Well, then again,” Jack said, “wouldn’t that be sort of perfect? A killer striking here in the city, then retreating back home…an hour and a half away. It would make it harder to find a killer if they were coming and going like that. I mean…we could call the number listed here under their address, but that might tip her off if she is indeed home.”

They looked at one another for a moment, waiting for the other to make the right decision. “To hell with it,” Rachel said. “Our killer seems to be striking only at night. The worst thing that could happen is we waste four hours. Any calls or updates we get along the way can just as easily been made or received while in the car.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jack said. He gulped down the rest of his coffee and set the mug on her desk as Rachel got to her feet and slipped back into her jacket.

She felt the first true pangs of exhaustion and wondered how much longer she’d be able to go on before her body demanded rest. She had to remind herself that she couldn’t just run at full speed anymore—not until the last of the treatments, and the doctors gave her the all-clear. But when she brought to mind the image of the victims so far, their small and slightly withered shapes under sheets that should have brought some degree of comfort rather than death, she knew she had to press on.

So that’s exactly what she did as she and Jack hurried for the elevators, hoping this active morning might bring an evening with a killer in custody. But at the same time, she couldn’t ignore the fear and uncertainty of what might transpire here in the city while they were chasing a vague lead such a distance away.




 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Rachel’s phone rang just twenty minutes into the drive. Jack had just barely made it out of the congestion of morning traffic, headed for the simpler two-lanes just beyond the interstate and toll roads. The number on her display was unfamiliar which rarely meant much of anything to an FBI agent. During an active case, every call was worth taking.

“This is Agent Gift,” she answered.

“Agent Gift, this is Dr. Yang. Katherine just now told me about your call to her this morning. I was wondering what sort of information you were looking for.”

“We just needed any names of parents that had lost a child from Mallerman-Diggs recently. Katherine was very helpful.”

“Yes, she usually is. I did want to share a few details about the Crawford family, though.”

“Of course, that would be great. And just so you know, I’m about to put you on speaker so my partner, Agent Rivers, can also listen in.” She switched the call over and held the phone out a bit. “What details did you want to share?”

“Well, first of all, Sophia’s passing was harder than most because it came out of nowhere. All of her labs and readings indicated that she was in great health. She was just sixteen years old when we last saw her at the research center. But despite the positive results from her last visit, her body just started to fail on her within the next week or so. It blindsided the parents and, as Katherine told you, the mother, Malory, took it terribly. She was in a psychiatric ward for a week or so. And from what I understand, the husband left her about six or seven weeks later. Of course, I don’t have to tell you that couples who lose a child often have a very rocky marriage after the loss and some don’t make it.”

“Yes, that’s pretty common. Do you have any idea where the father went after he left her?”

“No clue. Sorry.”

“Well, thanks, anyway. And thanks for the call.”

Rachel hung up and looked out to the road. She thought of Tab Eastman, wailing over the reality of what had happened to her son. So much emotion and trauma. Using that as an illustration and adding it to what they knew of Malory Crawford, the woman seemed like more of a fit. While Rachel would never purposefully assume that just because a grieving woman had been admitted for psychiatric care that she was automatically a suspect. But she had seen the toll this vendition put on families. Not only that, but Malory Crawford had been through more than just losing a daughter to this awful disease. her husband had walked out on her as well. The woman was broken and alone…and given her ties to Mallerman-Diggs and the research center, Rachel was more than comfortable listing the woman as a likely suspect.

As they drove along, the strip malls and stores outside of Richmond dwindled away to just a few occasional gas stations and convenience stores as a much more rural portion of southwestern Virginia began to creep in. Within just another twenty miles or so, large, sweeping fields and pastures took over, broken up only by wide swaths of woodland. 

Rachel allowed herself to drift in and out of sleep, and Jack never bothered to keep her from doing so. She assumed he was probably just as aware of her need to rest as she was—especially after trying to lecture her about possibly getting the flu. She drifted in and out, her head pressed in an oddly comfortable way against the passenger side window. On one of the occasions in which she came floating out of sleep, she saw that the forest to her right had grown thicker and much darker. They were definitely out in the country now.

“Are we close?” she asked.

“We are, Sleepyhead. Another six miles and we’ll be there.”

She remained awake as Jack drove them into the town of Lofton. They were still along the main stretch of Highway 460 but any hints of the larger cities behind them were long gone. A small convenience store sat to the right; the large banner-like sign promoting their famous chili was the largest and most noticeable thing about it. Not too long after passing this store, Jack took a right of off the highway, taking them onto a thin two-lane road. It wound into the woods, but the trees were soon pushed back by land used for small houses and a few mobile homes. A mile after the turn, they passed by a tract of land that was being use for timber, the trees all stripped and cut down.

Another turn deeper into the woods and another mile and a half of backroad brought them to the Crawford residence. It was a cute two-story brick home with a carport attached to the left side. A pickup truck was parked under the carport and another vehicle, an old Subaru hatchback, was parked a bit further up, old and neglected.

Jack parked the car and they got out, making their way to the small front porch. Rachel got a bad feeling in her stomach as soon as she knocked on the door. She’d been at this for several years and after a while, she’d started to get an almost sixth sense for knowing when a door would and would not be answered. There was strange sort of hollowness behind the sound of a knock when they were knocking on the door of an empty house. She heard it here and she instantly regretted the decision to drive an hour and a half. It suddenly seemed like a foolish and desperate gamble that they’d ultimately lost. 

All the same, she knocked again. She knocked louder this time, but to the same result.

“Shit,” she spat, frustrated not only with the situation, but with herself.

“It’s okay,” Jack said, already pulling out his phone. “It was something we had to try and—”

“And we were wrong,” she interrupted. “Just like my ignorant hunch about Timothy Eastman, I was wrong about this, too. And look at all the time that’s been wasted as a result.”

Jack looked like he wanted to argue the point but decided not to. She appreciated him for it and, oddly enough, felt loved by his silence. He knew her well enough to know that right now, there’s simply be no getting through to her. So instead, he placed a call on his phone and a few seconds later, she listened in as they remained on the Crawfords’ front porch.

“Yeah, hello, this is Special Agent Jack Rivers. I need to get a license plate number for Malory Crawford of Lofton, Virginia. And once you retrieve that, I need to be transferred to the office of Assistant Director Anderson.”

Rachel knew what he was doing and while it still made a waste of their three-hour round trip, she knew it was the wisest move. Had they been thinking more rationally back at the field office, it was a move they should have made much earlier. He was going to have Anderson put out an all-points bulletin for Malory Crawford’s car.

While Jack waited on the phone, Rachel stepped down off of the porch and walked back over the carport. She looked through the windows of the pickup truck, trying to gather an idea of when it had last been used. There was a fast-food cup sitting in the center console, and a pair of sunglasses in the driver’s seat. She saw no grime or signs of neglect inside, and the windshield was slightly dusty, but not overly so. She checked the tires and ran her finger along the surface. The dirt and dust came off on her fingertip easily enough. She guessed it had been used as recently as a week or so ago. She tried the doors but found them both locked.

She then went to the hatchback that sat forlorn and forgotten at the back end of the carport. It had caught years of fallen leaves from the nearby trees, and other odds-and-ends debris: dead insects, an old soda can, and what looked like old, dried ragweed. Even though it was clear the vehicle hadn’t moved in quite some time, Rachel still looked in through the dingy glass. The back was filled with empty oil containers and old receipts. An old, discarded stuffed animal sat sadly in the back seat.

“Anything worthwhile?” Jack asked as he approached her quietly from behind.

"Well, this thing hasn't been touched in about a decade," she said, kicking at the tires. "The truck has been moved more recently. Maybe a week or so."

"She could be home, but just not answering the door," Jack offered.

Rachel looked back toward the house and shook her head. “I really don’t think so. But we can give it the old college try.”

Together, they stepped out from under the carport and made a loop around the house. Both doors were locked and though the blinds were open onside nearly all of the windows, there was nothing to see. There was a single room near the front of the house where the blinds were firmly shut. Given the distance from the closest neighboring window, Rachel guessed it was a bedroom. She wondered if it was Sophia Crawford’s room, now locked down and closed off in remembrance.

They spent ten minutes looking around the house and peering through windows, but there were no clues or answers to be found anywhere. Dejected and feeling slightly embarrassed about jumping to such a conclusion, Rachel walked back to the car with Jack following behind her. She wasn’t exactly sure why but when Jack backed out of the driveway, Rachel looked back to the old hatchback. She thought of the old stuffed animal in the back, assuming it had once belonged to Sophia. And depending on what became of Malory, that stuffed animal—which had been hugged on and loved on by a child with an almost unimaginable health condition—would remain there forever.

It made Rachel feel sad beyond words. Her chest grew tight and she once again found herself angry at this killer…and more determined than ever to catch her.

 

***

 

Rachel couldn’t help but wonder if her need to fall back into a regular rhythm was skewing her thought process. Before the six months she’d taken off to deal with cancer, she didn’t think she would have pushed for the idea of driving out to Lofton. It felt like wasted time and effort, the sort of thing Anderson may not raise hell about but would bring up in the future as an example of her poor judgement.

This feeling soaked up most of her thoughts on the ride back to Richmond. She got so lost in the self-correction and doubt that she jumped a bit when Jack’s phone rang. He answered and switched it over to speaker right away. “This is Agent Rivers.”

“Agent Rivers, this is Deputy Burnley with Brandermill PD. I just had a unit come across license plate that we got an APB about roughly twenty minutes ago.”

“In Brandermill?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

Rachel found it easy enough to believe. Brandermill was a city that was primarily made up of office buildings and strip malls, a connector of sorts of between Richmond proper and the highways that existed beyond that led into the more southern regions of Virginia.

“Well, that’s a happy coincidence, then,” Jack said. “Thanks.”

“Not a coincidence, really. For the past twelve hours or so, we’ve had units swing by a residence in the neighborhood where the plate was found. It looks like this plate you’re looking for is on the exact same street of a family we’ve been keeping an eye on—the Hughes family. Some sort of case dealing with a murderer who is taking the lives of people with some sort of disease.”

The car went deadly cold, and Rachel recalled in a moment of stunning clarity that one of the names on their list of Mallerman-Diggs patients was indeed from Brandermill: Andy Hughes. She and Jack shared a look of shock and Jack instantly pressed his foot down harder on the gas. The car rocketed from seventy miles per hour to ninety.

“Deputy Burnley, are you in the scene right now?” Jack asked.

“Nope. That would be Officer Keenan. I just spoke with him and he said there's a lady sitting in the driver's seat. He called me for instruction, so I figured I should call you."

“Can you please get in contact with him and let him know we’re on our way? Tell him not to engage unless the woman gets out and starts walking directly toward a house. If everything remains the way it is, leave her for us. I estimate that we’re about half an hour away. Forty minutes at most. And when you can, shoot the address to this same number.”

Rachel knew that they were actually about an hour away, but if Jack remained at a speed of ninety, his estimation was probably correct.

“Roger that,” Burnley said, and ended the call.

“This might be it,” Jack said. He was leaning forward in his seat, eyes laser-focused on the road as he sped ahead.

“Yeah, let’s hope so.” She thought it might very well be the case. It had all lined up so perfectly:  Not only had they apparently found Malory Crawford, but she was apparently staking out the home of one of the people on the victim list. The excitement of it all and the perfect timing sent a wave of adrenaline through Rachel—a surge of the sort he hadn’t felt in a very long time. Doing ninety miles per hour down a mostly empty two-lane road only added to it.

The adrenaline, the feel of a case coming to a close, and the man she loved rocketing a car down the road…

If this was just a small glimpse of what this part of her life could still look like after cancer, there was plenty of reason to be hopeful.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing in front of that closed door. But it had been long enough to cause her feet to start tingling with a pins and needles sensation. She'd also started to get a bit drowsy, staring at the closed door as if it were some sort of religious effigy from which she was seeking answers. She'd been praying, but at some point, her prayer had wandered away into nothing, and she'd simply been staring.

She was beginning to sense that the time for her great work of mercy was coming to an end. She'd taken three of them so far, and she felt quite proud of that. She'd done some miraculous work, and now three tortured souls had been freed from their wretched, bodily prisons. She was answering God’s call, so surely he was pleased. Surely, he understood how the next step in what she had planned was going to be the most difficult.

But even when she’d started her work, she knew that it was all leading up to one very specific moment. It had been practice, in a way. She wanted to make sure she knew what she was doing for the moment it really mattered.

She had become aware that there was a thick police presence accumulating out in the city. She’d figured this would happen eventually, and wasn’t upset with the police at all. They were only doing their jobs, and they were doing their jobs well. But little did they know that all of their effort was for noting. She’d planned thing meticulously—a plan that had come to fruition just a few weeks ago, but one shed been considering for the better part of about four years.

Her tingling feet seemed to insist that it was time to get moving. Either open that door in front of her and get to business or go to the kitchen and have a cup of tea. Chamomile…or lavender. Something to calm the nerves. She did just that; she walked into the kitchen and set the kettle to boil. While she waited, getting down a cup and selecting her teabag, she knew she’d have to carry out her final act tonight. She knew she was safe and would be able to carry out her work unhindered, but the idea that the cops were currently working so hard to make sure another death wasn’t carried out did make her feel uneasy. There was no possible way they’d know how to stop the fourth and final murder, but it still made her nervous.

The kettle whistled, and she poured the hot water into her mug. She sat at the kitchen table and looked down the hall. The idea of what she needed to do was both exciting and sad. The act of releasing these poor people from their misery was something of a blessing—something that nearly made her feel quite close to God. But she also knew that no matter what sort of kindness she was providing these people, murder was murder. Even though she felt that God had called her to do this, the fact of the matter was that she was still taking a life. She thought of that Sunday when she's seen that presentation for church as the pastor asked for money. She saw those shapes on the screen, shapes meant to be perfectly human but were something much more…. much worse.

But she could worry about her own judgement on the day she left this world for good. For now, she had other things to worry about—namely what waited for her behind the door down the hall. She sipped her tea, closed her eyes, and prayed for patience and strength to take this one last life.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

As they drew within three minutes of the residence, Rachel used Jack’s phone to call Deputy Burnley. The deputy answered right away, and from his greeting alone, Rachel could hear an edge of anxiousness and excitement in his voice.

“Agent Rivers…are you already here?”

“Two or three minutes away. Are you on location with Officer Keenan?”

“I am. But we’re staggered out so the suspect won’t get suspicious. He’s still parked where he was before, a block over and keeping an eye on her through binoculars. I’m on opposite end of the block the car is parked on.”

“And the driver still hasn’t stepped out?”

“Nope. No movement at all.”

“Excellent,” Jack said. “Thanks for your help. We’re going to go all the way down the street and corner her in. When Burnley sees us get out, you can both came over and join us as back-up.”

“Got it,” Burnley replied, his voice again laced with the excitement of the moment.

When the call ended, Rachel and Jack had come to a stop-light where the left turn would lead them to the residence in question—1894 Mayrose Way, where the Hughes family lived. And as Jack took the turn, Rachel felt a slight sting of disappointment in herself that she’d not committed every single name and address to memory. The Rachel of about a year ago would have instantly linked Brandermill with the Hughes family. It made her wonder if maybe her mental faculties weren’t all there yet—if the treatments and the time away from high-profile cases had taken more of a toll on her than she’d thought.

Jack laid down on the horn as he made the turn, as the light was not currently in his favor. Only a single car had to churn to a sudden stop, and they were able to clear the intersection without incident. Within just a quarter of a mile, he took another left, which carried him into a small neighborhood and the street the Hughes family lived on. It was a quiet street, the sort that was lined with sidewalks on both sides, and the homes, though modest, had beautiful yards. It was primed for backyard barbeques and for countless children to learn to ride bikes along the sidewalks.

As Jack approached the Hughes residence, Rachel started looking at the license plates of every car they inched past. And then there it was, a black Camry parked just one space away from the Hughes residence. Jack apparently saw it at the same time because he drew up directly beside it and came to a stop. He pulled alongside the car so closely that Rachel barely had enough room to open her door and get out.

Jack and Rachel opened their doors at the same time, and as they did, Rachel saw the woman sitting in the front seat. her head had turned in their direction, her eyes wide. She looked to be in her fifties, her black hair starting to go grey. Spotting Rachel, she simply looked more confuse than anything, but then Jack came into the picture and her entire demeanor seemed to shift into pure worry.

Rachel pulled out her badge and ID, holding them close to the woman’s window. “FBI, ma’am,” she said. “We need you to get out.”

“But why am—” she started loudly through the glass. But Jack interrupted her, falling in directly beside Rachel.

“Get out of the car right now, Mrs. Crawford!”

She blinked as if she’d been slapped, the mention of her name apparently shocking her. She nodded and, in an awkward little dance of sorts, alternated between raising her hands to show she meant no harm and reaching for the door handle. Rachel stepped aside to allow her to open the door. When Malory Crawford stepped out of the car, she did so on trembling knees. The confusion and worry had now morphed into nothing but fear.

“I haven’t done anything,” she stammered. “I swear! I was just looking…watching…I didn’t think anyone would mind.”

It took Rachel a moment to realize that her right hand had slowly started to creep down toward her holstered Glock. Alarmed, she stopped herself; Mrs. Crawford was absolutely terrified and she appeared to have no weapons on her.

“What are you watching for, exactly?” Rachel asked.

“I’m keeping an eye out for that killer! I mean, I know the cops and maybe even now the FBI, apparently…I know they’re all trying. But I heard about these murders on the news, and I just couldn't sit at home and do nothing." She looked to both of them, slowly one by one, with tears forming in her eyes. “If you know who I am, then I suppose you know that I recently lost my daughter…to this Mallerman-Diggs monster. And when I lost Sophia…I was gutted. I just…I couldn’t stand the idea that someone is targeting these poor people because of this wretched condition. I couldn’t…couldn’t…”

Malory’s face scrunched up into a mask of pain as she began to sob. Rachel knew right away that it was the real thing. In the course of her career, she’d seen countless people fake a crying fit in an attempt to summon up empathy. But this wasn’t it. These were real tears, real pain coming out. 

“Mrs. Crawford,” Jack said, “how long have you been parked out here?”

“Maybe four hours.”

“And do you know this family?”

“No,” she sobbed, doing her best to get control of herself as she wiped away more tears. “No, but when I’d been taking Sophia to the research center, Sophia and the Hughes boy—Andy is his name—sort of hit it off. The sweetest, nicest kid you’d ever meet. He’s just fifteen years old and…and…The idea of someone coming after him to kill him…”

“Okay, Mrs. Crawford,” Rachel said. “Listen…the fact of the matter is that you’re parked in front of a house that is, in a way, part of a police investigation. I don’t know if you’ve seen the cop cars passing by, but we do have this house under surveillance. It’s not as permanent or as tight as we’d like, I’ll give you that, but we’re trying.”

“I know that. I know…”

“And you have to understand that from our perspective, your being here is a bit suspicious, right?”

“What?” she asked, clearly confused. She was still crying, though it was starting to let up a bit.

“We’re going to need to ask you come questions” Jack said. But Rachel could tell from his tone that he was already quite certain Mrs. Crawford was not their killer.

“Questions? You…you think I did this? You think I’ve killed this poor, precious people?”

“Honestly, no,” Rachel said, not realizing until the words came out of her mouth that she probably shouldn’t have said it. She quickly corrected course, though, and added: “But all the same, because of your connection with the condition and the family, we just need to rule you out.”

She nodded as she leaned back against her car. As she did, she saw a police car come around the corner—probably Burnley.

“Okay,” Crawford said, also spotting the approaching cop car and growing more anxious. “How?”

“Providing us with evidence of where you’ve been over the past week or so would be a good start.”

“Proof? What sort of proof?”

“Any people you may have spent time with,” Jack said. “Any places you may have visited, things of that nature.”

“I haven’t done much, really. Just sitting around my house. Doing some reading, trying to get over what’s happened…”

“Any online activity or things of that nature?”

"Some, but I…oh, you know what? I think I can knock it out right now."

As she reached into her car, Rachel was again not at all worried about some sort of hidden, ulterior motive. She did not think for a single moment that Malory Crawford was going to pull a gun on them. What she did not, though, was her cellphone. As she unlocked it and looked for whatever might clear her, the cop car pulled up directly behind their car. Out of the corner of her eye, Rachel saw Jack give the cop a quick shake of the head and a stand-down gesture. In response, the cop remained in the car, though he did keep the car parked in the same place to watch things unfold.

Malory showed her phone to Rachel. It was opened to some sort of health app; at first, Rachel wasn't sure what she was looking at. "I'm sorry…what am I seeing?"

“My sleep cycles,” Malory said. “After Sophia passed, I wasn’t getting any sleep. Maybe an hour or two a night. So my doctor prescribed me a sleep aid, but he also suggested that I use this app to track my sleep cycles to make sure it was working. I don’t have a phone or activity tracker that I wear, so I had to get this little sleeve for my phone that I wore around my arm.”

“Okay, I see now,” Rachel said.

“You can go through by the day, but I’ve got it opened for the weekly view. And I’ve been using it for two weeks.”

As Rachel took a look at the data, Jack crowded in to also get a look. There were a few nights where it was clear Malory had trouble going to sleep—one of the nights being when Casey Lowell had been murdered. But even then, the data showed that she’d been at least moderately asleep, on the way to her REM cycle at least an hour before Lowell had been killed. As for the remainder of the current week, she was getting a solid eight hours, from ten at night until six. In fact, yesterday, she’d snuck in extra hour, getting almost nine.

It wasn’t the sort of hard proof they usually looked for, but it was more than enough to confirm that Malory Crawford had apparently been in bed, sleeping a heavily prescribed sleep, when their victims has been murdered.

“That’ll do it, then,” Jack said. “Sorry if we gave you a scare, Mrs. Crawford. But for now, we really need you to move away from this residence.”

“Are you okay to drive back home?”

She nodded right away, still wiping tears away from her face. “Yes, I believe so. But, please…you have to find who is doing this. It’s…it’s just awful. It’s evil.”

“I assure you, Mrs. Crawford, we’re doing our best. Our assistant director at the bureau is actively trying to get more manpower on protecting the homes of the remaining patients.”

The comment seemed to calm her a bit. She was rather slow to get back into her car, giving one last look to the Hughes’s house. When she reached out for the door, she looked back to Jack and Rachel. There were far too many emotions on her face to keep track off: sadness, defeat, anger, confusion and so much more.

“I’m sorry if I got in the way,” she said.

“It’s okay, Mrs. Crawford,” Rachel said. “Just please drive home safely.”

She closed the door and started her engine. Staring straight ahead, she pulled away from the curb and started down the street.

“That poor woman,” Rachel said. And then, without giving it much thought, she pulled out her phone.

“Who are you calling?” Jack asked.

"Anderson. I want to see if he was able to get more people to cover these houses. because if there's still a hold-up, I'm going to start lighting fires under some asses."

“Maybe just word it a bit better than that.”

Rachel only nodded as she dialed Anderson’s number, looking to the Hughes home and wondering if the killer had viewed it recently as well—maybe as recently as when Malory Crawford had been parked nearby.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

“I want to go back to the research facility,” Rachel said.

“Okay,” Jack said from behind the steering wheel. He was merging onto the interstate, the field office about fifteen minutes away. “Any specific reason why?”

“I want to see how transparent they’ll be when we ask to see pretty much everything.”

"Well, they've been extremely accommodating so far, if you ask me."

“Oh, for sure. I know. But they’re at the epicenter of the murders. I wonder if there’s a doctor or a specialist who can sit down with us…maybe someone who can listen to our methodologies and how we’ve been trying to find answers, and then point out paths we missed because we aren’t familiar with how they work.”

“You mean an answer that might be hiding in plain sight but was pretty much invisible to us because we aren’t doctors or specialists in Mallerman-Diggs?”

“Exactly.”

Jack shrugged. “We may as well. Because at this point, aside from getting lucky with one of the surveillance teams, I’ve got no idea what else we can do to catch this guy.”

While Jack drove, Rachel looked back over the case files on her phone, looking for links between the three victims that they may have missed. She wondered if they’d been so blinded by the very obvious similarities in the victims that they could have missed another commonality somewhere along the way. Maybe similarities in the parents or eve complaints with insurance companies or doctor bills—anything that might create tension and unrest.

But by the time Jack had once again parked in front of the research facility, she’d come up with nothing. All she’d gained from the extra study time was that she’ managed to commit a few more of the names, dates, and crime scene details to memory.

“Hey, are you okay?” Jack asked.

“Yeah,” she caid, closing out of the files on her phone. “Why do you ask.”

“Permission to speak as your fiancé and not your bureau partner?”

“Granted.”

“You look tired. Maybe a little foggy.”

“That’s fair. I do think the lack of sleep is catching up to me.” She instantly saw the look of concern on his face and shut it down right away. “It’s fine. You have my word that even if we’re still clueless by like ten tonight, I’ll go home and get some sleep. I’m going to play it smart from this point on.”

“Can I hold you to that?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling. “But only as my fiancé, not my partner.”

He surprised her by leaning over the console and kissing her quickly on the mouth. “Well,” he said, when he pulled away, “let’s try to make sure this damned thing is closed before then.”

The little exchange provided Rachel with a jolt of energy, a ray of happiness in what had so far been a rather depressing case. They entered the building together, walking directly to the front desk, where a receptionist sat behind a long L-shaped barrier from the front of the building. And as it just so happened, there was a second person behind the desk as well, currently typing something into a laptop. It was Katherine Bathe, the woman who had helped them earlier, the woman who had been getting her child ready for school when Rachel had called earlier.

She saw them as they came in, briefly looking up from whatever she was typing into a slim desktop monitor. “Agents,” she said, suddenly seeming quite concerned. “I’d say it’s good to see you again, but I suppose I'm not really sure about that yet. Have there been any breaks?"

“None,” Rachel said. “In fact, if you have a moment, we’d like to speak with you again.”

“Or, more directly,” Jack said, “someone that would have the authority to help us get our hands on whatever documents we might need.”

Katherine instantly came around the side of the desk and gestured for them to follow her. She led them in the same direction as their last visit, leading them into her office. She closed the door behind her and, once again, didn’t take a seat. She stood by the closed door, looking both excited and sad at the same time.

“So, we have one doctor here today that is one of founders of the center—that’s Dr. Yang, whom I mentioned yesterday. I believe he’ll help you as much as you need, but you have to understand that there are some research materials that the government has something of a lid on just because of funding and things of that nature.”

“Of course,” Rachel said. “Can you take us to Dr. Yang?”

“Of course,” she said. “Or, actually, let me just bring him here. I believe he’d actively with a patient right now and he insists of privacy and a stress-free environment around the patients and their families. Give me a few minutes, and I'll bring him in."

She hurried out of the door, leaving them alone in her office. Mainly because Rachel had typically found it difficult to sit still and quiet in the face of tension, she pitched an idea that had come to her in the car.

“I’m assuming the majority of the work and studies they’re doing here are at least somewhat experimental in nature,” she said. “And if that’s the case, I would imagine insurance and policies are something of a nightmare.”

“Yeah, probably.”

“Well, what if this is based on money? What if there’s a disgruntled insurance rep or employee? Maybe someone pissed off about payouts or something like that?”

“Could be,” he said. “But it seems to be like an insurance rep would find a way to attack somewhere in the pointless insurance jargon and forms. I’m not willing to rule that out, but it seems like it might be a bit of a reach. It’s certainly something to look into, though.”

For about three seconds, his response irritated her. But then she replayed what she’d said, and she had to agree; it did seem like a stretch. It felt like some last, desperate grasp from an agent with absolutely no idea of where to go. It was yet another slip…a feeling that she had lost some of her edge during her time away. Hell, it had really started even before that—as far back as when she'd first started fighting the symptoms of the cancer. Whatever the case, it was something she was going to have to figure out and fix before she lost control of it.

The door to Katherine’s office opened much sooner than Rachel had expected—surely no longer than three minutes after she'd left. When she entered again, a rather short and energetic-looking man entered behind her. He was of Asian descent and greeted them with a warm smile from behind a pair of thick eyeglasses. He wore a rather stereotypical white doctor's coat, with a white button-down shirt and slacks beneath it.

“Dr. Yang,” Katherine said, “these are Special Agents Gift and Rivers.”

“Pleased to meet you,” he said. “Katherine has already told me about your visit yesterday, and how you’re working to put a stop to these awful murders. Please know that I will do whatever I can to help—so long as it is lawful and I’m not asked to give up private information about the patients, their families, or our donors.”

“Of course,” Rachel said. “As you may already know, we have a list of every patient who has come through, as well as the basics regarding their health and check-ups. We’ve even looked at family members and someone who had recently lost a loved one to Mallerman-Diggs. What we’re up against her is a very common link between the victims, a very small victim pool, but absolutely no clues. I’m wondering if you can offer insights from a medical standpoint…maybe something that seems obvious to you, as a doctor, that we, as FBI agents might be missing?”

Yang smiled at them, actually chuckling a bit as he rested his backside against Katherine’s desk. “I thought of that very same thing after I received Katherine’s email. It’s what I spent my time on the plane considering. But I honestly could think of nothing. The only not-so-obvious approach I could think of was hospice nurses. Don’t get me wrong…I’ve known lots of hospice nurses, and I don't think they get enough appreciation for all that they do. But I also know they sometimes work horrible hours and even though there are therapy programs to help them vent and deal with some of the horror and pain and loss that they see…I've still seen some of them sort of crack, you know? The ones who truly love their patients and what they do…sometimes they don't that the rest they need in order to stay mentally healthy.”

"We've taken a look at some of the hospice nurses," Jack said. "Nothing in-depth, just primary searches in a criminal database. The nurses who assist here and the nurses who work over at Trautman Hospice Care.”

“To your knowledge,” Rachel said, “Trautman is the only hospice center in the city that would take patients with Mallerman-Diggs, correct?”

“That’s right…and even just the typical form of progeria as well. However…you need to keep in mind that there are services out there as well. Nurses who are more or less freelance and will work for whatever centers, hospitals, or even in-home patients who need assistance.”

“Do you know if—” Jack started, but was interrupted by his phone. He frowned but checked it and then instantly headed for the door. Looking at Rachel, he said: "It's Anderson. I'll be right back."

When he was out, closing the door behind him, Rachel regarded Katherine and Yang. “Sorry about that. But…I think what Agent Rivers was about to ask was if you know whether or not Trautman Hospice Care uses any of those hospice services?”

“They do,” Katherine said. “As a matter of fact, it’s not all that uncommon anymore. It spares some cost in terms of paying permanent employees and cuts out the need for insurance for the hospitals and care centers.”

“And how about here?” Rachel asked.

“No,” Yang said. “It just doesn’t make sense here. We’re dealing with such a rare disease that the nurses who deal with it need to be properly trained and dedicated on it.”

Rachel nodded. She did recall somewhere in the files that there had only been four nurses listed on the research center’s staffing, and those nurses often rotated shifts out depending on the workload for any given week.

“Well, then,” Rachel said, “thank you both for your time. But it seems we need to focus in on the hospice center rather than you research center.”

"We don't mind at all," Yang said. "Please believe me when I say that we want this brought to an end just as badly as you do."

Rachel nodded her acknowledgement and walked for the door. Just as she reached for the handle, Yang called out again. His voice was timid, and when she turned to face him, his smile was gone. He looked thoughtful, almost cautious.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Agent Gift, how are you doing?”

She was confused and a bit taken off guard. “Me? What do you mean?”

“When I got Katherine’s email, your name sounded very familiar, so I Googled you and I easily remembered. Though I’m sure you’re not a fan of having been in the headlines for a bit several months ago, that’s how I knew your name.” The smile returned a bit as he said, “The FBI agent who took down the escaped serial killer Alex Lynch…all while dealing with a brain tumor.”

Rachel sighed, offering him an expression that was partly a smile and partly a grimace. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“And are you cancer free yet?”

“No, not quite. But the tumor is…”

She stopped, surprised by how openly she was about to talk about her condition. Yang held up his hands tentatively in mock surrender. “I don’t mean to get too personal. I do have a reason for asking. You see, I’ve just come from a conference in California, where I met with Dr. Diggs, one of the leading researchers for Mallerman-Diggs. However, there were all manner of doctors and researchers there—one of whom is working with a group of fifty patients from all around the world, all of whom are suffering from all manner of brain tumors. The research is still being closely guarded because he’d waiting for several different confirmations and there is still some testing to be done. But so far, from what he shared with us, he has cured six out of seven.”

“Cured? How?” She couldn’t help it; she felt a flare of hope rise up in her. While the experimental drugs she’d tried at first had kept her comfortable, and the treatments in Switzerland had indeed shrunk the tumor and knocked all of her symptoms out, she also knew it was very likely a temporary fix.

Was this what she’d really been looking for?

“It’s tricky business…and this doctor, a Dr. Schwartz, will tell you that himself. His approach only works on tumors that have already shrunk due to more traditional methods of attack. But if he can start his applications on such a tumor, he believes he can eradicate it completely. And right now, as I said, he’s looking at six out of seven—and he believes the seventh failed only because the patient was also dealing with several other age-related health issues at the time.”

“If it’s such secret information, why are you sharing it with me?” She was almost angry with him for giving her such a temptation. This treatment was apparently in its infancy…not even readily available to the public yet. To say it was even experimental would be too kind.

“Because you fit his model patient. He says the best results have come from otherwise healthy people, no older than forty-five preferably. If you’re interested in speaking with him, I can connect you. He’s out of New York, and he—”

The door to the office opened again, and Jack stepped inside. Rachel made a split decision in that moment, taking advantage of the situation to cut Dr. Yang off.

“Dr. Yang, Katherine…thanks again for your help and your time.”

Yang seemed confused for a moment, but then understanding dawned on his face. He gave a slight nod, figuring out that Rachel didn't want her partner to hear any part of what they'd been discussing.

“Oh,” Jack said, looking around the room with an uncertain look on his face. “Are we all done here?”

"Yeah," Rachel said. "And it seems we're heading back to Trautman Hospice Care."

He eyed Rachel for just a moment, as if making sure she was truly comfortable with the decision. When he saw that she was more than ready to go, he remained in the doorway and held the door open for her.

“Well, thanks to you both,” he said. As Rachel passed by, she caught the slightest wavering look of doubt—as if he thought he was being left out of something.

The moment they were out of the room, Rachel asked, “Who was on the phone?”

“Anderson. He says that within the next two or three hours, there will be permanent units watching over each and every one of the addresses on the patient list; they'll be operating in eight-hour shifts. The bureau is proving four, and local police are handling the rest."

“Well, that’s great news. Hopefully it nets some results.”

Jack said nothing until they had nearly reached the front doors. He gently took her by the wrist as she was passing through them. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes. I just…I don’t know. I feel sort of like an idiot for missing the possibility of freelance hospice nurse services. So I want to get over there and get answers as soon as we can.”

“Ah, that’s right,” he said as he stepped outside, where the afternoon was slowly creeping toward the end-of-day traffic rush. “I forgot you’re on a clock.”

“A clock?”

"Oh, did you think I forgot? You said ten o'clock...if this case isn't closed or at least close to it, you're calling it a night, going home, and getting to sleep."

“Yeah, yeah, I remember.”

They got into the car, and that brief exchange seemed to have eliminated any doubts or hesitancy from his mind. He simply seemed happy to have another potential lead to follow. He pulled away from the research center and headed east toward Trautman. And along the way, Rachel was slightly surprised to find just how quickly her mind had latched on to the exciting possibility Dr. Yang had offered.

More than that, though, she couldn’t figure out why she hadn’t wanted Jack to hear about it. Had it just been instinct? Just her way to save as much face as possible? Or did she still believe, deep down, that all the treatments and experts in the world weren’t enough to save her? And as much as she could claim it was all about protecting the feelings of her loved ones, there was a part of her that still refused to accept that any of this was truly happening. And the only way to continue living in that denial was to make sure she kept as much as possible—even developments that could potentially be good—close to her chest. 

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

To keep her mind off of her surprising conversation with Yang, Rachel decided to call ahead to the hospice center. It would save some time to cover all of the basic questions now, on the phone, rather than having to locate the right person and have those conversations when they arrived. The number she called wasn’t directly to an automated call service that gave her a number of options. Rather than listen to them all, she pressed zero—which had more or less become the universal option for “let me speak to a human being.” And while she waited, she also placed the call on speaker mode so Jack could listen in.

After three rings, a woman with a pleasant, sing-song voice answered. “Trautman Hospice Care. This is Amy, how may I help you?”

“Amy, this is Special Agent Rachel Gift with the FBI. My partner and I have been speaking off and on with someone there about the Casey Lowell murder. I need to speak with someone in charge of staffing. Is there anyone there that fits that description?”

"Uh…yeah, I think that would be Bob Lipman. He's basically the entire HR department…public relations, too. Hold, and I'll transfer you."

There was a click and then some canned hold music. Apparently, though, Amy had somehow notified Bob that there was some urgency to the call because the new line was picked up within just a matter of seconds. “This is Bob Lipman. How can I help you, Agent Gift?”

“We’re headed your way now, hoping to have a word or two in order to clear some things up. But before we get there, I had a question for you. Trautman works with freelance services for hospice nurses on occasion, correct?”

“We do on occasion, yes. It’s difficult to get proper background checks on some of them, though, so we’re pretty selective.”

“How many have you used in the past year?”

“Four…maybe five. I’d have to check.”

“Do you currently have any on the schedules?”

“Yes. Just one. And she’s been helping out for about two months now.”

“Do you know if she had any sort of interactions with Casey Lowell?”

“She did, yes. Casey liked her quite a bit, actually.”

Rachel considered it for a moment. It was the exact sort of information she’d been looking for, but the next question would prove whether or not this would be a lead that would get them anywhere.

“I’ve got a list of the three nurses on duty the night Casey was killed,” she said. “Is that freelance nurse on it?”

“No, she wouldn’t be. She wasn’t here on the night Casey was killed. In fact, I’m pretty sure today was the first time she’s been on the schedule in about two weeks.”

“So she wasn’t on the schedule when Casey was killed? Not in the building at all?”

“She wasn’t on the schedule, no. And I don’t know why she would have any reason to come to the building.” He paused for a moment and said, “Oh. Oh…if you’re thinking she may have had something to do with this…there’s no way Leslie would do that.”

“How can you be certain? You said yourself that she’s only been working there for a few months.”

“Still…I find it highly unlikely.”

“All the same, we need to speak to her. You said she’s there right now, right?”

“Yes, she is. She’s on shift until seven this evening.”

“And what’s her name?”

“Leslie Hankins.”

“We should be there in about ten minutes,” Rachel said, noticing the regret in Lipman’s voice. It was clear he knew where this was headed and disagreed with it. “Could you please pull Ms. Hankins to the side, into a private room somewhere so we can speak with her?”

He didn’t answer right away. Rachel imagined he was trying to process not only what it meant, but what he was going to have to tell Hankins. After a few seconds, he finally answered, though. “Yes. I’ll get that done.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lipman.”

With that, she hung up and let out a sigh. “Does it feel like a reach to you, Jack?”

“Under the circumstances, no. I’m so desperate for a solid lead at this point that I’d interrogate a cockroach that was on the scene the night of the murder.”

Rachel understood the feeling perfectly. And now that her brain was mostly focused on the reasons a hospice nurse might want to target these very specific victims, there was a strange sort of sense to it. What if she had been wrong in assuming the killer was trying to act as a mercy-killer by putting the patients out of their own misery? What if the killer was in some sort of pain or misery from having dealt with the patients? What if killing them was the killer trying to their best to escape that pain?

It was a sad and depressing theory, but it was one she had to at least consider.

But with the call out of the way, her brain instantly came back around to what Yang had shared with her—a doctor out of New York who was working on a round of treatment that had stellar results so far. Results that were resulting in cures. Just like all of the other cutting-edge treatments and experimental approaches, it did indeed sound too good to be true. But everyone, doctors and specialist alike, had always done their best to dance around that word: cure.

She knew that if she decided to switch to this doctor (whom she didn’t even know and hadn’t met yet—she made sur to remind herself of that repeatedly) it probably meant she’d have to stop the treatments in Switzerland. And so far, those had been showing terrific results. Those treatments were why she was able to work so hard at this current case. But the underlying thread of the treatments in Switzerland was that it was not a cure; it was simply a way to prevent the tumor from growing past a certain point, making sure it wouldn't spread. The chances of her ever becoming completely cancer-free from them were rather small.

The internal back and forth came to an end when Jack parked in front of Trautman Hospice Care. She noticed as they made their way inside that Jack may not have shrugged off the sudden exit from the research center after all. Something seemed to be troubling him, but he was doing his best to play it cool. Whatever it was, there was no time to delve into it right now.

As soon as they stepped inside, a man who had been standing by the counter, speaking with the receptionist, came walking directly over to them. He did his best to offer a smile as he greeted them, but it looked completely fake. Even before he introduced himself, Rachel assumed that this was Bob Lipman.

“Agents,” he said, “I’m Bob Lipman, and I have Leslie waiting in a private room we typically use for small family meetings to discuss patient care. However, before I take you to her, I do feel that I should mention something.”

“What’s that?” Jack asked.

“Leslie took the loss of Casey pretty hard. Of course, hospice nurses are used to losing patients, but as I told you on the phone, Casey liked Leslie a good deal. So, I understand you're just doing your job, but I would appreciate it if you'd be…I don't know…gentle?"

“Of course,” Jack said. “As it stands, we have absolutely no evidence on her. We just need to confirm some things about where she was on the night he was killed, and maybe some details about their relationship.”

This seemed to ease Lipman’s mind a bit. “Well, come on then. She seems more than happy to help any way she can.”

He led them down the same wide hallway Katherine had always taken then down, only this time he took them to the end and turned right. Here, there was a tidy and well-lit waiting area of sorts. It was decorated in a minimalist style and was currently empty. Along the right wall, there were two doors, both leading into similarly designed rooms, only smaller and with warmer lighting.

Lipman led them into one of these rooms where a woman of about forty or so was sitting on a small, comfortable couch. When she looked up to them, Rachel could see a quiet sadness to her period it was mostly in the eyes but seemed to radiate out into the rest of her face.

“Agents, this is Ms. Leslie Hankins. Ms. Hankins, as I said, these agents just want to ask you a few questions concerning Casey.”

As was their usual routine, Jack stood behind while Rachel took the lead on questioning a female suspect who had the potential to get emotional if the questions went a certain way. She’d always had a knack for keeping things mostly calm during tense moments; she hoped it wasn’t another of the qualities that had gotten dull during her time away.

“I’m Agent Gift,” Rachel said. “Do you mind if I sit down with you?”

“No, not at all.”

As she sat down on the other side of the couch, she noticed that Bob Lipman didn’t seem to know if he should stay or go. He was hanging by the door and Rachel figured his presence really wasn’t harming anything Maybe it would even help to keep Leslie calm. While situating herself on the couch, she also took a moment to study Leslie’s face. She didn’t look scared or worried at all. Most of the time, this was an indication that a suspect had nothing to hide, but sometimes people were able to hide it all too well.

“We understand that you weren’t on shift on the night when Casey Lowell was killed,” Rachel said.

“That’s right. I was taking a bit of a break.”

“How long of a break?”

“A week. I wouldn’t call it a vacation by any means. I sat around my apartment and read, watched some TV. I took a day trip up to DC with a friend, but that was the most exciting part of it.”

“I should note,” Lipman said from the door, “that it’s extremely rare that Leslie works nights.”

"That's right," Leslie agreed. "I think I've only worked the night shift here on two occasions. Once was because another nurse had called out sick, and then again when a nurse had a family emergency or something. I don't remember the specifics."

“But you have worked the night shift at least once?”

“Yes.”

Rachel knew this didn’t instantly mean anything. but it did at least show that she had familiarity with the building during the later shifts. When she asked her next question, she glanced at Lipman for a moment as well, making it clear that either of them was welcome to answer the question.

“We know that the figure the night nurse, Claire, saw exited through the back door. The police reports indicated no signs of forced entry, but that the door in question also didn’t require any sort of key card to open. How often is that door left unlocked?”

“Not often at all,” Lipman said.

“Yeah, the only time I’ve ever used that door is to take the trash out,” Leslie said. “There’s a dumpster just around the corner for the more basic trash…not the medical stuff, though. There’s a different one for that.”

So if it is locked, it’s only inaccessible from the outside, right? Anyone inside can open it without triggering any sort of alarm?”

“That’s right,” Bob said.

None of this was exactly new information. It had all been covered in the initial police reports and in some of Jack’s conversations with the cops on the night it had hall occurred. Rather than running around in circles, Rachel decided to keep the conversation pushing forward.

“Ms. Hankins, can you provide any hard proof of where you were on the night of the murder?”

She instantly looked away, which Rachel knew was a surefire sign of guilt—a complete betrayal of the neutral expression she’d been wearing just minutes ago. She seemed to realize that this one little action had sown her hand, so she snapped her attention directly back to Rachel.

“What kind of proof?”

“People you may have spoken to, credit card purchase or even internet activity. Things like that?”

No,” she said with a nervous shake of the head, “I don’t think I’d be able to provide anything like that.”

“If it came down to it, would you consent to us running a GPS trace of your phone for the night in question?”

Rachel saw the fear come into the woman’s eyes. She was thinking of what to say, maybe trying to strategize something. Rachel even sensed Jack tensing up behind her, starting to realize that there was something not quite right here.

“N…no,” Leslie said with a tremble in her voice. “That seems very unnecessary.”

“Maybe to you,” Jack said. “But we have a killer out there who has already killed three people. And right now, I don’t mind telling you that we have nothing to go on. So right now, there’s nothing that’s too unnecessary.”

“Still…I don’t even know why you’d…why you’d think I had anything to do with it.”

Rachel glanced to Jack and then back to Leslie. She made sure to keep her voice calm and as friendly as possible for what came next. “Leslie…what is it you’re not telling us?”

“Nothing!” But the horror in her eyes and the small well of tears that had appeared in her eyes told a different story. “I’m just…I don’t….I’m not comfortable with this.”

She looked to Bob Lipman as if hoping he would somehow step in and come to her rescue. But her sudden shift in mood had apparently alarmed him as well. He took a very slow step forward. "Leslie," he said with a soft, worried voice. "If you know something, I think you should really tell them."

She shook her head in the manner of a frightened child, and tears came streaming down her face.

“Leslie,” Rachel said, “if you can cooperate, we may be—”

“No,” she snapped, doing her best to appear assertive. “No, I’m done answering your questions.”

“Are you sure?” Rachel asked. “Because if that’s the stance you’re going to take, we’re going to have to arrest you for suspicion of murder.”

“But I didn’t…”

She stopped again, simply nodding. “Can I call my lawyer?”

“Yes, you can call him right now if you like,” Jack said. “You’re just going to have to tell him to meet you at the station.”

“I’ll just call him from there.”

Lipman stepped forward even more and, in nearly a whisper, said, “Are you sure about this, Leslie?”

“Yes.” She got to her feet, looking to Rachel and Jack and awaiting further instruction.

"Can you at least take her out civilly?" Lipman asked. "I'd really rather no one else in the building see one of our nurses carted off in handcuffs."

Rachel didn’t even think twice about it. Based on the quickness of Leslie asking about calling for a lawyer—and her sudden show of emotion—Rachel didn’t think the woman was going to give them any problems.

“We don’t need cuffs, Rachel said. “However, Leslie, if you do decide to do something foolish, we will give chase.”

“I’m fine,” she said. 

It was an odd moment, a sort of lackluster break in the case. “Come with us, then,” Jack said. Again, he read the room quickly. He took the lead, not wanting to be a male presence standing behind her as they escorted her out of the building. He held the door open for her and then, when they were out in the hallway, took the lead again.

Lipman watched them as they left the building, choosing to come out no farther than the concrete stoop in front of the building. “Leslie, make sure to call if there’s anything you need.”

As Rachel opened the back door of the sedan for Leslie, she didn’t think Lipman was particularly taking sides. He was simply concerned for one of the people he worked with while also wanting to see this senseless murdering spree come to an end. He remained where he was standing, just by the entrance, and was still there when Rachel looked into her sideview mirror as Jack backed up and turned around out of the parking lot.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Rachel was finding it hard to get a proper read on Leslie Hankins. She’d not said a single word during the drive from the research center to the field office. However, on both instances Rachel looked into the rearview mirror at her, the woman was wiping tears away. It was clear that there was something going on, but Rachel's gut told her that whatever the answer might be, it wasn't going to be simple at all.

When they reached the field office, they parked along the side that would take them through the back of the building and directly to the interrogation rooms.  Rachel checked the time when they escorted her inside; it was 6:12 in the afternoon and there was a good chance Anderson would still be in the office, especially after being away for a day.

“If you want to get her situated,” Jack said as they started down the hall with Leslie between them, “I’ll run up and fill Anderson in.”

This move was, in and of itself, a bit strategic. The intention was to give Leslie the impression that they had no intention of grilling her—to create a sense of comfort in a situation where her brain and heart were likely telling her to panic like hell.

As Jack continued down the hallway, Rachel stopped at the first of the interrogation rooms. She opened the door and allowed Leslie inside before stepping in. The rooms were very basic, with white paneled walls and overhead lights that rivaled the brightness and glare of those in a hospital. A modest table sat in the center of the room with four chairs positioned around it. Each of the women took a seat, facing across from one another.

"You're welcome to call your lawyer now if you like," Rachel said. "But between the two of us…I'm not sure you need to."

“Why’s that?”

“Because I don’t think you killed Casey Lowell.”

“That’s good. Because I didn’t. But…that’s why you came to see me, right? To try to prove I did?”

“We came to ask you questions about the night he died and your connection to him. Lipman said Casey liked you quite a bit. And because we have no answers to this case, we needed to hear from you, the one nurse that wasn’t an official employee at Trautman…a freelance nurse who sort of comes and goes. But, I’ve been at the job quite a bit and I think if you’d been the one to kill him and were trying to convince us otherwise, you wouldn’t have remained as quiet as you were at Trautman or during the ride over here. So, no…I’m not so sure you killed Casey. But I think you did something that night that you don’t want us knowing about. And as messed up as it might sound, I really don’t even care what it was. I just need absolute confirmation that whatever you were doing, it kept you far away from Trautman Hospice Care.”

“I was nowhere near Trautman.”

“Were you in the city? In Richmond?”

“Yes. Near Chesterfield.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know. Maybe seven to midnight or so.”

“And do you have proof of this?”

“Yes, I could provide proof.”

"But based on how you shut down when we spoke to you at Trautman, I'm guessing that this proof would open up another can of worms?"

Leslie sighed and nodded. “That’s right.”

“And checking the GPS drops on your phone would show where you were and prove…what, exactly.”

“I’m sorry,” Leslie said. “I’d really prefer to speak with my lawyer before I talk about anything else.”

“That’s fine. And it’s your right. But until we can prove that you weren’t on-site during Casey’s murder, you’ll have to stay here. You underst—”

“I was with another patient, okay?”

The comment seemed to come out of nowhere, almost erupting out of Leslie’s mouth. t came out with such speed and force that Rachel wondered if the woman had actually been looking for an excuse to say whatever was going to come next. Maybe it was something that had been weighing her down, crushing her heart, and she just needed to get it out. That, or she was just breaking under their questioning.

“A patient from Trautman?” Rachel asked. In her head, she chanted at Jack to hurry the hell up.

“No. It was another patient. Someone I’d been freelancing for.”

“Okay. There’s nothing at all wrong with that.”

"They…they'd been in a vegetative state for six weeks. A broken neck and head trauma from a car accident. He came to for a bit in the hospital, and they discovered he was paralyzed. And then he kept slipping in and out of that coma. Gone three days, coherent for one…and for the ones he was coherent for, he was in so much pain…”

Rachel didn’t have the heart to point out that this was sidetracking from the Casey Lowell murder. She sensed it was going somewhere, and besides that, she saw that her hunch was right; Leslie looked almost relieved to be speaking some of this out loud. As Leslie stopped and collected her thoughts and breath, there was a soft knock on the door. 

“It’s Jack,” came a muffled voice from the other side.

“Is it okay for him to come in?” Rachel asked.

Leslie nodded and wiped several stray tears her face. There were little tracks running down her cheeks where so many others had already fallen.

“Come on in,” Rachel said. But she paid Jack no attention as he entered. Her eyes remained on Leslie, as if encouraging her. Yes, there was now another person in the room, but the conversation could still center just around the two of them.

“Leslie, I know this look…I can see the relief. If you’ve done something that you need to confess, I suggest you go ahead and do it. It will make it better in the long run. I promise you that.”

“I didn’t do anything…anything illegal.  I don't think so, anyway. But this patient…he was in so much pain, and they were out of answers and money. Their insurance wouldn't…they were so…" She took a long, hitching breath, swallowing down a series of sobs. "They needed a way out. So they asked if I would…if I could make him go to sleep and just not wake up. They wanted…”

“Are you talking about medically assisted suicide?” Rachel asked.

Leslie nodded, her face pinching up as she continued fighting with a weeping fit. Rachel didn’t think she was going to last much longer. “Only…not exactly legal. To be legal, there had to be…to be someone else. A doctor, I think. Certainly not someone like me. And then there’s the question of money. They were already so strapped and…God, I was just trying to help.”

Understanding dawned over Rachel, and she found herself feeling incredibly sad for Leslie. "And this was in someone's home?"

“Yes. They had a very basic set-up. A common hospital bed. An IV stand and up-to-date monitors.”

“How’d you do it?”

“Just a cocktail of drugs I knew about…a pretty common mixture used on hospitals. I gave it straight through his IV, and the family asked me…asked me to stay there from the moment I put it in until he was gone. I put the mixture in just around seven or so in the evening, and he passed just a few minutes before midnight."

Even though she now knew that this had absolutely nothing to do with Casey Lowell, she couldn’t just let it lie. Though, at the same time, she needed to be quick about it.

“The family asked you to do it and were present the entire time?” Rachel asked.

“Yes.”

“Did you have them sign anything?”

“Yes. Just a really basic contract that I pretty much copied and pasted from forms I was able to find online. I’m covered…sort of. Like I said, it’s not really legal…what I did. But everything I read online said that with the family’s consent, there’s not much that can be done to me in court. I was just trying to cover my ass, you know? And…and that contract and my visit to their home is my proof that I was…occupied when Casey was murdered. The contract should hold up if anything ever goes sideways. It’s always tricky when a patient’s family had decided to sever ties completely with hospitals and specialists in a case like that. I just…”

Leslie finally cracked and began to bawl. While she buried her head in her hands, Rachel looked to Jack and found his eyes wide with shock. Looking to one another, something Leslie had said was ping-pong around in her brain…a comment that made her wonder if she and Jack had missed something. 

"It's always tricky when a patient's family has decided to sever ties completely with hospitals and specialists…"

“Leslie, I’m going to be honest with you,” Rachel said. “Based on your story, I don’t quite know what the legalities look like. If the family will go to bat for you under scrutiny, I think you’ll be fine. There’s also the question of how you came across the drugs to come up with your mixture. I’m going to ask that you stay here for a while longer and I’m going to send in someone that might be able to help more than we can. And, besides, that we already have this original case and—”

“Yes, please…if you can find who’s killing these people, I’m fine staying here and speaking to anyone you want. But I do think it’s time I call my lawyer…just in case.”

“Of course. And I’ll make sure that’s taken care of for you. Hang tight, okay?”

Rachel stepped outside of the interrogation room and started down the hall. She started walking to the end, in the direction of the elevators, waving for Jack to follow her.

“Seems like she might be fine,” Jack said. “In terms of the law, I mean. In terms of her conscience, I’m not so sure.”

“It’s rough, that’s for sure,” Rachel agreed. “But that thing she said about the family of patients who choose to do it on their own…it got me thinking. What if there’s a Mallerman-Diggs patient out there somewhere who isn’t in the system? What if they received the diagnosis and just sort of faded away after a while…whether because of the cost or the parents’ own personal choices.”

“Could be. But how would we even find them?”

“Birth records for a start,” Rachel said as they came to the elevators. “And maybe even medical records. I’d assume there would have to be at least one or two doctors’ visits after a diagnosis even if, for whatever reason, the patient is never seen in an office again.”

"Hell yeah. It's worth a look, for sure. Do you want to get started on that while I find someone to speak with Leslie?"

“Sounds good.”

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. When they stepped inside, Rachel felt a hesitant stirring of excitement—whether from Leslie's admission or this new avenue to search down, she wasn't sure. But one thing was for certain: she sure as hell wasn't tired anymore.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

She'd been doing her best for nearly two years now. Most days, she felt worn down and at her wits end. There were some days where the sacrifices she had made to take care of her brother filled her with a sense of accomplishment and an undying love for him. But those days were few and far between. She wasn't able to look back over those two years to find the cracks in the foundations of it all. She supposed one bad day had stacked up on top of another bad day, which it stacked up on top of another and another, and so on.

What she didn't know for sure was that she couldn't do it anymore. Back when she'd seen that presentation at church with the progeria patients, she'd known God was singling her out. She'd known no one in that church—not closely, anyway. None of them had known about her brother. There was no way they could. but yet, the presentation had singled her out. God had reached down and slapped her right in the heart and ordered her to do something about it.

It was one more reason that she felt God had called her to do this. She’d been hurting so long, working so hard for nothing….just to watch a loved one die. She’d been obedient…taking three of them so far. Surely He was pleased. Surely, he’d help her—giving her strength to do what must be done.

She wasn't so naive as to think she would be killing him to release him from his terrible state. Most days, it really didn't seem to bother him all that much. But caring for him was the hardest thing she'd ever done in her life. She had hoped that killing others with Mallerman-Diggs would serve as a sort of exorcism. She had hoped that taking the lives of those three others would get it out of her system and somehow spare her brother.

But here she was again, staring at his bedroom door. She was the one who insisted on keeping it closed. It had been about six months since she decided she wanted to keep it closed. If she wasn't directly dealing with him, she wanted him shut out of her daily life. Sometime during those two years, he had quickly become less of a thing to be loved and nurtured and more of a thing to be avoided. If she was being honest with herself, she had taken on the duty of caring for him to be seen as a hero in the eyes of her ailing mother. But the breast cancer that had attacked her mother five years ago had finally taken her away from this world. She’d died three months ago, one less burden for her to care for. And ever since then, the idea of becoming a hero had become stupid.

It was an awful feeling because she did not want her brother dead. But she also did not want to care for him any longer, and it wasn't like she could afford one of those expensive facilities like Trautman. And she sure as hell couldn't afford to have him take the tests and treatments they were providing at the cutting-edge research facility.

She’d thought of the research facility quite often. She’d looked into it when she knew her mother was not long for this world. There were special programs that would help cover the costs, mainly because they were actively looking for patients. But it still wasn’t in the cards. She worked two jobs and still barely had money left over at the end of the month to pay her rent and car payment; after the meds for her brother and now still paying for the cost of her mother’s funeral, things were looking bleaker by the moment.

But it would all be different tomorrow. That’s what she told herself as she once again walked by his bedroom door. She would take his life the same way she’d taken the others, by holding a pillow over his face and pressing down until his frail body simply wasn’t trying to fight any longer.

The one reason she felt so confident that she could do it was because he wanted it. Sure, he was mostly pleasant and warm to her, but he was also depressed. He'd said so himself on multiple occasions. He was thirty-two years old and looked like a ninety-year-old man. He had no friends, no jobs, and no hobbies. He was in pain a great deal of the time, and it was only getting worse.

She knew he’d died eventually. Hell, according to what she knew of Mallerman-Diggs, he should have been dead seven or eight years ago. But he’d beaten the odds…yet another reason she’d often considered reaching out to the research center.

But that would be another decision that would be removed from her plate soon enough. Maye even without the hour.

And then, before she was even aware she was doing it, she knocked on his door. Her heart slammed in her chest, and her fingers started to curl…as if they were already holding a pillow, ready to grip the edges.

“Yuh?” he called from the other side.

“Alan? Do you mind if I come in for a second?”

“Nope! Come in.”

She took a deep breath and opened the door. She left it open as she entered the room, not wanting him to feel trapped. He sometimes got antsy when they were both in the room and the door remained closed.

However, now, even with the door open, he was trapped.

And the next time she stepped into this room by herself, it would be to clean it out.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

They had to make calls to every hospital in the area, and while that part was relatively simple, getting access to medical records wasn't. One hospital understood their urgency and managed to give them access to their database within just twenty minutes. But the second hospital took another hour. And by the time 9:00 rolled around—just one hour before Rachel's self-imposed bedtime—the third of the four they'd reached out to finally came through.

In the waiting, Rachel and Jack had created something of a makeshift HQ in one of the conference rooms just down the hall from Anderson’s office. Anderson himself stepped into their little nest shortly after eight, pitching in with two other agents who had come up from Records and Resources. Rachel figured I wasn’t just as a means of helping out, but for Anderson to feel as if he was somehow making amends for being away for the day. 

While they’d been waiting for database access from the hospitals, the other agents and Anderson had assisted them with looking for a variety of different records, based on hits from the first hospital. Looking back over the course of twenty-five years, the first hospital reported no births diagnosed with Mallerman-Diggs, though there was one case of the more common form of progeria. 

While it wasn't a bullseye hit, it was close enough to do a deep dive into the family. The father had been busted for selling marijuana at the age of twenty, five years before his daughter's birth, but that was it. More significantly, though, the daughter had died from progeria complications at the age of seventeen. She'd passed away nearly eight years ago, and according to bureau records, the parents were now living in Daytona, Florida.

But even that one hit had kept the team motivated. It was literally like looking for a needle in a haystack, even when the haystack came equipped with fields for search terms and the ability to filter by dates.

“Hey…” one of the other agents said, a bit tentatively. He was a bit younger than Rachel, a man of Hispanic descent named by the name of Gonzales. “I think I’ve got something from Overview Hospital. There’s a referral here for a three-year-old from twenty-five years ago…the patient’s name is Alan Deerborne and it says he was diagnosed with Mallerman-Diggs.”

Every set of eyes in the room went to Gonzales and his laptop. Rachel hurried over to his chair as he continued to summarize the record he’d found. “He was referred to a specialist in New York, but that’s all I see here. There’s no follow-up, nothing.”

“Check the records for any mention of Alan Deerborne from the date of that referral and into the future,” Rachel said as she hurried back to her laptop.

“What are you looking for?” Jack asked her.

“We set our town goalpost as twenty-five years because Mallerman-Diggs patients tend to not live beyond twenty-five. But if Deerborne was three twenty-five years ago, he was clearly born before then. So I’m going back a bit to find birth records.”

“And I’m running a search for his parents,” Anderson said from the other end of the table, typing quickly along his laptop keyboard.

“Agent Gift, I’m not seeing anything beyond this referral,” Gonzales said. “It just stops here.”

“Well, maybe he passed away?” Jack asked. And with that thought locked in his head, he started his own search at the laptop in front of him.

It was a tense handful of minutes as they worked together to look at death records, birth records, database information on families with the last name Deerborne within one hundred miles of Richmond.

“I’m not seeing any death records in the area for anyone by the name of Alan Deerborne,” Jack said.

And almost immediately on the heels of that, Rachel found what she’d been looking for. “Got it. Right here…Alan Deerborne, born to May and Harvey Deerborne, twenty-nine years ago. Hospital records indicate that Alan was kept in the hospital due to an unknown condition….that was…hold on…yeah, that was diagnosed as Mallerman-Diggs two weeks later.”

“And with no record of death,” Jack said, “that would mean he’s still around. No way to know if he’s still in the area, though…”

“Check death records for the family,” Rachel suggested. “And I’ll see what addresses we have in the area for Deerborne…”

Again, the room seemed to come alive with the clattering of keys and an almost tangible tension in the air. “May Deerborne,” Jack said, a bit too excited for what he was announcing, “died three years ago. Breast cancer. And…yeah, Harvey Deerborne died two years before his wife. Suicide…Jesus, suicide by self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head.”

“Poor guy,” Gonzales said. “A kid with a condition like that and then a wife fighting cancer…”

“Okay,” Rachel said, I’ve got hits for eleven Deerbornes in the Richmond area. I need to narrow it down—"

“Got it,” Anderson said. “Records indicate that May and Harvey had a daughter four years before Alan. A daughter named Gillian.”

Rachel scanned the list in front of her, searching through all of the Deerbornes listed in the area. Near the bottom, she found it: Gillian Deerborne.

“I’ve got it,” Rachel said. “Gillian Deerborne, 65 Ableston Road.”

She immediately got to her feet and though she headed straight for the door, she took a moment to look around the room. She was incredibly appreciative of the help, the fused teamwork that had somehow managed to get them this deeply buried lead.

“Need an assist?” Gonzales asked.

"Sure. If you want to run back up, you can. Of course, there's no guarantee this will lead to anything."

But even as the words came out of her mouth, she wasn’t sure she believed this. Based on their speedy research, she had a pretty good portrait of Gillian Deerborne. She'd lived through a father who'd killed himself, likely because of family hardships. She'd lost a mother to cancer and had likely been left to care for her brother, who was stricken with a rare disease that required a good deal of attention.

It was more than enough to make anyone crack. And as she and Jack hurried to the elevators toward the night beyond, she couldn’t help but feel that they were finally indeed on the trail of their killer.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

“So your ten o'clock rule has sort of been shot down," Jack said as they sped in the direction of Ableston Road, a twenty-minute drive from the field office. But with Jack’s speed and expert driving, Rachel expected they’d make it there in twelve. No more than fifteen for sure.

“Looks like it,” she said. “I’d appreciate it if we’d not make a big deal out of it, all thing considered.”

Upon leaving the office, they’d coordinated with Gonzales to drive to the end of the block. he knew he’d only be called upon in the event that there was a chase of some sort, but he seemed fine with that. It also helped Rachel feel a bit more comfortable about what was to come (if anything) to know they had all their bases covered.

Ableston Road was one of several smaller roads that all connected to a secondary road leading out to a bypass. The homes along those roads were typical middle-class homes, not too fancy but several steps up from the lower-class homes in other parts of the city. They approached it much quicker than Rachel had been expecting. When Jack turned onto it, she saw a. night-shrouded street lit up only by streetlights positioned along every fourth home. The Deerborne residence was directly in between two of these lights. As Jack pulled up in front of the house, parking directly behind an older model Honda Civic, she saw Gonzales’s headlights turn onto the street behind them. They waited a beat as he passed by them and drove to the other end of the block where he then pulled along the sidewalk and parked.

“Here we go,” Rachel said. She reached for the door handle but Jack stopped her with a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Hold on. I think you should go to the door. We know from plenty of history together that women tend to trust you way sooner than they trust me. I’ll stay out here, just outside of the door once you go in and stand guard just in case she makes a run for it.”

It was a sensible approach, but not the sort of thing Jack would typically suggest. She was aware that it was nothing more than a thinly veiled attempt to leave the possibility to strenuous activity to him. No matter how she felt or how her health appeared to be, he apparently didn’t want to take any chances with her health. It irritated her but she also appreciated it when she processed it from the point of view of a woman who was going to be marrying him soon. She deiced not to argue the point, simply nodding as she got out of the car.

She did have to admit that she felt safe and secure, knowing that Gonzales was further up the street and Jack would be waiting outside. She walked along the thin sidewalk to the front door, took the three brick-layered steps, and knocked on the door. There was no answer at first, so she knocked again. With no doorbell of any kind, it was her only option.

This time, after a few seconds, Rachel could hear hurried footsteps approaching the door. The porch lights suddenly came on, flooding the formerly darkened porch into a field of vibrant white. As Rachel squinted her eyes from the glare, the door was unlocked from the inside and partially opened.

"Who the hell's out there?" a woman's angry voice asked. "It's after nine o'clock at night."

Given the woman’s irritated disposition, Rachel made a gut call. She was going to butter the woman up before coming right out with the real reason she was there—to question her about her possible involvement in a series of recent and very specific murders.

“I know, it’s late,” Rachel said. “But I’m wondering…are you Ms. Gillian Deerborne?”

“I am. Who’s asking?”

Gillian still had the door open only a fraction—less than a quarter of the way, in fact. Still, Rachel saw enough of her; she looked tired and slightly on edge. She also looked very distrustful of the woman on her porch. From the records they'd collected, Rachel knew Gillian was thirty-five years old, but she looked much older. And if her life had truly been as bad as the records had indicated, Rachel could see why.

She pulled out her badge and ID, edging them close to the door. “I’m Special Agent Rachel Gift, and I’m here because I’ve been placed in charge of a fairly sensitive case.”

“Oh?...”

“Yes. Some of our research and records experts at the bureau have done something of a deep dive in the last few days,” she lied. “We’re trying to locate anyone within a one-hundred-mile radius of Richmond that has a disease known as Mallerman-Diggs. We found the name of Alan Deerborne and also that you are his only surviving relative.”

“Yes, what about it?” She seemed more interested than concerned; Rachel didn’t see a single trace of fear in the woman’s face.

“Well, in the past week, someone has killed three Mallerman-Diggs patient in the Richmond area. So, as quietly as we can, the bureau is conducting these searches.” Thinking quickly, knowing that this woman, if the killer, would be aware of an increased police presence around the homes of the victims, Rachel added: “The police are conducting their own investigation into the name of patients that are being seen and treated at a local facility, but we’ve also found that there are a few more who aren’t; tied to that particular facility. In other words, I’m here to let you know that your brother could be in danger.”

“Oh…oh, I see,” Gillian said.

Rachel thought she caught a flicker of confusion in the woman’s eyes—as if she’d not been expecting this sort of story…that she may have been expecting to have to defend herself. But the moment was fleeting, the expression gone before it really even had time to land properly on her face.

“Well, you’re right. I am Alan’s only surviving relative. I’ve been caring for him for about three years now, ever since our mother passed away.”

“And does he live here with you?”

“Yes, he stays here with me.” Again, there was a strange look on her face for the space of about a second. Maybe regret? Had she suddenly wished she’d given another answer.

“Would it be possible for me to speak with him?”

“I’d really rather you didn’t,” Gillian said. “He’s asleep for the night and as I think you probably know, one of the most important things for Mallerman-Diggs patients is rest.”

“Of course, I understand perfectly. Okay…so I’ll tell you what: part of my assignment is just to confirm these patients are indeed still alive and if they are to have at least a visual confirmation. If I promise not to wake him, could I just get a look at him?”

This time, Gillian waited a moment before answering, staring directly at Rachel as if daring her to say something. Rachel sensed that there was a mental game of chess being played; this woman was trying to decide which answer would serve her best. And if she was as irritated as she seemed, Rachel thought it might mean she just wanted her, Rachel out of there as soon as possible. Which would work in her favor.

“Yes, I suppose,” Gillian finally said. “If it’s absolutely necessary. But can we make it quick?”

“Absolutely. And thank you so much.”

Gillian opened the door the rest of the way and allowed Rachel inside. The front door opened into the living room, which was tidy and quiet. The TV mounted on the wall was off. A book sat on the arm of a recline, a bookmark sticking out about halfway through. 

“He stays in my guest room,” she said. “I don’t think he likes it. He hates this house If he’d had his way, he would have lived all by himself in our parents’ house after mom died.”

“Why did you not move into your parents’ house?”

“They left it to me, but I sold it,” Gillian said curtly. “Too many bad memories. And I’d rather have the three hundred grand for the house than the memories.”

Gillian led her down a hallway that started just off of the hallway. The hall was to the right, with a kitchen to the left. Like the living room, it was quiet and clean.

“Here’s his room,” Gillian whispered. “He tends to be a light sleeper, so…. just a peek, and that’s it. Okay?”

“Yes, that’s fine. And confirmation he’s alive.”

“Well of course he’s alive. Why…whatever. Sure. But if you wake him up…”

“I swear, I won’t.” She had no intention of keeping this promise though. She’d love to talk to him, to get a better idea of his sister to see what she’d been up to lately. All she had to do was play off how she might “accidentally” wake Alan Deerborne up.

Gillian opened the door slowly and quietly. She then stepped aside to let Rachel pass through. The room was dark with the exception of an amber-colored nightlight along the right wall, and the glow of a monitor that was attached to a simple-looking machine over by an IV stand. Alan Deerborne was in the bed and she could tell that was indeed asleep just from the soft snoring sounds he was making.

Okay, now maybe just a cough or a sneeze or even…oops, bumping into the edge of the bed, Rachel thought.

She stepped forward and brought up a forced cough into her throat.

Just as she was about to let it out, something heavy struck her in the back. All of the wind went rushing out of her as he back wailed in agony. She stumbled into the edge of Alan’s bed just as she’d imagined but not nearly in the same manner she’d intended.

Holding to the edge of the bed and turning to face her attacker, the pain in her back seized her and for a terrifying moment, she couldn’t move. All the while, Gillian came striding forward into the dark room, holding something bat-shaped in her hand. And Gillian’s knees buckled and she toppled to the floor, Gillian raised the unidentifiable object into the air for yet another strike.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

The pain in her back was flaring in all directions but the worst of it was right at the area of impact. Rachel didn’t think she’d been hit with a bat—there hadn’t been quite enough impact for that—but whatever the weapon was, it was hard and Gillian had put some oomph into it. And now, as it came back down toward her again, it was aimed directly for her head.

Rachel acted instinctively and fell the remainder of the way to the floor, right down to her right side. Not only did this cause Gillian’s attack to miss completely, but the weapon struck the floor just a few inches in front of Rachel's face. Rachel reached out and grabbed it, still not quite sure what it was. Whatever it was, it was quite thin but sturdy. She yanked it away from Gillian, causing Gillian to stumble forward and also collided with the edge of the bed.

Alan let out a cry of surprise and alarm from the bed. “Gilly?” he asked confused and scared. “Gilly what are—”

With Gillian so close to her now, Rachel went for the woman’s knees.  The pain in her back had loosened up a bit, allowing her more flexibility. She hit Gillian square in the knees, causing her to shout out and go stumbling backward.

From the bed, Alan let out a scream. Rachel had to ignore it, though. She had to get Gillian retrained and try to make sense of this situation. She scrambled to her feet, the pain in her back flaring again. She pushed past it and fell on Gillian, trying to drive a knee into the woman’s stomach so that she could flip her onto her back and slap on her handcuffs.

She did manage to land the knee, but Gillian also delivered a haymaker of a punch at the same time. It glanced off of Rachel’s face just hard enough to cause her to totter as she tried to find purchased on top of Gillian. Gillian once again found the item she’d used as a weapon and now in the frantic movement of the darkness with her eyes finally adjusted, Rachel saw that it was an old IV stand.

Gillian got a single, lazy swing in but Rachel was able to easily block it with both arms. She then brought both of those arms down across Gillian’s chest. Gillian gasped for air and this time Rachel was able to wrestle her into her chest and started pulling her left arm behind her back.

Alan continued to wail and in a shocking moment that broke Rachel’s heart, she felt him fall on her back. His frail weight shook her a bit but didn’t stop her from her main goal. even when his fists started slamming on her back, she didn’t stop. Her heart felt like it might burst when she realized that she was going to have to do something about him…to restrain him somehow if he continued attacking her. His fists slammed into her back, along the side of her face just hard enough to cause her ears to ring, but she finally managed to get both of Gillian’s hands behind her back.

She heard footfalls out in the hallway as she finally got the cuffs out. She was bleeding from her cheek as the result of one of Alan’s weak punches but barely noticed it. What she did notice, though, was Jack coming to the bedroom door. He instantly flipped on the light switch and then drew his sidearm.

“Take over, would you?” Rachel said. She wasn’t aware that she’d been crying until she spoke, her voice wet with tears.

Her intent was originally to turn around to somehow gently shrug Alan off of her. But the moment Jack stepped into the room, Alan stopped his attack and had backed toward his bed. When she turned and saw his terrified state, she held her hands out to show she meant no harm.

“Please,” he said, looking at her with tired, pain-filled eyes “Let Gilly go. Why are you…. why are you even here?”

He was sitting in the floor, starting to curl himself into the fetal position. Rachel hated that she found his appearance so odd that it was hard for her to view him as the thirty-year-old man he was. Currently, he looked like a strong wind might blow him over. She could tell he wanted to do more to help his sister but that he knew he was powerless to do much.

“You’re Alan, right?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Alan, I’m Special Agent Rachel Gift…and I’m afraid it seems like your sister is in some trouble.”

“What? What’s she done?”

“We don’t know for sure yet, but I hope to have some answers for you soon…”

“Alan…” Gillian called out from behind them. “Alan…I’m sorry. I just…I couldn’t keep on doing it. I had to...had too…”

And then she screamed. There was so much pain in it that Rachel thought she could feel it, creeping out into the room like an evil, physical presence. She kept screaming and crying as Gonzales eventually entered the house and even ten minutes later when the first patrol car arrived on the scene.

Somewhere in the midst of it all, Rachel slipped into the Deerbornes’ bathroom to tend to the small cut from one of Alan’s punches. And as she heard the slightly muffled cries from both Gillian and Alan as he was informed of everything his sister had done, Rachel couldn’t help it.

She began to cry, too.

 

***

 

Mostly because of Jack’s insistence—and his absolute leadership and control at the Deerborne residence—Rachel made it home just after one o' clock. While it was three entire hours past the ten o'clock mark she'd originally set for herself, she still felt it was entirely too soon to leave the scene and the case in the hands of others.

She showered and lay in bed, wondering if she should see a doctor tomorrow. The blow to her back hadn’t been too bad, but she had been struck in the head a few times by Alan, and Gillian had also gotten a partial blow in.

Laying in her bed, under the covers after a long, hot shower was calming beyond belief, but she had no delusions that she’d go to sleep. Instead, she kept her phone in her hand and stayed up to date with the closing of the case via a series of texts that Jack promised to send. Through these, she spent about an hour and a half in a sort of semi-doze, blinking awake when a new text came in.

She learned that it hadn’t taken much urging for Gillian Deerborne to admit to the three murders. She’d also claimed to have served as a volunteer with different organizations that assisted hospital aids and hospice care workers; that’s how shed; gotten her hands on the names of the three different families with Mallerman-Diggs patients. She also learned that while Alan was clearly upset about it all, he was handling things fine. Someone from the research center was currently on the way to the Deerborne residence to speak with him and offer him living quarters at the facility. lastly, following her confession and admission of guilt, Gillian was already on her way to a holding cell at the city jail.

This last bit was all Rachel needed to hear, really—that Alan was going to be okay and Gillian wasn't putting up much of a fight. It was 4:10 when she finally allowed herself to fall asleep, and when she finally made the decision, she fell hard and fast.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Rachel slept through the day, finally opening her eyes just before four in the afternoon. She woke up feeling groggy and her back was a bit sore, but she felt otherwise fine—just as fine as she had for the past few weeks. She took another shower with the hopes of loosening up her back, and headed downstairs just in time to see Paige and Grandma Tate as they returned home from Grandma Tate’s trip to pick Paige up from school.

“Mommy!” Paige yelled right away.

They hugged instantly at the front door and it was more touching that Rachel had anticipated. She had to remind herself that her return to work and trying to get into the old swing of things was going to a bit difficult for Paige to get used to as well—even though Paige had always been her most ardent supporter.

Glancing over Paige’s shoulder, Rachel looked to Grandma Tate. “I take it you got my note?”

“The one on the table? The one I found this morning that simply said: ‘I’m home, please let me sleep as long as I can’? Yes, I saw that. Not many details. Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Actually, I feel great. And I—"

The front door opened again, and she was shocked to find Jack entering the house. He had two large brown bags in his hand, and Rachel smiled when she saw that he'd picked up an early dinner from her favorite Chinese food restaurant.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Well, you and I are heroes after last night, so when I asked Anderson if I could leave early to come check on you, her was fine with it. You can thank this one,” he said, nodding at Grandma Tate, “for the Chinese food idea. I would have picked pizza.”

“Yeah, me too,” Paige said, as she and Jack shared a conspiratorial wink.

The smell of the Chinese food had her stomach rumbling right away. And at the same time, she found herself in another of those moments where she felt overwhelmed by happiness—grateful for all she had and how much she’d endured to get here. It seemed like the perfect time to share with them one of the things that had been on her mind ever since her seemingly random side-conversation with Dr. Yang. The idea of telling them made her nervous, but she was done with keeping secrets from her family.

“Hey, before we eat,” she said, “I want to tell you guys about something. Can we chat for a bit?”

“Sure,” Grandma Tate said, but her tone indicated she was worried. “Is this a good talk or a bad one?”

“For now, I’ll say it’s neutral. But it has me feeling hopeful.”

“Oh, then I’m all kinds of here for that,” Jack said as he and Paige sat down beside one another on the couch. Grandma Tate elected to stand by the kitchen, leaning against the entryway.

Now that she had their attention, Rachel wasn’t sure where to start. She looked to Jack, and a bit nervous now, said, “Do you remember when we were at the research facility yesterday afternoon and you came in right at the end of a conversation I was having with Yang and Katherine?”

“Yes, I do. And yes, I did think you were trying to hurry something along. So don’t think you’re that slick.”

“Well, he said he recognized my name from the news headlines back when…well, back when that was a thing.” She had done everything she could to keep the name of Alex Lynch out of her house, so she had to sidestep certain mentions of him. “And he said it sort of clicked for him that he’d just come from a conference where all of these medical researchers and experts were giving lectures and symposiums.”

She then told them the rest—about the doctor Yang had met who was having massive success of tumors that had already been treated elsewhere and were starting to shrink. As she shared the information with them, Rachel got excited all over again. It was an even higher level of excitement than the one she’d felt when her first positive results from the trials and tests in Switzerland had come in.

When she was done, Grandma Tate and Jack both shared a look. Her grandmother was smiling, but Jack looked hesitant. “So you’d have to stop the treatments in Switzerland?”

"I don't know for sure. Probably. I mean, I haven't even made the call to Yang to get this guy's information. I could call and be turned away. I’m just mentioning it to you because I knew if I didn’t, I’d talk myself out of it. But with these kinds of results…I’m going to give it a go. I’m telling you all as a means of accountability.”

“So,” Paige said, “it’s in New York?”

“The doctor is out of New York, so I’m assuming so.”

“So…could I go with you sometimes? Can we see a Broadway show?”

“Paige!” Grandma Tate scolded.

But Rachel laughed. She rather loved the fact that this had been Paige’s reaction. “You know, I think we could maybe swing that. But I have to make the calls first, okay? I think I’ll call Yang tomorrow and then speak with some of the team members in Switzerland to see how I can get this thing going.”

The room went quiet for a while, the silence finally broken by Jack as he reached out and took her hand. “You’re sure about this?”

“I am.”

“The I’m on board.”

“Good,” she said. “Paige? Grandma?”

“Whatever you want dear,” Grandma Tate said. “Whatever you feel is the best choice for you.”

“Yeah, same here,” Paige said.

Rachel sensed the moment growing tense with emotion, and the last thing she needed after a good sleep was a good cry. So she sighed, clapped her hands, and pointed to the kitchen. “Now…I know it would make for an early dinner, but I’m starved. Jack, are there wontons?”

“Of course there are.”

“Mine!” Paige yelled and made her way to the kitchen, running at a sprint.

“Not if I get there first!” Rachel yelled and went off after her daughter, chasing her into the kitchen in a fit of laughs and giggles.

Briefly, she thought of what they’d learned about Gillian Deerborne and then of the scared, frail state of Alan. In comparison, she knew she had it good...that she had it damned good. And if she had somehow managed to come through all she had to be continually blessed by this amazing life, she was going to live it to its fullest from this moment on.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Four days later…

 

 

Alice watched as Rachel’s bedroom light went out. Her boyfriend was staying over, which was becoming more and more common. Alice wondered if they would consider themselves as “living together” yet. But she really didn’t care. All she knew about the boyfriend was that he was also an FBI agent.

But as recently as yesterday, she’d learned something even more interesting about Rachel Gift’s personal life.  Yesterday, Saturday, Rachel and her daughter had gone shopping…and Alice had followed. She’d kept her distance in traffic and did an excellent job of blending into the background as she’d trailed the mother-daughter duo around the store.

While Rachel and Paige had ventured down the luggage aisle, Alice had gone down the neighboring aisle, filled with travel supplies like travel-sized shampoo and toothpaste. As she'd slowly made her way down the aisle, she heard Rachel speak up from the other side of the aisle, speaking cheerfully to her daughter.

“Okay, what about this one?”

“Yuck, no,” Paige said.

“Why not?”

“It’s black. Black is boring.”

“Ah, I see. So I guess you want me to get the bright pink one, right?”

“Nope. That one…that purple one.”

Alice stood in front of a little bit of travel soaps as they had the conversation. It was so cute it was almost sickening, and it made her hate Rachel even more. After about another thirty seconds of this banal back and forth, a decision was made…and Alice was given perhaps the best bit of intel she could ever have on Rachel.

“I’m going to go with the grey one,” Rachel said.

“Ugh. That’s…”

“Boring?”

“Yeah, boring,” Paige said. “You’re going to New York mom. You should get something fun!”

“You mean to match the fun doctor’s appointments? I think I’d rather be seen as a professional adult.”

“Yeah, I guess. Ooh, but I can at least make you a fun keychain to go on it right? With my loom band?”

“Yes, that would be fine.”

“With lots of cool, bright colors?”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

Alice thought of that conversation as she sat two blocks away, at the corner. Rachel’s house was barely in sight from there—just the edge of the house and two second-floor windows, actually—but the FBI had occasionally been sending units to surveil the place. Alice was quite certain it was out of caution over what had happened to Helmsdales.

But Alice now knew enough. She knew that Rachel was going to New York in three days and that she was going to visit doctors. While those were the only details she knew for certain, she doubted she’d take Paige with her. Why take a kid to doctors’ appointments, even if they were in New York, a place Paige apparently thought was magical? And she doubted Agent Boyfriend would go. It didn’t seem like threatening sort of visit based on what she’d heard, and she doubted he’d take the time off of work—or that Rachel would let him. She’d pretend like she didn’t want him to make a big deal about it.

Alice assumed that all meant Rachel would be going alone.

Only…maybe she wouldn’t.

Maybe this was the opportunity Alice had been waiting for…to have Rachel Gift alone and without the looing FBI threat to save her. She’d just have to get some information like flight numbers, the names of the doctors and things like that. She had a few days to get to done and though she wasn’t sure where to start, she would sure as hell try.

Maybe Alice would be going to the Big Apple as well.

And maybe if things went well, Alice would return home perfectly fine while Rachel Gift came back in a coffin.
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